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I owe a debt of gratitude to Dr. Jack Murdock, parasitologist about town, and co-creator of the Ejecta parasite. Thank you Dr. Jack—it was a pleasure to work with you! Scientific errors if any, are mine.


Chapter One

Near Mongo, Chad

The sub-Saharan landscape was divided between bright, almost searing blue sky, and the khaki colored earth that lay sprawled below, as the big four-wheel drive Unimog turned off the piste and onto a nearly invisible track leading east. Not in a straight line, the way a road laid down by French colonial engineers might have, but in a series of seemingly random twists and turns. “This was no more than a game trail originally,” Andre Guiscard explained from his place behind the Mog’s enormous steering wheel. “So it follows the path of least resistance.”

Guiscard had been born in Chad to a French father and Tuareg mother, but he'd been sent to the University of Arizona for his education, which was where he and Alex Palmer had become acquainted. The Chadian had thick black hair, his father’s hatchet-like nose, and his mother’s coloring. He was wearing a much washed Bono tee shirt and khaki shorts. A pair of reflective aviator-style sunglasses completed the outfit. The truck slowed as Guiscard down shifted and navigated through a rocky obstacle course. 

 Alex Palmer held onto a grab bar, and waited for the right rear tire to roll over a boulder, before making a reply. The American had light brown hair, sunburned skin, and squint lines that radiated from the corners of his green eyes. Creases bracketed what a former girlfriend once referred to as a “serious mouth.” He wore a gray T-shirt, blue shorts, and a pair of scuffed Timberland hiking boots. “It’s amazing you came across this place,” Palmer commented. “Talk about out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Yes, and no,” Guiscard replied matter of factly. “The government pays me to look for water…. And one way to do that is to visit abandoned villages. Because even if a well gave out at some point in the past, there’s always the possibility that we could deepen it, and make the location habitable again. Such places are not only important to our people––but to the refugees from the Sudan.” With that Guiscard let out the clutch, fed fuel to the five cylinder diesel, and guided the big 4 X 4 up past the skeletal remains of an ancient VW bus. The path rose before turning to the right and disappearing over a rise.

***

Meanwhile, from a spot about a quarter of a mile away, a man wearing a bright blue shesh (headdress) and matching robes was watching the vehicle’s progress. His name was Basel Naravas and activity, any kind of activity, was of interest to him. Especially when such a handsome vehicle was involved. As the bandit peered through a pair of very expensive Nikon binoculars, the big Mercedes truck lurched up out of a ravine onto the top of a rise. It was white, with a chromed star over the radiator, and a roof rack loaded with gear. The spacious crew cab could seat four, five in a pinch, with a flat bed behind. A small crane could be seen there, flanked by lockable tool boxes, all of which filled Naravas with lust. Because not only was the Unimog worth a lot of money in and of itself, it could be used to make more money, in a land where reliable transportation often meant the difference between life and death.

So who were the people in the truck? What were they up to? And what would be required to separate them from the Mercedes? Such were the questions on the Tuareg’s mind as he elbowed his way off of the ledge and motioned to his son. The Mog couldn’t go far, not on that track, so it wouldn’t be hard to catch up. Then, Allah willing, the machine would be his. 

***

The engine roared as the truck waddled up out of a gully and into what had once been a village. Of course that was previous to the Sahara’s latest incursion into the semi-arid grassland called the “Sahel.” There wasn’t much to see beyond the foundations for some circular huts, an old car body, and a fire pit that had clearly been used within the last few days. By nomads most likely—who had spent the night there.

The diesel rattled and died. Doors slammed as Palmer and Guiscard got out of the cab. The interior was air conditioned so exiting the truck was like stepping from a refrigerator into a blast furnace. Palmer pulled a sweat stained baseball hat onto his head and squinted into bright sunlight. There was a pair of Ray-Bans in his shirt pocket—but Palmer wanted to see as much color as he could. A beat up Nikon D-50 digital camera dangled from his shoulder.

“That’s it,” Guiscard said, as he pointed to a depression. “That’s the “’guelta,’ or waterhole. It was at the very heart of the village—and everything looked different back then. Trees, which have long since been cut down for firewood, protected the water from the sun,” Guiscard continued. “But the guelta required rainfall to survive, and with less precipitation each year, the waterhole dried up. So with no water for themselves, or their animals, the villagers were forced to leave. It’s an old story, and a painful one, since they had nowhere to go.”

Palmer nodded. “And the village was named ‘Star?’”

“That’s right,” Guiscard replied. “The village was called Najmah, which means star in Arabic, and could be connected with the meteorite. Assuming the big chunk of rock is what I think it is.”

“It had better be,” Palmer said. “Because much as I like you this is a long way to come for a couple of beers.”

“Yeah, but they were cold beers,” Guiscard responded cheerfully. “And the only beers you’re likely to find around here. Come on…. Let’s take a look.”

The Chadian was in excellent shape, and rather than circumnavigate the waterhole, chose to cross it instead. Once Guiscard had lowered himself into the dry hole Palmer followed. A thick layer of windblown sand parted occasionally to reveal the rocks that lay below—as well as the detritus of human habitation. As Palmer followed the other man across the crater he saw a rusty wheel, what looked like the remains of an old hand-cranked washing machine, and a partially exposed camel skeleton. Guiscard attacked the water hole’s north wall with the surety of someone who had done it before. He was waiting on the top when the American joined him.

Palmer noticed distinct indentations in the sandstone each of which marked a historical water level. They chronicled the history of not only the guelta but the creatures which were dependent upon it. He followed his friend along a narrow foot path, up a slight rise, and over to the point where the remains of a crude shelter could be seen. It consisted of gnarled tree limbs surrounded by an irregular line of tin cans. “Look at this,” Guiscard said, as he held one of the containers up for Palmer to inspect. “The villagers burned candles inside.”

The meteorite hunter looked inside and verified the presence of some melted wax and a fire blackened wick. All preserved by the dry desert air. “Was it a religious ceremony of some sort?”

Guiscard shook his head. “No, the villagers were Muslims, and believed in one god. I don’t think they were worshiping the iron. I think they were celebrating it! Assuming I’m correct that is.”

Though not entirely sure that he understood the difference, Palmer dropped to his knees, and peered through the A-shaped opening. Further back, as if determined to avoid the light of day, Palmer could see the top half of something he estimated to be twice the size of a basketball. In spite of the present drought, the object had been rained on in the past, and the surface of the rock was covered by what looked like a heavy accumulation of rust. An indication that the object could qualify as an iron.

Of course some chondrites, also referred to as “stones,” had a rusty orange fusion crust that caused them to be confused with irons. So Palmer removed a magnet from his pocket and extended his hand. The pull exerted by the object in front of him was so strong that when he let go of the magnet it jumped the intervening gap. The object was an iron! And not just any iron, but a big sucker, that could push half-a-ton. That meant that if it was properly sectioned, and sold to wealthy collectors, the meteorite could be worth half-a-million dollars. It would represent a nice pay day even after expenses and a generous finder’s fee for Guiscard. The Chadian knelt to peer over Palmer’s shoulder. “So what do you think? Was I correct?”

Palmer nodded happily. “Yes, you were! She’s a beauty.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” Guiscard replied. “It looks like a big rock to me…. What now?”

Palmer stood. “I need to take pictures of the site, the shelter, and the meteorite itself. Then, if you would be so kind as to bring the Mog around, we’ll dig this baby out.” 

***

It took the better part of four long hot hours to pull the shelter apart, dig the meteorite out of the ground, and hoist it up onto the truck. A process Naravas observed from the shade provided by a cluster of rocks. And there were lots of rocks in Chad…. So what made the reddish boulder so special? Minerals perhaps? Foreigners were always searching for valuable minerals. Yes, Naravas decided, that made sense. Not that it mattered because one rock was as good as another rock in so far as he was concerned. No, the real prize was the truck…. And he was determined to have it.

Worried lest he miss his opportunity, Naravas withdrew, and took his twelve-year old son with him. Twenty-minutes later they were back in their ancient Toyota 4 X 4, and ready to follow the Mog once it turned onto the piste. Their patience was rewarded fifteen-minutes later as the Mercedes appeared, took a left hand turn, and headed west. After thousands of years spent in one place the Mongo Iron was on the move.

***

The Guiscard family compound consisted of a sprawling house protected by high walls, on a hill located ten-miles south of Mongo. It had been constructed some thirty-years before by Andre’s father Paul Guiscard who, having been a Sergeant-Major in the French Foreign Legion, chose to model his residence after Fort Flatters which was located deep in the Sahara.

The long low-slung building was somewhat stark, but the tops of some palms could be seen protruding above the south end of the defensive wall, which hinted at life within. A column of chalk white dust followed the Mog as it barreled up a long dirt road towards the white-washed complex. Palmer knew that Paul Guiscard’s decision to fortify his home stemmed from more than a sense of nostalgia. Because there had been a lot of civil unrest in Chad over the last three decades, not to mention the presence of bandits, who continued to prey on the weak. So the three-foot thick walls, the fortifications that anchored each corner of the compound, and the metal gate were for more than show.

Thanks to the unobstructed view available from the top of the four-foot thick crenellated walls the truck had been spotted a good fifteen-minutes earlier. So as Guiscard down shifted, and the Mercedes began to slow, two men came out to open the gate. They were non-Islamic southerners judging from the clothing they wore. Although it was becoming more difficult to tell the various ethnic and religious groups apart as people migrated into Chad from the south and east. Palmer took note of the fact that both of the men were armed with AK-47s. A wise precaution out in the middle of nowhere.

Guiscard waved to his employees as he guided the Mog through the gate and into the large courtyard beyond. A sharp left hand turn carried them toward the north end of the compound where a long, low shed-like structure gave shelter to a half-a-dozen vehicles of various types and vintages. “So, what do you think?” Guiscard inquired, as the vehicle came to a stop in the shade provided by a metal roof. “Should we leave the rock on the truck? Or unload it?”

“Anything worth that much money should never be referred to as a ‘rock,’” Palmer responded lightly. “But yes, why unload, just to load again? Especially when we could have a cold beer instead.”

“Makes sense to me,” Guiscard said as he killed the engine. “Let’s celebrate…. How much are you going to pay me?”

“How does fifty-grand sound?” Palmer answered.

“Fifty sounds good. Real good,” Guiscard replied enthusiastically. “That kind of money will go a long ways in Chad.”

Both men exited the truck. The American paused long enough to climb up and give the iron an affectionate pat before jumping down again. Then they crossed the sun baked inner courtyard to the south end of the compound. That was where the family’s U-shaped home was located. All of the windows looked in on the central garden which was centered around a group of carefully tended palms. The artificial oasis was made possible by water pumped from hundreds of feet below.

And, true to Guiscard’s promise, refreshments were waiting on one of the four glass topped tables that graced the outside eating area. All courtesy of Guiscard’s seldom seen mother. A real beauty for whom Guiscard’s father had been required to pay an enormous bride’s price of twenty-five camels. After that it had been necessary for the newly married couple to live with her parents for a full year prior to being allowed to go out on their own.

But if Madam Guiscard was beautiful, her good looks were routinely hidden by both a veil and multiple layers of indigo clothing, which had the effect of causing her sweat to evaporate slowly.

The wrought iron chairs made a loud scraping sound as they were pulled away from the table and the men took their seats. It was relatively cool under the palms. The water gurgled happily as it cascaded down the sides of the fountain, and laughter could be heard from the kitchen. 

There was a galvanized bucket of ice cold Gala beer from Moundou sitting on the floor tiles between them. Something that would never be allowed in most Muslim homes. But Tuaregs are famous for cutting religious corners, and the beer had long been a staple at Le fort, even after Guiscard senior’s death. There were also bowls of salted peanuts, some raw veggies, and a plateful of pastries. The appetizers were made of millet flour, which had been mixed with egg and sugar, before being fried in peanut oil. They were delicious, especially when combined with some Gala, which slid down the back of Palmer’s throat like a cold river.

The next hour passed rather comfortably as the two men ate snacks, drank beer, and relived their college days. So it wasn’t long before Palmer ran over his self-imposed limit of three beers, and was gradually transformed into the “other” him. A man who was louder and more outgoing than normal. As the light began to fade dinner was served. 

Palmer caught a glimpse of Madam Guiscard, as she sent two servant girls out with the main course, but she disappeared shortly thereafter. The American turned to his host. “Will your mother join us?”

Guiscard smiled. “Tuareg men and women don’t eat together, Alex…. Not in traditional families. And once my father died mother went back to the old ways.”

So the friends were left to consume the Jarret de boeuf by themselves, both taking food from the same platter, as day turned to night. The stew was delicious, but the burgundy was a tad too dry for Palmer’s taste, although it went down smoothly enough. So that by the time dinner was over, and the two men parted company, the American was drunk. A familiar state and one he had promised himself to avoid.

Having stumbled into his room he collapsed face down on the bed and quickly lapsed into unconsciousness. A place where the memories of two tours in Afghanistan couldn’t find him, where there was no fear, and friends lived forever.

And that’s where Palmer was when the insistent rattle of AK-47 fire was heard. The door to his room slammed open and Guiscard barged in. The engineer was clad in nothing more than a tee shirt, plaid boxers, and a pair of flip flops. “Alex! Get up! There are bandits inside the walls!”

1st Lieutenant Alex Palmer remembered that there had been insurgents inside the building the marines called “Fort Apache” too. They had been admitted to the compound by a traitorous interpreter who shot Staff Sergeant Gomez in the back before being gunned down himself. The American’s head hurt, his mouth was dust dry, and he had a powerful urge to pee. “Here,” Guiscard said, as he handed his house guest a well worn Mle. 1935 single action 7.65mm pistol. It had probably been in North Africa since World War II and, if there was any rifling left in the barrel, that would be a miracle. “Let’s go!”

Guiscard charged out through the door with the American right behind him. Palmer saw a muzzle flash up on the east wall, followed by the cloth ripping sound of automatic fire, and an abbreviated scream. But who was firing, and at whom, remained a mystery. Then he heard the sudden roar of a diesel engine. “They have the Mog!” Guiscard yelled. “Head them off at the gate!”

But it was too late for that. Two men opened the gate from the inside, hopped aboard the big truck as it drew even with them, and clung to the back of the Mercedes as it vanished into the night. Guiscard fired his pistol, and half a dozen rifle shots were heard, but all to no avail. The 4 X 4 was gone, as was the Mongo Iron, and Palmer’s money. “You have other vehicles,” he said, “let’s go after them!”

“No,” Guiscard replied disgustedly. “That would be suicidal…. They’re expecting that—and have some sort of ambush waiting for us. Don’t worry my friend…. It’s the truck they want. We’ll find your rock laying next to the road.”

The comment was intended to be reassuring, but wasn’t since there were lots of roads, and lots of rocks in the southern Sahara. Palmer couldn’t say that of course. Not in the immediate aftermath of Guiscard’s loss. 

Guiscard’s major domo, a dark complected southerner named Benji Obasambo, materialized in front of them. He was carrying an AK-47 and spoke English with a British accent. “They brought a metal ladder,” the Chadian said disgustedly. “It’s still leaning against the wall…. And they were quiet. Very quiet. It looks like Ebolowa was asleep when they slit his throat. If so then good riddance! Once inside they went straight to the Mog.”

“And the keys were in the ignition,” Guiscard said regretfully. “I know because I was the one who left them there! Were there any other casualties?”

“They shot Mr. Kwara,” the major domo said sadly. “But he took one of the bastards with him.”

Guiscard winced. Kwara had been employed by the family for more than ten-years and had a huge family to support in Cameroon. “Put the body in the big cooler,” Guiscard instructed. “The police will want to see it—and we’ll have to contact his wife. And count heads…. Let’s make sure that everyone who should be here is.”

Obasambo nodded grimly and turned to go. “Well,” Guiscard said, as he turned to Palmer. “It looks like I’ll be going into Mongo come first light. That’s where the police station is. Would you like to come? Maybe we’ll find your rock along the way.”

Palmer didn’t believe in luck, not that kind of luck, but nodded anyway. “Sure, count me in.”

***

Mongo, Chad

When a uniformed policeman told Police Chief Bahir Jann that Andre Guiscard and another man were waiting to see him the policeman was anything but surprised. And why should he be? Given the fact that he was already aware of what had taken place the night before. Partly via word of mouth, because news had an almost miraculous ability to traverse large seeming empty expanses of desert, but he had a more reliable source of information as well. Namely his half-brother Basel who was the proud owner of a nearly new Unimog! Because in Chad, as in so many places throughout Africa, anyone who hoped to escape grinding poverty was well advised to work both sides of the law. But none of that was visible on the police chief’s narrow face as he nodded. “Let Monsieur Guiscard wait for fifteen minutes—then send him in.”

The policeman, who was used to Jann’s ways, smiled knowingly. “Yes, sir,” he said cheerfully. “Fifteen-minutes and then send him in.”

Meanwhile, out in the police station’s lime green waiting room, Palmer was sitting next to a man who looked as though he’d been there for years. As did many of the other people who crowded the benches. All waiting to be summoned, or in some cases, dismissed. The only source of entertainment was the gloomy looking sergeant who stood behind a fortress-like counter where he was working his way through a stack of travel documents. The old fashioned stamp made a monotonous thud-thump-thud as it made contact with the ink pad, left an impression on paper, and returned to the pad.

But finally, after exactly fifteen-minutes had elapsed, a corporal appeared. He was a northerner, and therefore of Arab descent, like all of the other policemen Palmer had seen thus far. Dozens of people turned to look, each hoping to hear his or her name, but it wasn’t to be. “Monsieur Guiscard?” the policeman inquired politely. “Chief Jann will see you now.” 

Guiscard, who had been looking at a plastic covered wall map, turned at the sound of his name. “Thank you…. Would it be alright if my friend Monsieur Palmer comes along as well?”

The corporal had no instructions to the contrary. So he opened a waist-high door and motioned for the men to pass through the portal that served to separate those who were in need of something from those who could provide it. Those left in the waiting room had no choice but to remain where they were, endure the steadily increasing heat, and watch the ever present flies circle the stationary ceiling fan. The morning wore on.

***

Jann could be quite personable when he chose to be—which was one of the reasons why he had risen from gendarme to chief. He rose as the visitors entered his office, left the protection of his tidy desk, and came out to meet them. “Bonjour!” Jann said cheerfully. “I’m sorry about the delay—but criminals never take a day off!”

Guiscard laughed politely. “Chief Jann…. This is Alex Palmer. He was a guest at Le fort when the bandits attacked. You read my report?”

“Yes! Of course!” Jann lied smoothly, as he shook the American’s hand. “Two dead…. I was very sorry to hear of it. And they took your truck. The thieves grow bolder with each passing day. Please…. Have a seat. I will ring for coffee.”

A civilian arrived thirty-seconds later and placed a tray on the desk. Jann lifted the brass pot with his left hand, poured the piping hot coffee into a cup with his right, and took a tentative sip. Then, having assured himself that the brew was acceptable, he poured coffee for his guests. Guiscard first, given his position with the government, followed by the American.

Then, once both men had been served, it was time for all three of them to drink. The coffee was strong, dark, and flavored with cardamom. There was a moment of silence so each person could enjoy their coffee, followed by a polite “fi sehtuk” (to your health) from Guiscard.

“Thank you,” Jann answered automatically. “Now, as to the bandits, I will dispatch Sergeant Antalas to your home. He and his assistant will take statements, dust the metal ladder for fingerprints, and collect any other evidence that may be available. Meanwhile a bulletin has gone out—and police units throughout Chad will be on the lookout for your truck.”

***

Guiscard thanked the police officer, but Palmer could tell that his old friend was pissed, even if it wasn’t clear why. Five-minutes later, as the two of them exited the building, his suspicions were confirmed. “That rotten bastard!” Guiscard said feelingly, as he started the Land Rover.

“’Rotten bastard?’” Palmer inquired mildly. “Why do you say that?”

“Because of the ladder,” Guiscard answered, as he released the brake.

Palmer put on his sunglasses. “Yeah? What about it?”

“He knew about it,” Guiscard answered, as the engine came to life. “And it wasn’t in the report! I forgot to write it down and I was going to tell him about it!”

“Uh oh,” Palmer replied grimly. “So Jann was in on it?”

“It’s a distinct possibility,” Guiscard replied, as he guided the 4 X 4 between a pair of gaping potholes. “There have been rumors about Jann. Nothing solid mind you…. But some people have questions about the big house that he lives in and the Mercedes parked next to it.”

Both sides of the street were lined with ramshackle buildings seemingly held together by many layers of peeling paint, garish Coke signs, and the force of gravity. Squinty-eyed men sat on the hoods of half-cannibalized cars as children chased soccer balls up narrow alleys and brightly clad women went about their endless work. “So what, if anything, can we do?” Palmer inquired.

“Go after the bastards ourselves,” Guiscard said with a sideways glance. “Unless you’re willing to go home without your rock.”

“The iron is a lot more than a rock,” Palmer insisted defensively. “But no…. I’m not about to let those bastards keep the iron.”

“Good,” the Chadian replied with a characteristic grin. “Go Wildcats!”

***

South of Mongo, Chad

Haani Damya was a tracker. A very special tracker who had grown up in the desert, where his fathers and uncles taught him how to follow vehicles instead of the increasingly scarce animals. It was a skill Damya regularly rented out to the police, the army, and various types of criminals. And, like many people in the area, the Tuareg scout was related to Madame Guiscard and her son.

Which was why the indigo clad tribesman was sitting on a bucket seat attached to the front right fender of the Guiscard family’s venerable Volvo C303 utility vehicle. A precarious position that provided the tracker with an unobstructed view of the road whipping past below his feet, and more importantly, of the complex tracery of tire tracks recorded on the soft surface of the piste. Every tire had its own unique tread pattern, wear marks, and flaws. Therefore each snaking mark was different to Damya’s discerning eye. 

And that was how the tribesman had been able to guide Guiscard and Palmer from Le fort, to a secondary road that was headed south, as it passed between rows of distantly seen hamadas or plateaus. The boxy truck shuddered like a thing possessed as it rolled onto a stretch of what the French call tole ondule, or “corrugated iron,” and Palmer thought of as “washboard.” A surface common to many back country roads in Arizona. Palmer knew the four-inch high corrugation was the result of heavy braking, aggressive acceleration, and usage by trucks with bad suspensions.

The ride was similar to what it would be like if one were strapped to an enormous jack hammer. Palmer’s body shook uncontrollably, the old C303 rattled like a bucket of loose bolts, and gear bounced up and down back in the cargo compartment. At that point Damya turned to look in at them. He was equipped with a pair of motorcycle goggles and his blue veil whipped back and forth. A harness held the Tuareg in place, but Palmer knew that if he could feel the effects of the road, then the scout was suffering even more. “Faster!” Damya mouthed, and gave Guiscard a thumbs up.

The Chadian acknowledged the request with a cheerful wave and pressed down on the accelerator. “We need to increase our speed to about fifty-miles per hour,” Guiscard explained. It was necessary to yell in order to make himself heard over the noise of the engine. “Then it will smooth out!”

That was more than a little counter intuitional from Palmer’s point of view—but all he could do was hang on and hope for the best. And it wasn’t long before the ride began to smooth out just as Guiscard had promised it would. The improvement came at a price however. By skimming the tops of the corrugations the Volvo was providing them with a better ride, but less contact resulted in less control, so it was necessary for Guiscard to keep both hands on the wheel.

Making the situation worse from Palmer’s perspective was the fact that the increase in speed made it more likely that they would race past the Mongo Iron without noticing it. Still, each passing hour would make it harder for Damya to track the Mog, so that had precedence.

The slightly elevated two-lane track ran straight as an arrow through a large basin filled with powdery white sand. There were diversions where frustrated drivers had paralleled the road in an attempt to escape the tole ondule and had created a braided roadway. Sometimes the strategy worked and sometimes it didn’t. Occasional vehicles could be seen to either side. Ancient wrecks for the most part, half-concealed by drifting sand, never to run again.

Finally, after what seemed like an hour, but was actually no more than fifteen-minutes, the C303 arrived on the south side of the basin where the road began to climb the side of the plateau beyond. An HJ75 rounded the curve ahead, flashed its lights in the traditional Saharan greeting, and rattled past. The back of the truck was loaded with children who waved as their clothes whipped in the wind.

Guiscard had to work after that, muscling the 4 X 4 through a series of switch backs, choosing to attack some rocks, while avoiding others. The trick was to put the thick bottom tread onto the sharper rocks to avoid damage to vulnerable side walls, stay out of the deepest potholes, and maintain traction throughout. All of which required a significant amount of concentration.

Having conquered the incline the Volvo arrived on top of the hamada where Damya signaled Guiscard to pull over. Once the truck came to a stop, the scout hurried to free himself from the harness, and drop to the ground. Then, having pushed the goggles up onto his forehead, he made his way over to the piste and the tracks recorded on it.

The scout was down on his haunches, eyeing the surface of the road, as Palmer got out. It was difficult to open the passenger side door due to the presence of the jury-rigged seat. But Palmer was able to squeeze through the narrow opening and went to join Guiscard. He was standing near the edge of a sharp drop-off peering through a pair of beat-up binoculars. Palmer felt the full force of the sub-Saharan sun—and wished he was back in the air-conditioned cabin. There was a breeze, but it blast-furnace hot, and brought no relief. “Here,” Guiscard said, as he gave the glasses to his friend. “Take a look.”

Palmer brought the binos up to his eyes. The view from the top of the hamada was truly spectacular. From the turn-out the geologist could see sections of the road as it switch-backed down to the desert floor below, a strip of white piste, and the jagged mountains beyond. They seemed to shimmer in the heat.

“They passed here,” Damya confirmed, as he appeared next to Guiscard. “But the wind will steal their tracks. We must hurry.”

So it was back into the Volvo and onto the road again. Damya had chosen to ride in the back seat, but wasn’t much of a conversationalist, and Guiscard was focused on driving. That left Palmer to wish for a beer that he knew he shouldn’t have, and try to stay awake, as the 4 X 4 came down off the plateau and onto the road below. But a lack of rest the night before, plus the drone of the engine proved to be too much, and the American was asleep when Guiscard touched his shoulder. “Wake up slacker,” the Chadian said cheerfully. “We found something.”

The “something” proved to be a camping spot half-a-mile west of the piste Palmer had seen from the top of the plateau. And, when he got out to look around, it became apparent that people had been there recently. Very recently judging from the occasional wisps of smoke that issued from a fire-blackened pit. “The Mog was here,” Damya emphasized. “Along with two other vehicles. The bandits made coffee and ate lunch.”

That was promising, since they were closing the gap, and Palmer was about to say as much when something caught his eye. A rock that wasn’t a rock! Moments later he was there, kneeling next to the Mongo Iron, checking to make sure the meteorite hadn’t been damaged. Having no need for what they perceived as a worthless boulder, and eager to lighten their load, it appeared that the bandits had taken advantage of the lunch break to dump the iron onto the ground where it had been left.

Up until that point Palmer hadn’t spent much time with the iron, hadn’t gotten to know it, the way he usually did. Because it was his opinion that each meteorite has its own personality, its own mysterious feel, even if the geologist in him knew that was silly. But silly or not Palmer felt that there was a brooding quality about the iron sitting in front of him. And something else as well…. It was almost as if the meteorite was alive in some strange way. Although that was stupid.

“So,” Guiscard said lightly, as his shadow fell across the meteorite. “You found it! Well done, especially since I want my fee…. But now what? It’s too heavy for the Volvo…. Assuming the three of us could lift it.”

“We’ll have to leave it here,” Palmer answered regretfully. “Then, once we recover the Mog, we’ll come back for it. In the meantime let’s get some GPS coordinates and try to make it less noticeable. The odds of another meteorite hunter happening along are a thousand to one but you never know.”

So more rocks were gathered up and heaped around the iron in order to make it less conspicuous. Then, eager to close with the bandits, the threesome were off again. But more slowly this time. Because it wasn’t long before the road became little more than a very primitive track and any sort of dust plume would give them away.

Damya was back in his specially rigged seat by that time, both because the light was starting to fade, and because the primitive road continued to branch left and right as it followed an underground river. Evidence of which could be seen in the green plants that had driven their roots down to the point where they could tap into the liquid hidden below.

Palmer was worried, because even though there were weapons in the back of the Volvo, they weren’t where he could reach them. And the further they went from the main road the more likely an ambush was. So the American felt relieved when Damya signaled for Guiscard to stop. Having freed himself from the harness the Tuareg made his way around to the driver’s side window. “The bandits will stop soon,” the scout predicted. “And stay the night. We must hide our vehicle—and proceed on foot. Then, if Allah smiles on us, we will steal the Mog!”

The plan not only made sense, but left Palmer with the impression that the Tuareg had participated in such raids before, and not necessarily on behalf of the government. So Guiscard drove the 4 X 4 off the road—and parked it behind a thicket of spindly bushes. “Can I make a suggestion?” Palmer inquired, as the two men came together at back end of the vehicle.

“Please do,” his friend replied. “In fact, given your combat experience, feel free to make lots of them!”

Palmer nodded. “Okay, I’ll take you at your word…. I think Damya’s plan makes sense—but execution is everything. Assuming we can locate their camp, and approach on foot, stealth will be extremely important. Because if it comes to a firefight we’re going to lose! Then, if we can penetrate their perimeter, it's going to be about speed. Damya says they have two vehicles in addition to the Mog. So we'll have to disable them, jump in your truck, and haul ass! You have a key?”

“Yes,” Guiscard answered, as he patted a pants pocket. “Right here.”

“Excellent,” Palmer replied. “Once we’re clear of the camp you will stop here so I can jump out and drive the Volvo. Let’s leave the driver’s side door unlocked and the key in the ignition.”

“That’s a good idea,” the Chadian agreed, as he opened the rear doors. “How about an emergency reflector? We could put it out next to the track so I’ll know where to stop.”

“Perfect,” Palmer responded, “And don’t forget the iron…. We need to pick that up on our way out. Okay, let’s gear up.”

The better part of fifteen-minutes passed while the three men armed themselves, shouldered small day packs, and made their final checks. “Let’s jump up and down, and see how noisy we are,” Palmer suggested.

The answer was very noisy as various items of equipment rattled and jingled. So another five-minutes was spent securing loose items before Damya could lead the others west along the game trail that paralleled the main track. The sky was a beautiful shade of lavender by then. The first stars could be seen, and the temperature was beginning to plunge. 

The rifle clutched in Palmer’s hands plus the empty feeling in his gut and the almost supernatural acuteness of his senses were all reminiscent of night operations in Afghanistan. The only sounds to be heard as the geologist followed Guiscard up the trail were the occasional click of one stone striking another, the soft swish of a branch as his arm brushed by it, and the steady rasp of his own breathing. 

But Palmer knew how quickly that could change…. Because he could remember the deafening boom of an IED (Improvised Explosive Device) going off, followed by the sudden rattle of automatic weapons as insurgents opened fire on his platoon, and the screams as his men began to die. And each death was a broken promise. A personal failure. Sins for which he could never atone.

Such were the memories running through the ex-marine’s mind as a helicopter roared overhead! The sound was so congruent with Palmer’s memories he thought he was back in Helmand Province for a moment, until the chopper passed overhead, and lights appeared directly in front of them. Headlights, judging from the glare, which were being used to illuminate an improvised LZ.

The helicopter constituted a nasty surprise, but made such a loud racket that Damya was able to run forward, secure in the knowledge that any noise he and his companions made would be covered by the chopper, which had already begun to descend. And it was a pretty good bet that any sentries would be focused on the aircraft rather than peering into the surrounding darkness looking for infiltrators.

A short sprint took the three men within five-hundred feet of the desert encampment, where a pile of tumble-down rocks offered a place to hide as the brightly illuminated EC-135 Eurocopter settled onto its skids. Palmer had a pair of binos out by then. So as the helicopter’s twin Turbomeca engines began to spool down he had an excellent view when a door opened and Police Chief Bahir Jann appeared. Ironically it was the Mog’s headlights that were focused directly on him, and judging from the way some of the bandits surged forward to greet the official, Jann was no stranger to them. “Uh oh,” Guiscard whispered from a few inches away. “What now?”

“We wait,” Palmer replied pragmatically. “And hope for the best.”

***

It was too late for “the best,” or so it seemed to Guiscard. There was no point in saying so however. But had the Chadian chosen to look skyward he would have seen a meteorite streak across the velvety sky. An omen perhaps had the engineer been able to understand it. 


Chapter Two

Seattle-Tacoma International Airport

After two-years in central America, following muddy trails through the hot, steamy jungle, the airport’s crowded corridors came as a real shock. It took the better part of half an hour for Sara Devlin to gather up her possessions and catch a cab. A shuttle would have been less expensive, but she was in no mood to be crammed into a van with six burly businessmen for the half hour trip into Seattle.

It was raining, which made sense on a cold, gray November day, and the wipers made a persistent squeaking sound as they swept back and forth across the taxi’s windshield. The driver wore a burgundy colored turban, and judging from the snapshots fastened to the sun visor, was a dedicated family man. He glanced at Devlin in the rearview mirror as the taxi cleared the airport’s round-about and headed north towards the freeway. “Are you staying in a hotel?”

It was a reasonable question given the fact that Devlin had given her destination as “…downtown Seattle.” Devlin shook her head and fumbled for the scrap of paper that had Marvin Leander’s address on it. “No. You can drop me at the 720 Olive building.” 

The driver nodded as he steered the Crown Vic down the on-ramp to the freeway below. The taxi merged onto I-5 northbound a few minutes later. And it wasn’t long before they passed Safeco Field, which never failed to remind Devlin of her father and the summer evening when they had gone there to boo the Yankees. It was the bottom of the 7th, and the score had been tied, when Alex Rodriguez fouled one back into the stands where a much younger Sara Devlin had miraculously been able to catch it.

Strangely, from the scientist’s perspective at least, her father was as proud of that accomplishment as the moment when she graduated from high school at the top of her class. But that had been back during the run up to college, before a drunk driver killed her mother, and before her father’s fatal heart attack sixteen months later.

Maybe that explained her attachment to Professor Paul McCracken, and his attachment to her, since both had been orphaned in a way. She by her parents, and he by his beloved Mary, who’s death at thirty left the academic to live out the rest of his life as a bachelor. Until five days earlier that is, when, according to McCracken's attorney, the professor had draped sheets of clear plastic over his living room furniture, loaded one round into his old Colt .45 revolver, and put the weapon to his head.

Because of Mary? No, Devlin found that hard to believe, since Mac had been able to live more than twenty-five years without her. So, why then? There was no way to know. The long distance call from Leander had certainly been a surprise, as was the news that McCracken had left his estate to her, and that she was to serve as executor. All of which forced Devlin to break off her research in Costa Rica and return home. Something she had originally intended to do six months earlier, but continued to put off, partly because of the on-again off-again romance with Mark Milano, and partly because there was so much work to do. By some estimates the central American jungles were home to thousands of parasites that had yet to be identified and cataloged. A task which, if completed, could deliver real benefits to medical science in the form of new drugs and therapies. 

The taxi slowed and came to a stop. The cabbie turned to look over his shoulder. He had quick brown eyes and a bushy black beard. “That will be $35.00 miss.” 

The twenties that Devlin had been given in San Jose were a bit greasy, but legal nevertheless, and the scientist said “No” to the cabbie's offer of change. Rather than the warm jungle rains that she had grown used to, the water that fell out of Seattle’s lead gray sky was cold, and impossible to ignore as Devlin opened the door and exited the car. Perhaps it was the five-dollar gratuity, or maybe the Sikh felt sorry for the bedraggled scientist, but whatever the reason the cabbie insisted on carrying Devlin’s luggage into the building’s lobby before wishing her a good day and going back outside.

All of the building’s tenants were listed on a board that faced out into the lobby, so it was a simple matter to scan the list for Leander, and make a mental note of which floor he was on. By wearing the knapsack, and hoisting a bag in each hand, Devlin managed to carry everything into the elevator. A well-dressed professional held the door for her. Devlin couldn’t help but feel out of place as more business types entered the car and the elevator began to rise. The academic tried to picture the raggedy, largely unkempt, and often filthy men she’d been working with for the last couple of years showing up for work in suits. The thought brought a smile to her face.

The car stopped, the doors whispered open, and people made room so Devlin could exit. After one false start Devlin chose the correct hall, spotted the glass panel that had “Marvin Leander, Attorney,” printed across it, and was forced to place her bags on the floor before opening the door and dragging them into the office one-at-a-time. 

The middle-aged woman who sat behind the reception desk watched with amusement as the young woman shrugged her way out from under the much repaired pack. “Can I help you?” she inquired politely.

Devlin smiled. “Sorry about the luggage…. But I just came from the airport. My name is Sara Devlin. Is Mr. Leander in?”

“Do you have an appointment?” the receptionist countered professionally. She was petite, pretty, and had light brown skin. In marked contrast to the woman in front of her every aspect of the paralegal’s apparel had been chosen with care.

“No,” Devlin confessed. “I don’t.”

“Please have a seat,” the receptionist said sympathetically. “Mr. Leander has a full schedule this afternoon—but perhaps he can squeeze you in.”

After disappearing into what Devlin assumed to be Leander’s office, the woman returned to say that the attorney would see her as soon as possible, and offered a cup of coffee which she accepted. It had been a long time since Devlin had been able to satisfy her secret appetite for People magazine, and she was about halfway through the latest edition, when the inner office opened and an elderly woman emerged. A well dressed man was right behind her. He had brown eyes, a broad nose, and hair so short that his dark scalp showed through. His shirt was glaringly white, his tie was secured by a Windsor knot, and his shoes were so shiny they seemed to glow. When he spoke his voice had a deep melodious quality. “Don’t worry about a thing, Mrs. Kanski…. I’ll have the contract to you by the end of the week.”

As soon as the door closed behind Mrs. Kanski the attorney turned toward Devlin. The smile appeared to be genuine and the handshake was firm. “I’m Marvin Leander…. And you must be Dr. Devlin.”

“Everyone calls me Sara,” Devlin said, as she came to her feet. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Leander said agreeably. “I’m glad you came by…. Let’s adjourn to my office and get the process started.”

Devlin followed the lawyer into his office where she chose one of two guest chairs. With the single exception of the attorney’s back table, which was piled high with paper, the rest of the room was just as impeccable as the man himself. The cherry wood table reflected his image, the thousand-dollar chair sighed happily as he sat in it, and floor to ceiling book shelves were positioned as if to protect his left flank. Only the view, which looked out onto the I-5 corridor, hinted at the fact that while already successful, Leander had a ways to go before he arrived at the very top of the legal food chain.

“How was your flight?” Leander wanted to know as he arranged a yellow legal pad and a sleek looking pen in front of him.

Devlin toyed with the idea of telling the attorney about the strip search, and asking if the procedure was legit, but decided to let the matter go. “I had a center seat next to a crying baby. Need I say more?”

“Nope,” Leander replied sympathetically. “You don’t. I’m sorry about this—I really am. The professor was a very nice man.”

“Yes,” Devlin agreed soberly. “He was. I took one of his classes when I was working on my masters and we hit it off. He was the perfect mentor…. Part parent, part coach, and part Attila the Hun.”

Leander laughed. Originally, when McCracken had come in to discuss his estate, the attorney had assumed that there was some sort of sexual relationship between the aging academic and the young Sara Devlin. Now the lawyer wasn’t so sure. Devlin was pretty in a rough and ready sort of way, but certainly didn’t come across as a gold digger, and the lawyer warmed accordingly. “Yes, I was fortunate enough to have a mentor like that. Except he was my father—and more Attila the Hun than coach.” 

Devlin smiled. “Well, it worked!”

“Yeah,” Leander agreed. “I guess it did. We might as well get started. I have some good news and some bad news…. Which would you like to hear first?”

“I’ll take the good news,” the parasitologist said hopefully. “Maybe it will outweigh the bad.”

“Okay,” the attorney said noncommittally. “Here’s the good news…. The house that Mrs. McCracken inherited from her parents, and passed along to Professor McCracken at the time of her death, continues to appreciate. We’ll have to get an official appraisal of course, but given its size and location, I suspect that the home is worth something in excess of $750,000.”

Devlin’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, but I am,” Leander assured her. “And, even though the professor’s life insurance was nullified when he committed suicide, he made some pretty good investments. Plus there’s a couple of vehicles. So, once everything is tallied, I won’t be surprised if you inherit something in excess of a million-dollars.”

Outside of the modest amount of money inherited from her parents, all of which had gone to pay off student loans, Devlin had never had very many material possessions. Nor had she spent much time thinking about money, other than the never-ending need to find grants, which are the life’s blood of scientific research. So the revelation not only left her stunned but brought an unexpected flood of tears as the scientist thought about Mac and the manner of his death. Leander had a box of Kleenex ready for such occasions and passed it across. Devlin took two tissues and dabbed at her eyes. “Sorry…. You said there’s some bad news.”

“Yes,” Leander said reluctantly. “I did. You see Professor McCracken didn’t leave a suicide note—not in the normal sense of that term. What he did leave were some rather detailed instructions.” 

Devlin frowned. “And?”

The attorney placed both forearms on his desk. “And, even though the professor knew what the cause of his death would be, he left orders that a private autopsy be conducted subsequent to the one required by law. That’s unusual, but what’s even more remarkable, is his insistence that you be present during the procedure.”

Devlin sat up straight and frowned. “Me? Why?”

Leander shrugged. “I don’t know…. There’s no need to go of course—and it would probably be better if you didn’t.”

Devlin’s eyes fell, but when she looked up again, they were filled with determination. “If Mac wanted an autopsy, then there was a reason. Give me a time and place, and I’ll be there.”

For the first time Leander became conscious of the fact that her eyes were green, very green, and ice cold. He nodded gravely. “We haven’t known each other for very long…but for some reason I’m not surprised.”

***

The dim winter light had already begun to fade by the time the taxi delivered Devlin to what she still thought of as Professor McCracken’s house. A tall, dignified three-story structure, that had been built by his wife’s grandfather back when many of Seattle’s wealthiest families lived along the east side of Capitol hill. A vantage point from which they could look out across Lake Washington to the snow capped Cascade mountains beyond. In later years the area had fallen on hard times, and had been the scene of race riots back in the sixties, but those days were over. Now the area was fashionable again—as could be seen from the well kept houses which lined both sides of the street.

Unlike the Sikh, this cab driver was content to pop the trunk from the inside, and let Devlin remove her luggage herself. Then, having received his fare, he left without so much as a goodbye.

Devlin lugged both bags up to the imposing porch where she shrugged her way out of the day pack, and opened an outer pocket. There were at least fifteen keys of various vintages on the old fashioned ring that Leander had given her, and she tried six of them before finding one that fit. Devlin heard a click as the door swung open and hit a stop. Every house has its own peculiar odor and so did McCracken’s. Except that in place of stale pipe smoke, and the smell of Mexican food that Devlin remembered so vividly, the sharp odor of disinfectants lingered in the air. Two days had passed before someone from the university came looking for the professor and the corpse had begun to smell by then. So a team of professional cleaners had been brought in to deal with the situation.

Devlin felt like an intruder as she hauled the bags inside, closed the door behind her, and turned the lights on. She was standing in a formal entry. McCracken’s study was off to the left, a large living room could be seen through the opening to the right, and a flight of stairs took up the space directly in front of her. To the left of the stairs a narrow hallway was visible. It led back to the kitchen. A room Devlin knew well, since that was where most of the action had been, back in the days when grad students flocked to Dr. Mac’s place for his famous Christmas parties, beer drenched Cinco de Mayo celebrations, and the mock funerals that were held when a particularly good grant expired.

But while Devlin was familiar with the first floor, the rest of the house was a complete mystery, a fact that bothered Devlin more than she thought it would. Leander had clearly been surprised when his newest client chose to stay at what would eventually be her house, but was far too polite to say so, as he handed her the keys. The truth was that Devlin had nowhere else to go, other than one of Seattle’s hotels, and they were expensive. Now, still frozen in the middle of the foyer, Devlin wondered if she should have spent the money.

But any thought of leaving disappeared when Devlin heard a plaintive meow, and turned to discover that the professor’s black and white cat had appeared, and was rubbing himself against the door frame on the living room side of the hall. Devlin dropped to one knee as the animal came over to nuzzle a leg. She tried to remember the cat’s name but couldn’t. “Are you hungry?” Devlin inquired sympathetically, scooping the animal up into her arms. “Let’s go find some food.”

At that point it seemed natural to make her way down the hall, past the stairs that led down into the basement, and into the kitchen. It was a large space, plenty big enough for the fancy high-end look that was so popular, but little changed from the last time Devlin had been there. Mac had been determined to do the work himself, to “play with the tools” as he put it, except very little had been accomplished. Wooden lathes could be seen where several wheel barrow loads of water damaged plaster had been stripped off the walls, but that was the extent of Mac’s remodeling efforts. The old beat-up cabinets still hung on the studs, there were holes in the linoleum floor, and the avocado colored appliances were at least thirty years old. Tools, all layered with dust, were stacked in the corners.

There were two bowls on the floor next to the refrigerator. One was half full of water—the other was empty. A brief search revealed a bag of Friskies which, when removed from a grimy cabinet, was sufficient to produce an excited response from the cat. The food rattled as it tumbled into the metal bowl and some of it wound up on the floor as the feline’s head got in the way.

Satisfied that her only dependent’s needs had been taken care of, Devlin put the bag of cat food back where she had found it, and turned toward the dining room. Not because she wanted to go there, but because she had to go there, as part of the journey that would ultimately carry her into the living room. The place where, for reasons known only to him, Professor Paul McCracken had covered everything with plastic and blown his brains out.

So, with a nonchalance that she really didn’t feel, Devlin entered the formal dining room. It was dark outside, and the long string of lights that represented the I-90 floating bridge could be seen beyond the rain-streaked glass, as the scientist flicked a light switch and brought the antique chandelier back to life. A richly polished dining room table dominated the center of the room and an imposing side table stood against the south wall, flanked by two narrow windows.

But it was the living room that Devlin was determined to confront. A dozen steps carried Devlin into the room where her mentor’s body had been found. As more lights came on Devlin discovered that she felt empty rather than grief stricken. 

A large fireplace provided a focal point for the room, along with the oil painting of Mary McCracken which hung above it. She had auburn hair, a rounded face, and cool blue eyes. Were you the last person he looked at? Devlin wondered. Did he stare at your face? Hoping you’d be there waiting for him? Yes, she concluded, I believe he did. But why now? After all those years? 

The question seemed to echo through Devlin’s mind as she eyed the big leather chair from which McCracken liked to hold court, the couch that she had slept on more than once, and the old tube style TV that Mac loved to throw things at.

And somehow it was that vision. Of McCracken throwing an empty Pepsi can at the president of the United States, that neutralized the sense of dread the scientist had experienced earlier. Then, as if a pair of flood gates had been opened, the tears came. And that’s where Devlin was, seated in the big leather chair with tears running down her cheeks, when the cat strolled in out of the dining room. He licked his chops, padded across the hardwood floor, and leaped up onto the parasitologist’s lap. Mary, who had seen so much from her location over the fireplace, seemed to approve.

***

The gentle beeping noise came to an abrupt stop as Devlin fumbled with the travel alarm and managed to turn it off. There was a brief moment of disorientation as she realized that she wasn’t in Costa Rica. That was followed by a sense of dread as the reason for setting the alarm came back to her. Leander had apologized for scheduling the autopsy the day after Devlin arrived, but it seemed there were only so many slots available each week, and dead people were lined up waiting to be cut open.

What Leander didn’t say, but seemed obvious, was the fact that the procedure had been scheduled for the next day based on the assumption that the parasitologist wouldn’t want to take part in it.

There was a plaintive meow, followed by a thump, as the cat bailed out and Devlin swung her feet over onto the floor. Perhaps someone else would have been hesitant to sleep in the room where a friend committed suicide, but after a long plane flight, and the meeting with Leander, Devlin hadn’t been ready to explore the rest of the house yet. 

But now she was faced with a new set of problems. Like brushing her teeth and finding something clean to wear. The first part of the challenge was easily solved—but the second was more difficult. Which was why the scientist eventually emerged from the house clad in a dark blue ball cap, a gray hoodie over a Corona T-shirt, and a pair of wrinkled khaki slacks. A pair of red high-tops completed the outfit.

The rain had stopped during the night, but it was cold, and Devlin could see her breath as she made her way down the side of the house to the point where the detached two-car garage stood. The old fashioned double doors squealed as she pulled them open. Two vehicles waited within. The car on the left was Mac’s prized candy apple red 1965 Mustang. The other vehicle was a somewhat dilapidated 1978 International Scout 4 X 4 that the professor drove back and forth to the University of Washington.

Devlin, who was accustomed to driving old four-wheelers, and acutely aware of the fact that she didn’t have any insurance yet, chose the Scout. It started with a satisfying roar, generated a cloud of gray smoke sure to make global warming even worse, and produced a blast of music from the jury rigged CD player. The song was A Boy Named Sue, from Johnny Cash’s San Quentin album, which must have been the last disc Mac listened to prior to his death.

Tears were streaming down Devlin’s cheeks as she backed the old rig out of the garage, got out to close the doors, and climbed back inside. One of the truck’s belts began to screech as the parasitologist backed out onto the street. But it stopped when she put the transmission into drive and took off. The passenger compartment smelled like stale pipe tobacco. So Devlin opened both side windows and let the cool air dry her tears. Finally, once A Boy Named Sue ran out, she turned the player off. 

The first stop was the Starbucks on 15th avenue where Devlin purchased a Grande mocha, no whip, and a pumpkin scone. Thus fortified, the scientist guided the Scout through the Denny Regrade area to old Highway 99, which carried her north over the Aurora bridge. Devlin made good time because most of the traffic was headed south at that time of day, which meant she arrived at her destination with fifteen minutes to spare. 	The Hayley Medical Lab was located a block off Highway 99 in an area dominated by car lots, strip malls, and dilapidated apartment houses. What few windows the nondescript one-story building had were darkened, as if to prevent people from peeking inside. The only indication of the structure’s purpose was a black hearse that pulled away just as Devlin parked.

Devlin chased the final bite of scone with the last of the lukewarm mocha and wiped her mouth with a brown 100% recyclable napkin. After locking the truck Devlin made her way over to the building and pulled the heavy slab-like front door open.

The interior looked, smelled, and felt like all the various labs she had spent most of her adult life working in. The lighting was harsh, the walls were bare, and the air felt unnaturally cool. Not for the comfort of the facility’s staff, but in order to stabilize the customers, all of whom were dead. A waist-high counter barred further progress and a sign invited Devlin to, “Ring the bell for service.” The device produced a cheerful ding, but it was a good three minutes before a middle-aged black man sauntered into the room. There was a lot of gray mixed into his hair. He was dressed in blue scrubs and the expression on his face was professionally neutral. “Hello,” the man said. “How can I help you?” 

“My name is Devlin. Sara Devlin,” the parasitologist replied. “And I’m here to observe an autopsy.”

The man in the scrubs eyed a clipboard, nodded agreeably, and handed Devlin a packet of forms as he opened a waist-high gate. “I'm Charles,” he informed her. “I’m the diener and will assist Doctor Yano with the autopsy. Please take a seat, fill out the forms, and I’ll be back in five minutes.”

The title “diener” was new to Devlin, but given the context, she assumed Charles was a technician of some sort. So Devlin went to work on the forms and had them ready when the diener reappeared five minutes later. The tech scanned the documents to make sure they were complete, captured them with a black binder clip, and led Devlin back into what looked like an operating theatre. A pair of autopsy tables occupied the center of the room. They were equipped with faucets, and flanked by stainless steel back tables, one of which supported a surprisingly modest row of instruments.

Further back, against the opposite wall, two side-by-side scrub sinks could be seen, along with a row of wall-hung cabinets, a mostly bare counter below them, and lots of carefully labeled drawers. Two large drains had been set into the tiled floor, which was streaked with water, as if from a recent mop-down.

Double doors swung open and a second man entered. His hair was hidden beneath a green scrub hat, and he had bright inquisitive eyes, with olive colored skin. He was dressed in blue scrubs and his manner was brisk. “Dr. Devlin? I’m Dr. Yano…. Or just plain Jim to my friends.”

Yano had a firm handshake and Devlin took an immediate liking to him. “The name’s Sara…. And I’m a PhD rather than an MD.”

Yano nodded. “What discipline?”

“Parasitology.”

“Okay, then,” the medical doctor replied matter of factly. “So you know basic anatomy—and have probably performed more dissections than I have. But it’s different with humans—especially ones you know. What was your relationship with the deceased if you don’t mind my asking?”

A lump formed in Devlin’s throat but she managed to swallow it. “I was one of Professor McCracken’s grad students. We became friends and I’m the executor of his estate.”

“I’m sorry about your loss,” Yano said sympathetically. “Can I ask another question?”

Devlin nodded. “Of course.”

“What are we looking for?” the pathologist wanted to know. “Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Yano added hurriedly. “But I read the medical examiner’s report, and there’s no question as to cause of your friend’s death. Professor McCracken died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head.”

“I don’t know what we’re looking for,” Devlin confessed uncertainly. “Mac left instructions that a private autopsy be performed. He also specified that I be present. As to why, well, your guess is as good as mine. ”

“Okay,” Yano agreed. “But I should warn you…. Dead bodies never look good. And this one could be especially gruesome. Both because of the head wound, and the fact that after the King County Medical Examiner performed the first autopsy, they sewed everything back together.”

Devlin nodded soberly. “I understand.”

“Good,” Yano replied briskly. “Let’s suit up.”

Ten minutes later the double doors opened and Charles pushed a sheet-draped cart into the room. Like the other two, he was wearing a gown, surgical gloves, and disposable shoe covers. Light reflected off the plastic shield that protected the diener’s face. Yano looked at Devlin. “Are you okay?”

Devlin produced a short jerky nod as Charles pushed the gurney up next to the brightly lit autopsy table, and locked the wheels. Once that was accomplished the diener pulled the sheet down to reveal Professor McCracken’s body. Devlin had been dreading that moment, and steeled herself against it, but experienced a strange sense of anti-climax once it actually arrived. Because even though she recognized the big nose, and the rounded jaw as belonging to the professor, it wasn’t him. Not without the smart, funny, and often profane spirit to whom the body belonged.

Yano nodded as if somehow able to read her mind. “Back in 1907 Dr. Duncan MacDougall performed a series of experiments to determine whether the human soul has mass. He concluded that something departs the body at the moment of death, and whatever it is weighs 21 grams, or about three-fourths of an ounce.” 

It was a strange thing to say, but comforting nevertheless, because like Devlin the pathologist was first and foremost a scientist. And that meant he was interested in facts. And if the human soul could be weighed, then that meant it was real, and something a rational mind could believe in.

The two of them watched Charles jerk, shove, and ultimately drag the unresisting corpse from the cart to the table where it lay face up. Once that was accomplished the diener shoved a body block in under McCracken’s back. That pushed his nearly hairless chest up, while allowing his arms and neck to fall back, exposing his trunk.

It was at that moment when Devlin saw the ugly exit wound in the professor’s left temple, the rough-looking stitches that followed an incision across the top of his skull, and the huge Y-shaped closure which ran the length of the academic’s chalk white body. It wasn’t pleasant to look at, but the knowledge that the real Mac was long gone, helped her deal with the moment. 

“I can approach this one of two ways,” Yano said conversationally. “With a minimum of notes into my recorder—or a full blown narrative. Which would you prefer?”

“I’ll take the full blown narrative,” Devlin replied.

“Spoken like a true parasitologist,” the doctor replied approvingly. “Although I doubt we’re going to encounter any tapeworms today. Okay,” Yano continued, as his assistant began to cut the sutures that held the long Y-shaped incision closed. “Normally we would open the abdominal cavity ourselves, but thanks to the medical examiner, that won’t be necessary.”

Devlin watched as the last suture was cut, an opening appeared, and Yano pulled the loose chest flap up over McCracken’s open-mouthed face.

“Now this is where it gets a bit weird,” Yano continued clinically. “Rather than the anatomy you would expect to see once Charles opens the body—we’re going to be looking at a hodgepodge of organs. Because once an autopsy is complete most pathologists simply pour everything back into the cavity. So, rather than carry out the usual dissection I’m going to remove each organ, identify it, and check for any abnormalities that the ME might have missed.”

Devlin nodded, and had little choice but to watch as all of her old friend’s component parts were sectioned, weighed, and examined. A process that gave her the opportunity to consider the overarching mystery. Why had Mac chosen to commit suicide? And knowing he was going to kill himself, why would he insist on a private autopsy?

The answer, or the beginnings of an answer, came ten minutes later as Yano removed the last organ from the now empty cavity. “This is strange,” Yano remarked, as he pointed down into the body. “I wonder why the ME left that off the report?” 

Devlin was just about to say, “What?” when Charles spoke for the second time since the autopsy had begun. “Because he already knew the cause of death,” the diener observed cynically. “And there were a dozen stiffs waiting in the cooler.”

The comment lacked sensitivity, given Devlin’s presence, which earned Charles a dirty look from Yano. But if the technician felt any sense of remorse there was no sign of it. And based on the fact that the pathologist allowed the comment to stand Devlin got the impression that it was probably true. “What are you referring to?” Devlin wanted to know, as she peered down into the hole. The odor that wafted up into the parasitologist’s nostrils was similar to raw lamb.

“There,” Yano said, using the eighteen-inch long “bread knife” as a pointer. “See those white things? The ones that look like ligaments? They shouldn’t be there.”

Now Devlin could see that half a dozen white tendrils had wrapped themselves around McCracken’s spine, and based on the way things appeared, had tapped into it. Looking at the structures the scientist was immediately reminded of a microscopic parasite called Sacculina, which having found its way into a crab, creates a distinctive bulge as it grows and sprouts a network of horrible roots. “That’s it!” Devlin exclaimed excitedly. “That’s what Mac wanted us to find! Don’t you see? He knew, damn it, he knew!”

Though not entirely sure what the parasitologist was getting at, Yano was intrigued, and immediately went to work teasing the root-like structures away from the professor’s spinal cord. Then, after that part of the process was complete, it was time to flip the body over. Once again it was the normally taciturn diener who was critical of the medical examiner’s work. “How in the hell did the pin heads down at the county miss that?” the technician wanted to know.

“That,” as the diener put it, was a prominent swelling located just below the base of McCracken’s neck. It occupied an area approximately eight-inches across—and extended five-inches down along the professor’s spine. The result was a bulging hunch-like formation centered slightly above the academic’s shoulder blades.

“Damn,” Yano said feelingly. “Charles is right…. How did they miss that?”

“It’s my guess that they failed to spot the root-like formation—and therefore never turned him over,” Devlin put in coldly. “Hand me that scalpel…. Let’s see what we have here.”

The diener looked at Yano and the pathologist shrugged. “We’re in unknown territory here Charles…. Give the doctor a scalpel.”

The technician obeyed, and with Yano’s assistance, Devlin went to work. The first task was to make a deep U-shaped incision that began high on the left side of McCracken’s back, and proceed down under the lowest part of the swollen area, and back up the other side. With that accomplished it was possible for the parasitologist to free the flap of skin and subcutaneous tissue from the underlying structures and pull it up towards the professor’s neck. The ensuing dissection occupied the better part of five minutes. Once the process was complete, the “thing,” as Devlin thought of it was laid bare.

The parasite, if that’s what it was, consisted of a purplish nodule, which might have been the equivalent of a brain, surrounded by what looked like a couple of pounds of raw meat. It was shot through with white tendrils similar, if not identical, to those that Yano had separated from McCracken’s spine.

“Now that’s just plain ugly,” Charles put in disgustedly. “What is it anyway?”

“I’m not sure,” Devlin replied cautiously. “But I’ll tell you this much…. Mac blew his brains out rather than let it live.”

“Holy shit,” Yano exclaimed softly. “You really think so?”

“Yes, I do,” Devlin replied soberly. “So, let’s cut whatever it is out of there, and send it off to be tested. And let’s be real careful about how we do it.”

“Because?” Charles inquired.

“Because if this is some sort of parasite, we don’t know how it spreads.”

“Uh, oh,” Yano said incredulously. “Look at that!”

Devlin looked, saw that the matrix of meat had begun to pulsate, and knew that Mac’s act of self-sacrifice had been in vain. The parasite was alive. 


Chapter Three

Near Mongo, Chad

After remaining on the ground for half an hour, Police Chief Bahir Jann re-entered the twin-engined helicopter, and was soon borne away into the cold Saharan night. Still hidden well beyond earshot Palmer, Guiscard, and their Tuareg tracker had no way to know what had been discussed as the policeman and bandits sat around the campfire. Nor did they care, since their mission was to steal the Mog, and collect both the Volvo and the meteorite on their way out of the area.

But first it was necessary to wait for most of the bandits to enter their tents and go to sleep. Guiscard wanted to enter the encampment quickly, within an hour of Jann’s departure, but Palmer had other ideas. The ex-marine had learned any number of things during two tours in Afghanistan—one of which was the importance of patience.

He knew the most difficult challenge for any sentry comes during the early morning hours when everyone else is asleep and the threat level is perceived to be low. That’s when it’s easy to relax, or even go so far as to catch some surreptitious shut-eye, especially if discipline is lax. So Palmer forced the others to endure three long, cold hours on the ground, before finally leading them forward.

There were only two sentries. A clear indication of how secure the bandits felt. Still, it would only take one sentry to give the alarm, so it was critical to silence them both. The plan called for Palmer and Guiscard to neutralize the man at the east end of the encampment, while Damya slipped past them, and went after the sentry off to the west.

The first part of the plan went off without a hitch. It seemed the eastern sentry liked to smoke, which meant it was not only possible to see the glow of his cigarette each time he took a drag, but to hear his persistent coughing fits as well. So it was relatively easy to slip up behind the bandit, snatch his headdress off, and hit him over the head with a rifle butt. Something Palmer did without hesitation, knowing that the sentry and his companions were responsible for at least two deaths, and probably more. There was a soft thud as the Tuareg went down.

 Guiscard felt for a pulse, found one, and fumbled for the gag that was looped under his belt. Hopefully that, plus some lengths of pre-cut cord, would prevent the sentry from giving an alarm until it no longer mattered.

Meanwhile, having passed the first sentry, Damya was halfway through the encampment when a bandit lurched out of a tent. The man was on his way to relieve himself, or that’s what the tracker assumed, as the brigand aimed a torch at him. “Who are you?” The flashlight hit the ground as Damya jerked the other man in close and pushed the Tuareg dagger up under his ribs. The long, sharp blade found its target, and there was a soft sigh as the bandit went limp.

Damya lowered the body to the ground, hurried to turn the flashlight off, and took a moment to wipe his blade clean before returning the weapon to its sheath. Then, confident that the incident had gone unobserved, the Tuareg continued on his way. 

The second sentry, the one posted at the west end of the camp, was doing a good job. Partly because he took the task seriously, but also because he was bandit chieftain Naravas’ third son, and eager to establish himself as a full grown man. But his attention was directed outward, which meant that when he heard gravel crunch behind him, he assumed one of his father’s men was coming to check on him.

So the youngster was just starting to turn when a rock slammed into the side of his head and he collapsed. Damya caught the AK-47 before it could hit the ground and prevented what would have been a loud clatter. Having laid the assault rifle across its owner’s body he hurried to gag the boy and tie him up.

With that accomplished it was time for the Tuareg to begin his primary mission. Which was to disable one of the 4 X 4’s by slashing its tires. But rather that shove his dagger in through the tread, which would create a puncture which could be repaired with a tire plug or some aerosol sealant, Damya was going to rip holes in the more vulnerable sidewalls. That would make any sort of fix impossible.

So the tracker wove his way between the tents, knelt next to a Toyota Land Cruiser, and drew his dagger. Working primarily by feel, with only occasional blips of light from a hand torch to help him, Damya slashed all four of the vehicle’s knobby tires. The air made a gentle hissing noise as it leaked out and the Toyota settled onto its rims.

Then, confident that his objective had been accomplished Damya made his way over to the Mog, where Guiscard was behind the wheel and Palmer was up on the truck bed standing next to the crane. The Tuareg knew how dangerous such moments could be, and having aimed his torch up under his chin, turned the flashlight on and off.

Having seen Damya’s face the American raised the rifle so that the barrel was pointing at the sky. Five seconds later the scout was aboard with an AK-47 at the ready.

Palmer slapped the roof of the cab, Guiscard turned the key, and the roar of the big diesel shattered the desert silence. Loose gravel spewed out from under the rear tires and pummeled the nearest tent, as the engineer put his foot into it, and sent the Mercedes lurching forward. 

Bandit leader Basel Naravas was one of the first people to exit his tent, realize what was taking place, and empty his Turkish made Yavuz 16 pistol after the fleeing truck. The unexpected engine noise, plus the persistent blam, blam, blam of the nine millimeter, brought the rest of the men out, and muzzle flashes stabbed the darkness as they opened fire too. 

But the Mog was gone by then sending everyone running to the other vehicles only to discover that both of them had been disabled. Someone shouted, “Abdul is dead!” That served to remind Naravas that his twelve-year-old son had been on sentry duty. Seconds later he was there, kneeling next to the body, feeling for a pulse. There was none. No one who heard it would soon forget the wail of anguish that issued from the bandit’s lips.

But Naravas knew his grief would have to wait if he was to catch up with the murderers. And catch up he would. Because while the thieves had been clever, very clever, they had overlooked one very important fact: Both of the bandit chieftain’s vehicles were Land Cruisers of about the same age. And they were equipped with two spare tires each. All of which were stored on the sort of roof racks common to off-road vehicles in north Africa. That meant one of the Toyotas could be made road worthy within twenty-minutes. Lights came on, a variety of jacks appeared, and work began.

***

Guiscard felt a brief moment of exultation as the Mog cleared the encampment and lurched over a half-buried rock before surging forward. The headlights swung wildly in response to the way he was turning the wheel back and forth. Then he saw the emergency triangle that marked the spot where the Volvo had been left. Guiscard braked, brought the big flat bed to a full stop, and waited for Palmer to dash past the front of the Mercedes.

Then, once the way was clear, Guiscard let out the clutch. Unsecured gear rattled as the Mog waddled over some loose stones, but the ride began to settle down after that, as a pair of headlights appeared in the outside rearview mirror. Knowing that Palmer was right behind him, the Chadian began to scan the left side of the track for the pile of rocks that had been heaped around the Mongo Iron. There was a false alarm as he braked for what turned out to be a large boulder. But that was followed by success as the truck’s headlights washed over the half-concealed meteorite. 

Gravel flew, and the Mog skidded, as Guiscard stomped on the brake. Then, having overshot the pile of rocks by twenty-feet, Guiscard was forced to back-up as the Volvo pulled in. Once the Mercedes was properly positioned Damya was sent back along the road. Having found a place to hide it would be the Tuareg’s job to lay in wait for any brigands foolish enough to pursue the Mog on foot. Darkness closed in around him.

***

Palmer was pleased with the way the operation had gone thus far as he steered the 4 X 4 around the flat bed truck and positioned the smaller vehicle so it would be ready to leave. Then, with the bolt-action hunting rifle in hand, Palmer went over to assist Guiscard. He left the rifle leaning against a huge tire but had a semi-auto pistol stuck down the back of his pants as he climbed up onto the truck bed where Guiscard was preparing to deploy the crane. “What’s this stuff?” Palmer wanted to know, as he scrambled over a pile of olive drab boxes. 

“Beats me,” Guiscard replied. “I haven’t had time to check them out…. Here, grab the cargo hook, and take it down to the ground. Once you’re in position wrap the cargo straps around the rock. I threw some down there a minute ago.” 

“It’s a meteorite,” Palmer insisted primly. “And I’ll thank you to remember that!” 

“Yeah, right,” Guiscard grinned, as his friend disappeared over the side. “So it’s a flying rock…. Big deal.”

Thanks to a spot mounted on the back of the Mog Palmer could see the reddish meteorite quite clearly. The first task was to pull some of the debris away from the iron so he could access it. Once that was accomplished it was time to wrap cargo straps around the iron and attach the cargo hook.

Having tugged on the arrangement to make sure the straps would hold, Palmer looked up to where his friend was waiting, and opened his mouth to speak. But that was when he heard the cloth-ripping sound of automatic fire. Then came the roar of a powerful engine, as the speeding Land Cruiser blew past Damya, and skidded to a stop some fifty-feet from the Mog. 

Palmer thought he counted five men as the doors opened and the Tuaregs piled out with weapons raised. There was no explaining how the brigands had been able to repair the tires in such a short period of time, or ever for that matter, but there was no time to ponder the mystery as Palmer drew the Beretta PX4 semi-auto Guiscard had loaned to him. 

Whoever had been at the wheel of the Toyota had been stupid enough to leave the 4 X 4’s headlights on. So the bandits were backlit as they advanced toward the Mog firing three round bursts as they came. Palmer, who was crouched behind the Mongo Iron, took careful aim. The pistol jumped in his hands and brass arced away as one of the thieves fell. But the steady blam, blam, blam of the pistol was only part of a cacophony of noise as the bandits fired their assault weapons. Guiscard opened up with an AK-47 of his own, and Palmer heard an insistent ping, ping, ping, as bullets found the Mog and began to punch holes through the truck’s sheet metal.

***

Meanwhile bandit chieftain Basel Naravas saw a man fall, swore as he realized the way he and the rest of his men were backlit, and fired at the man with the pistol. The big rock that was sitting in front of the foreigner took two hits, and geysers of dirt and gravel jumped into the air, as the pistoleer rolled into the dark shadow cast by the Mog.

Now it was apparent that rather than being competitors, as Naravas had assumed them to be, it seemed the would-be Mog thieves were the truck’s original owners. That surprised the Tuareg, since he had very little respect for outsiders, but there was no opportunity to consider the matter further as someone attacked from behind.

***

Even though he heard it coming, Damya could scarcely believe his eyes, when the Toyota Land Cruiser roared past him! How was such a thing possible? The tracker didn’t know, but fired anyway, hoping for a lucky hit. But most of his bullets flew wide as the 4 X 4 bounced down the road. That left the Tuareg with no choice but to run after it.

Damya was in good shape for a man his age, and with no need to be subtle about it, was free to run pell-mell up the track as a firefight broke out ahead. Which meant there was no one to see or stop the scout as he came charging out of the darkness firing from the hip. Two men were thrown forward as his bullets hit them from behind and a third began to turn.

But Naravas was only halfway around when Palmer triggered two shots, both of which struck the bandit, and knocked him onto his back. Then, with the Beretta still clutched in both hands, Palmer made his way forward to check each body. There were five of them—all dead. Guiscard had joined him by that time and stood with his assault rifle at the ready. “Let’s load the iron and get the hell out of here,” Palmer said. “Before even more of the bastards arrive!”

The suggestion made sense. So Guiscard hurried to lift the Mongo Iron up onto the truck bed as Damya slit the tires on the Land Cruiser all over again. It had been stupid to forget the spares—and the Tuareg was angry with himself. Once the meteorite was secured Palmer grabbed his rifle and ran for the Volvo while the others piled into the Mog.

Two-minutes later both vehicles were gone as the rest of Naravas’ men arrived on foot. There was consternation as the bandits went from body-to-body followed by a common sense of disbelief. They were supposed to be predators not prey.

Having lost Naravas, leadership of the band devolved to a man named Amar, who knew how to use the dead chieftain’s satellite phone. The only type of communications device that one could rely upon in the vast Sahara. The ensuing conversation was both short and unpleasant. So Amar was glad when it was over. Still it was good to have instructions. Amar was in over his head and knew it. Orders were shouted—and work began.

***

The helicopter arrived shortly after first light. It circled the area twice, so Police Chief Jann could examine the spot where his half-brother had been killed, before putting down next to the encampment. A row of graves had been dug. Jann regretted the fact that Naravas and his son would be buried without the customary religious services, but the bodies would ripen quickly in the desert heat, and there was no way to transport them elsewhere.

Not to mention the fact that Jann had other issues to worry about. Not the Mog, which had never been of more than passing interest to the police chief, but what was on it.  Namely a load of weapons that had been promised to a Sudanese war lord. A man who would be very angry if the shipment went astray. So angry he might send his thugs north to punish Jann and his family as well. Which was why it was so important to find Guiscard, the American, and their Tuareg tracker before the threesome could sell the arms, dump them into a ravine, or Allah forbid, turn them into the government. The very entity from which they had been stolen in the first place.

So moments after the chopper touched down Jann was on the ground giving orders. “Get the tires out of the back! We could only bring four so that will have to do. Put them on the most roadworthy vehicle and depart immediately. We will find the motherless scum and hold them for you. So come quickly!”

Amar, who had every reason to both fear and respect the police chief, nodded obediently. “Yes, effendi, it shall be as you say.” 

***

When the police helicopter located the two vehicle convoy it was on the piste, heading for the city of N’Djamena, where Guiscard planned to hand over the weapons to the authorities, while Palmer made arrangements to ship the Mongo Iron to the United States. But that plan was out the window as the EC-135 passed over the vehicles, executed a wide turn, and came straight at them.

Palmer, who was driving the Volvo, was thankful for his Ray-Bans as the Volvo’s windscreen exploded. The 7.62 X 39mm rounds missed him by inches as the aircraft passed over the Mog and subjected that vehicle to the same treatment. 

“There’s a bridge ahead!” Guiscard announced, via the walkie-talkie laying on the seat next to Palmer. “Go under it. They can’t follow us there.”

The American stared out through the big hole in the windscreen, felt the blast of hot desert air, and spotted the bridge in the distance. Guiscard had grown up in the area. So if he said it was possible to take refuge under the structure then Palmer believed him. Beads of safety glass cascaded off his arms as Palmer made a grab for the radio. “Roger that,” he said, as the chopper took a run at them from behind.

***

Even though Jann had corrupted some of his men, including the helicopter’s pilot, many were boringly honest. That meant he couldn’t call on the police for help, as he positioned himself in the open door, and waited for the chopper to pull up next to the Volvo. Jann didn’t want to shoot at the Mog any more than he had to lest he do damage to the weapons in the back. But the smaller vehicle was fair game. The immediate objective being to slow, or even stop the fugitives, so his half-brother’s men could catch up. As the chopper pulled up alongside the Volvo Jann took aim at a spot ten-feet in front of the speeding vehicle and opened fire.

***

Palmer heard the helicopter, and saw it out of the corner of his eye, as a row of bullet holes marched the length of the roof over his head. Unfortunately six of the rounds hit the WWII style jerry cans stored in the roof rack, punched holes in them, and produced a spark. The meteorite hunter heard a solid whump as the leaking fuel caught fire and the wind-whipped flames began to wrap themselves around the tail end of the boxy 4 X 4. Black smoke flowed back over the Mog and made it difficult for Guiscard to see.

It was tempting to hit the brakes and bail out. Especially given the possibility that the flames might find their way into the Volvo’s main tank and detonate the gas stored there. But if he did that Palmer knew he would be easy meat for the helicopter. The bridge was a lot closer by then. Palmer put his foot down and felt the 4 X 4 surge ahead as Guiscard shouted incomprehensible suggestions over the radio.

Thirty-seconds later it was time to break hard, wrench the wheel to the right, and follow the dirt path that paralleled the bridge. Then, as the terrain began to slope down toward the canyon beyond, there was an opportunity to turn in under the span. The 4 X 4 fish tailed as Palmer braked, and threw a wave of loose gravel off to one side, before finally coming to a stop.

Then it was time to open the door and run like hell as tendrils of fire followed rivulets of gas down the Volvo’s sheer flanks. Palmer was about fifty-feet away, and still running, when the he heard a loud BOOM, and was thrown face-down as the force of the explosion struck him from behind. He rolled over to look back and saw a big ball of smoke rise up under the bridge. A breeze caught the black stuff and pushed it south. Guiscard was there by that that time and offered a hand. “That was close my friend…. Very close!”

“It sure as hell was,” Palmer said grimly, as he came to his feet. “Where’s the chopper?”

“It’s still out there,” Guiscard replied, pointing to the sharp division between bright Saharan sunlight and the dark shadow thrown by the bridge. “But it can’t reach us here.”

 “No,” Palmer agreed as the Volvo burped another gout of flame. “But something tells me it doesn’t have to…. I think Jann is stalling, trying to hold us here until ground forces arrive and attack on foot.”

That possibility hadn’t occurred to Guiscard as was clear from his wide-eyed expression. “My God, you’re right! He’s after the weapons on the Mog.”

“Which probably belong to him,” Palmer added sourly. “Come on…. Let’s take a look at that load. I’d like to see what Jann is so desperate to protect.”

The flat bed was parked a safe distance from the still smoldering Volvo. Damya came forward to greet the American. “Congratulations my friend.” the Tuareg said cheerfully. “You drive well while on fire.”

“Thanks,” Palmer replied dryly. “That’s the nicest compliment I’ve had all day…. Keep an eye on your friends would you? Andre and I are going to take a look at those weapons.” 

As the tracker departed for the south side of the bridge, the other men climbed up onto the Mog, where they went to work on the tie-downs that held the long flat boxes in place. Further up, situated right behind the crew cab, the Mongo Iron could be seen. And felt, by Palmer anyway, who fancied that he could sense the meteorite’s brooding presence. “There,” Guiscard said, as the last tie-down was released. “Let’s see what we have.”

That was easier said than done, since most of the olive drab containers were quite heavy, and it was necessary to shift some of the boxes around in order to examine the rest. But after ten-minutes of hard work Palmer had a pretty good idea of what was at hand. “I can see why Jann came after us,” the American said soberly. “Assuming the labels on the outside of those boxes are accurate—we’re standing on a small arsenal. We've got four M224 mortars, two heavy machine guns, thirty M16s, a nice selection of grenades, and a whole shit load of ammo…. But that’s not all. See those crates? The ones on the bottom? We’re talking two Man Portable Stinger missiles. I don’t know what something like that is worth on the black market—but it’s bound to be a lot. Maybe as much as a quarter-million each.”

“Tell me something,” Guiscard said. “Is ‘Man Portable’ the same thing as ‘shoulder launched?’ Because if it is—I think we have a use for those missiles.”

“Yes, it does mean the same thing,” Palmer replied, as his mind started to race. “And it’s worth a try. But launching a missile takes some practice…. And there’s the question of readiness. I’m no expert but I know these things rely on high-tech batteries. And who knows how long they’ve been sitting around? So there’s a real chance that if we try to fire one of those bad boys we’ll wind up looking stupid. Not to mention dead.”

Guiscard answered with a Gallic shrug. “Have you got a better idea?”

Palmer grinned. “Nope. So let’s get them down onto the ground. Maybe, just maybe, we’ll have a surprise for Police Chief Jann.”

***

The helicopter was like a desert hawk, ready to pounce at the slightest sign of movement, as the last wisps of smoke blew away. Jann was happy to see it go because the last thing he wanted was to have some good Samaritans stop and give aid to the men hiding under the bridge. And without any smoke to grab their attention there was no reason for travelers to pause as they crossed the bridge. Meanwhile, having successfully gotten one of the Land Cruisers up and running, reinforcements were only minutes away.

Such were the police officer’s thoughts as a pencil-sized hole appeared in the canopy. “What was that?” Jann inquired, as the chopper slid sideways towards the bridge.

“That was a bullet,” the pilot replied calmly. “He’s down there! Over to the right!”

Now Jann could see him. An indigo blue stick figure pointing a rifle up at him. The Tuareg was right next to the bridge using the side of it for cover. Jann expected the sniper to duck under the span as the helicopter began to close in on him but there was a muzzle flash followed by a loud ping as a second bullet hit the chopper. Then, as the pilot began to turn the passenger-side door towards the bridge, Jann had the opportunity he’d been waiting for. The AK-47 chattered, brass casings arced away, and the sniper was forced to duck out of sight.

***

As the men in the helicopter continued to focus their attention on Damya, Palmer and Guiscard emerged from the other side of the bridge with two fully prepped Stinger missiles loaded and ready to fire. But even though the American had served in the military, he had never been trained to fire a shoulder-launched missile, and was by no means certain that he could. And, even if he did everything right, there was a strong possibility that the weapon would be faulty. So as he brought the tube around to align it with the EC-135, Palmer was anything but confident.

But once the weapon’s trigger had been pulled, Palmer felt the reassuring recoil as the heat-seeking missile shot out of its tube, and went racing toward its target. Unfortunately the angle of alignment was such that the Saharan sun was only a few degrees away from the police helicopter. That caused the Stinger to race past the aircraft in a vain attempt to destroy the more intense heat source. 

Palmer said, “God damn it to hell!” as he dumped the first launcher, and bent to retrieve the second. There were no reloads, so the geologist knew there wouldn’t be any additional chances, as the chopper swiveled towards him.

***

“They fired one of the missiles!” Jann said shrilly. “Close with them! Or they will fire again.”

The police chief was correct, the pilot knew that, and hurried to obey. Because if he could come down practically on top of the two men they wouldn’t have enough room to launch. But it would be close, very close, and his heart was trying to beat its way out of his chest as the aircraft surged forward.

***

“Quick,” Guiscard shouted desperately. “Fire!”

Having positioned the launcher on his shoulder, Palmer pulled the trigger, and staggered as the second missile raced away. Two heart-beats later there was a sudden explosion, followed by a massive red-orange fireball, and what sounded like a crack of thunder rolled across the land. “You did it!” Guiscard shouted joyously. “You freaking did it!”

The engineer was right, and there was nothing Palmer could do but stand there and stare, as pieces of still flaming debris fluttered down out of the sky. “Damn,” Guiscard added. “That was awesome!”

“Glad you liked it,” Palmer said dryly, as pieces of scorched aluminum clattered onto the bridge deck. “Quick, grab that launcher, and let’s haul ass. I have a feeling that Jann had reinforcements on the way. But, even if he didn’t, we blew the local police chief out of the sky. We might be able to prove that he was crooked, but a lot of the key witnesses are dead, so I wouldn't count on it.”

***

Guiscard hurried to obey. Suddenly the plan to turn the remaining weapons over to the authorities wasn’t so appealing anymore. In fact, other than a fictional story about having found the Mog bogged down in a sand dune, the Chadian wasn’t going to tell anyone anything.

It took less than five-minutes to throw the launchers into the truck, maneuver the Mog up onto the debris strewn highway, and hit the gas. All without seeing a single vehicle. Something for which Guiscard was extremely grateful.

***

When Amar and his men arrived at the bridge fifteen-minutes later, two civilian vehicles were stopped there, and the wreckage of the EC-135 was plain to see. Which meant that Jann, like his half-brother Naravas, was dead. So the bandits continued on their way. Because Amar had no desire to be part of a police investigation or to do anything other than return to his wife and children. At least he was alive. Thanks be to Allah.


Chapter Four

Seattle, Washington

The area surrounding the autopsy table was bathed in the cold glare of overhead lights as the parasite located between the dead man’s shoulder blades began to pulsate. The parasitologist, pathologist, and diener all took a full step backward. “Did you see that?” Yano demanded. “It moved!”

All sorts of thoughts raced through Devlin’s mind as she stared at the fleshy matrix. The scientist’s first inclination was to try and save the specimen since it would theoretically be possible to learn more from a live organism than a dead one. But that might be dangerous since none of them knew how the parasite had been acquired.

So rather than run the risk Devlin took a step forward, raised the scalpel high, and brought it down in one quick strike. The blade plunged down through the purplish nodule with ease but came to a sudden stop as it made contact with McCracken’s spine. There was an audible pop as droplets of pus-like material sprayed Devlin’s face shield. The pulsations stopped. “Damn,” Charles said, feelingly. “That was disgusting!”

“Yes,” Devlin agreed soberly. “It is. Let’s cut the organism out of there, section the tissue, and send the samples in for testing. And Charles….”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Once we’re done here I think it would be a good idea to incinerate our scrubs, clean this place, and then clean it again.”

The diener nodded soberly. “Don’t worry Doctor Devlin, I’ll take care of it.”

***

Having left Dr. Yano to submit tissue samples for further analysis Devlin returned to the house on Capitol Hill. Only this time her attitude was different. All hesitancy was gone as she stormed into what had been McCracken’s home determined to learn everything there was to know about the organism responsible for his death. Devlin had questions, dozens of them, and felt sure that the big house would surrender at least some of the answers.

It was tempting to begin the investigation in McCracken’s study, where he could logically be expected to keep notes if any, but Devlin made a conscious decision to put that part of the search off long enough to give the top floors a quick once-over before night fell. It would be less spooky that way, and if things went well, she might find a better place to sleep. With that in mind Devlin lugged the blue duffle bag up the stairs and left it on the second landing.

Having completed a quick reconnaissance Devlin learned that the extensive master suite occupied roughly the same area as the downstairs dining and living rooms combined. The whole thing had a retro look. As if Mac had left everything exactly as it was the day his wife died.

The queen-sized bed was neatly mad and a pipe rested in the ash tray next to the plaid easy chair. Only the deliberate ticking of a clock on the mantle above the marble faced fireplace interrupted the otherwise perfect silence. An ornate dresser dominated the north wall. But a quick search of the drawers revealed nothing more than pajamas, underwear, and sweaters. A quick tour of the walk-in closet, the white and black tiled bath, and the sitting room beyond turned up nothing of interest either.

Disappointed, but not especially surprised, Devlin left the master suite and crossed the landing. There were two bedrooms on the other side of the hall, both of about the same size, with a Jack and Jill bathroom between them. The one located on the street side of the house was practically empty. And, judging from the dust covered materials stacked along the west wall, had been slated for painting many years before. Another partially completed project.

The second bedroom was in better shape—and clearly intended for guests. It was furnished with a full-sized bed, a dresser, and an old fashioned easy chair. Unlike the first bedroom this one opened up onto an enclosed sun porch, complete with a sweeping view of Lake Washington. Devlin liked that. So, after a quick check to make sure the bathroom was functional, she hauled her luggage inside.

With that accomplished she followed a narrow set of stairs up onto a much smaller landing above. It was lit by a circular window that looked out onto the street. There were two long, narrow rooms. One to each side of the central stairwell. Both were defined by the steeply slanting roof and filled with all manner of cast-off furniture, boxes of old text books, and trunks layered with dust. The attic was going to require a lot of work some day.

But that was for later, after the mystery surrounding Mac’s suicide was solved, and Devlin found time to deal with more mundane issues. Not having learned anything useful on the second or third floors the scientist went downstairs.

It was getting dark by then. And was starting to rain. So rather than go out for dinner Devlin decided to eat in. Having rummaged through the kitchen cabinets she came up with a can of Bean and Bacon soup which she mixed with water and heated on the stove. That, combined with some margarine smeared rye crisp crackers, made for a better meal than many she had eaten while working in Costa Rica. In the meantime the cat was having dinner as well. “A cat named Dog,” Devlin said experimentally. “What do you think of that name?” But Dog, who was actually a cat, was too busy to look up.

Having finished her soup Devlin put the empty bowl in the badly chipped sink and carried a mug of tea into McCracken’s study. Old fashioned wall sconces threw light down across green and white striped wall paper to pool on the hardwood floor. The desk was made of oak, and positioned to face the door, so Devlin circled around to the point where the chair’s brass casters had savaged the wooden floor. The scientist put the tea down prior to settling her weight into the chair. It creaked and rattled as she pushed herself forward.

There was a positive click as the architectural-style swivel armed lamp came on and light flooded the surface of the desk. An old fashioned green blotter served as the place mat around which everything else was organized. A photo of a young wind-whipped Mary McCracken sat across from Devlin and smiled into the future. A can of pipe tobacco was positioned to the right of that, and was flanked by a half full ashtray, and a U of W coffee mug filled with pens and pencils. 

Off to the right, where they would have been readily accessible to a right-handed man, was a stack of folders. The one on top was glaringly red and positioned where it was impossible to miss. And, when Devlin flipped the file open, the first thing she saw was a yellow post-it note with her name on it. Below, printed in shaky block letters, were the words, “Look in the basement.”

The sight of the words, and Mac’s familiar printing, caused Devlin’s heart to practically jump out of her chest. Did that mean that Mac had anticipated the autopsy results? And expected her to carry out some sort of investigation? Yes, she thought it did.

Rather than fire up the professor's desktop computer the way she had planned to, Devlin got up and went out into the central hallway. A few steps carried her to a modest side door which opened onto a narrow staircase. The house had been constructed back in a time when basements were the province of hulking furnaces and rec rooms were unheard of. So Devlin had no idea of what to expect as she threw a wall switch and made her way down the well worn treads into the gloom below. 

Another light switch waited at the foot of the stairs and Devlin hurried to flip it on. But rather than the jumble of junk Devlin expected to see, a very different sight awaited her. The basement was part lab, part scientific archive, and part old curiosity shop. Because even though McCracken had never gotten around to remodeling his kitchen or the upstairs bedroom, it looked as though considerable effort had gone into the lower part of the house. Floor-to-ceiling shelving units occupied the center of the large room. A well equipped work bench stood against the west wall—and a bank of mismatched filing cabinets ran along the south wall. A space consuming testament to the days before personal computers.

As Devlin strolled between the rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves she realized that she'd seen some of the specimens while sitting in McCracken's classroom. Some, like the forty-two foot long tapeworm in the gallon-sized container were always good for “oohs” and “ahhs” from the students.

While others, like the stuffed Cuckoo bird, were equally interesting in their own ways. Because unlike tapeworms, which take up residence in the intestinal tract, Cuckoos like to lay their eggs in nests belonging to other avian species. Thereby tricking other birds into raising baby Cuckoos rather than their own offspring! But both, as McCracken liked to point out, were classified as parasites.

So rather than point Devlin towards some sort of clue, as the parasitologist had first supposed, it was quite possible that the yellow post-it note was no more than a sign post directing her to what McCracken saw as an important part of her inheritance. And that, Devlin realized, went a long ways towards explaining why the academic had chosen to leave everything to her. Because the professor knew his former student would not only respect the materials stored in his basement but treasure them as he had. The realization made Devlin feel better in a way, but worse too, since she’d been hoping for information pertaining to the mysterious parasite.

But having begun the tour Devlin was determined to finish it. A quick check revealed that the filing cabinets were filled with research materials, endless iterations of tests that McCracken had concocted over the years, and the voluminous correspondence that the professor carried out with peers before the advent of email. 

The surface of the work bench was unremarkable. But as Devlin peered into the half-bath located next to it she noticed that the toilet seat was still in the raised position. A phenomena that she, as a woman used to living with men, was very familiar with.

At that point the only area left to explore was what had once been the coal room. It was located against the north wall, adjacent to the driveway, where the coal had once been delivered via a chute. That was gone now, along with the huge furnace it served, having been replaced by a sleek no-nonsense unit that looked to be fairly new.

That was interesting since the house was hers. But of greater interest to the parasitologist was the table set up at the center of the room, and the sheet-draped lump resting on top of it. The object was too shapeless to convey a sense of what it might be. But the setting was somehow reminiscent of the lab where the autopsy had taken place.

Slowly, not being sure of what she would find, Devlin pulled one corner of the sheet up and away from the object underneath. Though not a trained archeologist or anthropologist Devlin knew a mummy when she saw one. A piece of ruled paper was pinned to it. Another note from McCracken? Yes, she thought so.

Except that there was something strange about the lettering. It was as if McCracken hadn’t been in full control of his pen. Or had been battling his body the way that a person with Parkinson’s disease might.

“Sara, this what you’RE looking for. Believe it or not I PUurchased it on e-bay! It had binn displayed in a private museum for the last SIXTY-years or so…. Although the mummy’s provenance is questionable, the seller believes it smuggled out of Egypt in 1931, and is probably more no than 3 or 4-hundred years old. How and WHY the poor woman came to bee preserved in this fashion is anyone’s guess. But, for our purposes, it hardly matters. Affectionately, Mac.

Devlin felt as if McCracken was standing there beside her. She even turned to look over her shoulder. But the professor wasn’t there. Not in a form she could see anyway.

So Devlin turned her attention back to the desiccated corpse. The woman’s body was so small that if Devlin hadn’t known better she would have assumed it was that of a teenager. And, judging from the way the mummy’s knees were drawn up into the fetal position, it looked as though the Egyptian had died of natural causes. Or been killed in an accident and buried for an extended period of time before being exhumed. A natural mummy in other words. Preserved by circumstances rather than intent. Not that the mechanism mattered much.

So, what did matter Devlin wondered? A work light hung suspended over the table so the scientist turned it on. The additional illumination showed that the dead woman was laying on her right side and part of her fragile clothing had been cut away. And not delicately either. Because, judging from the shreds of brown cloth that still remained her clothing had been ripped open to expose the upper portion of her back.

And there, running the length of her upper spinal column, was an ugly incision. Which, when Devlin went to part the woman’s parchment-like skin, revealed a fist-sized mass of tissue similar to the one that McCracken had on his back. Except this growth was smaller. As if it had been terminated at an earlier stage before being fossilized.

The implications were obvious. To Devlin at least. Who understood what McCracken was trying to tell her. He wasn't the first person to be infected by whatever the thing was. There had been others.

***

Devlin awoke feeling tired. Which wasn’t surprising since she’d been up until 3:00 AM combing the basement for more clues. But without success. Because if McCracken had left other materials for her to find they were well hidden. So she was standing in the kitchen drinking hot tea when the doorbell rang.

Devlin was still clad in the same set of sloppy sweats that she’d gone to bed in. Rather than open the door she bent over to peer through the peephole instead. What she saw was a man walking towards the FedEx truck parked in the street.

Confident that she wouldn’t be seen Devlin opened the door long enough to grab the envelope and bring it inside. The package served to remind Devlin of her responsibilities as McCracken’s executor. One of which was to send letters announcing the professor’s death to his friends, business contacts, and distant relatives. Something that should be done soon.

But, as she was about to enter the study and begin working on the list, Devlin realized that the envelope was addressed to her. And from someone she had never heard of before. A Professor George Pappas who, judging from the return address, was a resident of Athens. Not Athens, Georgia. But Athens, Greece.

Being more than a little intrigued Devlin carried the package over to the desk, plucked a pair of scissors out of the same mug that held pencils and pens, and cut the envelope open. What she found was a note attached to a second envelope. Although the message had been written in a cramped cursive the scientist was still able to decipher it. “Dear Ms. Devlin… Mac sent this package to me, along with instructions to send it to you, on today’s date. Please give him my best. George.” 

Having read the message once, and having found it hard to believe, Devlin read it again. But the words were the same the second time around. As with the last note, the one McCracken left pinned to the Egyptian mummy, the printing looked forced. It was as if Mac had been ill or extremely stressed when he penned her name. Why? The scientist wondered. Why didn’t you call me? You had my number.

But there was no answer. So Devlin cut the second envelope open. A single sheet of paper was inside. It had clearly been composed on a computer and printed down. But, as with the mummy note, it was rife with mistakes. Even more than before—as if McCracken's ability to communicate was steadily deteriorating.

“Sara, FIrst let me aplogiz fro all the wierdness, but its very difficult to communicaTe. as you know by now I have beeen infected by a parasite, which, neer as I can tell, oprates in a fashion similar to Sacculina carcini, in that iT is gradualy taking control of my body. It isnnt sentient, not in way we are, but it controls myy urges. And, when I try to do somthing outside scope of what it wants, it clamp down on me. Or, put another Way I don’t think it knows what I’m writing, but sees writIng as a waste of time. I trieD to call you, but it wouldn’t let me speak, you hang up. Afraiid when they find my body messages to you Destroyy, so send this. examine mummy. Compare to my autopsy. hundreds if not thousands of them on planet!!! Work hypothesis: aliens? EJECTA? Find, kiLL. Pray for meee, Mac. 

The last three words, coming as they did from a professed agnostic, brought tears to Devlin’s eyes. Now, as she reread the letter, a partial picture began to emerge. Somewhere, somehow, Mac had become infected. Subsequent to that event the invading organism had taken up residence on the professor’s upper back where it could exercise partial control over his body.

In the meantime Mac fought back the only way he could. By trying to learn more about the parasite and ultimately taking his own life in an effort to keep the creature contained. And that Devlin knew was the key. Because all living organisms share the same overriding desire. Which is to reproduce. So the first task was to go over the last few years of McCracken’s life and determine how he'd been infected. A task, which ironically enough, he had trained her to do. The work began.

***

Though reasonably clean, the room had an institutional quality, and the air smelled of human feces. The TV sat high on a shelf. It droned incessantly even though the man it belonged to was currently asleep. But Arthur Gormley, who was partitioned off from the other patient by a salmon colored curtain, had learned to tune out the noise. The world, which had once been so big and fascinating, had been reduced to what he could see through four panes of glass. Not that the 72-year old ex-Air Force officer, Boeing engineer, and father of three wasn’t grateful for what he had. No, the window was a blessing, even if his vision had started to fade.

Gormley’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud knock and the sound of Leva’s voice coming from somewhere behind him. It was eternally cheerful, even when the Hispanic woman had very little to be happy about, which was most of the time. “You have a visitor!” Leva chirped enthusiastically, as she bent over to speak into the engineer’s right ear.

Leva had a tendency to speak loudly, not because Gormley had a hearing loss, but because most of the other residents were at least partially deaf. “Her name is Sara Devlin,” the caretaker said, “and she came all the way from Seattle to see you.” Then, having done her duty, and with five other patients to care for, the scrub-clad care-giver disappeared.

Gormley turned the wheelchair to the right. The woman was pretty and he liked pretty women. But couldn’t place her. “Devlin?” he croaked. “I don’t know anyone named Devlin…. Are you a doctor?”

***

“Yes,” Devlin answered honestly. “But not a medical doctor. I’m a parasitologist.”

Gormley had wisps of white hair, glassy eyes, and sunken cheeks. He was little more than a shadow of the man who had led soldiers into battle and traveled the world. “Pleased to meet you,” the old man replied politely. “You came to the right place…. We’re all parasites here... Living off of others as we wait to die.”

“Not true,” Devlin lied. “You worked and made a contribution. Now it's your turn to rest. May I ask you some questions?”

“That depends,” Gormley countered cautiously. “What’s the subject?”

“You were at Seattle-Tacoma International airport about a year ago when, according to news stories at that time, a man exploded.”

The engineer’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, I’ll talk, but it’s going to cost you.”

Devlin’s eyebrows rose. “Really? How much?”

“Wrong question,” the old man answered brusquely. “I’m not looking for money—what I want is a ride out into the courtyard. And a Grande mocha. No whip—extra hot. There’s a Starbucks about a block away.”

Devlin laughed. “You’re on….. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll be here,” Gormley said grimly. “I’ll be here.”

Twenty-minutes later the two of them were sitting outside in the wan winter sunlight sipping their quickly cooling drinks. Devlin, who was still trying to adjust to the northwest winter, sat with her jacket zipped up around her neck. But Gormley swore he could feel the sun’s warmth on his skin—in spite of the fact that his breath frosted the air in front of him. “So,” Gormley said, “you want to hear about the exploding man.”

“Yes,” Devlin agreed. “I do.”

“Why?”

“Because a friend of mine was present when the incident took place. He came down with a rare disease later on and I’m trying to figure out why. So I googled his name hoping to come up with some clues. There were a lot of hits, because of the text books he wrote, but the exploding man episode stood out. So I went looking for witnesses. You are the only one I could find.”

“No,” Gormley replied, “I’m the only one who agreed to talk to you…. The rest of the witnesses clammed up. And no wonder since the whole thing was labeled a hoax.”

“It looks like I’m busted,” Devlin conceded agreeably. “So, was it a hoax?”

 “Well,” Gormley answered, “that was BMS. Meaning before my stroke. Back when I still qualified as a human being. I went to Sea-Tac to catch a plane to LA. And I was sitting in the departure area next to one of the N-gates when the hunchback walked in.”

Devlin felt her pulse start to quicken. “A hunchback? Are you sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure,” Gormley answered defensively. “Hell, I guess I know a hunchback when I see one! What difference does it make?”

“Maybe none,” Devlin answered cautiously. “I don’t mean to offend you, but there are plenty of people who have a kyphosis, or curvature of the spine. Is that what you mean by the word ‘hunchback?’”

“Hell no,” the engineer countered. “This guy was a hunchback. He had a bump under his raincoat—and it was very noticeable.”

“Okay,” Devlin said. “The hunchback entered the area…. Then what?”

Gormley savored the last mouthful of mocha. His daughter brought him one each Sunday. So there wouldn’t be any more of them until then. “He seemed kind of agitated. Like he was on speed or something. And he kept pacing back and forth.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, his clothes were dirty. And he didn’t have any luggage. Not even a magazine.”

Devlin considered what she’d heard. The old man’s account was consistent with what he'd told authorities at the time. The hunchback had eventually been identified as one Harvey S. Podry. A Vietnam war vet, alcoholic, and frequently homeless man. It seemed Podry had purchased a ticket for San Diego using a wad of small bills.

Even after the investigation was closed no one had been able to figure out where the money had come from, why Podry had been in such a hurry to reach San Diego, or what he hoped to accomplish there. Devlin nodded. “So, what happened then?”

“He started to scream,” the engineer replied emotionlessly. “Then he brought his hands up over his ears, his head exploded, and his brains flew all over the place! None of that stuff hit me, thank god. I was too far away. But some of the other passengers were covered with blood.” 

Devlin knew Gormley was correct because she had seen pictures of the aftermath. Not on a media website. But on a personal site. One dedicated to military role playing games, crudely animated porno clips, and exploding people.

And, as luck would have it, there had been a photo of a blood drenched Professor McCracken on the site. A picture taken using a cell phone. He'd been kneeling next to Podry’s headless corpse. After a long investigation the incident had been classified as an act of domestic terrorism. Even though nobody could explain how or why a bomb had been implanted in Podry's brain. “Was there anything else?”

“Nope,” the engineer replied curtly. “I’m getting cold. Please take me in.”

So Devlin took Gormley in, positioned him in front of the window, and asked if there was anything she could do for him. The old man smiled. “Nope. But thanks for coming by…. Your visit made this day different from all the others. And that’s a blessing.”

Devlin left after that. She noticed that the sun had disappeared behind some clouds as she steered the Scout down Bridgeport toward Highway 16. The trip to Seattle would take at least an hour and it would be dark by the time she arrived home. Johnny Cash was singing about a ring of fire when Highway 16 came together with I-5. Devlin was thinking about airborne pathogens—and Arthur Gormley was looking forward to the nothingness of sleep.

***

After meeting with Arthur Gormley, Devlin lost a full day to her duties as McCracken’s executor, and the need to take care of her own affairs. That included changing her address at the post office, buying some auto insurance, and getting a much-needed haircut.

But that didn’t mean Devlin wasn’t thinking about the parasite problem, because she was, and on the second day she awoke ready to do battle. Her hypothesis was that, like Sacculina, it was the parasite’s microbial form which spread out to infect new hosts. Except that rather than swim through the ocean the way Sacculina larvae did, these parasites could disseminate themselves via an aerosol blood-mist that potential hosts took deep into their lungs. From there the microscopic parasites were able to migrate through the circulatory system to their preferred location over the spinal column. 

Or it was possible that the microscopic form of the parasite “rained” out of the blood misted air. After falling onto whatever happened to be around it waited for a potential host to make contact with it. Later, having been absorbed through the pores of the skin, the parasite would enter the target’s circulatory system and navigate to the upper spine.

Had the original extraterrestrial hosts been humanoid? No, Devlin doubted that. But she thought it likely that they had been oxygen breathing vertebrates on a world not too different from Earth. And that would line up with the word “EJECTA” which McCracken had included in the mummy note.

Devlin knew that the common definition of ejecta is debris thrown out of a crater following an impact by an extraterrestrial object. Or material discharged by a volcano. But there were scientists who believed that material thrown up into space from Mars had been carried to Earth, possibly bringing microscopic forms of life with it. And if that could happen, then what about a transference from an even more distant planet? 

If she was going to try and convince authorities that microscopic organisms had arrived on Earth from another planet, she was going to need an air tight theory plus samples from the autopsy. So as Devlin made breakfast she plotted her strategy. The key, or so it seemed to her, was to find out how the exploding man had been infected.

Such were Devlin’s thoughts as the sound of sirens drew her attention to the tiny television set sitting across the kitchen table from her. She saw a wide shot of a building on fire, a fire engine, and a medic unit arriving in the background. A twenty-something reporter turned to look over his shoulder as the camera zoomed past him. “Nobody knows how the fire at the Hayley Medical Lab started,” the journalist explained, “only that the entire structure was engulfed within a matter of minutes. Worse yet is the possibility that two employees were trapped inside. Unfortunately, and in spite of repeated efforts to enter the building, the fire fighters were driven back by the flames.”

As with any such facility, Devlin knew that the lab must have other employees. But while the fire department continued to put water on the flames Devlin felt a sudden queasiness in the pit of her stomach. Had Dr. Yano been inside? Along with Charles? She made numerous phone calls in an attempt to find out. But the authorities weren’t sure if people had been in the building when the fire started and wouldn’t be certain for hours yet. 

Finally, having nothing else to do, Devlin went to work trying to trace Harvey S. Podry. A potentially time consuming task but one that ultimately proved to be less daunting than expected. Because even though he'd been homeless during his final years, Podry had been in contact with his Vietnam war buddies from time-to-time, and Devlin found information about the vet on no less than three different websites. And in one entry Podry provided an address where old friends could contact him: “…Care of Lieutenant Jack Palmer, 75th Ranger Regiment, who agreed to put me up for awhile, till I get back on my feet.” 

When Devlin googled Jack Palmer she learned that the ex-Ranger had been awarded the Silver Star in conjunction with a long range patrol in Tinh Phoc Province. Later, after receiving an honorable discharge, Palmer had been a mid-level safety manager for the Arizona Department of Transportation. 

Then, according to an obit published in the San Pedro Valley News-Sun, Palmer had lost his life to a house fire. The article said that the elder Palmer was survived by a wife and a son named Alex. Who, according to the newspaper, had completed two tours in Afghanistan.

But of more interest, to Devlin at any rate, was Jack Palmer’s hobby. According to the article, the ex-Ranger owned an extensive collection of meteorites. Which, if her hypothesis was true, could have carried the microscopic form of the parasite to Earth. Plus, if Podry spent time with Jack Palmer, that would explain how the infection took place.

And that raised a question. Should she make the trip to Benson, Arizona to see what she could learn? Or focus on other lines of investigation?

Rather than make the final determination Devlin returned to the kitchen, made a cup of tea, and waited for the 12:00 news to come on. Channel Five ran the lab fire right off the top. The establishing shot showed a pert blonde standing in front of a pile of smoking rubble. “The lab burned to the ground,” the reporter began. “And now that the fire is out—we know that two people were killed in the blaze. Their victims' names have not been released—and won’t be until their next of kin have been notified. Authorities are looking into the possibility of arson.”

Devlin didn’t hear the rest because she was pretty sure she knew the identities of both victims and was already headed for the study. She felt a sense of grief mixed with the first stirrings of concern. If Yano and Charles had been killed in the fire that meant the only other people who had seen the parasite were dead. 

The solution was to make some phone calls, find the samples Yano had submitted for testing, and get access to the results. Then, with evidence in hand, she would fly to Arizona and look for Alex Palmer. Because if the son had his father’s meteorites then she could examine them and look for clues. The plan wasn’t much—but it was all she had. 


Chapter Five

South of Miami, Florida

It was warm outside, but still a lot cooler than it had been in the Sahara, and Palmer opened both of the front side windows to let the muggy Florida air caress his face. The Ford Clubwagon hadn’t been designed for hauling meteorites, but it was the closest thing that Hertz had to offer, and was performing admirably considering the fact that the iron weighed nearly half a ton.

No, the hard part was behind him. Having survived the battle with the bandits Guiscard and he had taken the meteorite to the capital city of N’Dajamena. Then, after greasing some palms, he'd been able to put the Mongo Iron on the first of three long plane flights. The last of which took him to Miami.

Now having successfully cleared customs, and after spending the night at an airport hotel, Palmer was free to enjoy the slightly sleazy ambience of southbound Highway 1. Having driven it before he had come to enjoy the seemingly endless parade of pink, blue, and green motels. Most belonged to chains and had the same amount of individuality that a Cheerio does. But those he looked forward to seeing had names like the Conch-On-Inn, the Bonefish Resort, and the Blue Waters Motel.

Eventually, after the highway had been reduced to only two lanes, progress was measured by a long succession of bridges. All decorated with hopeful fishermen. The islands in between had names like Windley Key, Indian Key, and Duck Key. And there were lots of 45 mph speed traps filled to the limit with shiny SUVs, sports cars, and out of state motorcycles.

There were businesses too. Like Cobra Marine, Lady Cyan’s Dive Shop, and the Barracuda Grill. Each of which greeted him like an old friend. Then it was out onto the Seven Mile Bridge, where Palmer could see trawlers in the distance, and gulls wheeling above.

Finally, having been passed by a gang of scary looking Harley-riding insurance agents, bankers, and dentists, Palmer entered the wonderful-horrible realm of a city made famous by the likes of Ernest Hemingway, Jimmy Buffet, and thousands of bikini-wearing, beer-guzzling spring breakers. Key West. A long way from everything but worth the trip. 

Though unable to afford such accommodations back in his younger days, Palmer had called ahead to the Pier House Resort, and was lucky enough to secure a room. It was located at the west end of town, right on the water, and adjacent to Duval Street.

Besides the ideal location the hotel featured a nice parking area, which was a rarity in the Conch Republic, but a necessity for anyone who happened to have a valuable 900-pound plus meteorite stashed in the back seat. Once inside the meteorite hunter flashed a smile at the desk clerk, gave her his name, and watched her eyes roam his less than pristine clothing. “Don’t worry,” Palmer said, “I’m going to clean up. Honest I am.”

The clerk looked skeptical as she ran Palmer’s credit card through the reader, and took the extra step of checking his driver’s license, before giving him a key card. “Have a nice stay.”

Palmer allowed the bellman to carry his duffel bag up to the second floor, gave the employee a tip and took a quick tour of his room. There was a private balcony that looked onto a courtyard crowded with tropical plants. A pool could be seen through the tangled branches. A little boy yelled something to his parents and made a big splash. It was paradise compared to Chad.

Palmer made a phone call, spoke with Ambassador Quinton’s housekeeper, and made an appointment to meet with the ex-diplomat later that evening. With that out of the way he sent an entire duffel bag load of clothes out to be washed and cleaned. Then he took a stroll along Duval Street where he bought an outfit that would get him through the evening. Still feeling the effects of jet lag Palmer returned to his room and lay down on the bed. It was three hours later when the phone rang, the hotel’s operator told him it was 6:00 p.m., and Palmer realized it was dark outside.

It took less than half an hour to shower, shave, and get dressed. The old belt he normally wore into the field looked strange with the brand new navy blue polo shirt and khaki trousers, but couldn’t be helped. A pair of well worn deck shoes sans socks completed the outfit. Palmer felt a sense of anticipation as he unlocked the van, got in, and left the lot. Ambassador Quinton’s house was only ten minutes away and, not wanting to arrive early, Palmer took his time.

The streets were dark and narrow. Most of the houses were set back off the street and protected by a fence or a high wall. Many were more than a hundred years old, had been updated over the years, and were the proud possessions of people who had invested love as well as money in them.

Other homes, some of which were equally venerable, had been a good deal less fortunate. With paint peeling, and wide antebellum porches sagging, they hung at the very edge of entropy awaiting their various fates. Few houses though, regardless of condition, had garages. That meant cars occupied any spot their owners could find for them.

Quinton’s house, which had been constructed by a sea captain and restored by the Ambassador some 20 years earlier, was the exception. It boasted both a driveway and a garage. Lights blazed from every window as Palmer pulled past and backed into the long narrow driveway that ran along the south side of the house. He stopped when he came level with the back porch.

Quinton’s silver-gray Mercedes was parked off to one side next to a shiny pickup truck. The one-time carriage house had been converted into a three car garage-sized work shop with a caretaker’s apartment above. Light spilled out through an open door and onto the concrete driveway.

***

Ambassador Benjamin Quinton heard the sound of the van’s engine, got up from his seat in front of a work bench, and went out to meet his visitor. The garage had been retrofitted to support a hobby that had gradually been transformed into a profession. Some meteorite hunters, and there were dozens of them, liked to process and market their finds. Others, Palmer among them, preferred to let someone else handle sales.

Quinton charged a 20% commission, but like many of the people in the trade, was in it for more than the money. Though too old and too arthritic to roam the world anymore, the ex-diplomat’s current role allowed him to see, touch, and yes, on occasion even taste the star stuff that passed through his hands. He enjoyed interacting with the people too. Individuals like Alexander Palmer who was both a supplier and a friend from the days when he’d been stationed in Chad.

***

Palmer opened the door and got out. He noticed that Quinton was walking with the assistance of an intricately carved cane. Quinton didn’t have much hair, but his face had an ageless quality, and the smile was genuine. A pair of glasses hung against his plaid shirt. “Alex! It’s good to see you!”

Palmer grinned. “It’s good to see you too, ambassador. That’s a nice cane.”

Quinton shook the other man’s hand. “I bought the damned thing in Chad. Thought I’d hang it on the wall. Now I have to use it. Old age sucks my friend… So enjoy what remains of your youth. That’s a nice sunburn by the way. Ever heard of sun block?”

Palmer laughed and wrapped an arm around the ex-diplomat’s shoulders. “Come on,” the older man said. “Florence spent most of the afternoon in the kitchen. We’d better get in there before we get in trouble.”

“What about the iron?”

“It’s been around for thousands of years,” Quinton replied airily. “So what’s a few more hours? Besides, taking a look at it will be like eating a second dessert…. Come, dinner awaits.”

Quinton and his wife had parted ways some 16 years earlier and, being childless, Florence Strong, and her son Luther were the only family the ex-diplomat had. Not counting some thirty North African orphans that the ex-diplomat supported from afar. So, when Quinton opened the back door and entered the kitchen, it was Florence who came to greet them. She had a halo of black hair that was shot with white, bright inquisitive eyes, and brown skin. She held out her arms. “Well, look what we have here! A skinny-assed half-burnt white boy!”

Palmer grinned and went to collect his hug. “And it’s good to see you too…. In fact you look more beautiful every time I see you.”

“That’s what all men say when you’re about to feed them,” Florence observed tartly. “The trouble starts later…. Now get into that dining room and sit down. I worked hard on this dinner and I don’t want it to get cold!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Palmer said obediently. “Can I carry something in?”

“Yes, you can. Grab that bowl of rice and those rolls. The ambassador and I will bring the rest.”

Palmer did as he was told, made his way into the richly paneled dining room, and placed the dishes on a long table. It was dark, like the woodwork, but covered with a white tablecloth. Luther had just finished setting the table. He was thirty something, and though well known to the local ladies, mysteriously single.

Some blamed Florence’s cooking for that. Others said it was a sign of the times. But the truth was simple: Luther liked working for Quinton, liked taking his boat out nearly every afternoon, and saw no reason to make life any more complicated than was necessary. He looked up and grinned. “Hey, Alex, it’s been awhile…. Did momma give you a hard time?”

Palmer shook his head. “She called me a ‘…skinny-assed half-burnt white boy.’ That’s a compliment isn’t it?”

Luther laughed. He was a big man with a big chest and a big laugh. “It sure as hell is! You oughta hear what she calls people she don’t like! Come on over and sit next to the ambassador.” 

There was an audible thump as Florence made use of an ample hip to open the swinging door and entered the room with a huge platter of crusty brown pan-fried sole. She place the dish on the table, checked to ensure that everything was as it should be, and took the chair to Quinton’s right.

All three of the men waited for Florence to sit before taking their own seats and bowed their heads while she said grace. Then, at her urging, platters of food started to make the rounds. Palmer made note of the fact that there weren’t any wine glasses and knew it was because of him. He felt a strange mixture of gratitude and embarrassment as Quinton raised his coffee cup. “To an old friend just returned… It’s good to have him back.”

The others raised their cups as well and the meal began in earnest. The food was excellent, Quinton told some of his well rehearsed stories, Luther shared a hilarious fishing adventure, and Florence reported on the latest shenanigans at her church. Time passed quickly. Finally, as Florence attempted to serve him a second piece of key lime pie, Palmer held up his hands in surrender. “Stop! I’ll explode.”

Florence sniffed disapprovingly, took what remained of the pie, and disappeared into the kitchen. Quinton grinned and made use of a linen napkin to dab at his lips. “Alex? Luther? Shall we retire to the shop?”

The men showered Florence with compliments as they passed through the kitchen and out into the coolness of the night. A dog barked somewhere nearby. Muted reggae could be heard from next door—and a plane roared over on its way to the airport. “So,” the ex-diplomat said, as he put his glasses on. “Let’s have a look at her.”

Palmer opened the back of the van, an interior light came on, and Quinton peered inside. The wooden crate was a three-foot square cube. “It looks like we’ll need the fork lift Luther…that sucker’s got to be heavy.”

“About 986 pounds,” Palmer confirmed, “give or take a few ounces. I spent $10,000 just to get it here.”

“But well worth the effort,” Quinton replied contentedly as he placed both hands on his cane. “Even after taxes, expenses, and my exorbitant fee you should clear $250,000. Not bad for a few weeks work.”

The geologist flashed back to the loud whup, whup, whup of the EC 135’s rotors as Jann tried to close with him before he could fire the missile. Had it been worth it? He wasn’t sure. But the money would be nice. Even after he paid Guiscard for the loss of the Volvo, damage to the Mog, and the finder’s fee he had promised.

There was a loud whir as Luther approached driving a yellow fork lift. “I got it used,” Quinton explained. “It sure beats trying to muscle one of those things into the workshop.”

Palmer nodded in agreement as Luther slipped the forks under the crate, lifted it off the floor of the van, and started to back away. The Clubwagon gave a sigh of relief as it rose on its springs.

The work shop had been improved since Palmer’s last visit and looked very professional. A custom-made heavy-duty steel table occupied the center of the well organized space. The top measured 4 X 4 feet and stood 3 feet off the concrete floor. Industrial strength castors supported each leg allowing the ex-diplomat to move the heavily loaded stand wherever he chose. Four fully adjustable lights hung from the ceiling above. “That table can support up to 2,000 pounds,” Quinton said proudly. “Which should be more than sufficient for the task at hand.” 

Palmer had to agree as the motor whirred, the forklift’s tires squeaked on the concrete floor, and Luther lowered the crate into place. 

“Now for the fun part,” Quinton said, as he placed his cane on the steel table. Palmer hurried to help as the older man limped over to a roll-around tool chest but was rebuffed as Quinton opened a drawer and selected a hammer plus crow bar. “First Florence…now you. I can still walk across the shop thank god.”

Palmer waited while the older man used the hammer to drive the pry bar into a joint, pried a piece of wood free, and attacked the rest of the crate.

Finally, after a few more whacks with the hammer, the Mongo Iron was fully revealed. Palmer had seen the meteorite before of course. But he was still impressed by the rugged beauty of the object's surface and the nature of its origins.

There were bright spots where bullets had marred the meteorite's surface. But the rest of the exterior was stained with patches of rust and what meteorite hunters call “thumbprints.” Meaning thumb-sized depressions caused by the iron’s passage through the atmosphere. Earth rocks don’t have thumbprints—which was why experts like Palmer and Quinton were always on the lookout for them. Once the meteorite was sectioned it would be possible to see a dark layer of fusion crust, followed by a much lighter interior, and a crystalline latticework called Widmanstatten patterns after the 19th century scientist who documented the phenomena.

Quinton gave the meteorite a tap with his hammer. The iron made a high-pitched pinging sound like that produced by a tuning fork. Both men knew the sound confirmed that a crystalline structure lay within and grinned like happy school boys. Once the object had been sliced into sections and polished—diluted hydrochloric acid would be used to enhance the iron’s natural beauty. “She’s a beaut,” Quinton confirmed. “You done good.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Palmer replied. “When will you begin work?”

“Soon,” Quinton promised. “I’ll take a digital snap shot and send you a jpeg file via email.”

“Great,” Palmer replied. “I’ll look forward to it. In the meantime I’m going to return to the hotel, grab another night’s sleep, and head out in the morning.”

They shook hands, Palmer said his good-byes to Luther and his mother, and was gone a few minutes later. 

Once the red tail lights disappeared Quinton ordered Luther to place the iron on the cutting table. Quinton watched intently as his assistant maneuvered the forklift into position, lifted the meteorite off the steel table, and lowered it into a specially designed cradle. Once that was accomplished it was time to lift both the iron and the rack it was resting on back onto the table. Then it was a simple matter for Luther to park the forklift, roll the big saw into position, and lock the power tool in place.

“Okay,” Quinton said eagerly, “let’s see what we have here.”

Luther donned a pair of safety goggles, hit the “on” switch, and waited for the 1/3 HP motor to reach full speed. The radio was tuned to WKEY 93.5 FM which was Quinton’s favorite station. It wasn't long before the oldies were drowned out by the screech of the spark-throwing 14-inch carborundum tipped circular saw blade. But as a recirculating pump began to squirt coolant onto both sides of the blade, the noise level dropped back down.

***

As the first section of meteorite came off Quinton hurried forward to inspect it. The slice of rock felt warm and heavy for its size as he carried it over to the utility sink. Once it was in position under the faucet Quinton ran water over the specimen before lifting it up to his face. That was when he did something strange. Very strange. Or so it seemed to Luther, who could do little more than watch in wonder as his employer began to lick the water-slicked rock, as if it was the most delicious substance that he’d ever been exposed to.

 The better part of five long seconds passed as Quinton continued to lap at the slice of meteorite. Then, just as suddenly as he had begun, the ex-diplomat stopped. It was then that he threw his head back, uttered what could only be described as a heart rending howl, and began to sob. Luther rushed forward to comfort his employer, escorted him into the house, and helped his mother put Quinton to bed.

“What’s wrong with him?” Luther wanted to know, once the two of them were back in the living room.

“There’s a bug going around,” Florence replied vaguely. “Maybe that’s it.”

“Maybe,” Luther allowed, but the explanation brought small comfort. 

***

South of Benson, Arizona

Having come south on Highway 90 out of Benson, then turning east onto the patch of barren land known as Deacon’s Battle, the red jeep threw a plume of dust into the air as it followed the old wagon road in the direction of Curtiss and Dragoon Mountains. Mount Glenn was the highest, at 7,519 feet, with China Peak a bit to the right, and Black Diamond Peak south of that. It was a clear winter day and all three were visible in the distance.

Palmer knew the road well, having driven it thousands of times, first with his parents, and later by himself. Gravel rattled inside the 4 X 4’s wheel wells as he steered the jeep around a pile of rounded boulders and through a mostly untouched area that was home to native saguaro cactus, prickly pear, cholla, and mesquite. The sort of area that Palmer and his father had explored many years before, back during what his mother referred to as one of his “dry spells,” meaning periods when her husband was sober.

As a geologist Palmer knew the area’s rocks and minerals even better than the sparse plant life that survived on it. Over the years he had collected hundreds of samples, including bits of Actinolite, Agate, Barite, Calcite, Copper, Dolmite, Garnet, Malachite, Pyrite, Quartz, Silver, Turquoise and many more. While in college he had even come across two fragments of what he believed to be the same meteorite—both of which were kept under lock and key in Tucson.

The big off-road tires bumped over the abandoned railroad line which ran northwest toward Tucson and hummed as he pushed the jeep across Beader’s Flat. A monstrosity that the locals called “the glass house” appeared off to the right. A group of hippies had used more than ten-thousand pieces of colored glass to decorate the free form structure back in the seventies. Then, after a falling out of some sort, most of them left in a modified school bus. One of the group, an older woman, still lived there. She was working in her garden and waved as Palmer drove past.

Then, as the jeep topped a rise, it was possible for the geologist to get his first glimpse of what his father had dubbed the “Circle C Ranch.” But in reality the property consisted of five bone dry acres which were home to the burnt out remains of what had been the family home, a stand-alone shed his mother had converted into a cottage, and the old Airstream trailer that Palmer lived in.

Seen from a distance however the parcel was little more than a grove of mature Willow trees that had been planted by his grandmother, and hand watered until their roots dug deep enough to draw sustenance from Arrowhead creek. Each tree was like an old friend. A companion under which a younger Palmer read countless books, fought imaginary battles, and took shelter from the sun.

And there, off to one side, stood the 1,000 gallon water tank his father had installed. Rusty now, but still serviceable, it sat high enough to feed the house which, like most of the good things in his life he had unintentionally destroyed.

The road dipped, the vision vanished, and Palmer was forced to brake and downshift prior to climbing the opposite slope. Miami’s airport had been jammed and flights had been delayed by a snow storm in Chicago. But thanks to a run of good luck Palmer landed in Tucson only two-hours later than originally scheduled. And knowing that the trailer would be cold, and the refrigerator was empty, he had stopped to buy groceries on the way home.

The jeep topped the next rise. Palmer was close now. Close enough to see the charred remains of the house in which his father had died, the sagging cottage that his mother had abandoned thereafter, and the brushed aluminum Airstream trailer. 

There was something else too, the gleam of sunlight reflecting off chrome, indicating the presence of a visitor. Something, Palmer wasn’t sure what, caused him to think about pulling off the road and parking the jeep. Burglars were not unknown—and maybe he could catch one in the act. But it was too late for that given all the dust he had raised. Besides odds were that the visitor was a lost soul looking for directions.

So, half expecting to see a vehicle barrel past him, Palmer turned off the road and onto the U-shaped drive that fronted the trailer. A late model sedan was visible out front—as was a woman he had never seen before. She was sitting on the railing that ran along the front of the deck Palmer had constructed two years before.

The four-wheeler generated a small cloud of dust that drifted off towards the east as it came to a stop and Palmer got out. He saw that his visitor was pretty in an unaffected sort of way. She was dressed in a blue ball cap, Levi jacket, and jeans. Her lace-up boots were equipped with mesh uppers so that water could escape from them. Strange foot wear for Arizona.

Palmer rounded the back end of his vehicle, grabbed a bag of groceries off the passenger seat, and made his way toward the trailer. And it was then, as the woman’s aviator style sunglasses came off, that he saw her eyes. They were remarkably green. Something, Palmer wasn’t sure what, jumped the gap between them. The woman smiled. “Hello…. My name is Devlin. Sara Devlin. I’m looking for Jack Palmer’s son.”

Palmer nodded as he fumbled for a key. “That would be me…. What can I do for you?”

***

Devlin swung her boots up over the rail, put them down, and stood. There was something familiar about the person in the bomber jacket and khakis. Something that reminded Devlin of the man she had left down in Costa Rica. A surety, a quickness that she liked. But there was something else as well…. A barely contained tension that hinted at what? Carefully suppressed emotions? A capacity for violence? Whatever it was both attracted and frightened her. “It’s about your father,” Devlin replied awkwardly, “or more specifically a friend of his.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Palmer replied, as he slid the key into the lock. “My father was a drunk. And, like most drunks, he had a tendency to chase people away.”

“The man I’m interested in is Harvey S. Podry,” Devlin replied. “They served together in Vietnam.”

Palmer turned the key, felt the lock respond, and pushed the door open. “Harvey? Yeah, I remember him. He came to live with dad for awhile. They used to get drunk and tell each other war stories. What happened to the old bastard anyway? One day he was here—and the next day he wasn’t.”

***

Devlin was standing in the open doorway by then. Her long slim body was silhouetted against the sun splashed ground outside. It had been Palmer’s experience that most beautiful women were well aware of it. But not this one. There was something natural and unaffected about her. Something he liked. The eyes that met his were still vividly green—and extremely serious. “Mr. Podry exploded.”

Palmer set the groceries down on a small counter and frowned. “What is this? Some sort of sick joke?”

“No,” Devlin answered firmly. “It may be a lot of things—but it isn’t a joke. Do you have a computer? And Internet access?”

“Sure,” Palmer answered. “Right over there.”

Devlin glanced at the beat-up laptop that sat on the banquette style table opposite the tiny galley. “May I?”

Palmer shrugged. “Knock yourself out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get the rest of my groceries.”

By the time Palmer returned with the second bag of groceries Devlin had located the appropriate news article. She swiveled the laptop around so the screen would be visible. “Take a look at that.”

Palmer took a moment to put some perishable items in the tiny refrigerator before sliding onto the bench-style seat across from her. He pulled the machine in closer—and began to read. He looked up two-minutes later to find that the green eyes were waiting for him. “That’s amazing,” he said. “Harvey was a drunk, and something of a blowhard, but he sure as hell didn’t deserve that…. What caused his head to explode?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Devlin replied. “And, while I think I know the answer, you may find it hard to believe.”

The woman was a crackpot. That much was obvious. But she was a fascinating crackpot, and Palmer knew she would leave if the conversation came to an end. So, for reasons he wasn’t entirely sure of, he invited her to lunch.

Two ham and cheese sandwiches, and one-hour later, Devlin wrapped her story up by saying, “So, I came here. Because if my hypothesis is correct, and Podry acquired a parasite by coming into contact with one of your father’s meteorites, then maybe I can gather some additional evidence to support my case.”

As Palmer took a final sip of Coke all sorts of things flickered through his mind. Some related some not. The whole hunchback thing was weird. Podry appeared perfectly normal the last time Palmer had seen him. The Coke can made a definitive click as he set it down. “Look, Ms. Devlin….”

“Sara.”

“Look, Sara, I’ve got to be honest with you…. I know a lot about meteorites. Hell, I make my living hunting for them, and I’m familiar with transfer theory. But the idea that an alien parasite not only survived the trip to Earth from a distant solar system, but managed to adapt to a new host in a single generation, well, that strikes me as preposterous.”

Something flickered in the green eyes and they seemed to harden slightly. “I told you that my hypothesis might be hard to believe,” Devlin said levelly. “And there’s the very real possibility that I’m wrong. But I think you’ll agree that it won’t do any harm to test it. So, given what may be at stake, it’s my hope that you’ll allow me to examine your father’s meteorites.”

“I would, but I can’t,” Palmer answered simply. “The old bastard sold the collection, took the money, and went on a three-month drunk in Reno! Then, after he came back, the house burned down. The story has a happy ending though,” he added bitterly, “because he was in it at the time.”

The green eyes seemed to soften. “I’m sorry.”

Palmer shook his head. “Don’t be…. He doesn’t deserve it. So, is there anything else?”

It was an obvious dismissal and Devlin felt a tinge of regret as she stood. “No, I guess there isn’t. Here’s my card in case you come across any of those meteorites…. And thank you for lunch.”

Palmer was still searching for something to say when the door closed behind her, he heard the rental car start up, and the woman with the green eyes was gone. 
After a few moments he stood up and made his way out toward the shed that his mother had converted into a cottage. He planned to level the structure one day, bulldoze the remains of the house, and build something new. He had both the money and the plans but never got around to it. Why was that? Because he didn’t have time? Or because he couldn't release the past? There was no way to be sure.

The key was there, right where it was supposed to be, over the door. Palmer opened the door and reentered his past. Strange days during which his father occupied the house, his mother lived in the cottage, and he commuted back and forth. Months during which his parents rarely spoke with each other, and pursued largely separate lives. 

Now, as Palmer made his way into the tiny kitchen, everything was as it had been on the day after his father’s funeral. Only dustier as if his ashes had been scattered over all of his mother's belongings. That was the day when she opened two suitcases. One for her clothes—and one for her books. Then, having signed the ranch over to her son, she asked for a ride into Tucson. 

There was a sister in Santa Barbara. A lonely soul who liked to write poetry and with whom Palmer's mother planned to live. And it was later, as they parted company in a shabby Greyhound Bus Depot, that Palmer asked his mother what seemed like an obvious question. “Ma, you haven’t lived with him for years, and I’ve been on my own for a long time. So why wait this long?”

She looked at him the way she so often did—as if meeting him for the first time. “The day I married your father I promised to stay with him until one of us died.”

So saying she pecked her son on the cheek, walked out into the bright sunshine, and boarded the bus. He still sent her money, still saw her whenever he was on the west coast, and still wondered what made her tick.

Cobwebs hung in front of the cupboard mounted above the sink. Palmer brushed them aside, opened the door, and found what he had been hoping for: Some liquid peace. His mother liked the occasional glass of red wine and two bottles remained. He took both down, located a cork screw, and left the house.

Then, with the wine to keep him company, he sat by the creek. The first swallow was like a reunion with an old friend and was soon followed by another. He cried after that. For his father, his mother, and ultimately for himself.


Chapter Six

Wheaton, Maryland

Sunrise was still more than an hour away, so it was still dark outside the huge tinted windows, as Director of Terrestrial Biosecurity, Dr. Owen Wilson continued to work his way through the sixty-seven emails waiting for him when he arrived in his office. Though large by normal bureaucratic standards, the room seemed smaller than it actually was. Besides an executive-style desk two work tables shared the space as well. A microscope sat on one of them and the other was home to a work station that provided him with direct access to all of the Centers for Disease Control's (CDC) considerable resources. 

But now, faced with a pile of administrative work, the former research scientist was plowing his way through what he often referred to “as all that bureaucratic crap.” A penance that had to be paid in order to protect the United States of America from potentially homicidal aliens. Not Hollywood style aliens, but the type that could hitchhike on space borne rocks, and were potentially a lot more dangerous. Having composed the last of his characteristically blunt messages, Wilson clicked “send,” and felt a sense of satisfaction as the final reply was dispatched.

Then, as the administrator turned to deal with the ten-inch high stack of paperwork that occupied his old fashioned in-box, he gave an involuntary start. Because there, seated on the corner of his desk, was a man who shouldn’t have been there. Not at 6:26 in the morning when the only other people in the building were janitors or security people. He could make a grab for the phone—but the stranger was close enough to stop him. The man smiled reassuringly. “There’s no need to call security…. My name is Cooper. You sent for me.” 

Wilson, who was still trying to recover his composure, frowned. “Cooper?”

“I was in Seattle,” Cooper said helpfully. “Working on the XT-7 thread when I was ordered to return here.”

Wilson had a nearly encyclopedic memory. And having processed the name and the case designator he felt a rising sense of anger. “Get the hell off my desk.”

If Cooper was intimidated by the administrator’s tone there was no sign of it as he rose to take possession of a guest chair. There wasn’t so much as a whisper of sound when he moved. Wilson frowned. “In the future please make an appointment like everyone else…. But, since you’re here, we might as well get some work done.”

Wilson took a moment to thumb through a stack of folders, found the one he was searching for, and flipped it open. The designator XT stood for Extra-Terrestrial, and the number 7 indicated that the CDC had opened only six XT files in the past. Four of which had already been classified as “false hits.” Of course the fact that the Department of Terrestrial Biosecurity was only months old had something to do with that. It’s hard to find something you aren’t looking for.

What made the Seattle investigation so interesting was the fact that actual tissue samples had been submitted by a local pathologist, who according to a preliminary check by the FBI, bore all the hallmarks of an upstanding citizen. Or had until his mysterious death in a fire. And that was why Biosecurity Agent Cooper had been recalled to Maryland.

The problem, from Wilson’s perspective at least, was that those living further up the bureaucratic food chain had seen fit to draw upon spooks rather than scientists to act as “bug chasers.” Meaning those individuals who were sent to carry out an initial assessment of what might or might not be a threat. 

In this case tissue samples that seemed to incorporate traces of unknown DNA. Although the initial results would have to be checked and checked again. All of which meant that individuals like Cooper were being sent into situations they weren’t qualified to handle. “So,” Wilson began, “tell me what you were sent to Seattle to do.”

Cooper had a pleasant but nondescript face. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Wilson’s biases were well known and the agent could guess what the bespectacled scientist was thinking. “I was sent to Seattle to interview Dr. Jim Yano regarding the tissue samples taken from one Paul McCracken and identify other witnesses if any.”

“Correct,” Wilson said tightly, as he peered at the agent from beneath bushy brows. “So, why is Yano dead?”

Cooper had blue eyes and something dangerous flickered deep within them. “Are you suggesting that I killed Dr. Yano?”

“Well?” the administrator demanded unapologetically. “Did you?”

“No,” Cooper answered coolly. “I didn’t. Why do you ask?”

“Because,” the scientist replied bluntly, “your previous employer was an agency that has a tendency to kill all of its problems. And for all I know you still have links to them.”

Cooper raised an eyebrow. “You know what, doc? You should see someone about your raging paranoia. In the meantime it might interest you to know that the Seattle Police Department arrested a teenage boy in connection with the Hayley Lab arson. It seems there were other fires in that area—and he confessed to all five of them.”

Wilson felt his righteous indignation start to ebb away. Perhaps he’d been too hard on Cooper. He forced a smile. “Point taken…. I can get a little wound up at times. What’s your first name?”

The agent smiled. “It’s Cooper—just like the last. My parents thought it would be simpler that way.”

That was strange. But so was everything else about the agent. So Wilson put the matter aside. “Listen, Cooper,” he said conversationally. “Here’s the thing… The odds against us running into a dead XT are astronomically large. And the odds of coming across a live organism are even longer. But, should that occur, call it in. We’ll give you all the support you need. Failing that our first priority is to make sure that no potentially harmful organisms are allowed to spread.”

“So, I should kill things if I have to,” Cooper concluded lightly. “Wow! This job is so confusing!” 

Wilson scowled. “Get out of my office. And remember what I told you.”

***

San Jose, California

Alaska Airlines had direct flights from Sea-Tac to San Jose, which meant that Devlin was able to jump on an early morning plane, and land by 10:00 a.m. It was sunny, or would have been, if it weren’t for the gray-brown haze that clung to the low lying hills.

Thanks to the generally good weather the San Jose airport still made use of old fashioned roll-up stairs and a walk across the tarmac to move passengers from their planes into the terminal. And, because the scientist had no baggage other than her trusty knapsack, she made her way through the terminal in record time.

Once outside Devlin caught a cab without difficulty, gave the driver Wally Brisco’s address, and settled back into her seat. The startling photo of a blood drenched McCracken kneeling next to Podry’s headless body was posted on Brisco’s site. A single email was sufficient to make contact and Brisco had been cooperative. Almost too cooperative. It seemed as if he was starved for human contact and eager to talk with just about anybody. Especially if they were interested in what he referred to as “first person shooters,” animated pornography, or exploding people. 

The taxi passed Gold Rush Motors, a bridge eclipsed the sun as they passed under the 280 freeway. Although the neighborhood didn’t qualify as a ghetto, the area beyond the overpass was somewhat shabby, and provided a glimpse into San Jose’s recent past. Being unable to compete with strip malls, much less super malls, the small family owned stores that lined the street back in the 50’s and 60’s had gradually given way to businesses involved in buying, selling, or maintaining automobiles. The cabbie braked, took a right on Union Street, and pulled to the curb. Devlin eyed the meter, gave the driver the exact fare plus a tip, and got out. 

The address she was looking for was on the other side of the street. The modest cinder block structure slouched between two rather disreputable looking buildings. The badly faded words, “Wong’s Appliance Store,” could still be read over the front door. The scientist waited for a break in traffic, crossed to other side of South First, and eyed the sign over the door. It read, “No trespassing, survivors will be shot.”

Devlin knocked, and the better part of two minutes passed before hinges squealed and a young man appeared in the doorway. He was of medium height, badly in need of a haircut, and dressed in rumpled clothing. His T-shirt said “Geeks Rule!” and hung down over a pair of baggy shorts. A pair of filthy running shoes completed the look. Small, beady eyes blinked rapidly, as if adjusting to the daylight. “Yeah?”

Devlin smiled. “Are you Wally?”

The young man’s head jerked up and down. “Yeah, I’m Wally.”

“I’m Sara Devlin.”

He looked surprised. “Really? You came all the way from Seattle?”

“Of course,” the scientist replied. “I said I would didn’t I?”

“Yeah,” Brisco said, “but when people say they’ll come they usually don’t. Come in…. I call this ‘my lair.’”

 Devlin followed Wally Brisco into a large rectangular room in what had once been a family owned appliance store, but had long since gone out of business. The windows were painted over but there were a few widely spaced lights to disperse the otherwise pervasive gloom. “I’m not supposed to live here,” Brisco explained. “Not according to the terms of the lease. But Mrs. Wong is pushing 80, and she doesn’t care what I do, so long as the rent checks arrive on time. That’s where I sleep,” he said, pointing toward the center of the room.

Devlin saw that a sleeping platform had been constructed in the middle of the large rectangular space. It consisted of a queen sized mattress supported by two sheets of plywood resting on a wood framework. The whole thing was held 8-feet-off the floor by four sturdy beams all stiffened with cross braces.

“I bought the ladder at a yard sale,” Brisco announced proudly. “The platform has a phone, clock, and combination TV/Blu-ray player. Would you like to climb up there?”

“That’s a clever use of space,” Devlin responded, as she eyed the maze of electronic equipment arrayed around the sleeping platform’s base. “But I think I’ll pass…. What’s all that stuff for?”

“That’s my supercomputer,” Brisco replied importantly. “Or it will be, once I finish assembling it. I spent the last three months collecting 130 old PCs. Now all I have to do is wire them together, install Ethernet cards in the front end node, and load all of the necessary software. Then, when the whole thing is up and running, it should be capable of 1.2 gigaflops! I call it the crop circle.”

“That’s very impressive,” Devlin allowed cautiously, “but what are you going to do with all that computing power?”

“Oh, stuff,” Brisco responded vaguely. “Come on! I’ll show you control central!”

Devlin followed as Brisco led her around the right hand side of the Crop Circle to an area reminiscent of a TV station’s control room only on a smaller scale. Three mismatched monitors hung suspended from the ceiling. The one on the far left was tuned to CNN, a cartoon claimed the middle screen, and the SyFy channel could be seen on the right.

Lower down, and arranged in a semicircle there were six old fashioned CRTs. Two of them were dark but the others were lit. Brisco’s home page could seen on one of them. Constantly scrolling code filled the next monitor over, an anime style porno clip was playing adjacent to that, and a half completed Word doc occupied the last screen. It was, judging from the first few lines, a letter to Sigourney Weaver.

But, if the juxtaposition of all those images seemed strange, they were nothing compared to the toilet that sat side-by-side with the beat-up high-backed executive style office chair. And, judging from the look of the plumbing, the commode had been there for a long time. It could have been a joke of course. But based on the roll of tissue that sat on the floor Devlin thought it was for real.

Brisco looked embarrassed. “Sorry about that…. I live by myself so I tend to put convenience first.”

Devlin, who had spent the last two years working with men who put convenience first, nodded understandingly. “So, tell me,” she said. “How did you come to be interested in exploding people?”

Brisco looked surprised. “Who wouldn’t be interested? I mean think about it…. Somebody’s just walking along, minding their own business, when boom! Their head explodes. That’s pretty interesting.”

“Yes,” the scientist agreed patiently, “it is. But how did you become aware of the phenomena?”

Brisco looked away. Something he did often, as if gathering his thoughts, or trying to reduce the stress generated by speaking with another human being. “My grandfather had a farm. My mother and father used to take us there every summer. I was out in a field, waiting for a tractor ride, when Josefina exploded. That’s what I thought, but the Sheriff said she’d been killed by a sniper, firing from the farm road. If so, they never caught the guy.”

“So, who was correct?” Devlin inquired. “You? Or the Sheriff?” 

There was a long pause while Brisco seemed to consider the matter. Finally, just as Devlin was about to change the subject, his eyes came back into contact with hers. “I was young. Only eight years old. But even a kid knows there should have been the sound of a gunshot. And there wasn’t any.”

Devlin nodded thoughtfully. “Can you describe Josefina?”

Brisco shook his head. “No. About twelve migrant workers were present when she died and I had no reason to pay attention to Josefina until there was a loud pop and her head exploded. Come on… . I’ll show you everything I have.”

Fortunately Brisco was able to find another chair so neither of them had to sit on the commode as the eccentric young man started into his tutorial. The lesson began with some material Devlin had stumbled across herself. That included the strange case of a chess master named Nikolai Titov who, according to an article in the Weekly World News dated May 24, 1994, died when his “…head suddenly blew apart. Experts say he suffered from a condition called Hyper-Cerebral Electrosis or HCE.” And, according to still another account, a psychic named Barbara Nicole had been killed in a similar manner back in 1991. 

Of course both incidents had been labeled as urban myths. And given the supposed circumstances they probably were. But, among the hundreds of documents and photos that Brisco had scanned into his computers, there was more. Much more. Including photos of 3,000 year old Olmec sculptures that not only depicted hunchbacks but clearly portrayed such individuals as having special relationships with supernatural powers. 

And that wasn’t all. During his years of on-again off-again research Brisco had documented all manner of exploding minstrels, maidens, merchants, soldiers, warlords, and holy men. The most recent being just prior to WW I, when according to some accounts, a little known Prince suffered what physicians of the time described as an “internal pressurization” causing his head to explode right in the middle of a state dinner. But, Brisco didn't know if the unfortunate nobleman had been a hunchback.

Finally, having downloaded a good deal of Brisco’s research to a CD, Devlin thanked the young man and left. He was still standing in front of the building, and still waving, as the taxi pulled away. 

***

Seattle, Washington

It was dark, and as Devlin guided the Scout down what she was slowly starting to think of as her street, she noticed that Halloween decorations were beginning to appear on the houses around hers.

 The trip to Arizona and California had been followed by a two days of estate related business. Now, after arranging for McCracken’s memorial service, the parasitologist was momentarily caught up and ready to resume her investigation.

Such were Devlin’s thoughts as she turned into the drive, put the truck into park, and carried two bags of groceries over to the front porch. The scientist typically left some lights on when she was gone which served to make the big house feel less spooky. 

Having returned to the 4 X 4 she drove it into the garage and carefully closed the doors before making her way back to the porch. Then, after unlocking the front door, Devlin carried her purchases inside.

She heard a meow followed by a thump and turned to see Dog pad in from the living room. And that was the moment when she saw the half-lit figure seated in the professor’s favorite chair. Her heart leap into her throat. She took a step backward and was feeling for the door when the man came to his feet. “Good evening, Dr. Devlin,” he said pleasantly. “I hope I didn’t startle you, but it was cold on the porch, so I came inside. My name is Cooper—and I work for the CDC.”

“But the door was locked,” Devlin objected, as Cooper came forward. His features were so even they were nondescript rather than handsome. 

“I’m sure you meant to lock it,” Cooper replied gently. “But it’s my guess that you turned the key the wrong way. That's an easy mistake to make having just moved in.”

Devlin made it a habit to check the door once she locked it—and felt certain that she had this time as well. She put the groceries down on a bench and removed the new cell phone from her pocket. The door stood open and she was positioned to back out onto the porch. “If you really are with the CDC you’ll have some fancy looking ID to prove it. Or, I could dial 911,” she said firmly. 

“That won’t be necessary,” the biosecurity agent assured her as he produced what looked like a wallet and flipped it open. Devlin saw an unfamiliar badge on the left—and an official looking ID card on the right. The photo matched, but in the age of digital technology, that didn’t mean much.

“It looks good,” she admitted, “but there’s no way to know if it’s real. So, that being the case, I’ll have to ask you to step out onto the porch while I call the CDC and ask them if you’re legit.” 

Cooper sighed. “If you must, you must. Keep the ID…. You’ll need the number off the card.” And with that the bio security agent stepped through the door and out onto the porch. Devlin closed the door behind him. There was a click as the lock engaged.

It was around 9:00 p.m. on the east coast. So it took the better part of twenty- minutes for Devlin to come up with the correct number and explain the situation to the woman on the other end of the line. Having been placed on hold the scientist took the opportunity to put her groceries away and feed Dog while she continued to wait.

Finally, after ten-minutes or so a man came on the speakerphone to verify that yes, there was an agent named Cooper, who was currently assigned to a case associated with Seattle. The agent was standing on the front porch smoking a cigarette when the door opened. “Sorry about that,” Devlin said apologetically. “You can come in.”

Cooper took a final drag, sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, and exhaled as he launched the butt out over the grass. The little red eye climbed for awhile, reached apogee, and fell into a puddle where it winked out.

“Would you like some tea?” Devlin inquired, as the man in the long raincoat entered the front hall. “Or are you a coffee drinker?”

“A cup of coffee would be great,” Cooper replied. “Thank you.”

Devlin led the bio security agent back to the kitchen where he took a seat while she made coffee. “So,” she said, as Cooper removed his coat. “Now that I know who you are…. What can I do for you?” 

Cooper’s eyebrows rose. “What?” he inquired mockingly. “You can’t guess?”

The coffee maker began to make gurgling noises as the scientist came over to join him. “Yes, I guess I can, although I’m surprised to get a visit from the CDC. I figured someone from the city or county might call. Are you a medical doctor?”

“No,” Cooper answered matter of factly. “My job is to gather information for doctors and other experts to evaluate.”

Something about the way he said it left Devlin with the impression that Cooper’s responsibilities were a little more complex than he let on. She nodded. “I’m glad they sent someone because the government should be involved. I’ve been trying to gather information on my own—but you folks have the resources to do the job right. The problem is that some aspects of Professor’s McCracken’s death are a bit unusual. Beyond the fact that he committed suicide.”

***

“I have some of the story,” Cooper put in neutrally. “But I’d like to hear your version of it. Starting with the autopsy if you don’t mind.” Cooper’s relationships with women had always been mostly sexual. Partly because of his work, but also because he preferred it that way. But, as he gazed across the table, he wondered what it would be like to be in a relationship with someone like Devlin.

***

Devlin, who was oblivious to the agent’s thoughts, told Cooper about the autopsy, the mass embedded between the professor’s shoulder blades, and the discovery that the thing was alive. That caused the agent to sit up and take notice. His eyes locked with hers. “Alive, you say…. Are you sure?”

“Hell no,” the scientist replied, as she stood and made her way over to the coffeepot. “It moved…. But so do freshly decapitated chickens. In order to be sure the thing was truly alive it would have been necessary to preserve it, and wait to see if it would proceed to eat, shit, and do all the other things we expect living organisms to do. But that would have involved taking a big chance—and since I had no way to know how infectious the creature was, I killed it.”

“But you know more about it now,” Cooper said suggestively, as he accepted a cup of coffee. 

There was something about the gleam in the agent’s eyes that troubled Devlin. Minutes before, she had been relieved to discover that someone would take her seriously. Now, as Cooper awaited her answer, the scientist wasn’t so sure anymore. “I have a theory,” Devlin replied cautiously.

“Which is?”

“It’s pretty strange.”

“Try me,” Cooper said, as he took a sip of coffee. “I’m used to strange things.”

“I think the thing between Mac’s shoulder blades was a parasite,” Devlin answered simply. “A parasite with the capacity to influence its host in a variety of ways.”

“Such as?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Devlin answered. “But, if I had to guess, I would expect a complex series of biochemical interactions that would encourage the host to carry out certain actions.”

“To what end?” Cooper wanted to know, as he put the mug on the table. 

Devlin blew a tendril of steam off the surface of her drink. “I think we can assume that this life form has at least one thing in common with all other organisms and that’s the desire to reproduce.”

Cooper smiled crookedly. “So, it’s all about sex.”

“Yes,” Devlin agreed. “I suppose it is.”

***

“Let’s say you’re right,” Cooper said thoughtfully. “Where did this thing come from? Are there more of them out there? And if so, how do they reproduce?” 

Cooper already knew the answer of course. Everyone in the newly created department did. But he wanted to see how the scientist would respond.

***

Devlin knew, or believed that she knew, at least some of the answers to those questions. But, in spite of the fact that the man seated across from her was from the CDC, and the danger represented by the parasites was quite real, she didn’t trust him. Something that was reflected in her not entirely forthright answer. “I don’t know…. You folks have the specimens Dr. Yano submitted. That’s why you’re here. So what did all the fancy tests show? I’d like to see the results. They should tell us something. Especially where the organism’s DNA is concerned.”

***

Though clever, the answer was somewhat evasive. A fact that Cooper made note of as he imagined how the woman across from him would look without any clothes on. There wouldn’t be any fancy lingerie. He knew that from having gone through the clothes in her dresser. So that left her body. The woman with the green eyes had small breasts, that much was obvious, but what about her nipples? Were they delightfully pink? Or deliciously brown? 

Cooper felt himself start to stir in response to his own imaginings and took a sip of coffee by way of an antidote. He was pretty sure that Devlin knew more than she was willing to admit, especially where the question of transference was concerned. But rather than try to force the information out of her, Cooper thought it would be best to keep an eye on the scientist instead. He smiled. “I’m not at liberty to release any information at this time. But thank you for the coffee.”

Devlin nodded. “You’re welcome.”

Both of them rose, and it was Cooper who led the way to the front door, where he paused to don his raincoat. “We may have more questions.”

The scientist nodded. “I’ll be here.”

The agent had stepped outside, and Devlin was just about to close the door when Cooper turned to look at her. “And Dr. Devlin….”

“Yes?”

“Should you happen to stumble across another parasite—be sure to call me. And, if the next one happens to be alive, please don’t kill it…. Understand?”

Devlin felt something cold trickle into the pit of her stomach. It was a warning. A veiled warning. But a warning nonetheless. “I understand.”

“Good. “You’ll find my card on the kitchen table.”

With that Cooper pulled the collar of his raincoat up and made his way out onto to sidewalk where he paused to light a cigarette. The momentary flare of light lit his face from below and gave it a somewhat ghoulish appearance. Then, rather than get into one of the cars parked in the dead end, the agent ambled away. Devlin watched. Hoping to see where the investigator would go. But the darkness gobbled him up.


Chapter Seven

Seattle, Washington

The main chapel could hold as many as two-hundred people, and the room was already three-quarters full, as the bagpipes skirled and the somber looking crowd continued to stream into the church. The memorial service was the first such event that the scientist had been responsible for, and she was understandably nervous, as McCracken’s friends took their places on the wooden pews. Many of the mourners knew each other, and there was a persistent buzz of conversation, as they exchanged greetings and compared theories regarding both the suicide and the nature of the dead man’s relationship with Sara Devlin.

From her position towards the front of the chapel the scientist could not only see the curious looks directed her way, but feel the animosity, especially from those who had never met her before. Because even though she'd been in Costa Rica for the last two years many of the people in the room were ready to believe that she was little more than an academic gold digger. And there wasn’t a damned thing she could do to counter their suspicions.

Devlin’s thoughts were interrupted as Marvin Leander materialized at her side. The attorney had to raise his voice in order to be heard over the bagpipes. He was impeccably dressed as always. “Hello, Sara…. How are you holding up?”

“Pretty well,” the scientist replied. “For a cheap, gold digging whore.”

Leander shook his head sympathetically. “There’s a few like that, but only a few. So ignore them! Great job by the way—Mac would have enjoyed it. Especially the pipes!”

“I sure hope so,” the parasitologist replied fervently. “Thank you for agreeing to be Master of Ceremonies. There’s no way I could pull that off.”

“You’re very welcome,” the lawyer replied. “Speaking of which it’s almost time to begin. I’ll tell the pipers to wind it up.” Devlin gave Leander a hug—and turned back towards the room. Now that the planning phase was over, and the memorial service was actually underway, she took a moment to scan the audience for old classmates. Devlin had just located two such individuals when she saw a woman enter the chapel from the courtyard. As the newcomer turned to the left Devlin saw her silhouette. It was impossible to miss the hump on the woman’s back or the furtive manner in which she took a seat. 

Devlin felt her pulse quicken as she began to work her way back along the wall. Late comers hurried to find one of the few remaining chairs as the bagpipes fell silent and a man lurched out, blocking Devlin’s path. His name was Ed Wong. The two of them had been an item three years earlier. “Sara!” Wong said enthusiastically. “It’s good to see you…. Or would be if the circumstances were different. How was Costa Rica?” His eyes were hopeful, as if he’d been thinking about her, and wanted to reestablish contact.

Devlin smiled. But rather than make eye contact with Wong her gaze was directed over his right shoulder. As if invested with a sixth sense the woman at the back of the room came to her feet. “It was hot,” Devlin answered cryptically. “Listen, Ed, there’s someone I need to talk to back there. I’ll see you at the reception. We’ll catch up then!”

Wong opened his mouth to reply, but she side stepped him before he could get the words out, and was already fast-walking toward the back of the chapel. Having seen the sudden movement the hunchback scuttled outside and began a limping run. Heads turned as Devlin shouted, “Stop that woman!” and immediately gave chase.

Devlin was outside now on a busy downtown street, her head swiveling back and forth, as she sought her quarry. The woman in black was at the other end of the block by that time. Brakes screeched as she jaywalked across a side street.

Devlin began to run in earnest. But she was hampered by a skirt and a pair of new high heeled shoes. She tripped, threw out her hands, and felt the concrete sidewalk shred the flesh on her palms.

A businessman stopped to give the young woman a hand. But rather than pause as he expected her to Devlin kicked off both shoes and resumed the chase.

The hunchback had disappeared into the alley by then. So Devlin cut across the street and heard the sudden blare of a horn as a motorist stood on her brakes. A pair of middle-aged tourists stared in open-mouthed amazement as a well dressed woman with no shoes raced past them and entered the alley.

Devlin saw that the narrow passageway was empty and came to a stop. And there she stood, panting heavily, as the hunchback emerged from a sub-surface stairwell. The black clad woman hadn’t traveled more than ten-feet when Devlin closed in on her. “Whoa!” Devlin said, as she caught hold of a raggedy coat.

“I didn’t take noth’in!” the woman insisted, as Devlin brought her to a halt. “All I wanted to do was sit down. It’s a church ain’t it? So anyone can come in.” 

Devlin was a good deal taller than the other woman so she found herself looking down into beady brown eyes and a pinched face. Given the patches of dirt on the bag lady’s skin, and the rank odor that surrounded her, the hunchback clearly needed a bath. Devlin released her coat. “Look, I’m sorry. Of course you can sit in the church. That wasn’t the reason I chased you.”

“Why then?” the woman demanded suspiciously, as she clutched a bundle to her scrawny chest.

Devlin struggled to formulate a tactful way to broach the subject but failed. “It’s about your back. I wondered if you would allow me to examine it.”

“My back?” The older woman asked incredulously. “What are you? Some sort of pervert?”

“No,” Devlin responded. “I’m a doctor. And I’m especially interested in people with spinal deformities.”

“Oh, you are, are you?” the hunchback asked, her eyes agleam with avarice. “Well, then, I’ll tell you what…. You give me fifty bucks—then you can look at my back.”

Suddenly Devlin realized that her purse and what had been McCracken’s briefcase were back at the church, where either one of them could easily be stolen. “Okay,” she said. “Fifty bucks it is. But we need to go back to the church. That’s where my money is—and that’s where I will examine your back.”

The smaller woman seemed to consider the proposal for a moment before responding with a hesitant nod. “Okay…. My name is Mimi. You lead the way.”

Devlin didn’t lead the way, lest Mimi run off, but walked next to her instead. The high heels were where the scientist had abandoned them, but one shoe was broken, which left her with no choice but to reenter the church bare footed.

One of McCracken’s fellow faculty members had just concluded her remarks when the unlikely pair entered through the double doors at the rear of the church. People turned to stare as the twosome made their way up the aisle to the point where Devlin’s belongings were waiting. Then, mouths hanging open in amazement, the crowd followed the couple’s progress as they exited through a side door and entered the smaller chapel beyond.

Devlin was aware of the scrutiny, and the sort of impression that her activities would inevitably leave, but wasn’t willing to sacrifice an opportunity to examine what could be a parasitic host. “There,” she said firmly, closing the door. “Now, if you would be so good as to remove both your coat and blouse, I’ll take a look at your back. How long have you had this condition? And how is your health overall?”

It turned out that Mimi had first experienced problems with her spine in her late fifties. And while she had a long list of physical complaints none of them seemed to match up with the sort of problems that McCracken had written about. And, once the hunchback removed her top, it was apparent that while Mimi had a severe kyphosis, there was no sign of the kind of mass Devlin was looking for. “So,” Mimi said hopefully. “Can you help me?”

“No,” the parasitologist said regretfully. “I wish I could. But you wouldn’t want to have what I’m looking for. It’s far worse than your kyphosis.”

“Okay,” the older woman said matter of factly, as she pulled her blouse back on. “Give me my money. Or, are you planning to cheat me?”

“No,” Devlin said, as she opened her purse. “I’m not going to cheat you. A deal’s a deal.”

The door to the library opened just as the soloist launched into Amazing Grace. The woman was pretty, and she had a beautiful voice, so no one noticed as Devlin escorted Mimi out of the church. The YWCA was only a few blocks away. And even though the parasitologist couldn’t repair the older woman’s back it might be possible to find a place for her to stay. Something Mac would approve of.

***

Seattle, Washington

It was Halloween. And since there were lots of children in the neighborhood the doorbell rang every few minutes. Rather than run back and forth between the informal office she had established in the kitchen and the front door she was working in McCracken’s study. A room so steeped in the academic’s personality that she preferred to avoid it unless dealing with his estate. That entailed going through the professor’s email looking for unfinished business, checking the incoming snail mail for accounts that should be closed, and sending letters to McCracken's many acquaintances. With those tasks in mind Devlin had just pressed the power button on her mentor’s computer when the doorbell rang.

A blast of cold air greeted the scientist when she opened the front door. A group of three rather unlikely goblins shouted, “Trick or treat!” and a woman in a red ski parka looked on approvingly as Devlin dropped miniature Hershey bars into a variety of containers including plastic skull, an orange Jack ‘O Lantern, and a witch’s pot that glowed from within.

Then, having wished the goblins well, Devlin closed the door. The computer was up and running by the time she returned to the study. A couple of clicks were sufficient to open Microsoft Outlook and it wasn’t long before emails began to populate McCracken’s inbox. The most recent message was from the Democratic party, which wanted the dead professor to contribute money for the next election cycle, but it was the one prior to that which caught Devlin’s eye. It was from someone named Catherine Harris, and the subject was, “Please help!” 

It was the kind of header that suggested a charity of some sort, as in “Please save the children!” or “Please help the earthquake victims!” but once Devlin clicked the message open it was nothing of the kind. “Dear Professor McCracken,” the email read. “I saw your postings on the Internet and I need your help. I believe my daughter is infected—and they’re after us. Please reply.”

Devlin’s heart was beating like a trip hammer and it practically jumped out of her chest, as the doorbell rang six times in quick succession. After a trip to the front door she returned to the computer. Was there a website? Or a chat group? Where infected humans could communicate with each other? Probably not during the advanced stages of the infection, when the parasite was in control. But early on? The message seemed to infer something of that sort.

However, after reviewing all of the sites McCracken had bookmarked under “favorites,” the only one which seemed promising was a link the professor had labeled “Le maudit,” (The cursed.) It took Devlin to a blank page and a notice indicating that either she had arrived at that location in error or that the website no longer existed. So if the scientist wanted to know more about Le maudit it would be necessary to ask Catherine Harris. Someone was after the woman. That’s what she believed anyway. So would the fugitive respond to a person other than McCracken? It seemed unlikely.

The bell rang, followed by a knock, but Devlin remained where she was. Finally, having given the matter some more thought, the scientist clicked “reply” and typed: “Dear Ms. Harris, I’m sorry to hear that. Would it be possible to meet somewhere? Best, Mac.” Then, as the doorbell continued to ring, she hit “send.”

***

The reply from Catherine Harris was waiting for Devlin when she came downstairs for breakfast. And, as luck would have it the woman was only a few hours away in Shelton, Washington. After a hurried meal Devlin set out. 

This was the first time that Devlin had taken the bright red Mustang out of the garage. It felt good to get behind the wheel of something more maneuverable than the Scout as she made her way onto I-5. The day was dark and gloomy. Devlin had to turn the wipers on and off to deal with occasional rain showers and the spray thrown up by the vehicles around her as she made her way through Tacoma, Gig Harbor, and a tiny town called Allyn. Eventually her thoughts wandered from alien parasites to Alex Palmer. There was something about him that she found hard to shake. And there was the question of her future. She had a home now. And some cash. But then what? A teaching position perhaps? Or was it too early for that?

The questions were still unresolved as the Mustang entered Shelton. Once known for its lumber mills the city had long since been forced to seek additional employers like the nearby Washington State Corrections Center. But even with that, and the mall on the hill, nearly 20% of Shelton’s population was living below the poverty line.

Still, poor or not, Devlin could see that the community was trying to pull itself up by its boot straps. A concerted attempt had been made to freshen things up. An old locomotive had been installed next to the main drag. Attractive looking shops lined the street. And there was plenty of cheerful signage to read. 

But what Devlin was really looking for was help finding the address that Harris had sent to her. So she turned into a mini-mall and entered the local coffee shop-bookstore. The plan being to find a ladies room, get directions to the Shangri La trailer court, and buy a mocha. In that order. 

Fifteen minutes later Devlin was back in the car eyeing a scrap of paper as she left the rehabilitated part of Shelton for the slightly seedy territory beyond. The address she was looking for turned out to be in a trailer park that had a seldom used railroad track running right through the middle.

Some of the homes were neat as a pin, with well kept yards, and white picket fences. But most of the trailers were badly in need of repair. Tarps lay like blue band aids across leaky roofs, grass was growing up around rusty project cars, and skeletal looking swing sets stood guard over piles of wet trash.

It was a cold, blustery day. So the plastic chairs, old couches, and hammocks that harkened back to the last days of summer were empty except for drifts of desiccated leaves. But, as the parasitologist pulled up next to a sixties style white-over-red trailer, she could feel the weight of a dozen eyes on her when she got out of the car.

Curtains twitched in some of the surrounding units. And blinds opened a notch or two as a pit bull came over to sniff at Devlin’s right ankle before offering its plug-ugly head for a pat. The denizens of Shangri La had secrets to keep. Plenty of them. And every reason to keep an eye out for cops, skip tracers, and repo men.

But the pretty young woman in the classic Ford didn’t fit into any of those categories. So most of the watchers went back to whatever they had been doing before Devlin arrived which wasn’t much. A plastic elf guarded the walkway that led to the trailer. The wooden stairs were sway-backed as if they were exhausted by the accumulated weight they had been forced to support over the years. The screen door rattled as Devlin knocked on it and there was a loud bang as a car backfired somewhere nearby.

A minute passed. Followed by a second. And finally a third. Devlin knocked again, waited for awhile, and was half way down the steps when the inner door opened a crack. Devlin turned. “Ms. Harris? My name is Sara Devlin. Professor McCracken and I were close friends. I was the one who replied to your email.”

There was a moment of silence followed by a terse sentence. “You were close friends?”

“Yes,” Devlin acknowledged. “I’m sorry to inform you that Mac committed suicide a few weeks ago. But I know why he killed himself, just as you do, and I might be able to help.” 

There was a another long silence, punctuated by the squeak of unoiled hinges. “Come in.”

The scientist pulled the door open and entered a darkened living room. The rectangular space smelled as if ten-thousand cigarettes had been smoked inside it over the years. There were windows. But because the blinds were nearly closed all Devlin could see were thin horizontal slices of the outside world.

The interior was furnished. But outside of the purse and laptop computer which sat on the kitchen table there were no personal items to be seen. Just some mismatched chairs, the cracked mirror that hung over the couch, and wall-to-wall shag carpeting.

The woman who waited to greet Devlin looked out of place. Catherine Harris was tall, willowy, and almost regal in her bearing. She had shoulder length brown hair, penetrating eyes, and a long straight nose. And judging from the quality of her clothes Harris had money. So why the message? And why was the otherwise upscale matron living in a run-down trailer park?

Harris manufactured a wan smile and extended her hand. It was thin but strong. Like the woman herself. “I’m sorry about the delay in letting you in,” she said apologetically. “But I don’t know who to trust! I used to be able to get some information from the Le maudit web site but they closed it down. So I sent a message to Professor McCracken. Of all the people who posted comments on the message board he came across as the most knowledgeable.”

“‘They closed it down?’” Devlin wanted to know. “Who are you referring to?”

Harris was pretty in a severe sort of way, but when she frowned, it made her look like a stern school marm. “No offense, but the answer to your question is glaringly obvious. The word ‘they,’ refers to the government, Ms. Devlin. The government.” 

Devlin remembered the way Agent Cooper had let himself into her house and no doubt searched it without a warrant. Perhaps she was naïve, Harris was paranoid, or both. “I’m sorry,” Devlin replied. “Like Professor McCracken, I’m a parasitologist. So I was able to solve the scientific part of the puzzle fairly quickly.

“In fact, I was present at the autopsy where the mass located between the professor’s shoulder blades was revealed. But I’m not sure I follow you where the government is concerned. Don’t we need their help?”

The other woman’s face seemed to soften slightly as she gestured toward the kitchen table and lowered herself onto one of two white plastic chairs. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. I guess I might have said something similar. Back before Alita’s operation and everything that followed.”

Devlin took the chair across from Harris. “Alita? Is that your daughter’s name?”

Harris nodded and reached for her purse. Though no expert on such matters, Devlin could tell it was expensive, and therefore beyond her means. Or had been until very recently. “Here,” the other woman said, as she removed a photo wallet from the bag. “These pictures were taken prior to the surgery.”

There wasn’t much light on the surface of the Formica covered table. But what there was came from a copper colored disk-lamp that dangled from a long cord. Devlin held the photos below the fixture and examined each one. What she saw was a young girl of seven or eight with dark hair and bright smile.

There were various poses, in various settings, all of which showed the same thing: A little girl with a severe kyphosis. The question was why? Was the disfigurement the result of a hereditary degenerative bone disease? Or had an alien parasite taken up residence between her shoulder blades?

Harris told the story without being asked. “Alita is from Ecuador. She was living in an orphanage there. Once the hump appeared the church group that supports the orphanage set about trying to find a sponsor or sponsors who would pay Alita’s way to Texas. A group of Doctors had agreed to perform the necessary operation for free.

“My husband and I are childless, and when we saw those pictures, we fell in love. I went down to get Alita, and when we landed in Dallas, my husband Larry was there waiting for us. The surgery was scheduled to take place three weeks later.”

Harris paused at that point as if gathering her strength before launching into the next chapter of the tale. “Based on the knowledge you already have you can guess what happened next. Rather than the tumor that they expected to find, the surgeons stumbled across a living organism, the likes of which none of them had ever seen before! They were afraid to remove the mass, given the extent to which the parasite had already integrated itself with Alita’s nervous system, so they took biopsies, and stitched her up.

“A team of ten government agents and physicians arrived four days later, packed everything up, and were about to take Alita away when I arrived. They wanted me to butt out, to forget the whole incident, but Larry’s a state prosecutor! So once I got him on the phone—the tone began to change.

“Finally, after considerable negotiation, Alita and I were taken into something similar to the Federal Witness Protection Program, while government doctors continued to study Alita’s condition. They promised to operate. To remove the parasite. But after a couple of weeks passed I knew they were lying to me. I could leave—but without Alita.”

“Lying to you?” Devlin echoed sympathetically. “Why?”

“Because,” Harris replied, her anger clear to see. “They wanted to let the infection run its course. To learn more about the parasite and ultimately breed more of them!”

The scientist was dumbfounded. “You’ve got to be kidding! Breed more of them? Why on Earth would they want to do that?”

“They never told me,” Harris replied darkly. “But I can guess…. What if the parasites could be altered? Bioengineered to be more responsive? What if the government could arrange for a particular person, or a group of people, to be infected with the new strain? You can see the possibilities.”

“And who knows?” Harris continued bitterly. “Maybe I would approve, or at least acquiesce, if it wasn’t Alita…. But I’ll be damned if they will be allowed to experiment on my little girl! That’s why I took Alita and ran…. The government has been hunting for us ever since. But they can trace credit cards, I’m running out of cash, and Alita is getting steadily worse. She’s taking a nap right now—but that's rare. She’s been irritable lately, somewhat irrational, and increasingly hard to control. What she needs is an operation to remove that thing—but where would I get that? Which is why I took a chance and sent the email. But, given Professor McCracken’s death, I guess that possibility no longer exists.”

Devlin was in the process of reaching out to take one of the other woman’s cold hands in hers when a dog barked outside. Harris was on her feet in an instant. She crossed the room in three quick strides and bent over to peer out through the blinds. “Why you rotten bitch! You led them here! And stalled me so they could sneak up on us!”

Devlin was at the window by that time and taken aback by what she saw. What looked like a medic unit was parked behind the Mustang. Two black Crown Victorias had pulled in behind that. And a group of what Devlin assumed to be government agents were struggling to deal with the pit bull. The dog had its teeth locked onto a meaty calf and refused to let go.

“That’s not true,” Devlin said desperately as she looked up. “I didn’t know!” The back-handed blow caught her by surprise. She staggered, lost her balance, and fell. When Devlin heard three muffled gunshots it didn’t take a genius to figure out that the pit bull had been killed.

She was struggling to get up when she saw Harris remove something shiny from her handbag and knew it was a gun. Was the matron planning to shoot her?

No, the fugitive had already turned away by then. Her shoes made a hard rapping sound as she left the kitchen and disappeared into a hallway. Harris was already pulling the bedroom door open when Devlin shouted, “No!”

But it was too late by then. Seconds after Harris disappeared two additional shots were heard. Then, after a slight pause there was a third pop, closely followed by an audible thump. Before Devlin could react the door slammed open and Agent Cooper burst through the entryway followed by a group of combat-ready men.

The scientist was forced to lay face-down on the soiled carpet at that point. Then she heard a male voice say, “God damn it to hell!” and knew that both Alita and Catherine Harris had escaped. Not from the trailer. But from the physical world.

Devlin felt a hand grab hold of her collar as Cooper jerked her up onto her feet. Then, having spun her around, his face was so close to hers that the scientist could smell the cigarettes on his breath. “Goddamn it, Doctor…. I told you to keep the next one alive.” And that was the moment when Devlin knew everything Catherine Harris had told her was true.

***

Bremerton, Washington

The twin autopsies had been conducted at the naval hospital in Bremerton. Partly because it was relatively close to Shelton. And partly because the military complex could be secured in ways that civilian facilities couldn’t be. Previously scheduled operations had been canceled. All of the operating rooms had been sealed off in accordance with the provisions of the pre-established ERPT (extreme risk pathogens and toxins) plan. Navy SEALs were stationed throughout the area.

Meanwhile, in operating room two, the specially convened XT team was busy closing the incision on the little girl’s back. Though not a member of the medical team Dr. Wilson had primary responsibility for the investigation and stood a few feet away. Wilson had seen quite a few dead bodies over the years. And prided himself on his professionalism. But there was something moving about the two that were laid out on neighboring tables. 

The little girl named Alita lay face down, so that a navy doctor could sew up the wound from which the alien parasite had so recently been removed. Meanwhile the woman who had given her life in an effort to protect the youngster lay only a few feet away. Her eyes stared sightlessly up into the bright lights, and her once shapely body had been disfigured by the long Y-shaped incision which extended all the way down to her pubic area. The deaths were a damned shame—and the question was why? 

According to a quick check carried out by his staff both Harris and her husband were solid citizens. Neither of them had demonstrated the least bit of instability, until recently that is, when Alita Sanchez entered their lives. 

So now in the wake of the murder-suicide, and the interview he had conducted with Dr. Sara Devlin, Wilson had grown increasingly suspicious. Because, according to Devlin, both Harris and the child had been in a witness protection program prior to the day they went AWOL. And that raised an important question. The Department of Biosecurity didn’t have a witness protection program. So, who had been protecting them? Or holding them? And, why?

Those questions were foremost on Wilson’s mind as he thanked the operating room staff, stripped off his scrubs, and left the surgery. He was tired, not having slept in about nineteen hours, and determined to get some answers.

The meeting room was one floor up and halfway down a long highly polished hallway. The walls were decorated with photos of hospital ships past and present. And having once served in the navy himself Wilson would have paused to look at them had there been sufficient time.

The door was ajar so Wilson pushed it open and walked in. That was when he saw that the Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services was present in addition to George Ponty, his Chief of Field Operations.

Secretary Roster had reddish hair, light colored skin, and was forty-something. The pin striped suit looked great on her as did the red lipstick and the matching fingernail polish. She was the only person who was standing—and immediately came forward to greet him. Her eyes were green and very intense. “Good afternoon, Dr. Wilson…. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

The truth was that Wilson had only met her once before and that had been at a party. So why the surprise visit? The only answer that made sense was politics. Or some combination of strategy and politics. Wilson directed a dirty look at Ponty, who shrugged as if to say, ‘I didn't know either.’ 

Roster's grip was cool but firm. “Please allow me to apologize for the surprise visit. But I think you'll agree that this is a very serious matter. So much so that the president has requested regular briefings. And I plan to deliver this one myself.”

It made sense in a way—but Wilson hadn't written his report yet. So how did Roster know? He directed a nod towards Cooper. "I suppose he works for you?”

“Agent Cooper works for both of us,” Roster said smoothly. “Perhaps I should explain.”

“That would be nice,” Wilson agreed mildly.

 Roster produced a well rehearsed smile. “Please allow me to apologize on behalf of the department. It’s clear that communications could have been better. As you know we, which is to say DHHS, were already working on the possibility of an XT threat before the Department of Terrestrial Biosecurity was authorized by congress. Agent Cooper was part of that effort.

“And, when Alita Sanchez entered the country, we were the only ones who understood the true nature of the problem. Later, once it was clear that the Sanchez girl was infected, we worked with the Department of Justice and the U.S. Marshal’s Service to place Catherine Harris and her charge in protective custody. The true nature of Alita's condition was withheld from all but the most senior members of those organizations in order to maintain security."

Wilson felt a rising sense of anger. “Okay... But tell me this. While in protective custody the parasite was not only allowed to live, but to grow! Why? So the ghouls at the CIA could figure out a way to replicate it?”

Roster frowned. “I must say, I don’t appreciate your characterization of the men and women who risk their lives to keep this country safe. But, yes, the essence of what you say is true. It isn’t nice, and it isn’t pretty, but that’s how the real world is. Like it or not our mission is a good deal broader than preventing a flu epidemic. 

“Or perhaps you believe that we’re the only ones who know about the parasites? Well, I can assure you that other governments are aware of them too. Including the Chinese who are hard at work on this issue.”

Wilson felt something cold trickle into his veins. He was a scientist as well as a patriot. What if the Chinese were to weaponize the parasites? It was a horrible thought. “Point taken,” he said grudgingly. “So, how will you handle Dr. Devlin?”

 “There are a number of ways to deal with the doctor. We could have the FBI charge her with a crime and take her off the streets. Or just leave her be. The choice is up to you.”

“We wouldn’t want her to talk to the press,” Ponty put in. “The public would go crazy.”

“So slap her with a gag order,” Cooper suggested. “That should keep her mouth shut.”

“I get the impression that you want her on the loose,” Wilson observed. “Why?”

Cooper smiled. “Because this Devlin person has a talent for nosing around. Plus there’s no way to know what, if anything, she’s holding back. So, if it were up to me, I’d let her run.”

“And follow her,” Ponty added grimly.

“Yes,” Roster agreed thoughtfully. “I think that’s an excellent suggestion.”


Chapter Eight

Shelton, Washington

It was pouring, and the rain thundered against the roof of the car as Cooper guided the black Crown Vic into the Shangri La trailer park, and through a large puddle. The wheels threw up waves of water which surged away to break against the nearest curb. Devlin was seated in the back. During the last forty-eight hours she had been detained and interrogated by almost a dozen government officials before finally being released. Had the process been legal? She wasn’t sure. But she wanted the government to respond to the parasite threat and was willing to help. Fortunately Dr. Wilson seemed to share her anger regarding the way Alita's case had been handled. And that had a great deal to do with her cooperation.

The red Mustang was right where Devlin had left it. And no wonder since the area around the trailer had been under guard by federal agents until an hour earlier. Cooper pulled in behind the Ford and put the transmission in park. The wipers slapped back and forth in a futile attempt to keep the windshield clear. “Here,” Cooper said, as he turned to hand Devlin her purse. “Your keys are inside.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said sarcastically. “Did you have fun going through it?”

“No,” Cooper said without any trace of embarrassment. “It was pretty boring.” 

“Sorry. I’ll try to spice it up next time. Can I go now?”

“Not until I give you this,” Cooper said, and passed an envelope back over the seat.

“What is it?” Devlin demanded suspiciously, as she examined the envelope.

“A gag order,” Cooper answered matter of factly. “If you speak with the press, start a blog focused on alien parasites, or open the First Church of Parasitology people will come and take you away.”

“Don’t worry,” Devlin said, as she stuffed the envelope into a pocket. “I won’t tell anyone what an asshole you are.”

***

Devlin opened the door and got out. Cooper watched her get into the Mustang and drive away. Then he lit a cigarette and took a deep drag before opening the hard sided briefcase that rested on the seat next to him. He pushed a button and watched as the color screen came to life. It wasn’t his responsibility to follow the parasitologist thank God. But the tiny GPS enabled devices hidden in Devlin’s handbag and both of her vehicles would make the job a lot easier for those who had been given the task.

Cooper watched the blue delta zigzag its way through the city of Shelton and turn onto the main highway. Then, having assured himself that the equipment was functioning properly, Cooper drove away. Curtains swayed and blinds closed as the watchers turned away from their windows. Shangri La was at peace. 

***

It was late afternoon by the time Devlin arrived home. Having put the car in the garage, she was on the front porch, fumbling for her keys, when she saw that an envelope stuck in the door jam. Her name was scrawled on the outside, but she didn’t recognize the handwriting, and therefore had no idea who the message was from until she opened it.

“Dear Sara,” the note began. “Please join me for dinner at Ray’s Boathouse, Thursday evening, at 6:00 pm. I’ve never been there before—but I hear they serve great seafood. Best always, Alex Palmer.” 

Devlin felt a mix of surprise, anticipation, and caution. Palmer wanted to see her. That was nice, but why? Was it about her—or something else? And Thursday afternoon was already upon her! But there wasn’t any phone number on the note. And that made it impossible to cancel the date she hadn’t agreed to. Was that on purpose? Or merely an oversight? There was no way to tell.

Such were Devlin’s thoughts as she unlocked the door, entered the front hall, and was immediately confronted by a hungry cat. Having fed Dog she checked both her voice mail and email. There were messages from Palmer on both. “Well,” the scientist said, as Dog jumped up onto her lap. “He’s persistent if nothing else.”

The cat uttered a plaintive meow as she put it down. “Sorry,” Devlin said, as she left the study. “But you’ve had your dinner. Now it’s my turn.”

***

It was early yet, and towards the middle of the week, so Ray’s was only a quarter full when Palmer arrived. And that was one of the reasons why he had been able to get a table right next to one of the big picture windows. Not that there was all that much to see since it was dark outside. Still, the soft lighting plus the cheerful clatter of dishes and the low hum of conversation all added up to the sort of ambience that he’d been hoping for. Because, try as he might, Palmer had been unable to get the green eyed woman off his mind.

But would she show? There was no way to be sure. And Palmer knew that if he wound up having dinner all by himself it would be his own fault. Especially given his failure to provide a number that she could call. A strategy which looked incredibly lame in retrospect. What if she had something scheduled for Thursday night?

Then she was there. Pausing to look around before making eye contact. That was when Palmer saw what looked like a genuine smile and felt a surge of joy as he came to his feet. Devlin was wearing an old REI rain parka over a snug fitting blouse that was the same color as her eyes. The knee-length skirt swirled as she moved. That was when Palmer realized she had nice legs. “Sorry about the jacket,” Devlin said, as Palmer helped remove it. “We didn’t dress for dinner down in Costa Rica—and I’m still in the process of buying new clothes.”

“You look beautiful,” Palmer said truthfully, as he draped the jacket over an empty chair. “And I understand. I own one blazer and this is it! People in my line of work don’t get a whole lot of opportunities to dress up.”

A few minutes later Devlin was seated with a menu and a glass of Saint Michelle Riesling in front of her. “So,” Palmer began, as he took a sip of ice water. “You got my message.”

“I got all of them,” Devlin replied with a mischievous grin.

Palmer smiled. “Even the carrier pigeon?”

“No. Not unless my cat ate it.”

“Well, I’m glad you came,” Palmer said seriously. “The more I thought about what you told me, the more I wondered if you were right.”

Devlin’s eyebrows rose slightly. “And you came all the way to Seattle to tell me that?”

“No,” Palmer confessed awkwardly. “I came all the way to Seattle because I wanted to see you. But I am interested in the parasites—and the possibility that they arrived on one or more meteorites. That is my field after all.”

The news that Palmer had come to see her rather than attend a business convention or something was not only remarkable but flattering. But not being sure of how to respond Devlin chose to gloss over the personal part of his answer. “A lot of things have happened since we last spoke. And I’d love to tell you about them but the government served me with a gag order.”

“The government?” Palmer responded. “You have been busy. Come on. Give.” 

Devlin eyed the people around them. Cooper was nowhere to be seen. Of course that didn’t mean much. “Okay…. But only if you promise to keep what I say to yourself. Otherwise I could wind up going to jail.”

“My lips are sealed,” Palmer promised solemnly. “Except for eating dinner.”

So they placed their orders. And as the salads arrived Devlin told Palmer about her visit with Wally Brisco and the data the young man had collected.

Then with the salad plates removed, she went on to describe her first encounter with Agent Cooper, the botched memorial service, and the tragedy in Shelton. 

“Damn,” Palmer said. “That’s awful. Do you think Harris was correct? About the government using the little girl?”

“I simply don’t know,” Devlin replied uncertainly. “I asked Dr. Wilson about that. He said his department would never do something unethical. Of course that allows for the possibility that other departments might.”

“Yeah,” Palmer replied cynically. “It does. Using a little girl as an incubator. That's sick.”

The salmon arrived at that point and the next few minutes were given over to small talk as both of them tucked into their food. Eventually it was Palmer who brought the conversation back to the parasites. “I think we should team up to investigate this thing,” he said thoughtfully.

“That’s an interesting idea,” Devlin replied cautiously. “But why would you want to get involved?”

“Because one of my father’s meteorites may have played a role in two deaths,” Palmer responded. “And, as someone who hunts meteorites for a living, I might be able to help.” 

“I don’t know,” Devlin replied doubtfully. “There’s the gag order to consider.”

“The government doesn’t want you to appear on Sixty Minutes,” Palmer replied. “That makes sense. But what else did Agent Cooper say? Did he tell you to back off? Or to mind your own business?”

“No,” Devlin replied thoughtfully. “He didn’t.”

“Doesn’t that strike you as strange?” 

Devlin frowned. “You mean they want me to investigate?”

“There’s no way to be certain,” Palmer answered. “But the answer could be yes. So let’s get to work.”

“Doing what?” Devlin wanted to know. “I’m fresh out of ideas.”

“That depends,” Palmer replied evasively as he accepted a cup of coffee from the waitress. “Assuming your theories are correct, and the parasites arrived on one or more meteorites, what then? How do they reproduce?”

Devlin shrugged. “I believe that when the parasites arrived, they were microscopic bugs or spores, which had been dormant for millions of years as they traveled through space. But when released into the air all they needed was for a suitable host to breath them in. Once inside a warm, moist environment like the human lungs, it would have been easy for them to pass through cell walls, invade the host organism’s circulatory system, and migrate to a position over the spinal column. 

“That’s when they would begin to grow, send root-like structures down into the subject’s nervous system, and begin the process of conditioning their hosts. Then, having reached sexual maturity, the parasites would look for mates. But if they weren’t able to find one quickly enough, their host would begin to die, and it would be necessary to escape.”

Palmer looked up from his food. There was a distinct possibility that the next question would bother some people, especially at dinner, but he was pretty certain that Sara Devlin wasn’t one of them. “And that’s when some poor bastard’s head explodes?”

“Exactly,” she responded clinically. “The strategy being to infect a secondary host should one happen to be present. Or failing that to spread spores far and wide. Spores that would dry out and become dormant until reactivated by the presence of certain conditions.

“Days, months, or years later a host borne parasite might even search out a mate that's dormant. Although that would be akin to looking for a needle in a haystack—or using an on-line dating service!”

Palmer laughed. “So the parasites would have a natural desire to hook-up with a life form that is at the same stage of development that they are?”

“I think so,” Devlin answered. “Which might explain why Harvey Podry exploded at an airport. Maybe he, or his host, was on the way somewhere. To a location where potential mates could be found.”

Palmer frowned. “So, these things can think?”

“No. At least I don’t think they can,” Devlin replied cautiously. “And there’s no need for them to think. For example, a fungus called Puccinia monoica lives inside certain mustard plants. As it matures the fungus taps into the plant’s stem to get the nutrients it needs. But, in order for the fungus to reproduce, it needs to have sex with the Puccinia located inside another mustard plant. To facilitate that the parasite blocks the host from creating genuine flowers, and forces the plant to convert clusters of leaves into fake flowers. They attract bees that eat a sweet sticky substance which the host plant has been forced to produce. As the insects consume the food, they also consume the parasite’s sperm and female sex organs, which they unknowingly transport to distant mustard plants. My point being that the fungus don’t think about it. They just do it. And continue to survive as a result. And, in the case of Puccinia Monoica it’s a very complicated process.”

“That’s why we should go to Key West,” Palmer put in earnestly. “When we met in Arizona I had just returned home from delivering a large iron to a friend in Key West. He’s a broker, which means he handles dozens of meteorites a year, and if your theories are correct he could have been infected while processing one of them.”

Devlin frowned. “There must be thousands of people like him. Take yourself for example. You handle meteorites too. It wouldn’t be practical to fly all over the country checking on each one of them.”

“No,” Palmer agreed. “It wouldn’t. But this case is different. The last time I saw Ambassador Quinton, which was just before I left for Africa, he looked perfectly normal. By the time I returned to Key West four weeks later he was walking with a cane and had a slight hump on his back. What if he’s infected?”

“That does seem strange,” Devlin agreed. “But I spotted a woman with a kyphosis at McCracken’s memorial service and made a complete fool of myself chasing her down. She had a curvature of the spine. A condition common to older women—but it can happen to men as well.”

“Point taken,” Palmer replied. “But remember what Mrs. Harris told you? About how her daughter was becoming increasingly hard to control? Well, Quinton’s housekeeper called me just before I came here. It seems the ambassador lost his temper and threw a coffee mug at her. And believe me,” he added earnestly, “that’s unusual. Quinton is one of the nicest men I know. Plus he's been acting strangely in other ways as well. So it fits, doesn’t it? That’s why we should go to Key West. And if money’s a problem—I would be happy to pay for the trip.” 

There was a pause at that point as Devlin considered her options. The proposal was tempting. Especially since it was so important to find the parasites. But what about the government? Should she call Wilson? And tell him about Quinton? Thereby revealing the extent to which the gag order had been violated?

And what about Palmer? She barely knew the man. And why was the geologist sipping ice water? Because he was into fitness? Or was there a drinking problem to consider? Just like his father's. Yet there was an undeniable attraction too. The kind that didn’t come along every day.

Finally, as if somehow able to read her mind, Palmer broke the silence. His eyes seemed to plead with her. “Look, Sara, I’d be lying if I told you that my intentions are entirely honorable. That’s pretty obvious. But I promise to respect whatever boundaries you put in place. And I believe we would make an excellent team.”

The waitress arrived at that point. She looked tired—but was determined to sound chirpy. “So, how ‘bout it you two? Would you like some dessert?”

When Devlin smiled it was at Palmer. “Nothing for me, thank you…. We’re headed for Florida—and I’m saving room for Key Lime pie.” 

***

Key West, Florida

The National Weather Service had assured local residents that the tropical storm would slide by to the east But the wind was blowing hard, and rain was drumming against the roof as Benjamin Quinton sat in his study staring at a flat panel monitor. A list of all the mineral samples available at the International Conference of Mineralogists’ headquarters building in New York were displayed in front of him. Suddenly the ex-diplomat heard a loud crash. The noise sounded as if it had originated from the back of the house. A tree limb perhaps, broken off by the wind, and dumped onto the metal roof.

Worried lest the limb cause a leak, the old man stood, and made his way towards the kitchen. But no sooner had he left the dining room than Quinton saw what remained of the back door fly open as a huge white man appeared. His head was shaved, a broad chest strained at the fabric of his tee shirt, and his boots were muddy. “Where’s your money old man?” the intruder growled. “Get it now!” 

Quinton was already backing away by the time the sentence ended. And that was the signal for the intruder to lumber forward. The dining room door made a loud bang, as Quinton slammed the barrier closed, and hurried to turn the old fashioned brass key.

But the seventy-five year old six-panel door didn’t present much of a challenge to the intruder. He delivered a powerful kick to the wood right next to the lock and saw it shatter. The white man had a big smile on his face as he walked through the doorway and took a ferocious blow to the head.

The four-foot long knobkerrie had been acquired during Quinton’s years in Africa and had spent the last sixteen years sitting in a corner. But just as the long, knob-headed shaft had served a Zulu warrior more than a hundred-and-fifty years earlier it served Quinton now. And, thanks to all of the adrenalin the parasite had pumped into Quinton's bloodstream, he was very strong. 

There was a dull thud as the big knob hit XL’s temple, shattered his skull, and killed him instantly. And no sooner had the big man gone down, than the normally crippled Quinton stepped over his body, and reentered the kitchen. That was where he spotted the second intruder. 

***

The man his friends called XL and Speed had burglarized three houses by then. All under cover of the storm. And, having acquired a 9mm Browning BDM in the last residence, Speed was armed. He looked down at XL’s body and up to the old man. Something was wrong…. Very wrong. And Speed would have been happy to flee at that point except for the fact that the black man was coming at him with a blood smeared club! So Speed brought the semi-auto up and pulled the trigger.

But the safety was on, and Speed was trying to get it off, when he backed into a foot stool. The burglar tripped, fell over backwards, and lost the weapon as he hit the floor. There was barely enough time to try and protect his face before the first blow fell.

***

Quinton felt strong and completely pain free as he brought the club down. Speed uttered an ear piercing scream as the knobkerrie broke his left arm. But it didn’t make any difference because another blow was on the way. Followed by another, and another, until the hard knob crushed his forehead and the whimpering stopped.

Both Quinton and the adjacent cabinets were covered with blood spatter as the ex-diplomat let the gore-encrusted club clatter to the floor. He stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do, until the pistol caught his eye. As Quinton bent to retrieve the gun a gust of air pushed its way in through the back door. That was sufficient to draw him outside.

The blood warm rain had already soaked the old man’s clothes as he rounded the corner. That was where he spotted a strange vehicle parked in his driveway. Did he own a van? No, Quinton couldn’t remember buying a van as he lurched forward to inspect it. After opening the driver’s side door he saw that the keys were in the ignition. It gave Quinton an idea. A good idea. He went back to the house.

***

Devlin hadn’t realized how much she missed Costa Rica until she walked out of the terminal into the warm afternoon sun. The storm that had brushed the Keys was gone now leaving piles of debris and enormous puddles of rain water in its wake. Devlin felt sorry for the locals but relished the energy that lingered in the air as Palmer loaded their suitcases into a cab.

Then they were off. And, never having been to the Keys before, Devlin was busy taking in the sights as the taxi carried them down Flagler Avenue toward White Street. There were downed tree branches, and areas where the storm drains were backed up, but no major damage to be seen.

***

Since he was already familiar with Key West, Palmer was more interested in looking at her. Even if it was from the corner of his eye. Because even though there was nothing special about the T-shirt and shorts Devlin had chosen to wear there was something special about the woman herself.

Many of the hotels were closed or not accepting new guests. So rather than stay at the Pier House Resort Palmer had been forced to take two rooms at a bed and breakfast in the historic district. Once they arrived the B & B proved to be a well run if somewhat worn establishment popular with older couples. Some of whom had ridden out the storm there and were quite proud of themselves.

The light was starting to fade by that time. And as most of the tourists made their way down to Mallory Square to watch what promised to be a spectacular sunset Palmer met Devlin out by the pool. All sorts of wind borne trash was floating in it. So, except for the low flying planes which continued to pass over they had the spot to themselves. 

The plan was to visit the ambassador and try to assess whether he had been infected before returning to the B & B. Then they would figure out what to do next. That was the plan. But when Florence answered the phone things began to change. Her voice was uncharacteristically muted. “This is the Quinton residence….”

“Florence?” Palmer inquired. “This is Alex. Are you okay?”

There was a short pause, as if the house keeper needed a moment to shift mental gears, followed by a hesitant, “Alex? Where are you?”

“I’m right here,” he replied. “About eight blocks away. What’s going on?”

“It’s bad,” Florence replied huskily. “Real bad. Two men broke in day before yesterday. But they’re dead and the ambassador is missing. We don’t know if someone took him or he just ran off. You must have seen it. The story was on the news.”

“We’ve been out of touch,” Palmer replied. “But what about you? Are you okay?” 

“Luther and I were in Miami when the break-in took place,” the housekeeper answered. “But I’m worried about the ambassador.”

“Do the police have any idea what happened? Or where he went?” 

 “No,” Florence answered miserably. “But they want to talk to him.”

“I have a friend with me,” Palmer said, as he glanced at Devlin. “We’ll be there in about fifteen-minutes.”

“Okay,” Florence replied dispiritedly. “I’ll make some coffee.”

As they made their way past a row of carefully restored antebellum homes, picking their way around piles of debris, Palmer gave his account of the telephone conversation. Devlin could see that he was genuinely concerned about Quinton and it seemed natural to take his hand. It was warm, slightly callused, and large enough to engulf hers.

Before they could enter Quinton’s trash-strewn front yard the couple had to duck under a long piece of yellow police tape. That served to remind Devlin of the trailer park in Shelton, the tragic deaths of Catherine Harris and her young charge, and the reason for the trip to Key West. Was the Quinton break-in part of a botched robbery attempt? Or something more? The scientist felt something wiggle deep down in the pit of her stomach and wished the feeling would go away.

The doorbell rang, and moments later Florence was there to open the door, and welcome the visitors inside. The burgundy colored rug was missing. And all of the furniture had been moved over to one side. But everything else was as it had been the last time Palmer was there.

Florence wrapped Palmer in a hug. That was followed by a lightning fast evaluation of Devlin as the women were introduced. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sara,” Florence said. “I’m sorry the ambassador isn’t here to greet you himself. He has a soft spot for pretty women! My son Luther is out looking for him—but I doubt it’s gonna do much good.”

A few minutes later Palmer and Devlin were seated at the dining room table where Florence insisted on serving them coffee before pulling out a chair for herself. “Even though I got the back door fixed it’s hard to sleep at night,” Florence confessed. “There wasn’t nothing subtle about it. They kicked it open. There’s no telling what happened next, except that there was a fight, and the ambassador won. Can you imagine that?” she said incredulously.  “Mr. Quinton beating two men to death? It doesn’t seem possible.”

“No,” Palmer agreed, with a sidelong glance at Devlin. “It doesn’t. So, if he won the fight, how come he’s missing? Do you think he was abducted?”

“Maybe,” Florence replied uncertainly. “Only trouble is he took a suitcase, clothes, and his shaving kit. Not to mention a lot of money. Of course someone could have forced him to do that—but it doesn’t seem likely.”

Palmer reached out to take the housekeeper’s hand in his. “Don’t worry, Florence, I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.”

 “That’s what Luther says,” Florence agreed. “But it’s like I told you on the phone. The ambassador’s been kind of sick lately. And truth be told I don’t know if he’s right in the head.”

Palmer and Devlin made eye contact again and both knew what the other person was thinking. Quinton was quite possibly sick alright—but in a way that Florence couldn’t possibly imagine. Devlin had been mostly silent up to that point, content to let Palmer handle most of the talking, since she didn’t know Florence. But there was one question which begged to be asked. “So, what about the intruders?” she inquired. “Have the police identified them?”

“Yes,” Florence replied. “Both men had long criminal records. Here, it’s all in the paper.” So saying the housekeeper got up to retrieve a newspaper from the stack on the antique sideboard. It was already open to an article about what the sub-head referred to as “A violent home invasion.” And there, right next to a side bar description of the dead men, were mug shots of XL and Speed. Based on what the article said, neither man was especially remarkable.

“Would it be possible to take a look at his study?” Palmer inquired. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll see something the police didn't pay attention to.”

“Sure,” Florence said, without any sign of hesitation. “You know where it is. Help yourself.”

So Palmer led Devlin back into the living room—and from there to Quinton’s study. Some of the knick knacks were slightly out of place. As if someone had moved things around. But the room was basically intact.

An imposing cherry wood desk sat in front of the room’s only window. It supported a flat screen monitor, a jumble of papers, and some miscellaneous junk. That included a fistful of pens in an antique shaving mug, a magnifying glass, and a scattering of mineral samples. 

One of the longer walls was dominated by a large bulletin board while the other was invisible behind floor-to-ceiling book cases. They were filled with books and pictures of Quinton standing next to past presidents and other foreign dignitaries. There were examples of African art too, which hung on the walls and peered out from nooks and crannies.

“Okay,” Devlin said pragmatically, as she appropriated a yellow legal pad. “There’s a whole lot of stuff here. Let’s make a list.”

Palmer smiled. “What’s this? The scientific approach?”

“Yes,” Devlin replied unapologetically. “It is. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No,” Palmer said, looking into her eyes. “I don’t. I like scientists.”


Chapter Nine

New York, New York

Predators were hiding in the crowd as the newly arrived passengers surged up from the platforms below and made their way into the chaotic world of New York’s Penn Station. The pick pockets, purse snatchers, and con men who lurked near doorways, their faces half-hidden behind magazines, or partially obscured by cell phones, were quick to take notice of the elderly black man who had just surfaced in the middle of their hunting ground. Both because he appeared to be prosperous, and because he was hunched over, and presumably weak. And that was their evolutionary purpose, to prey on the weak and winnow them out. So it wasn’t very long before a young man wearing a bandana, baggy clothing, and a pair of brand new Nike Jumpman shoes sidled up to Quinton. There was a flash of gold as he offered the ex-diplomat a big smile. “Hey, Pops…. Where you headed, man? Damn! That bag look heavy, bro…. Here, let me give you a hand wit dat.” 

Quinton felt a surge of adrenaline enter his bloodstream. There was no analysis. No weighing of possible outcomes. Just a speedy reaction. The cane swung around, made violent contact with the predator’s right knee, and shattered his Patella. The street hustler uttered a high-pitched scream, grabbed what hurt, and went down hard.

And that’s where he was, rolling around hugging the broken knee to his chest, when a uniformed cop waddled up. She had dealt with Two-Cent before and was something less than sympathetic as she bent over to speak with him. “What’s the problem Two-Cent? Did you trip and go boom?”

“Hell no!” the hustler answered hotly. “Dat hunchback mother-fucker whacked me wit his cane!”

The cop straightened up to take a look around. There were curious looks from passersby but none paused to gawk. It was rush hour and they had trains to catch. “What the hell are you talking about?” the policewoman demanded contentiously. “I don’t see no hunchback.”

Quinton was entering a cab by then. He had no place to go. A man with no reservations in a city where reservations are a must. So Quinton gave the cabbie the address of a hostelry he had stayed in forty years earlier. Back when he had first been assigned to a minor post at the United Nations and had arrived in Gotham with less than five-hundred bucks to his name.

It took a full twenty minutes for the taxi to travel twenty blocks. A journey that consisted of brief neck-snapping bursts of speed interspersed with two or three-minute waits as the cabbie continued a seemingly endless cell phone call.

All of which was the latest episode in the strange trip that began with stealing the van Quinton found parked in his driveway. After driving it to Miami he boarded a bus headed for Washington D.C. A city he knew very well. Then, having spent a night in the nation’s capital, Quinton boarded a train for New York city. 

By the time the taxi finally pulled up in front of some smart looking apartments the meter read: $12.50. Quinton peeled a twenty off the big roll he kept in his coat pocket and opened the door. The adrenaline had worn off by then. So it was something of a struggle to exit the car. But by the time his feet hit the pavement the driver was there with the suitcase and the correct change. 

Quinton uttered a grunt of appreciation, ignored the change, and took the bag in tow. The suitcase got caught in the rotating door. But a passerby was kind enough to help. That allowed the businessman to enter a small but nicely appointed lobby. A pretty young woman of Asian descent sat behind a sleek reception desk. A mirror hung over the nicely upholstered couch across from her which was bracketed by two expensive lamps. “Hello!” the woman said, cheerfully. “May I help you?”

“I need a room,” Quinton stated emotionlessly. “Now.”

“This isn’t a hotel. Not anymore,” the receptionist replied sympathetically. “Are you sure you came to the right place?”

“I want a room,” Quinton insisted. “Number 2210 is nice.”

Having just returned from a bio break, the doorman paused by the desk. “Is everything okay, Kisa? Should I escort this gentleman to the door?”

“No, not yet anyway,” the receptionist replied. “I’ll let you know.”

So the doorman returned to his post and Quinton was invited to sit on a couch while Kisa made a couple of phone calls. Five minutes later she came over to perch next to the old man. “Here,” the receptionist said kindly, as she handed Quinton a slip of paper. “We don’t have any rooms to let—but follow these directions. They will take you to a small residential hotel. A room costs $75.00 a day. Can you afford that?” she asked hopefully.

Quinton nodded.

“Good,” Kisa said, as she stood. “You take care of yourself.”

“You too,” Quinton said woodenly as he peeled a twenty off his roll and handed it to the receptionist. Kisa was still holding the bill, and still watching, as the hunchback pulled the TUMI out through the rotating door and onto the busy street.

It took the old man a full fifteen minutes to complete the two and a half block journey to the Hobley Hotel. The tall rather run down structure was sandwiched between an apartment house and a seedy building that was home to a gym, a dentist, and a Thai deli. Quinton climbed the front stairs one-at-a-time, pulled the grimy door open, and entered the lobby. It reeked of stale cigarette smoke. A huge television monitor hung from one corner. The TV set not only provided what entertainment there was to be had, but half of the room’s illumination as well. The man leaning on the elevated counter had dark, slicked-back hair, and partially hooded eyes. They shifted from the basketball game on the screen down to the elderly hunchback. “Yeah,” the desk clerk said. “What can I do for ya?”

“I need a room,” Quinton replied emotionlessly.

“Sure,” the other man responded. “For the night? The week? Or what?”

“A week.”

“That’ll be $525.00 for seven days. Half in advance. We don’t accept checks.”

Two of the hotel’s residents had chosen to pass part of the evening sitting in the run down lobby rather than the squalor of their own apartments. They watched in bleary-eyed astonishment as the old man produced an enormous wad of bills and began to peel twenties off of it. “There,” the hunchback proclaimed, as he slapped the last bill onto the counter. “I’m all paid up. Give me a key.”

There was something strange about the old man’s demeanor not to mention his appearance. But the clerk made it a rule to mind his own business. “Okay,” he said reasonably. “I have two apartments…. A basement unit, with its own entrance, and one up on the tenth floor. Which would you prefer?”

“The basement unit,” Quinton answered impatiently. “Give me the key now.”

“There’s no need to get your truss in a knot,” the clerk said, as he pushed a sheet of paper across the counter. “I need your home address and a signature.”

The other residents chuckled in appreciation of the clerk’s wit as the old man scribbled some lies onto the registration form and pushed it back. “Your room is out through the front door, down the first set of steps, and a second set of steps to the right. Here's the key.”

Quinton accepted the key, towed the TUMI away, and disappeared into the night. One of the two residents, a grizzled Viet Nam war veteran known to the locals as Shooter, shook his head in amazement. “Now that was one weird sonofabitch.”

“Yeah?” the man next to him inquired. “Look who’s talking!”

All three of them laughed at that, the Sonics missed a block, and the Bulls went up by two points.

***

Unlike Key West, which Devlin had never been to until a few days before, she was quite familiar with New York. Both because her family had taken her there as a teenager and because later, while working on her Master's degree, she’d had been part of a special program at NYU’s School of Medicine. A period during which she and a select group of other grad students studied Medical and Molecular Parasitology during the day and partied all night. A rather heady, if poverty stricken, period that she had enjoyed very much. All of which explained why it had been she, rather than Palmer, who had chosen the Paramount Hotel as a place to stay.

Though not one of the city’s great hotels the Paramount continued to be popular with people who enjoyed its aura of fading hipness, and an absolutely fabulous location right off Times Square in the middle of the theatre district. A black clad doorman came out to open the door as the cab pulled in. Cold air flooded inside. That was a problem because the decision to come to New York had been made on the fly and neither one of them had warm clothes. 

The lobby was unusual. Small living room style lamps sat next to colorful modernistic furniture, which conspired to bring human scale to what would otherwise have been a huge cave. Beyond them, against the far wall, a flight of sculptural stairs angled up to the second floor gallery-style restaurant. And, judging from the diversity of the guests who were milling round in the lobby, the hotel was popular with a broad cross section of travelers. 

The reception desks were off to the right. By the time Palmer arrived Devlin was more than half-way through the check-in process. Devlin’s familiarity with the city, and the confidence with which she handled herself, served to remind Palmer that Doctor Devlin was a woman of the world. A fact that helped explain why he was both attracted to and afraid of her at the same time. Devlin wasn't bookish exactly. But very interested in ideas and wickedly intelligent. So what if she found him wanting? What if he failed to make the grade based on criteria he wasn’t even aware of? It was hard to know what mattered and what didn’t.

“Here,” Devlin said, as she turned to hand Palmer a key card. “This is yours.” 

But it wasn’t until they were getting off the dimly lit elevator, and making their way down a long narrow hallway, that Palmer began to suspect the extent to which Devlin had taken charge. A hunch that was confirmed when the bellman hauled both bags into the tiny room, collected his tip, and left. “Well,” Devlin said, as she gestured to the room. “What do you think?”

The bed, which was on the floor, was covered with crisp white linen, and pushed up against a huge print on fabric, which functioned as both a piece of art and a headboard. The rest of the furnishings consisted of a tiny table, a couple of chairs, and a tall skinny storage cabinet that was home to a small TV and tape player. All of which worked in an Andy Warhol sort of way. But that was of very little import when compared to the fact that they were in the room together. And, even more astonishing, by her choice. “What?” Devlin demanded. “You don’t like it?”

“Oh, I like it,” Palmer responded. “I like it very much…. Especially this part of it.”

Devlin not only allowed herself to be kissed, but had been looking forward to it, and wasn’t disappointed. The chemistry was there, pheromones and all, just as it was supposed to be. Finally, as they came up for air, she looked into Palmer’s eyes. “Let’s take it slow,” she said huskily. And they did. 

***

In spite of the fact that Mickey D’s was not only crowded, but pretty well trashed after a long day of serving up fast food, it felt like an oasis of safety to fourteen-year old Crystal Morgan. Because Crystal was well aware of the dangers that lurked beyond the restaurant’s grimy windows. Especially for young females. And Crystal had a pretty face plus a figure that had already started to attract the wrong sort of attention.

The problem was that ever since the man named Toby James had moved in with her mother it was dangerous to go home. Because Toby had what one of Crystal’s aunts referred to as “feely hands,” and liked to grope the teenager whenever he got the chance. Especially during the evening when Crystal’s mother was at work. But what to do? Because repugnant though Toby was, the teenager’s mother clearly enjoyed the man’s company, and Crystal didn’t want to make her mom unhappy.

So there the youngster was, trying to make her soft drink last a bit longer, when the old man with the hunched back sat down at the table next to her. He had two bags of food—one of which he plopped down on the table in front of her. “There,” Quinton said, “tuck into that.”

And because the old man was old, Crystal felt safe. She knew she wasn’t supposed to accept things from strangers. But it was way past dinner time and she was hungry. So Crystal said, “Thank you,” and opened the bag. She was pleased to discover that it contained a box of chicken McNuggets and an order of fries.

The ensuing conversation was rather one-sided, since Crystal did most of the talking, but that suited Quinton just fine. And finally, once the meal was over, the hunchback found the opportunity he’d been hoping for. “You have problems, I can see that,” the old man put in. “So here’s what you should do. Come stay with me tonight. You can phone your mother in the morning and tell her about Mr. Feely Hands. Because, if this Toby person isn’t good for you, then he won’t be good for her either.”

It was a long speech. The longest Quinton had delivered in the last week. And it left the businessman exhausted. But Crystal was convinced, and even went so far as to hold onto his arm as the two of them went into the cold and began the short walk to the Hobley Hotel. Once there Quinton gave Crystal the key and let her open the door. Something that gave the girl a sense of control.

The studio apartment was furnished with an old TV, a musty couch, and a queen sized bed. A small kitchenette and a cramped bathroom completed the floor plan. In spite of how weary he felt Quinton managed to pull the bedspread off so that Crystal would have some bedding. He gave the girl one of the three pillows that were on the bed and slipped between the sheets with his clothes on. That struck the youngster as a little strange, but somewhat comforting as well, since everyone knew perverts were more likely to take their clothes off rather than leave them on.

The old man fell asleep shortly after that, or so Crystal assumed, as she stared up at the ceiling. More than an hour later the youngster began to snore softly. That was when Quinton threw the covers off and went to remove some items from his bag.

A few minutes later Crystal felt something cold close around her right ankle. She heard a click and opened her eyes to find the old man kneeling next to the couch. The youngster attempted to roll away, but a chain brought her up short, so she started to scream.

But Quinton was ready for that and struck Crystal a back-handed blow across the mouth. That took the fight out of her. Crystal fell back onto the couch and made no attempt to resist when the handcuffs were placed on her wrists. They had been purchased from a sex shop just three blocks away. The teenager started to sob softly as the truth dawned on her. Toby James was bad—but the old man was worse. 

***

The early morning sun was little more than a dim presence somewhere above the towering buildings. Sara Devlin had purchased some long underwear by then. That along with a turtleneck sweater, boot-cut jeans, and a wool overcoat from Macy’s kept the scientist from freezing to death. But even with a Grande mocha clutched between her gloved hands she still felt cold as she kept watch over the building on the far side of the street.

The International Conference of Mineralogists (ICM) was housed in the same non-descript structure in the Union Square neighborhood where it had been located ever since mining magnate Henry C. Dobson had bullied his friends, investors, and customers into building it more than a hundred-years earlier. Now what had been a high rise back then was dwarfed by the giants around it.

In the early days the entire first floor functioned as a men’s club. A place where mining executives could rest during the long difficult journey from the financial district to their homes on the upper east side. Those days were gone of course. But the ICM continued to survive. Not as a club but as a privately run library and repository. A place where carefully catalogued mineral samples from all over the world could be accessed by anyone willing to pay the initial $150,000 membership fee. One such person being none other than Ambassador Benjamin Quinton.

But would he show up? The plan to try and intercept Quinton in New York city was based on a number of factors. But as Devlin stood on the street clutching her quickly cooling drink none of them seemed especially convincing. First there was the van that police had found abandoned in Miami. It was registered to one of the men Quinton had beaten to death and the ex-diplomat’s fingerprints were all over the inside. That seemed to suggest that the fugitive was headed in a northerly direction. So did what police described as “a sighting” in Washington D.C.

Did that mean Quinton was headed for New York? No, not necessarily. But Devlin had come across three different documents relating to the ICM on the surface of the businessman’s desk. Along with a voice message from an ICM employee left after the ex-diplomat’s disappearance.

All of which had been of very little interest to the Key West police force. Because they had no way to know that an extra-terrestrial parasite might exist. Or, that such a creature might go looking for a mate among the more than 10,000 meteorite specimens included in the ICM’s collection.

And Devlin couldn’t tell them. Not without violating the terms of the gag order she was subject to. Although if Quinton did show, and they were able to track the ex-diplomat to his lair, she planned to call Dr. Wilson and let him know. Then with what Devlin believed to be a sympathetic government official to run interference for them it might be possible to secure good treatment for Quinton and help the authorities learn more about the parasitic threat.

Of course there was the distinct possibility that Quinton had already been to the ICM building and left. So standing around waiting for the ex-diplomat to show was a long shot at best.

Devlin took a peek at her wrist watch and saw that Palmer wasn’t due to relieve her for a good forty-five minutes. An eternity out on the street. Her breath fogged the air, the last of the mocha went down, and she found herself thinking about Costa Rica. There were a lot of things to worry about in the jungle but at least it was warm.

***

Somewhere, deep down within the spiral matrix of its DNA, every animal knows what it feels like to be hunted. To be alone in a hostile environment where every move is fraught with danger. That was how Quinton felt as he checked to ensure that the female’s gag was tight enough, that the chain which led over to the old fashioned radiator was still intact, and that a glass of water was within easy reach. She had soiled herself by then, and the room stank as a result, but Quinton barely noticed as he pulled the door closed behind him and made his way up onto the street. 

Like a ground dweller that had just emerged from its burrow he blinked repeatedly as he took a long slow look around. But there weren’t any signs of danger. So he hailed a cab and provided the driver with cross streets adjacent to the address he actually wanted. Traffic was fairly reasonable at that time of day so the trip took about ten minutes. As the taxi neared its destination Quinton felt what could only be described as a profound longing. A rising sense of tension and no small amount of fear. All of which were rolled up into a tight ball that rode the pit of his stomach.

Everything seemed exceptionally clear as Quinton shoved a twenty through the hole in the foggy plastic barrier intended to protect the driver from his potentially homicidal passengers. 

Once on the sidewalk Quinton inhaled the cold, crisp air through his widely flared nostrils. He discovered that he could differentiate between the smell of diesel fumes, the chestnuts on a cart half a block away, and a momentary whiff of perfume as a pretty blonde hurried past. More than that he could see more shades of color than he ever had before, he could hear multiple layers of sound, and he could feel the vibration generated by a subway train as it passed under his feet. All amplified by the driving need which filled his brain, propelled him forward, and wouldn’t allow him to sleep. A force so strong, so primal, that he would do anything to satisfy it. 

But first it was necessary to survive, and elude the predators, which was why Quinton walked past the ICM building rather than turn into the entrance. But there weren’t any police in the area. None he could spot anyway. So he stepped into the store on the corner. The “I-heart-NY” bag was on sale for $12.95, so Quinton gave the clerk a twenty, and left without waiting for a receipt.

And it was then, as the hunched over African American gentleman emerged from the store, and made his way back toward the ICM building that Devlin noticed him. She felt her heart jump, opened her purse to check the picture of Quinton standing beside ex-President Clinton, and saw what she believed to be a match.

Then, to confirm her suspicions, she raised the camera Palmer had given her. It was a perfectly normal thing for a tourist to carry around—and the telephoto lens worked as well as any pair of binoculars could have. And the likeness was clear to see. It was Quinton alright, except he looked younger now. As if the parasite possessed the means to reverse the aging process. But there was no further time in which to consider the implications of that because Quinton was only steps away from the building’s entrance.

Horns blared, brakes screeched, and cabbies swore as Devlin threw herself into traffic. The first lane was clear, but the second was blocked by a bus, and by the time it pulled out of the way Quinton had disappeared. Devlin stood her ground as a delivery truck brushed past, ignored an irate limo driver, and began to run. 

The camera thumped against her chest. So she brought a hand up to control it. Finally, having arrived on the other side of the street, she ran up a short flight of stairs and burst into a spacious lobby. Clouds had been painted onto the high ceiling. Stylized mining scenes covered the walls. And Devlin realized that she was walking on a marble mosaic. “Whoa there Miss, hold on,” the gray haired security guard said sternly, as Devlin paused to look around. “Membership card please.”

“I don’t have one,” she confessed, still panting from the recent sprint. “But I need to speak with the man who entered ahead of me. He dropped his cell phone, and I want to return it.” So saying, Devlin removed her own phone from a coat pocket, and held the device up for the guard to look at.

“You can give that to me,” the guard said, as he extended a hand. “I’ll make sure Mr. Quinton gets it on his way out.”

“No,” Devlin insisted. “I want to return it myself.”

The guard was becoming annoyed by that time and pointed toward the door. “Then you can wait outside. Or should I call the cops?”

Devlin swore a very unladylike oath before turning toward the door and making her way outside. Cold air pressed against the scientist’s face, the door swung closed, and the city welcomed her back.

***

Having visited the ICM building on previous occasions, Quinton knew exactly where to go, and wasted no time entering one of four gleaming elevators. It carried him up to the sixth floor where the so-called “Star Collection” was housed. He was confronted by a desk where members were supposed to check in and submit written request forms prior to receiving whatever samples they wanted to examine.

But Quinton was in no mood for such formalities as he made his way across the small lobby. His heart was beating like a trip hammer and his face felt red hot as he pushed his right hand down into a coat pocket. The young woman with the page boy haircut, retro eye glasses, and bright red lipstick glanced up from the paperwork in front of her. “Yes, sir? What can I do for you?” 

There was a loud bang as Quinton brought the Browning up and shot the girl between the eyes. Gore splashed the carpet behind her as her head snapped back and her dead body began to slip down out of the chair. There was a second bang as the businessman pushed through the waist-high gate and entered the restricted area beyond. The carefully catalogued meteorite “slices” were housed in metal storage cabinets. And after some on-line research Quinton knew which groupings met his criteria. 

It took a moment to orient himself. But the cabinets were clearly labeled, and it wasn’t long before he opened the first shallow drawer, and grabbed a fistful of plastic-protected meteorite slices. It was tempting to sniff and lick them right there. But Quinton forced himself to dump the samples into the I-heart-NY bag before taking more. Then, once that section was accounted for it was on to the next, and so forth, until the gym-style bag was heavy and a woman screamed.

She was kneeling next to the body still screaming when Quinton emerged from between the rows of head-high storage cabinets. “What happened?” he demanded. “Where did all the blood come from?”

“Somebody shot her!” the woman wailed miserably, as she continued to cradle the dead receptionist in her bloodied arms.

“I’ll get help,” Quinton promised, and ran for the stairs located next to the elevators. That was when Quinton realized that he had left the cane back at the hotel or in the cab. Not that it mattered because the ex-diplomat had never felt better as he pushed the door open and took the stairs three at a time.

Finally, after what seemed like a thousand stairs, Quinton arrived on the first floor where he burst out into the lobby. The security guard had been alerted by then, but was unarmed, and therefore powerless to stop the wild man with the semi automatic pistol.

***

Devlin heard sirens in the distance, but had no way to know that they were connected to Quinton’s visit, as the ex-diplomat exploded out through the ICM building’s front door. But she wanted to stop him and threw herself in the way. They collided and fell in a tangle of arms and legs. But they were soon separated as Quinton bounced to his feet and took off. Having had the wind knocked out of her, Devlin was in the process of trying to stand, when Palmer arrived to help. “Sara? What the hell happened?”

“He was here,” she shouted. “Come on!”

So Palmer followed as she took off down the street.

Devlin could see Quinton ahead. The two of them made momentary eye contact as the fugitive looked back over his shoulder. Then, having been alerted to the fact that someone was following him, Quinton ran towards a cab. A woman with a tiny white dog was just about to enter it when he jerked her away. She stumbled and fell as the old man slid into the taxi. “Hey, man,” the cabbie said, “what’s up with that? Are you crazy or something?”

“Shut up and drive,” Quinton said hoarsely, as he shoved a couple of twenties through the window.

The cabbie fingered the notes, found them to his liking, and was already pulling into traffic when Devlin and Palmer arrived.

The woman with the dog was back on her feet and complaining bitterly as Palmer hailed a second taxi, and dove inside. Devlin was right behind him, pulling the door closed as Palmer said, “Follow that cab!” and pointed ahead. If the cabbie thought that was strange he gave no sign of it as he pulled out into traffic. 

***

Quinton clutched the I-heart-NY bag to his chest as the cab carried him back towards the Hobley Hotel. The trip to the ICM building had gone well. Very well. And he was looking forward to exposing the teenaged female to the meteorite samples now in his possession. Then, assuming a potential mate was present on one of the slices, all he’d have to do was sit back and wait.

Once the cab was within a block of the hotel Quinton pushed more money into the driver’s compartment and ordered the cabbie to pull over. Then, after exiting the vehicle, the old man went straight toward the hotel. He was in a hurry now. Partly because there might be a mate waiting for him inside the bag clutched to his chest, and partly because the girl was chained to the couch. But something was wrong. Not only did he have a headache, but the worst headache he had ever experienced, and the pain was so intense it made him feel dizzy.

Then, through increasingly blurry vision Quinton saw that two medic units were sitting out front of the Hobley Hotel, along with some police cars. It was obvious that the girl had gotten loose, or been discovered somehow, which meant the authorities were looking for him.

He turned, hoping he hadn’t been spotted, and was retracing his steps when a cab screeched to a halt and two people got out. It was getting progressively more difficult to see. But the ex-diplomat recognized one of them as his old friend Palmer— and the other as the woman who had attempted to stop him back at the ICM building.

Quinton ran, or tried to, but Devlin had anticipated the move and was there to block the old man as three policemen arrived with weapons drawn. They were shouting orders at Quinton, and appeared ready to fire, so Palmer went to intervene. That made the policemen angry, and Palmer was trying to explain, when he was thrown to cement.

Devlin was left face-to-face with Quinton. “Please!” she said. “I know what’s wrong with you! I can get help! We’ll take the parasite out! We’ll….”

But Quinton never got to hear the rest of what the woman had to say. Because his head exploded, sending chunks of bone and brains out to form a bloody halo around his still vertical body. 

Devlin saw the whole thing as if in slow motion, as the body collapsed, and the steadily expanding cloud continued to radiate in every direction. That gave her a fraction of a second in which to take a deep breath and hold it, as thousands of warm airborne droplets painted her face and her clothes.

Though well out of range of the explosion Palmer saw it, shouted “No!” and tried to get up off the sidewalk. A cop, who assumed that the old man had been shot, threw him back down.

Devlin understood the danger she was in and was determined to hold her breath for as long as she could. Because if she could hold it long enough the spore-laden aerosol mist would disperse and leave the air safe to breathe. But finally, unable to hold it any longer, the parasitologist was forced to exhale and take a deep breath.


Chapter Ten

New York, New York

The room was small, the walls were green, and Devlin had been sitting on the hard wooden chair for the better part of four hours. In spite of considerable pressure to do so she had steadfastly refused to answer the questions put to her by members of the New York city Police Department until she was provided with an attorney or given the opportunity to speak with a representative from the CDC’s Department of Biosecurity. Not because Devlin wanted to obstruct justice. But because she had no way to know whether the gag order applied to the NYPD and didn’t want to get into even more trouble by telling the cops things they weren’t supposed to know.

All of this made the policemen seated on the other side of the table crazy. Because they had a murder to solve, and based on the information obtained from the ICM security guard, Devlin had been outside waiting for the killer to emerge from the building. The question was why? Was she intent on returning Quinton’s cell phone? Or was Devlin an accessory to murder? A lookout perhaps who had been left behind during the murderer’s frenzied escape.

 “Look,” Detective Tony Pedrotti said sympathetically. “Why protect this scumbag? He’s a murderer for god’s sake! You wanna see that video again?” In spite of the fact that he had begun to put on some weight Pedrotti was still a good looking man. He liked expensive suits and had a tendency to adjusting his cuffs every couple of minutes.

Devlin had seen Quinton shoot the young woman at least ten times by then and knew the gruesome images were permanently burned onto her neocortex. “No,” she said firmly. “It’s like I told you before. I would like to be of assistance, but I can’t speak until I have legal counsel, or you put me in touch with the appropriate person at the CDC’s Department of Biosecurity.”

“They ain’t returning our calls” Detective Marty Klatt replied flatly. “So either you’re full of shit, or they don’t give a shit, which means it’s time to start talk’in to me.” Klatt had a thin, almost gaunt face, and enjoyed playing the role of bad cop. His beady eyes were filled with malevolence.

The door to the interrogation room suddenly swung open and Cooper entered. “Hi, guys,” he said cheerfully. “I’m Agent Cooper with the CDC’s Department of Biosecurity. We’re in charge of the Quinton investigation, and since Dr. Devlin is working with us, I’ll take it from here.”

“That’s bullshit!” Klatt objected angrily, as he came to his size fourteen feet. “Show me some ID.”

“That won’t be necessary,” a female voice said, as a neatly dressed African American woman appeared in the doorway. “I checked Agent Cooper’s credentials and he’s correct. His department does have the lead on the Quinton investigation. They’ll keep us informed. In the meantime keep your mouths shut about the case. And that’s from the commissioner.”

“Come on, Lieutenant…. Give me a break,” Pedrotti protested. “This woman knows something. I can smell it!”

The police lieutenant’s face was so rigid it might have been carved from stone. “You’re excused Detective Pedrotti. And that goes for you too Detective Klatt.”

Devlin heard Pedrotti mutter something under his breath as he followed Klatt out into the hallway. Once the police officers were gone the Lieutenant turned to Cooper. “Just for the record Detective Klatt is correct. This is bullshit. Since when did the CDC become qualified to carry out a murder investigation?”

“Since Congress said we could,” Cooper replied smoothly. “Dr. Devlin and I would like to borrow your conference room for a few minutes. We’ll be out of here shortly.”

Judging from the expression on her face the policewoman was anything but pleased. But she stood to one side, and allowed the others to pass, as Devlin followed Cooper down a short hallway. Conference Room B was furnished with four folding tables, all pushed together to form a rectangle, plus some mismatched chairs. A large whiteboard took up most of the wall opposite the only window and a roll around TV stand occupied one corner of the room. “So,” Cooper said neutrally. “Have a seat.”

Devlin circled the table before choosing a plastic chair. It felt cold. “You don’t seem very surprised to see me,” she observed.

“No,” Cooper agreed, as he sat on a corner of the table. “I’m not. You have a talent for being in the right place at the right time.”

“Or the wrong place at the wrong time.”

 “Yes,” Cooper agreed, as he looked into her green eyes. “You were lucky today. Quinton didn’t shoot you but he certainly could have. And would have if he saw you as a serious threat.”

“A threat to him? Or to the parasite?”

“I don’t think there’s much difference,” the agent answered grimly. “Not anymore.”

“He took mineral samples, didn’t he?” 

“Yes, he did,” Cooper replied. “And we found a teenage girl chained to a radiator in his New York apartment. She’s in a hospital now.”

“He had plans to infect her,” Devlin mused out loud. “If one of the stolen samples came up positive.”

“That’s the way it looks,” Cooper agreed.

“So you’re going to check the samples? The ones he took?”

“That seems logical,” Cooper replied unhelpfully, “but what do I know? I’m just an errand boy.”

Devlin eyed him. “Will they perform an autopsy?”

Cooper smiled crookedly. “Do bears shit in the woods? Of course they’ll perform an autopsy. Now, go home, and do whatever it is that parasitologists normally do. But before you leave I suggest that you take a moment to watch some television. All you have to do is press ‘Play.’” And with that the agent got up and left the room.

Devlin watched the door close and stared at the remote. Cooper was playing a game with her, she could feel it, and wondered if she should ignore his invitation. But curiosity got the better of her and she pressed “Play.”

As the monitor came to life Devlin found herself looking down into a room nearly identical to the one she’d been in earlier. The camera was mounted on the ceiling, which made it difficult to see faces, but she recognized Palmer as the person seated across from a rumpled policeman. “So,” the detective said. “At least some of your story checks out. You do hunt meteorites for a living, and you were one of Benjamin Quinton’s business associates, but there’s the rest of your resume to consider.

“Information continues to flow in, but we have positive hits from the State Department, the FBI, and five western states. All of whom have had dealings with you at one time or another. And there’s the prison sentence you served in Columbia. You spent fourteen months in the slammer for trafficking in antiquities before the local consulate managed to break you loose.”

“That was bullshit,” Palmer responded dismissively. “They weren’t antiquities. They were chunks of a meteorite. And I paid good money for them. Besides, what does that have to do with this?” 

“You’re a scumbag,” the cop responded. “The kind of scumbag who would get liquored up, lose control of his sports car, and run it under a tractor-trailer rig. The report says the accident took your wife’s head clean off! Damn…. I'll bet that was real messy.”

Palmer came up out of his chair at that point but the policeman was ready. The big 9mm seemed to appear out of nowhere. “Come on,” the detective growled menacingly. “Show me what you got!”

Devlin watched as Palmer was forced to sit down. She saw the look of anguish on his face as he glanced up before looking down again. So there had been a wife. Plus a fatal car accident. Neither of which had been shared with her. 

But why was Cooper going out of his way to make the information available to her? To drive a wedge into her relationship with Palmer? Yes, clearly. And why would the agent do that? Not that it mattered because the truth was the truth either way. A mistake had been made. A serious mistake; and one the scientist planned to rectify. Devlin pointed the remote at the screen, thumbed the “Stop” button, and the screen snapped to black.

***

Devlin had arrived in their tiny hotel room, and was already in the process of packing, when Palmer unlocked the door. “There you are,” he said, as the door swung closed behind him. “They told me you had left the police station but I was worried…. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Devlin responded as she closed the suitcase.

Palmer looked at the bag and back to her. “Oh, yeah? Then why are you packing?”

“Because I have a plane to catch,” Devlin replied evenly. “I don’t know what kind of message they delivered to you, but Cooper told me to butt out, and in no uncertain terms. Besides I have bills to pay, an estate to settle, and a cat that the next door neighbor is probably tired of by now.”

“Okay,” Palmer agreed reluctantly. “But why leave tonight? I’ll take you to dinner, we’ll compare notes on what happened, and leave in the morning.”

“Thanks,” Devlin said, as she went to retrieve her coat from the tiny closet. “But no thanks.”

Palmer knew he was in trouble by that point, but didn’t know why, and felt a rising sense of frustration. “You’re upset with me. I can see that. And I’m sorry. But why?”

“I thought you were like one of those rocks you like so much,” Devlin answered, as she pulled the coat on. “Crusty on the outside, but beautiful on the inside, where it really counts. But I was wrong. When were you planning to tell me about the prison sentence? Or the fact that you were married? Or how your wife died? Your camera is on the top shelf of the closet.”

Each sentence struck Palmer like a slap across the face. Sorrow filled his eyes and Devlin regretted her words. But the damage was done. His voice was little more than a whisper. “What did they tell you?”

She didn’t want to cause him further pain, but the subject was out in the open now, and she couldn’t see how to back away from it. “I saw the portion of the interview where the police officer talked about your wife and how she died.”

“What you saw was a lie,” Palmer responded grimly.

Devlin felt her chin start to tremble. “Then your wife is alive?”

“No, she’s dead,” Palmer admitted soberly. “That much was true. But I wasn’t drunk. A breathalyzer test proved that. But I was at the wheel when the semi blew through the red light. Maybe, had I been paying closer attention, Maria would be alive. That’s something I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life. The whole thing was in the papers. You can look it up.”

While it was true that Palmer’s version of the story did cast him in a more positive light a significant problem remained. “Okay,” Devlin conceded. “You weren’t drunk. I’m glad to hear it. For your sake not mine. But here’s the problem in so far as I’m concerned. You should have told me about it and didn’t.”

Palmer opened his mouth to say something at that point but stopped when Devlin raised a hand. “I’m sure you had your reasons. But the man I’m looking for is the kind of person who puts everything on the table even when that hurts. Because honesty generates trust—and trust is the glue that holds relationships together. That’s what I want. A relationship that’s built to last. Goodbye, Alex. I wish you nothing but the best.” And with that she was gone.

***

Seattle, Washington

After a series of weather related flight delays Devlin arrived back in Seattle to find that the city was beginning to get ready for Christmas. Except Devlin was in no mood for celebration. Especially after she arrived home to discover that McCracken’s ancient fridge had broken down.

The result was spoiled food, followed by a cursory examination by a repairman, who delivered an almost immediate thumbs down. The compressor was shot and the green machine wasn’t worth repairing. That led to some on-line research, a trip to Sears, and an unexpected outlay of money. Not disastrous, thanks to her pending inheritance, but annoying nonetheless. And it was against this background that Mark Milano showed up on her doorstep. 

The last time the scientist had seen Milano he had been in Costa Rica, at his beer drenched birthday party, where the two of them had slipped outside the tin-roofed research station to spend a private moment together. As the celebration continued inside Devlin told Milano about McCracken’s death, the fact that she was going home to Seattle, and had no plans to return. A decision he reacted to with anger. That sparked a fight, Devlin left the party early, and boarded a plane the next morning. Now, as the bell rang and she opened the door, Milano struck a pose and said “Ta da!”

Once she saw Milano’s tall, lanky frame, Devlin felt her heart jump, as it had many times before. “Mark? Is that you? What a surprise!”

Milano swept Devlin off her feet and carried her inside. Something he’d done more than once. It never failed to make her feel smaller than she was and very feminine. “There!” Milano said, putting her down. “I carried you across the threshold. That means we’re married. Will you wash my shorts?”

Devlin laughed. “I see that your notion of a successful male-female relationship remains intact.”

“Not true,” Milano protested, as she closed the door. “I’m a changed man…. That’s why I dropped by. Let me take you to dinner where I will testify as to your remarkable beauty, ply you with amusing tales of Angiostrongylus costaricensis, and tell you about the new improved version of Mark Milano. Oh, and I’ll pick up the tab too!”

Devlin looked up into Milano’s face. He had black hair, serious brown eyes, and a nose that was only a tiny bit too large for his face. Altogether a handsome if somewhat mercurial man with whom she had once been very much in love. But, having grown tired of both his temper and his inability to make a commitment, Milano had been left behind. 	So, what was this? An attempt at reconciliation? Or an ex-boyfriend who was lonely and looking for some companionship? There was no way to tell, but odds were that Milano would make her laugh, and that would feel good. 

So Devlin accepted the invitation, fed Dog, and went to get her coat. It was the one she had purchased at Macy’s a few days earlier, which served to remind the scientist of New York, Benjamin Quinton, and Alex Palmer. A man not given to flashes of temper, but troubled in other ways, as if to prove that flawed men were her lot in life. 

Milano had a rental car. So they took that and headed for what had once been their favorite Chinese restaurant back in the days when they had been classmates, friends, and lovers. On the way Devlin learned that the other scientist would be home through Christmas, was trying to make up his mind about a teaching position in California, and couldn’t believe how cold Seattle was.

One of the things that made the Hong Kong restaurant different from most Chinese eateries was the décor. Rather than red walls, ceramic dragons, and murals of misty mountains, the brothers who ran “the Kong,” as the establishment was known in the Wallingford district, had gone for a more modern look embellished with dozens of movie posters and stills. Included were shots from Ferry to Hong Kong, starring Orson Welles, Love is a Many-Splendored Thing with William Holden, and Macao, starring both Robert Mitchum and Jane Russell. There were also posters honoring Jackie Chan, and Bruce Lee, who was buried in Seattle.

But when Sara Devlin and Mark Milano were shown to their table it was a poster for the James Bond movie You Only Live Twice that decorated the wall beside them. “This restaurant certainly brings back some memories,” Milano said nostalgically.

“That’s true,” Devlin agreed. “We celebrated a lot of birthdays, tax refunds, and a least one grant here.”

“And other things too,” Milano said mischievously.

There was a pause in the conversation as the waitress arrived and both ordered the dishes they always ordered at the Kong: Moo Goo Gaipan.

Once that was out of the way Milano brought the conversation back to the subject of the job opportunity at UCLA. There were lots of pros and cons and the next half hour was spent discussing them. Although the basic question was pretty clear. Which option was better? To continue the work in Costa Rica? Which was important, but barely paid a living wage, or to take what Milano had learned in the field and pass it along to fresh-faced undergrads? The job would pay better and still make a contribution. Especially if the connection to UCLA led to funding for his research.

The whole thing seemed like a no-brainer insofar as Devlin was concerned. Not only because of the opportunity to make some money, but because some of the very parasites Milano was studying were a threat to his health. 

 “So,” Milano said finally. “Enough about me…. What have you been up to? Anything exciting?”

A montage of images flickered through the parasitologist’s mind. McCracken’s dead body. Wally Brisco’s crop circle. The trailer park in Shelton. Palmer’s face when he smiled. Quinton barreling down the steps at her. All followed by a lonely flight home. “No,” Devlin lied. “Nothing at all.”

The Moo Goo Gaipan arrived then. And that made it easy to change the subject. Time flew as Milano told a hilarious story about the disastrous fishing trip he and the rest of the team had taken a couple of weeks earlier. But Devlin was feeling sick to her stomach by then—and a bit dizzy. Milano’s voice became a distant drone as Devlin’s vision began to blur and she wondered if she was going to throw up. 

Then she saw Quinton’s head explode all over again and felt something akin to ice water trickle into her bloodstream. Had the attempt to prevent herself from inhaling airborne spores been sufficient? Or had she been infected by an alien parasite that was already in the process of making a place for itself deep inside her body? The thought terrified her. And at least some of her emotions must have been visible. “Sara?” Milano inquired. “Are you okay?”

Devlin swallowed the food that threatened to find its way up from her stomach and forced a smile. “Yes, sorry about that…. My period started yesterday. I’ll be right back.”

Milano nodded understandingly and stood as Devlin left the table.

Devlin felt lightheaded, as if intoxicated, as she made her way back to the women's restroom and opened the door. Then, as the recently eaten food began to boil up out of her stomach, she hurried into the first enclosure and barely had time to position herself over the toilet before throwing up. She heaved, and then heaved again, spewing everything she had into the commode. Then it was time to rest with hands on knees as she sought to catch her breath. Gradually, within a minute or so, Devlin began to feel better. A couple of minutes later she felt fine again.

It took a few minutes to wipe down the toilet seat and rinse her mouth out before returning to the table where Milano was waiting. “So,” he said, “are you okay?”

“Yes,” Devlin replied as she sat down. “It's really weird but I feel fine now.” 

“Good. You're sure?”

“I'm sure.”

“Alright,” Milano said. “So let’s talk about us. When we parted company down in Costa Rica you said some things that made me angry. Which was stupid—since everything you said was true. I do tend to fly off the handle. I was slow to make a commitment—and I should give up Hawaiian shirts. And, if it means that I could spend the rest of my life with you, then I’m ready to work on the first two. The shirts are non-negotiable however. I've got to draw the line someplace.”

So saying, Milano got up from the table and dropped to one knee. Then, after removing a box from a pocket, he popped it open. The diamond wasn’t very large. But it glittered with reflected light and looked good against the black velvet.

In a voice that was sufficiently loud for surrounding customers to hear, Milano proposed. “I love you, Sara Devlin,” he said with a slight tremor in his voice. “Will you marry me?”

Devlin felt a confused jumble of emotions. Surprise, because Milano’s proposal was the last thing she had expected to hear. And a sense of tenderness. Because part of her was still in love with the man. But there was a feeling of consternation as well. Because having put the relationship behind her—it was strange to be confronted by it once again.

Thirty extremely long seconds passed. Milano, who was still down on one knee, had begun to perspire. A terrible silence had fallen over the room and Devlin could feel the other customers staring at her as she opened her mouth to speak. “I’m sorry, Mark, but I just don’t know. I need to think about it.”

Milano wasn’t the only one who looked disappointed. One woman said, “Oh, no! How could she?”

While the onlooker's companion shook her head sadly, she added, “That poor man!” And, judging from the way in which the waitress threw two fortune cookies onto the table, she was angry too.

In the meantime Milano got up, returned to his chair, and smiled crookedly. “Sorry, Sara…. I never was very good at that sort of thing.”

“It was very romantic,” Devlin replied reassuringly. “And, if you had done that a year ago, we’d be married right now.”

The other scientist frowned. “So, it’s too late?”

Devlin shrugged. “Not necessarily. But it’s like I said. Please give me some time.”

Milano searched her eyes. “How much?”

Devlin shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

The rest of the meal passed somewhat awkwardly. And by the time Milano gave Devlin a peck on the cheek, and dropped her off in front of her house, she was not only emotionally drained but suffering from a terrible headache.

The front door closed with a solid thud, and Devlin rested her weight on it for a moment as Dog arrived to head-butt her leg. “Was that a mistake?” she wanted to know. “Should I have said, ‘yes’ instead of ‘maybe?’”

However the meow sounded pretty much like all the other meows that Dog uttered, which wasn’t very helpful at all. A couple of aspirin took the edge off the headache, but Milano haunted her dreams, and refused to go away until she awoke the next morning.

There were chores to do, and errands to run, so the parasitologist was away from the house all morning and didn’t return until early afternoon. Upon her return Devlin found that a Fed Ex package had been left on her doorstep. The box felt heavy, and once Devlin took the carton inside, she saw that the return address was located in Benson, Arizona. Something that made no sense at all—until she remembered that Palmer lived nearby.

Dog followed Devlin into the study where she removed the outer layer of packaging to discover another beautifully wrapped box within. There was an envelope plus a card. The hand written note said, “Merry Christmas, Sara. Here’s something that is crusty on the outside and beautiful within. I’m sorry, and if you will give me a second chance, I promise to divulge all my remaining secrets. But only if you call me. Love, Alex.”

Devlin smiled, reread the last two words, and realized that the only time she had heard Milano use the word “love” was when he had proposed the night before. She removed a pair of scissors from the pencil cup, cut through the red ribbon, and let it fall onto the floor. Dog was there to attack it.

The gold holiday wrap came away to reveal the box inside. And once the lid was removed Devlin saw the rock. The geode was a good twelve-inches across and it had been cut in half to reveal a wealth of lavender colored crystals hidden within. 

It was a clever way for Palmer to communicate the fact that he understood her concerns and took them seriously. But was that enough? Did she really want to align herself with a meteorite hunter who not only had a tendency to play fast and loose with the law, but was battling a drinking problem as well? Palmer seemed like a poor choice in many ways, yet when given the opportunity to marry Milano, she felt conflicted rather than jubilant. Why? Both the question and the cat named Dog followed Devlin as she made her way back towards the kitchen and a cup of tea.

***

Denver, Colorado

The address that Palmer had been given turned out to be that of a long, low-slung warehouse that was part of a medium sized business park located alongside Interstate 70, just south of the airport. The name displayed on the front of the building was “XYZ Enterprises.” A corporation he'd never heard of before. 

The geologist left the rental van out front and entered a small rather Spartan lobby where he gave his name to the bespectacled young man seated behind a bare bones desk. The receptionist nodded expressionlessly. “Please have a seat. Someone will be with you shortly.”

There was something strange about the set-up. Or so it seemed to Palmer as he took his place on the vinyl covered couch. The next five minutes seemed to crawl by, and he was just about to lodge a complaint with the receptionist, when Agent Cooper emerged from the doorway behind the receptionist. Palmer groaned as he came to his feet. “I should have known!”

Cooper was dressed in a blue polo shirt and khaki pants. And there was a Glock riding high on his right hip. He smiled smugly. “Yes, you should have. Welcome to Denver.”

What had been a feeling of vague concern was transformed into something more significant as Cooper escorted Palmer through a security check point and into the laboratory beyond. It was staffed by more than a dozen serious looking men and women. They took no notice of their visitors as they went about their various tasks. “Here we go,” Cooper said, as he led Palmer over to a large window. “Tell me if you see anyone familiar.”

Beyond the glass Palmer saw what looked like an operating room. Except that unlike most surgeries this room had been pumped full of what looked like a thin, slightly undulating mist. And rather than being laid out on a table the way most patients would be, a headless male body was strapped to an X-shaped framework that served to hold him upright. That made almost every square inch of his naked body available for inspection. And a very misshapen body it was.

It was impossible to be sure due to the missing head, but given the man's skin color and Palmer's presence, there was only one name that made sense. “It's Quinton. Or what's left of him.”

Cooper nodded, picked up a remote, and aimed it at the glass. “Yes,” the agent replied, as the grotesquerie began to rotate in a clockwise fashion. “Tell me if you notice anything different about Mr. Quinton.” When the body turned an ugly looking cavity was revealed. The hole was so deep that some of the German’s spine could be seen. 

“His hump is missing.”

“That’s right,” Cooper agreed. “As you can see a parasite was present in your friend's body. And having reached the stage where it could no longer hope to mate via Quinton's body, it was forced to blow spores outwards hoping to secure another host. Either directly, or later on, the same way Quinton was infected.”

“Yeah,” Palmer said. “That's the way Sara said it would work.”

 “Exactly,” Cooper agreed. And, as you are about to learn, her theories regarding the parasites are being taken very seriously indeed. Please follow me. A very important briefing is about to begin.”

Cooper led Palmer down a hall, past a series of labs, to a large room that was being used as a lecture hall. About fifty folding chairs were available and all of them were filled. The two men were forced to join half a dozen other people who were standing in the back. 

The lecture had just begun and, according to the slide on the screen behind him, Dr. Owen Wilson, Director of the Department of Biosecurity, was speaking. He had a pleasant though nondescript face, a long lean body, and looked fit. Like a runner or a skier. His eyes swept the room as a picture of Devlin materialized behind him. “By now, I imagine that most of you have heard of Dr. Sara Devlin. Or read transcripts of interviews conducted with her in Washington State and New York. Her theories, which were developed while working the parasite problem on her own, largely parallel ours. I will return to the subject of Dr. Devlin in a few minutes.

“But first let's review what we know, or think we know, about the nature of this threat. If we’re correct the whole thing began when a huge chunk of rock hit the surface of a distant planet. The impact threw parasite bearing ejecta out into space where some of the organisms managed to survive.

“But rather than one chunk of life bearing material, we posit that dozens of them were launched into the local solar system, all of which remained in close proximity to each other until the point when they entered our solar system.”

Wilson paused. “Could they have originated from Mars—or another planet in our system? Maybe. But it seems unlikely given the fact that the makeup of this particular parasite implies the existence of a host with a physiology at least vaguely similar to ours. And none of the other planets orbiting our sun have biospheres likely to produce a life form like this one.

“So,” Wilson said as he turned back to the board. “Let’s assume that at least a couple dozen meteorites pass through Earth’s atmosphere and hit the ground. Millions of years pass. A caveman pounds one piece of rock against another. Or an unsuspecting Aztec mason strikes the wrong piece of rock with his hammer. Or an ex-diplomat named Benjamin Quinton cuts a meteorite in half. In each case a cloud of dust is created. And, swirling within those clouds of airborne material, are alien spores just waiting to be inhaled.

“Once inside the warm, moist environment of the human’s lungs the spore grows into a tiny blob of protoplasm,” Wilson continued. “The blob secretes some enzymes. They dissolve the alveor membranes allowing the organism to enter the host’s nutrient rich blood stream. As the blob travels through the human’s blood stream it morphs into a slightly more complex organism that has a whip-like flagella. The process might look something like this.” Wilson turned to indicate the slickly produced animation on the screen behind him.

“Eventually the newest form migrates to the cervical spine where it secretes another enzyme,” he explained. “This one causes the bone building cells to multiply in an attempt to keep the invaders out. Within thirty days the human host begins to have a noticeable bump. As time passes it morphs into a hump. At this point the parasite consists of an amoeboid sysnsical mass which continues to secrete bone generating enzymes.

“During the process white root-like tendrils extend down and into the spinal cord. That enables the parasite to not only send and receive messages via the nervous system, but to stimulate the release of endorphins on command, thereby allowing it to exert a significant amount of control over its host.

“Now,” Wilson said, his eyes alight with scientific enthusiasm. “Here’s where it gets really interesting….. If our hypothesis is correct the parasite can pursue two different means of reproduction. The first involves the cycle mentioned earlier. Except that now, having infected a host which soon begins to die, the parasite must find a mate resident in a second host. Or extend its life long enough to try again.

“Something it can accomplish by exploding outwards. The process kills the host. Which is already living on borrowed time. But the explosion throws thousands of spores into the air where they can be inhaled by new hosts. Or, failing that, at least some of the bloody mist will inevitably come to rest on exposed surface and dry into spore-forms. And, as was the case with Ambassador Quinton, there is a reasonable possibility that they will eventually find their way back into the air. 

“But,” Wilson said as he eyed the audience, “Given a choice the parasites want to accomplish more than a simple extension of their own lives. They want to reproduce. And in order for them to do so it is necessary to go to the same location where other members of their species are going in hopes of an alien hook-up. A process not all that different from what certain birds, butterflies, and sea turtles do, except that we know more about them. Not everything mind you—but more.

“What we don't know is what happens subsequent to the secondary mating process,” Wilson concluded. “I see a hand in the back of the room.”

“How does the parasite steer the host in the right direction?” one of the scientists wanted to know.

“It’s our guess that the parasite can guide its host to the correct location by secreting a chemical which locks onto the opiate receptors on nerve cell bodies in the brain,” Wilson responded.  “Which makes the host ‘feel good’ as he or she moves in the correct direction. But when the host proceeds in what the parasite perceives as the wrong direction the secretions stop. That creates a condition similar to drug withdrawal.  The host therefore is driven to keep moving toward the reproductive site so that he or she can continue to ‘feel good.’

“How do the parasites know where to go? Especially on a planet other than the one they evolved on?” another scientist inquired.

“There’s no way to tell at this stage,” Wilson replied. “Other than to point out that various earth species can do it. So perhaps the alien parasites have a set of migratory coordinates imbedded in their DNA. The same way that some wild birds do. If so, then even though the coordinates originated somewhere else, they are being applied here. And have been for thousands of years, but with only limited success until modern transportation systems came along. Or maybe some other process is at work. It's too early to know for sure.”

“That raises the obvious question,” one of the government officials put in. “Assuming that the process works the way you think it might—where are all of the infected hosts headed?”

“We don't know yet,” Cooper said as he came to his feet. “Our people are constructing a database comprised of people who either exploded like Ambassador Quinton did, or demonstrated the kind of symptoms that we would expect a host to have, prior to disappearing.

“By comparing the travel itineraries of the wealthier ‘head cases,’ which is to say those having the finances necessary to catch a plane, train, or bus we hope to figure out where they were headed. But it's slow going.”

Cooper's pronouncement was followed by a long silence. That was when Palmer spoke up. “Dr. Wilson said he was going to talk about Dr. Devlin. What about her?”

Wilson squinted into the lights and heads swiveled toward the back of the room. “Is that Mr. Palmer?”

“Yes.”

Wilson nodded. “As you know Dr. Devlin was within range of the blood splatter when Ambassador Quinton exploded.” 

 Palmer felt an emptiness at the pit of his stomach. “And?” 

“And we fear that she may have been contaminated.”

“Why? What makes you think so?”

“We have Dr. Devlin under observation. She sought a prescription medication to treat what she described as 'terrible headaches.' Plus, she has become increasingly reclusive of late, and may be in the early stages of paranoia.”

“Really?” Palmer replied sarcastically. “Is it really paranoia if your people are watching her around the clock?” 

Wilson shrugged. “Perhaps you're correct. I hope so.”

“And if I'm wrong?”

“Then you may be able to help. She might turn to you for help.”

Palmer didn't think so, but he hoped that such a thing was possible, and nodded his head. “I will help if I can.” 


Chapter Eleven

Seattle, Washington

Devlin thought the sound was originating from her alarm clock at first. But it didn’t stop when she hit the “off” button. So she knew the phone was ringing, and was in the process of reaching for the receiver, when the commotion stopped. Devlin didn’t receive that many calls. Especially after 10:00 PM. So it seemed safe to assume that it was a wrong number. And, even if it wasn’t, there was voice mail. 

Devlin was in the process of rolling over, and trying to get comfortable, when the phone rang again. Dog took offense and jumped down off the bed. Devlin was annoyed by that time. She turned back and made a grab for the handset with every intention of giving the caller a piece of her mind. “Hello…. Who is this? It’s 1:30 in the morning for god’s sake.”

There was a brief moment of silence followed by a horrible gargling sound. And not just gargling—but talking mixed with gargling. “Sara?” the voice inquired weakly. “Is that you?”

“Yes,” Devlin replied, swinging her feet over onto the floor. “Who is this?” 

“It’s Wally,” the voice answered. “I’m sorry about the way I sound—but I think I’m bleeding to death.”

That was when Devlin realized that the person on the other end of the line was Wally Brisco. “Bleeding to death?” she demanded. “Then hang up and call 911 right now!”

There was the sound of a rattling cough. Followed by a more normal sounding voice as Brisco cleared the blood from his throat. “I already did. But I don’t think they’re going to arrive in time,” he said matter of factly. “So listen carefully…. I got the crop circle up and running. It has been analyzing news reports from all over the world. At least six people have exploded in the last thirty days. There's a lot of confusion but that's the truth of it.”

Brisco paused in order to cough up more blood—and made a strange wheezing sound. “Sorry, I’m getting dizzy.”

“Hang on!” Devlin said desperately. “Save your strength! The EMTs will be there any minute now.”

 “Got to tell you,” Brisco insisted. “Got to let someone know. They found me through the website. Broke in…. Took the hard drive…. Slashed my throat…. I think they were Chinese. Why would Chinese people want to kill me?”

“Please, Wally,” Devlin pleaded, “please hang in there.”

More blood rattled in Brisco’s throat. He produced what might have been a laugh. “You want to hear the good news?”

“Yes,” the scientist replied as she prayed that the EMTs would arrive. “Tell me some good news.”

“I won't have to pay my rent,” Brisco replied. Then he was gone.

***

Denver, Colorado

It was around 3:00 AM when someone began to bang on Palmer's door. He was already awake when the racket started, laying on his back, and thinking about Devlin. Palmer figured the person in the hallway was a drunk. Or some idiot trying to enter the wrong room.

But when the noise continued he swung his feet over onto the floor, stood, and padded to the door. When he looked through the peephole he saw Cooper. Wearing sunglasses at night. Palmer swore and opened the door. “What the hell do you want?”

“I want you to be dressed, packed, and ready to leave for the airport in ten minutes,” Cooper replied as he brushed past and entered the room.

“Why?” Palmer demanded, as Cooper turned a lamp on. 

“Because of this,” Cooper replied as he removed a tiny recorder from a coat pocket and pressed a button.

Palmer recognized Devlin's voice right away. “Hello,” she said. “Who is this? It's 1:30 in the morning for god's sake.”

Palmer glared at Cooper. “You tapped her phone!”

“Of course we tapped her phone,” Cooper responded. “Now shut up and listen.”

So Palmer listened. He didn't know Brisco. But he remembered Devlin talking about the boy. Palmer felt a growing sense of alarm as the youth spoke about his injuries, something called 'the crop circle,' and exploding people. Then the conversation was over. “What happened? Did the medics arrive in time?”

“No, they didn't,” Cooper answered. “But that isn't the point.”

“It isn't?”

“No. Weren't you paying attention? The Chinese are involved. We thought they might be and this confirms it. So stop standing around and get dressed.”

“Okay,” Palmer agreed, as he went over to the closet. “But where are we going? And why?”

“We're flying to Seattle. Maybe the Chinese know about Sara and maybe they don't. Either way we need to get her off the street. And, since she doesn't like me, I'm taking you along. Maybe she'll listen to reason.”

Palmer knew Sara didn't like him either, but wasn't about to say so, since Cooper might leave him behind if he did. His mind was racing as he got dressed. “What are the Chinese looking for? Why would they want Sara?”

Cooper lit a cigarette. “You sell meteorites to collectors, right? Same idea. They're building a collection. And that my friend is step one.”

Palmer placed his suitcase on the bed and began to fill it. “And step two?”

“They will try to weaponize the parasite,” Cooper predicted darkly. “Or, and this is the one that keeps me awake at night, they already have.”

“And our government?” Palmer inquired cynically. “Sara told me all about Catherine Harris and her daughter. What was that about?”

Cooper's eyes were hard and cold. “That was about protecting the United States of America. And so is this. Hurry up.”

***

Seattle, Washington

Tires screeched as the Gulfstream V touched down at Seattle's Boeing airfield and taxied to the terminal. Two black SUVs were waiting to receive the incoming passengers. “Don't worry about your bag,” Cooper said, as Palmer got up. “It will be at the hotel waiting for you.”

Palmer nodded and followed Cooper down a short flight of roll-up stairs to the point where four men and two women were waiting. All of them were dressed in black, and judging from the bulges under their jackets, were armed. There were introductions followed by a briefing from team leader Hernandez. He had a thick shock of black hair, serious eyes, and a stocky build. “Based on information obtained from our phone tap we know the subject plans to meet with her attorney at 1500 hours this afternoon. We'll be waiting as she exits the building.”

Cooper nodded approvingly. “Nice and clean. I like that. Mr. Palmer is a friend of hers. He will walk up and engage Miss Devlin in conversation while the rest of us close in. Due to her deteriorating physical condition we may need an ambulance.”

“We have one on standby,” Hernandez replied.

“Excellent. Let's roll.”

Palmer felt a sense of anticipation mixed with apprehension as he entered the second Lincoln Navigator and it carried him onto I-5 and north to Seattle. He wanted to see Sara, talk to her, and hold her in his arms. But if that wasn't possible maybe he could protect her. 

There had been no response to the gift he'd sent. So she was still upset with him. Or something was. If Devlin was even partially under the parasite's control there was no way to know what her true feelings were. Of course it was unlikely that the real Devlin would approve of what he was about to do.

Yet what other choice did he have? It seemed as if she was becoming less rational with each passing day. Evidence for which could be seen in her decision to withdraw five-thousand dollars from the bank the day before. In cash.  A fact that Cooper had shared with him during the flight from Denver.

And what was up with Cooper anyway? The agent had gone to some lengths to drive a wedge between Sara and himself in New York. Now he was bringing them back together. For the government? Or for some other reason?

At that point a new thought occurred to Palmer. What if Cooper had feelings for Devlin? That would explain his attempt to submarine her relationship with another man. And his efforts to protect her from danger. Palmer turned to look at Cooper as the Lincoln left I-5 and entered downtown. The agent's window was partway down to let the cigarette smoke escape. He was wearing sunglasses so there was no way to evaluate what emotions if any the other man was experiencing.

Attorney Marvin Leander's office was located in the building at 720 Olive. The Seattle Police Department had made arrangements for the SUVs to park a block away. Palmer was impressed by the quiet no-nonsense manner in which Cooper's agents reviewed the plan, secured their vehicles, and made their way up the street.

They were early, in case Devlin was early, and Palmer had never been so nervous. Not even in Afghanistan on the eve of a battle. “Okay,” Cooper said, as they arrived in front of the building. “Let's do this. Remember, all you have to do is walk up and talk to her. We'll handle the rest.”

“What about side exits?”

“They're covered.”
	Palmer nodded and left the team in order to position himself closer to the front door. Having placed himself where he could see everyone who came and went the waiting began.

***

Devlin struggled to maintain her focus as she said goodbye and left Leander's office. She was in need of help and knew it. But each time she tried to phone Palmer, or to email Dr. Wilson, the parasite gave her a splitting headache. How did it know? Did it have the capacity to read her mind? Or deduce her intentions?

The answer appeared to be yes. The day before, while taking money out of the bank, the parasite had rewarded her with a very powerful orgasm. Something that was both embarrassing and frightening. 

Such were Devlin's thoughts as she exited the elevator, squinted her eyes against the outside light, and pushed a door open. Cold air hit her in the face. Then Devlin saw what she assumed to be a hallucination as Palmer came forward to meet her. “Sara! How are you?”

She felt a surge of pleasure. Palmer cared. Palmer was there. And she wanted to be with him more than anything else in the world. She knew that now. But the parasite didn't approve of that emotion. It wanted to cut its host off from any person who could influence her. So it punished Devlin. The pain was so intense that she brought both hands up to her head. 

In spite of the pain she realized that all of her senses were more acute than normal. She could smell Palmer's aftershave from six feet away. She could hear the beating of his heart. And she could see the people who were closing in from all sides. One of whom was agent Cooper. “So nothing has changed,” Devlin said bitterly, as she began to back away. “I couldn't trust you then—and I can't trust you now.”

***

“No,” Palmer said desperately. “It isn't like that. We're going to help. We're trying to...”

But Devlin had turned her back on him by then and was already pushing her way through the front doors. “She reentered the building,” Cooper said into his lip mike. “Watch the side doors.”

Palmer ran after Devlin, collided with a man in the lobby, and mumbled an apology as a set of elevator doors closed. Had she gone down? Yes, he thought so. But how far? And what if she switched to an up elevator? 

One of the female agents spoke through the plug in Palmer's ear. “She left through the loading dock access door.” 

“Grab her,” Cooper instructed.

“I can't! She took a van. “It says ABC plumbing on the side.”

“Then shoot her,” Hernandez said coldly.

Palmer was back on the street by then. He turned the corner and ran west toward the Greyhound bus station. He saw a white van pull out as an agent raised her weapon. Palmer threw himself forward, tackled the woman, and brought her down. Hernandez arrived seconds later. “You fool! What are you doing?”

“You were going to shoot her!” Palmer objected hotly, as he got to his feet.

“Devlin is a confirmed carrier,” Cooper said coldly, as he joined the group. “If we have to shoot her, we will. But, before we get our shorts in a knot, let's remember that we still have the means to track her. She'll make a cell phone call. And when she does we'll be ready.”

Palmer wasn't sure what to believe. Would Cooper shoot Devlin? Or was he trying to protect her? There was only one person he could trust and that was himself.

***

More than three hours had passed since Devlin had abandoned the stolen van and hurried away. She was picking her way through a long, dark tunnel when the bright light struck her from behind. It threw a long spindly shadow a hundred yards down the shiny tracks. The light was followed by the raw blare of a horn as Devlin stepped to the right and the train roared past.

She was safe, but just barely, because there wasn’t much room between the track and the tunnel wall. So there was nothing Devlin could do but stand and wait as a wave of hot air washed over her body. There was a cacophony of noise as a freight cars rattled, rumbled, and thundered by. Then, just as suddenly as the heart-pounding assault had begun, it was over.

The incident with the train was just the latest in a series of close calls that had driven the scientist into the strange half-lit never-never land of tracks, tunnels, and yards through which the steel monsters moved. Devlin felt safe from government agents now. But knew there were other dangers.

 Making a bad situation worse was the fact that educated though she was Devlin had none of the skills appropriate to her new environment. Only a continuing desire to head southeast. Not to Arizona. Or Texas. But to a south she couldn’t put a name to. But doing so was important. Terribly important. 

And that was the problem. Because with tracks going every which way, and trains coming and going, Devlin was at a loss to know which way to go as she emerged from a tunnel into an open yard. Pole-mounted lamps threw circles of light down onto piles of ties, nameless sheds, and rail cars parked in what looked like random locations. The wind found Devlin as she trudged along, pushed its way in through the weave of her clothing, and nipped at her skin. It was cold, dangerously cold, especially for someone wearing street clothes. 

So, when she spotted the fire underneath an underpass, it was like a beacon in the night. Because a fire meant warmth, the presence of people, and a way to obtain some much needed information. But she didn't want to go because danger lurked there. Yet as Devlin cut across the yard and made her way toward the beckoning flames something made her feel good. The parasite? Yes, of course. Now she knew how it had been for McCracken.

Three men were sitting around the fire drinking as Devlin approached them. Eyes glittered as she arrived at the outer edge of the fire’s circle of warmth, and simply stood there. Like a customer waiting to be seated in a restaurant. And, if that wasn’t strange enough, the newcomer’s fashionable clothing definitely set her apart. “Hey,” one of the men said, “that’s a nice pair of high heels. Welcome to the party.”

That was sufficient to elicit guffaws from the other hobos. Finally, as the laughter began to fade, Devlin spoke. “I need food.”

That produced another round of merriment. “Sure,” the man with black watch cap said easily. “You can have some of our stew, providing you give us something in return. And I know what I want!”

“I have money,” Devlin said inflectionlessly, as she wrestled a roll of currency out of her purse. Where had it come from? Oh, yes, the bank. The withdrawal seemed long ago. “Will twenty-dollars be enough?”

There was a moment of silence as the tramps stared at what was obviously more money than all of them had seen in the past five years. One of the men was wearing a beat-up cowboy hat. He was the first person to react. “That’ll be a good start,” he said encouragingly. “Come have a seat…. Would you like a drink?”

Prior to being infected Devlin would have been unable to detect the subtle click as the cowboy thumbed the knife open and held it out of sight. But her hearing was better now. A lot better.  The money went back into her purse as she backed away. That brought the other two up off their improvised seats.

There was a thump as something sailed out of the surrounding darkness to land right in the middle of the campfire. A column of sparks exploded upwards. The man in the black watch cap said, “What the hell?” and the cowboy was in the process of turning away when the gasoline bomb exploded.

The third hobo had the bad fortune to get sprayed with the flaming liquid, and was busy trying to beat the flames out, when a teenage boy dashed out of the darkness to grab Devlin's wrist. “Run!”

So she ran. Or tried to. But her high heels made that difficult. The boy led her under the overpass and between two strings of stationary rail cars. As they passed a maintenance shed Devlin heard the rumble of a powerful engine. “Come on!” the teenager shouted. “That's a yard engine. It won’t take us far. Only a mile or so. But that’ll be enough to leave those hobos behind.”

Though stronger than she had ever been before Devlin was hard pressed to match the lanky teenager’s agility as he led her up and through an open box car, under a neighboring tanker, and out into the open where every surface was glazed with blue-green light.

She paused to remove the high heels and throw them away before continuing in her bare feet. The gravel hurt. As did occasional bits of broken glass. But then she felt fine as the parasite began to squirt painkillers into her bloodstream. “Come on.” the teenager shouted. Hurry!”

A locomotive thumped and metal clanked as a yard engine towed a string of box cars through a maze of crisscrossing tracks. The train was only moving at about ten-mph as they ran next to it. “Grab the ladder,” the youngster instructed. “And climb up.”

That was easier said than done. But Devlin managed to accomplish the feat and was soon climbing hand-over-hand so that her rescuer would have room below. Her purse got in the way at times but hung from a strap. “Not bad!” the boy yelled, as the box car jerked and swayed. “We’ll make a train hopper out of you yet.”

Eventually, after ordering Devlin to drop off the boxcar, the boy led Devlin up a slippery concrete slope to a ledge that was sheltered by the bridge above. Judging from all the litter the concrete cave had been used many times before. “We can’t start a fire,” the teenager explained. “Because that would attract trouble. But what we can do is lay down on that big piece of cardboard. Then we'll spoon-up with my blanket on top. When daylight comes we'll sort everything out. Okay?” 

Words were increasingly difficult. So Devlin nodded and lay down on the piece of cardboard. She was exhausted and ready to try anything. The boy fit his body to hers, the blanket settled over them, and the cold began to recede. Not enough to actually feel warm. But enough to fall into a troubled sleep in spite of the occasional rumble of diesel engines.

When morning came, and Devlin awoke, she felt even colder than before. And then, with a start, she realized that the boy was gone. She sat up, threw the blanket off, and fumbled for her purse. The roll of currency was missing.

The boy's duffle bag was there however which made the scientist feel a little better. But not by much since he might have chosen to abandon it. Her feet were caked with dried blood and blue with cold. She hurried to wrap the blanket around them and struggled to clear her mind.

It wasn’t easy. The deep yearning kept getting in the way. The parasite wanted to move. But how? Devlin knew the government could track debit cards, credit cards, and bank withdrawals. Even cell phones. So what could she do?

The conflict between what the parasite wanted to do, and what was possible, produced a flood of despair. And that, like all of her emotions, was amplified somehow. The scientist was sobbing when a cheerful voice was heard. “Hey, lady, I’m baaack!”

There were scuffling sounds as the youngster battled his way up the steep slope. When he appeared at the top Devlin saw that he was carrying a fully loaded pack plus a plastic bag that was dangling from his left wrist.

 “There,” he said, as he scooted forward. “Safe and sound. Whoa, what’s wrong lady? Oh, you thought I took your money. Well, I certainly could have,” the boy added sternly, as he lowered the groceries to the ground. “You’ll need to be a lot more careful now that you’re a tramp. Take last night for example. Never pull money out where other people can see it. Not even a five-dollar bill. People get killed for less.

“Here,” the young man said, as he wrestled the roll out of a pants pocket and gave it over. “It’s all there. Except for $316.04 that is, which I spent to set you up.

“The pack is used,” he explained, as he placed the object in front of her. “And that's good. ‘Cause a new one would attract the wrong sort of attention. Once you open it up you’ll find two sets of clothes, plus some socks, and a decent pair of boots. I had to guess at the size. But we'll trade ‘em in if I was wrong. And there’s first aid stuff too—so we can treat those cuts.

“I got a few things for myself too,” the teenager added. “Some candy plus two cartons of cigarettes. That’s ‘cause I smoke. But you can trade ‘em for stuff, and keep the cash hidden away.” 

At that point the young man knelt next to Devlin, removed a canister of wet wipes from the plastic bag, and unscrewed the lid. Then, with a surprising amount of tenderness, he went to work cleaning her feet. Once the worst of the dirt had been removed he dabbed disinfectant into the cuts and applied band aids to the open cuts. 

“You don’t talk a lot, do you lady? Well, that’s okay, ‘cause I do. Too much. That’s what some people say—but that’s just them! Most folks call me ‘Nail.’ That’s ‘cause I’m tall and skinny. Like a nail…. Get it? How ‘bout you lady? What do people call you?”

Devlin’s mouth felt unnaturally dry as Nail finished working on her feet and stood. She struggled to form the necessary words. “They call me Sara.”

“Okay, Sara…. Now here’s what I want you to do. I know it’s cold, but you need to shuck those clothes, and climb into the ones I bought for you. The long johns go on first, ‘cause layers are important, followed by two pairs of socks. Then, once you’re dressed, breakfast will be served!”

Devlin looked up at the boy. Nail had short hair. And, judging from the way it looked, it had been hacked off rather than cut. He had large expressive eyes, a slightly upturned nose, and full lips. One of which had been pierced to accommodate a silver ring. Even though the rest of Nail’s body was obscured by multiple layers of clothing he still looked skinny.

An enormous feeling of gratitude rose to fill the scientist’s throat. The words were inadequate but all she could manage. “Thank you.” 

Nail smiled. “You’re welcome. Now stand up, get out of those clothes, and take a sponge bath. I promise not to look.”

After a quick wipe down, Devlin slipped into some long underwear, and was pleased to discover that it fit reasonably well. The next layer consisted of insulated pants, the kind that construction workers wear, and a plaid shirt. All under a windproof Army parka. It wrapped her in so much warmth that Devlin knew she could sleep in the coat alone should that became necessary. Then came two pairs of socks. Those, when combined with some durable work boots, soon restored feeling to her toes.

And there was coffee! Delicious hot coffee, poured from a beat-up aluminum thermos, and served with three chocolate covered doughnuts. Plus cheap sleeping bags for each of them, some toiletries, and a wicked looking clasp knife that Nail said she should carry at all times.

The teenager sat on his haunches and watched as Devlin began to load her pack. “So, Sara,” Nail asked casually. “What’s going on with your back?”

The parasite was visible! Devlin felt a nearly paralyzing sense of fear. Because she knew the alien organism was not only growing but sending its horrible white tendrils down towards her spine. She forced herself to look up from what she was doing. Each word required energy that she was loathe to expend. “Nothing... I have a birth defect.”

Nail took out a pack of cigarettes, shook one loose, and put the rest away. Then, cupping his hands so as to protect the disposable lighter from a sudden breeze, he lit up. There was something sensual about the way the teenager took the smoke deep into his lungs and allowed it to trickle out of his nostrils. “Nothing, huh? Well, let me tell you something. I slept with you last night, and that ‘birth defect’ can move around. Not far. But three or four inches in any given direction and that’s pretty weird. Explain that.”

Devlin couldn’t explain that. Not anymore, so the scientist did the only thing she could, which was to change the subject. It felt as though her mouth was full of rocks, making it difficult to form words. “South,” she said earnestly. “I want to go south.”

***

Nail rocked slightly, front to back, his eyes slitted against the smoke. Either the woman couldn’t, or wouldn’t answer his question, but that was to be expected. Most of the people who populated Nail's world were not only on the run from something but reluctant to talk about it. Only difference was that whatever was riding the woman’s back was truly riding the woman’s back.

As for south, well that was a good idea come winter time, except for one thing. Hundreds of other hobos, tramps, and drifters were headed that way as well. And that would add to the danger. Of course this had to be balanced against the fact that Sara had money and he had Sara. As for the growth on her back, he could live with that, so long as she could.

“Okay,” Nail said finally. “South it is…. What have you got in mind? California? Arizona? Texas?”

“I don't know,” Sara confessed. “I don't need to do I?”

“No,” Nail replied. “You sure as hell don't.”

***

Cooper and his team had set up a temporary command post in the Henry M. Jackson federal building. It consisted of a conference room, a hodgepodge of mismatched furniture, and some networked laptops. There had been a formal after action review earlier that morning. And the long narrow table at the center of the room was littered with half empty Starbucks cups, napkins, and left over crumbs. With the exception of Cooper who had been there since 6:00 AM, and Palmer who had arrived an hour later, the room was empty for the moment.

More than twenty four hours had passed since Devlin's escape and Palmer was growing increasingly frustrated as he waited for Cooper to finish a long series of phone calls. Palmer was tired and had every right to be since he'd been up for most of the night following up on false sightings.

The last and probably most reliable report had been received the previous day. A cop in a squad car had spotted Devlin in the slightly seedy Pioneer Square area about 5:00 PM. But, after he bailed out of the cruiser to pursue her on foot, she had disappeared into a building that was home to more than a dozen shops. After searching the complex he came up empty. 

So where was Devlin? Palmer wondered. Safe and sound in a flop house? Or sleeping on the streets somewhere? Not knowing was eating away at him.

Cooper flipped his phone closed and placed it on the table in front of him. “So?” Palmer inquired. “Is there any news?”

“Nope,” Cooper replied. “Not regarding Sara.” He was toying with a cigarette but knew better than to light it, having had his ass reamed by an angry GS-12 half an hour earlier. It seemed that Seattleites took their smoking bans seriously.

Palmer could tell that Cooper was disappointed. But why? For professional reasons? Or because he cared about Devlin? It was impossible to tell. “The boys and girls in blue haven't seen anything since the glimpse in Pioneer Square,” Cooper added. “But eventually she will use her cell phone. Or make a credit card purchase.”

Palmer wasn't so sure. A phone call was a possibility. But why would Sara use a credit card if she was packing five-grand? And wasn't that the purpose of withdrawing so much cash? So she could run the same way Quinton had? But Palmer knew that Cooper knew. So he kept his mouth shut.

“In the meantime,” Cooper said, as his eyes came into contact with Palmer's. “We could use your help on a related matter. If you're willing, that is.”

“And if I'm not?”

Cooper shrugged. “Then it's back to Arizona.”

“Meaning I'd be off the team?”

Cooper grinned. “Exactly.”

Palmer knew what that meant. He'd be out of the flow with no way to know what was going on. “You're an asshole.”

Cooper's grin grew even wider. “That's what they tell me.”

“So, what is the 'related matter?'”

“It's a robbery,” Cooper replied.

Palmer opened his mouth to speak but stopped when the other man raised a hand. “Hear me out. An event called the Galactic Gem and Mineral Show is underway in Portland, Oregon. Are you familiar with it?”

Palmer nodded. “I was scheduled to attend until all this stuff came up. It's a must for meteorite collectors, dealers, and rock hounds.”

“Perfect,” Cooper responded. “I figured you would be familiar with it. Last night some people made use of a Dodge Ram 4 X 4 to crash through a door at the Portland Convention Center. Then they went shopping in one of the exhibition halls. Once the truck was full they left. Apparently they made off with more than a million dollars worth of loot. It's all over the news. Here's the surveillance footage that the Portland Police shared with the FBI.”

Palmer watched as Cooper thumbed a remote. The video was grainy, and in black and white, but included a number of different camera angles. The first shot showed a beefy pickup truck bashing its way through an aluminum roll-up door before skidding to a halt inside the hall. 

At that point four people bailed out of the crew cab while the driver remained behind the wheel. There wasn't any audio. But Palmer could see muzzle flashes as the hooded intruders fired handguns at a target that was off-camera. “They killed one security guard,” Cooper said levelly. “And wounded another. Neither officer was armed with anything more lethal than a flashlight.”

Palmer, who was familiar with the level of security at such events nodded. By walking the floor all night the guards were supposed to prevent pilferage by hotel guests, hotel staff, and the exhibitors themselves. In the case of a serious problem they were supposed to dial 911.

The video continued to roll, and as the truck crept forward, Palmer saw the thieves snatch things off display tables and throw them willy nilly into the back of the pickup. He couldn't see the details but knew from experience that the take was sure to include small meteorites, pieces of meteorites, mineral samples, fossils, and hand crafted jewelry.

Did that mean the thieves were greedy? And wanted to take as much as possible? Or were they ignorant regarding the items they were stealing, and planned to sort the loot out later? There was no way to know.

Eventually, after about three minutes of frantic activity, the loaders jumped back into the cab. Tables flew and rock samples skidded across the floor as the pickup turned and accelerated towards the door. Seconds later it was gone.

“The police and a medic unit arrived about five minutes after that,” Cooper said as he brought the playback to an end. “They put out an APB once they had a description on the truck but no luck so far. The plates were stolen. But, did you notice anything different about the thieves?”

“Yes,” Palmer responded. “I couldn't see the driver. But at least one of the loaders had a hump.”

“Bingo,” Cooper replied. “Put that together with the meteorite-mineral aspect of the robbery and you can see why we're interested.” 

“They could be everyday thieves.”

“Yes, they could. And that's where you come in. The Portland Police don't know about the parasite angle—nor do they share your expertise regarding meteorites. So we would like you to go down and nose around.”

“There is a pretty extensive black market for the kind of things they stole,” Palmer put in. “So, if the thieves turn to the right people, they might be able to sell the entire truckload all at once. They would receive only pennies on the dollar. But it could still amount to thousands of tax-free dollars.”

“Or they don't give a shit about money,” Cooper countered grimly. “Because they're looking for spores.”

“True,” Palmer agreed. “But one host? With a group of other people?”

Cooper shrugged. “Mrs. Harris wasn't a host. But her adopted daughter was.”

“Point taken,” Paler replied. “I'll check it out.”

“If you come up with a lead, call me,” Cooper said. 

“Understood.”

“And Parker...”

“Yeah?”

“Don't play cop. Remember what happened in New York.”

“What about Sara?”

Cooper's eyes were opaque. “We will continue to do everything in our power to find her.”

Palmer stood. “You'll call me if something breaks?”

Cooper nodded. “Yeah. I'll call you.”

***

Palmer left. Once he was gone Cooper stood and made his way over to a window. It was a sunny day. Tiny people were visible on the street below. Most of them were innocent citizens. But with each passing day more and more of them were the equivalent of plague rats. And in most cases, the best way to handle a plague rat was to kill it. Did the government consider Sara to be an innocent citizen? Or was she classified as a rat?


Chapter Twelve

Seattle, Washington

It was cold. But not cold enough to snow. Nail called the sleety mixture “snain.” Whatever it was fell out of a lead gray sky to cover the rail yard with a layer of semi-liquid misery. But there wasn’t much Devlin could do about the situation except crouch under the bridge and wait for Nail's return. Because even though trains were coming and going it was impossible to know where they were headed. Not unless one could retrieve the information from a schedule that had been tossed into a garbage can, read the bill of lading on one of the outbound cargo containers, or chat up an engineer. 

Fortunately the railroad men were a superstitious lot. Many of them believed that it was good luck to have a hobo on each train. So Nail had gone out to strike up a conversation and score the perfect ride.

Hours passed. But finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Devlin saw her companion appear from the south. He paused to look around before crossing four sets of tracks and tackling the concrete slope. Nail’s breath fogged the air as he topped the rise and Devlin could feel the tension around the drifter as he squatted next to her. “I have good news and bad news,” he announced portentously. 

“The good news is that a yard worker told me about a three-loco hotshot that’s headed south in about fifteen minutes. The bad news is that two out of the three hobos we had the run in with are looking for us. It seems one of them went to the hospital with second degree burns. So even if we can’t catch a ride south, we need to catch a ride somewhere, or run the risk of getting stomped real bad. So, grab your stuff and let's get out of here.”

Ten-minutes later the two of them were down on the tracks hurrying south. “I saw some bulls in the yard north of here,” Nail warned. “And they’re coming this way. But, if we can get out ahead of them, we’ll be in the clear.” 

The cold “snain” stung Devlin’s cheeks, and made her grateful for the parka, as Nail led her along a string of tankers. They had just passed a flat car loaded with tractors when a distant shout was heard. “Come on!” Nail shouted. “We’re almost there.”

Up ahead a long line of multi-colored box cars was starting to move. They groaned loudly as three 4,500 hp diesel engines began to drag them off a siding. The train wasn’t traveling very fast yet. No more than three-mph. It wasn't easy to catch up, not given the packs on their backs, and the slush on the ground. Most of the boxcars were closed. But Nail spotted one that was open and pointed at it. “That’s the one we want!” he shouted. “Work your pack free, and once we pull alongside, throw it in.”

The task didn’t seem possible at first. But Devlin felt a sudden burst of energy and it wasn't long before she gained on the boxcar. It was difficult to run and remove the pack at the same time but she managed. Finally, as the parasitologist drew abreast of the opening, she heard Nail shout. “Throw it!”

So Devlin threw it. And realized what that meant. Now she had to climb aboard or lose all of her newly acquired gear.

“Good,” Nail exclaimed, as he tossed his gear aboard as well. “Now grab the door latch, throw one leg up over the edge, and roll inside.”

Devlin’s breath came in short puffs as the train picked up speed and her legs pumped like pistons. Nail made the process sound easy. Like boarding a bus. But the boxcar was moving, the latch bar was coated with ice, and there would be no second chance if Devlin missed. “Now,” Nail insisted. “Go for it now!”

So Devlin threw herself up, caught hold of the bar, and felt her boots leave the ground. Then her body was suddenly horizontal, as she battled to bring her right leg up onto the cargo deck, and eventually did so.

Then she was inside, rolling away from the open door, as Nail grabbed onto the lever. Moments later he was inside the boxcar too, laughing out loud, as the train cleared the yard.

And that’s where the two of them were. Laying side-by-side and laughing as two men emerged from the darkness at the south end of the car. “Well, well,” the man wearing the cowboy hat said ominously, as he pointed the snub nosed revolver at the couple. “Look at what we have here. The pretty slut, who likes to carry lots of money—and the skinny piece of shit who likes to play with gasoline. It looks like we hit the jackpot.”

“It sure does,” the other man agreed. “Which one of us gets to screw the bitch first?”

“That would be me,” Cowboy responded possessively. “Because I don’t like sloppy seconds—and I have the gun.” 

***

Portland, Oregon

Palmer liked Portland and always had. Unlike so many large cities the downtown area had clear boundaries. Plus it was not only walkable but home to some very good restaurants. So staying there was normally a treat.

But as Palmer pulled into the underground parking lot at the Oregon Convention Center he couldn't escape a persistent concern regarding Sara's well being. There had been no further sightings of her in spite of the all points bulletin that had gone out. And he didn't want her to wind up the way Quinton had. Wandering all alone according to the whims of a parasite.

Palmer made his way onto a crowded elevator and rode it up to the main floor. As he got off and made his way toward the lobby the familiar feel of the show began to close in around him. Many of the same dealers and collectors attended every year. So people knew each other. And, having been being a regular for a long time, he was a member of the extended family.

So it wasn't long before people began to call out his name and come over to greet him. And while they didn't know the actual cause of Quinton's death they knew the two men had been close. So there were numerous expressions of sympathy as Palmer made his way to check-in. “Sorry to hear about the ambassador, Alex....”

“Good to see you man. We're going to miss Mr. Quinton.”

“I'll see you in the bar tonight, Alex. We'll hoist a couple for the old man.”

And so it went until Palmer arrived at the reception desk. The show had been underway for two days by that time so the line was short. And since he had paid for a membership months before, his credentials plus a map, and a bag of freebies were waiting for him.

After hanging the pass around his neck he tossed the rest of it into a convenient trash can. Then Palmer made his way to Exhibit Hall D. That was the vast hangar-like space which the thieves had driven the truck into. Palmer wanted to see it with his own eyes and talk to some of the victims.

Exhibit Hall D was huge. In spite of that fact it was full to overflowing with informational booths, tables covered with carefully packaged objects, display cases filled with curiosities, racks of “how to” books, speaking platforms, scrolling flat screens, paunchy people in fanciful costumes, and powered wheel chairs that whizzed every which way. 

Knowing the attendees as he did Palmer wasted little time finding a dealer named Harvey Hanson. He was a balding man, with a pleasantly rounded face, and an encyclopedic knowledge of the business. Hanson was known for his loquaciousness which Palmer hoped to take advantage of.

The dealer was standing in front of a table about half covered with “stones,” meaning meteorites which were comprised of silicate minerals, and generally classified as either chondrites or achondrites. Roughly 86% of all meteorites were stones. The rest were irons. And that's why the irons were so sought after.

Hanson spotted Palmer, broke off the conversation he was having with a group of scouts, and turned to extend a beefy hand. “Alex! It's good to see you. I was wondering when you would show up. Martha and I were very sorry to hear about the ambassador. Somebody shot him? Is that true?”

“Yes,” Palmer lied. “It was horrible. I'm going to miss him very much as you can imagine.”

“Crime is getting out of hand,” Hanson said darkly. “You heard about what happened here?”

“Yes. That was terrible. The way they killed that guard was nothing short of cold blooded murder.”

“Exactly,” Hanson agreed. “Look at my table. Everything you see there is what Martha and I had stored in our hotel room. We were insured but most of the exhibitors weren't. The whole area was a crime scene until noon.”

Palmer looked down to the spot where wood framing and a plywood patch had been used to fill in for the missing roll-up door. “I saw the security video on TV,” Palmer said. “It looked as if the thieves took whatever was handy.”

Hanson nodded. “They got some good stuff and missed some good stuff too. There wasn't any rhyme or reason to it. Once the truck was full they left. The cops are all over the homicide. But I'm not sure they take the robbery very seriously. I get the impression that they see meteorites as little more than fancy rocks.”

Palmer thought that was an interesting perspective—and wondered if that perception would hinder the investigation. If so that would be fine with Dr. Wilson, Cooper, and the rest of the biosecurity team. The last thing they wanted was for the police to figure out that an unknown number of homicidal parasites were roaming the land.

After pumping Hanson for information Palmer spent the next twenty minutes roaming the floor, talking to various acquaintances, and picking up snippets of information here and there. Eventually he wound up at dealer Marsha Anne Tamby's table. It was very close to the door through which the aptly named Dodge Ram had entered. Perhaps that explained why it was bare of everything except a pile of hastily produced fliers. Tamby was there however, sitting on a stool, with a cell phone to her ear. She saw Palmer, smiled, and held up a well manicured finger as if to say “one minute.”

Tamby was in her early forties and in good shape. Her short hair was an unlikely orange-red color that harkened back to her days as a Las Vegas showgirl. She had married and divorced three times to Palmer's knowledge and was currently single. She was wearing way too much jewelry and it glittered when she moved. 

There was a click as the cell phone closed and Tamby came forward to collect a hug. “Better late than never, Alex. How did the present go over?”

The geode Palmer had given to Sara had been purchased from Tamby. “Not very well,” Palmer confessed.

Tamby was only a little over five feet tall and had to step back in order to look up at him. She was slightly cross eyed and it was endearing somehow. “Really? Does that mean you're available? Because if so I'd be happy to take you off the market.”

Palmer grinned. “Be careful what you wish for... You might just get it. It looks like they wiped you out.”

“Yeah, the bastards got most of it,” Tamby said bitterly. “And I wasn't insured.”

“That sucks,” Palmer said sympathetically. “How 'bout I buy you a drink? You can drown your sorrows.”

Tamby brightened. “That sounds like a great idea. I can't do much here.”

Fifteen minutes later they were a block from the convention center in a bar with a Tex-Mex motif. It was packed with noisy conventioneers many of whom greeted the couple as they took a booth. When the waiter came Tamby ordered a gin and tonic. And when Palmer requested an iced tea she raised a carefully plucked eyebrow. “What's up Alex? Are you going straight?”

“I'm trying to.”

“For her? The one who didn't like your gift?” 

“Basically, yes.”

“You've got it bad,” Tamby responded. “So much for the plan to get you drunk and seduce you.”

Palmer laughed. “The moment I recover I'll look you up. So tell me about the robbery. Have the police made any progress?”

“Not that I know of,” Tamby responded. “But it hasn't been very long.”

Once their drinks arrived the conversation turned to previous conventions and the weirdo's that attended them. Palmer told the story of a man who paid five-thousand for a small iron and had it made into a hood ornament for his '69 Cadillac convertible.

Tamby laughed and took a final swallow of her second gin and tonic. “You think that's weird? Hell, that's nothing. Yesterday morning, back when I still owned some inventory, the guy at the next table agreed to keep an eye on my table while I went to the ladies room.

“Well, apparently he got busy talking to customers, because by the time I returned a lady with a hunch back was standing there licking a geode.”

Palmer felt a chill run down his spine. “A hunchback? Licking a geode? You've got to be kidding.”

“Nope. I ain't kidding. She had frazzly hair, was wearing what looked like a man's raincoat, and a pair of black high tops. So I snapped a couple of pictures with my cell phone and called security. They took her away.”

Palmer remembered the hunchback on the security video but kept it to himself. Could the woman have been a host? Casing the exhibit hall prior to the robbery? That seemed like a distinct possibility. “Have you still got the photo?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“How 'bout sending me a copy? She sounds like someone worth keeping an eye out for.”

Tamby shrugged and opened her cell phone. “Okay... What's your number?”

Palmer gave it to her and it wasn't long before he had two photos of the woman. Twenty minutes later he made an excuse, paid for the drinks, and gave Tamby a peck on the cheek. The people at a nearby booth took her in.

Having left the bar Palmer made straight for the convention center. Then, having secured the necessary directions, he proceeded to an office labeled “Security.” It was tucked away in a remote part of the complex next to maintenance. Once there he was greeted by a young woman with black hair, brown skin, and a uniform that was one size too big for her. She looked up from a stack of paper work. “Yes, sir? How can I help you?”

“My name is Palmer. I'm writing a blog about the convention. Shows like this one tend to attract some interesting characters. In fact a friend of mine returned to her table to find a lady licking her merchandise yesterday. She called security. Who could I talk to about the incident?”

“That would be Mr. McGinty. He's out making the rounds.”

“How soon will he back?”

“About twenty minutes or so.”

“Can I wait?”

The woman nodded. “Sure, take any chair you like.”

It was joke. There was only one chair to choose from. Palmer grinned. “Thanks.”

There was a pile of magazines. But all of them were at least a month old. Judging from the address labels McGinty brought them from home. So, when he wasn't watching the people who came and went, Palmer read an article about Jeb Stuart in the Civil War Times. 

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the door opened and a small man with sandy colored hair entered. He was wearing a dark suit, a conservative tie, and a pair of very shiny shoes. He greeted the woman at the desk by handing her a diet Pepsi. “That stuff isn't good for you, Clarissa,” he said. “Too much caffeine.”

Palmer could tell that Clarissa had heard it before. “I'll quit drinking Pepsi when you quit drinking Starbucks. This gentleman is waiting to see you.”

McGinty's eyes were like blue lasers as they swiveled over to inspect Palmer. The meteorite hunter had seen that look before. In the Marine Corps. “My name is Palmer. Alex Palmer.”

McGinty nodded. “Glad to meet you Mr. Palmer. I'm Ralph McGinty. What can we do for you? If this is about the robbery you should call the police department.”

“Nope. I write a blog and I'm doing a piece about the characters who show up at conventions like this one.”

“We get 'em. That's for sure,” McGinty responded. “Step into my office. I have about ten minutes. Then I'm supposed to meet with the boss. He wants to know why we let a pickup truck full of whackos bust through the door and ransack the place.” 

As Palmer followed McGinty into a tiny room he saw a number of framed photos on one of the walls. All of them were of McGinty in various types of Marine Corps uniforms. And one of them showed him standing in front of a government building in Kabul. “Been there and done that,” Palmer said.

McGinty was seated behind his desk by then. He nodded. “You have the look. What outfit?”

“No outfit in particular.”

McGinty smiled crookedly. “Oh, it's like that eh? Special ops. Bug eaters. I prefer MRE's myself. I'd love to trade some war stories but it wouldn't be a good idea to keep his highness waiting. So, what can I do for you?”

“I'll keep it brief,” Palmer promised as he dropped into the guest chair. “I've heard a number of stories. One was about a woman who was licking some of the merchandise yesterday.” 

“That was a first,” McGinty admitted. “Very strange. But guess what? There's no law against licking rocks. We asked her to leave and she did so.”

“I'd like to interview her,” Palmer said. “Could you give me a name and address?”

McGinty shook his head. “Nope. We checked her ID of course. In fact it's right here,” he said, as he removed a page from a thin stack of papers. “But I can't give stuff like that out. It wouldn't be right. Excuse me, son... I need to ask Clarissa a question.”

At that point McGinty got up and left. The paper was there. Right in front of Palmer. On purpose? Palmer thought so as he eyed it, scribbled what he saw into his notebook, and put the form back where it had been.

McGinty reentered the office about sixty seconds later. His face was expressionless. “Where were we? Oh yeah, sorry I couldn't help.”

Palmer stood and extended a hand. “No problem Command Sergeant Major. I'm glad you made it back.” And with that he left.

***

Somewhere south of Seattle, Washington

The train was moving along at about fifty-mph by then. The boxcar rocked slightly as it reacted to irregularities in the road bed. And a continuous blast of cold air blew in through the openings on both sides until the man Devlin thought of as the cowboy ordered his buddy to rig some lights and close the sliding doors.

Devlin was seated on the floor. She experienced a sinking feeling. Once the doors were closed Cowboy would be in complete control. It was as though the hobo could read her mind. He smiled evilly as the man in the watch cap used duct tape to fasten a couple of flashlights in place.

Cowboy had long stringy rock ‘n roll style hair. He hadn’t shaved in three or four days. His clothes were filthy as were his hands. “That’s right, honey,” he said. “We’re going to party! But first things first. Okay, skinny ass. Let’s start with you. Are you carrying a knife?”

Nail nodded wordlessly.

“Okay, then,” Picker said. “Take that pig sticker out real slow—and slide it over to me.” 

The drifter had no choice but to obey. The knife caught in his pocket, but eventually came free, and made a rattling noise as it came to rest near a pair of silver-capped cowboy boots. “That’s good. Real good,” the tramp said approvingly.

The light level dropped by eighty-percent as the second door slid shut. The flashlights threw a spray of yellow light down onto the section of the badly scarred floor directly in front of Cowboy. “Crawl on over,” the hobo ordered, and flicked the pistol towards the pool of light by way of illustration.

Having rigged the lights and closed the doors, the second man was eager to begin. In addition to a black watch cap he wore a puffy après ski jacket courtesy of the Salvation Army plus a pair of desert camouflage pants that were bloused around his ankles. His combat boots had seen a lot of wear and were overdue for replacement. “Hey,” Watch Cap exclaimed, “whacha wait’in for? Make the bitch strip!”

But Cowboy knew there was no reason to hurry and shook his head as the boxcar swayed and the prisoners entered the pool of uncertain light. “Patience brother…. Skinny ass gave up his blade—now it’s her turn. Come on sweet stuff—I know you're packing. Give it over.”

Devlin was fast thanks to the parasite. But not bullet-fast. So she had no choice but to remove the big clasp knife from her coat pocket and toss it forward. As she did so her cell phone clattered onto the floor. “I'll take that too,” Cowboy announced. “Who knows? Maybe I'll speed dial your mommy and tell her how naughty you are.” 

“Okay,” Cowboy said, as he bent to retrieve both items. “Now for the money…. Hand it over.”

Devlin felt for the roll of twenties, pulled it out into the open, and threw it. The wad of money bounced once and took a sideways hop. “I’m rich!” Watch Cap exclaimed, swooping down on the prize.

“We’re rich,” Cowboy said pointedly. “And I’ll be the banker.”

***

Watch Cap made a mental note to spend some of the loot on a gun of his own. And as he surrendered the roll he watched to see which pocket it went into. The next time his partner got drunk, which was likely to be soon, the money would be his. Then, with cash to burn, he’d go to someplace warm.

“Stand up,” Cowboy ordered, and pointed the .38 at Devlin. There wasn’t a damned thing Nail could do to help her. Devlin knew that. But for some reason she turned to look at the boy. And that was when she saw a slight almost imperceptible nod. As if the teenager was telling her to go ahead.

“I said stand the fuck up!” Cowboy reiterated angrily. “Or would you like to have your ass kicked before I shove my cock in it?” 

Devlin stood.

“That’s more like it,” Cowboy growled. “Now, take them clothes off…. Let’s see what you got.”

Devlin stared at the far end of the boxcar and willed herself to be somewhere else, as she began to unzip the parka. Was she stripping? Or being forced to strip by the parasite? The fact that she didn't know made the moment even more horrible.

“That ain’t no strip tease!” Watch Cap objected loudly. “Make her dance!”

“You heard the man,” Cowboy said agreeably. “Dance, bitch.”

Devlin ignored the order and continued to remove her clothing as if for a gynecological exam. And, because she was wearing three layers of clothes, that took awhile. Not that the hobos minded because this was more fun than either one of them had experienced in a long time. Cowboy ran his tongue over badly chapped lips, while Watch Cap rubbed his crotch, and made animal noises deep in the back of his throat.

Finally, having stripped down to her bra and panties, most of Devlin’s long lean body was revealed. The cold air caused the scientist to shiver—and goose bumps appeared on her arms. “Alright!” Watch Cap said eagerly. “Let’s see them perky little boobs!”

But Tracker didn’t get to see Devlin’s breasts because that was the moment when Nail removed the .22 Derringer from his right boot and jerked the trigger twice. The first slug hit Cowboy belt-buckle high. That granted the hobo a fraction of a second in which to contemplate how stupid he’d been before the second bullet punched its way into his chest. 

As the tramp released the .38 and fell backwards Devlin made a grab for the pistol and came up with it. Watch Cap started to move forward but stopped when he found himself looking down the gun barrel. He held his hands palms out as if to ward off any bullets that Devlin might fire.

Nail was on his feet by then. He broke the little weapon open, ejected the spent casings, and fed two hollow-points into the empty chambers. “Please don’t kill me,” Watch Cap sniveled. “I’m sorry. Real sorry... Please let me go.”

Nail fired twice. Both bullets hit Watch Cap in the head. He collapsed onto the floor. Nail turned toward Devlin. “Good work, Sara…. They won’t bother anybody ever again.”

That was when Devlin's legs gave way, she collapsed, and began to sob uncontrollably. Not for Tracker—but for herself.

“It’s going to be okay,” Nail assured the woman. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

But as Nail wrapped a comforting arm around Devlin’s shoulders, he felt the mass hidden beneath the surface of his companion’s back shift slightly, and wondered what it was.

***

Portland, Oregon

It was nearly dark by the time Palmer got back to his car, drove downtown, and checked into the Benson. It was a traditional hotel, with upscale comforts, located near the things he liked most. One of which was Jake's Grill. A typically crowded restaurant known for its steaks and seafood.

On the theory that it was too late to follow-up on the woman Tamby had told him about Palmer took the familiar walk to Jake's. It was necessary to wait fifteen minutes before being shown to a table. Then came the moment of truth. Drink or no drink? For some reason it had been easy to have iced tea during the get together with Tamby. But now that he was tired, worried, and alone the desire to order some liquid comfort was very strong. 

Palmer looked up to discover that the long-faced waiter was still standing there and wondered how much time had passed. “I'll have water, thank you. I know what I want.”

After placing his order Palmer was confronted by something he already knew. And that was the fact that even the best dinner in the world can be a very lonely experience. So he dialed Cooper's number hoping for some news. But, when Palmer ran into the agent's voice mail, he chose to hang up rather than leave a message. What could he say? That he loved Sara? That he was worried about her? Cooper knew that. Or should have.

But just in case Palmer left the phone on the pristine white table cloth where he would be sure to hear it if it rang. Courses came and went, the phone was mute throughout, and Palmer slipped it into a pocket as he got up to leave. The night took him in.

***

Palmer rose early the next morning, ate breakfast in the hotel, and was on the road by 9:00 AM. According to the information obtained from McGinty the hunchback's name was Florence Kelty. Having entered her address into the car's nav system it wasn't long before Palmer found himself in a pleasant neighborhood called Healy Heights. It wasn't what he expected, given the photo of what looked like a bag lady, but so what? Quinton had been living in a million dollar house before he was infected. And Podry had been down and out. It seemed as though socioeconomic status had very little, if anything, to do with being infected.

And sure enough the house he was looking for had a gabled tile roof, arched windows, and was beautifully landscaped. Palmer parked the car, got out, and made his way over to a wrought iron gate. A curved path led him to a porch and a door that was the same shade of red as the tiles on the roof. He pushed a button, heard distant chimes, then the rap, rap, rap of footsteps. Palmer suspected that he was being scrutinized via the door's peephole and produced what he hoped was a winning smile.

His reward was a snicking sound as a bolt was thrown followed by a squeak as the heavy door opened partway. A TV could be heard in the background as an elderly woman with carefully coiffed hair looked out through the opening. She had a heavily lined face and flour white skin, with a patch of rouge on each cheek. “Yes?”

“My name is Alex Palmer,” the geologist said. “And I'm looking for Florence Kelty. Do you know her?”

A look of sadness came over the woman's face. As if the mere mention of the name was enough to make her unhappy. “Yes, I know her. Florence is my daughter. What has she done now?”

Palmer produced his cell phone and showed the picture taken the day of the robbery. “Is this your daughter?”

The photo of Florence licking a rock caused the woman to wince. “Yes, that's her. Where was she? We haven't heard from her in weeks.”

“At the Galactic Gem and Mineral show,” Palmer replied. “You say you haven't heard from her. Do you have any idea where she might be?”

“Are you with the police?”

Palmer considered lying but decided against it. “No. I'd like to talk with her that's all. I have a friend with a similar condition. I'm trying to learn what I can.”

The woman opened the door a little wider and seemed to study his face. “If that's true you understand the extent of our pain,” she said. “Florence is an accountant and a good one. She came to stay with us after her husband was killed in a car accident. Then, about a month ago, she began to act strangely. As the days passed she quit work, stopped bathing, and became very distant. We tried to take her to counseling but she grew angry and left home.”

“So you don't know where she's living?”

The woman shook her head. “No, I don't. But she used to talk about the God Sent Mission in downtown Portland. I think she goes there sometimes.”

Palmer nodded. “Thank you. I'll check with them.”

The woman's lower lip trembled. “Your friend... What's wrong with him?”

“She's ill,” Palmer answered honestly. “And I'm part of a team that's trying to find a cure.”

“Good. Please call me if you figure out some way to help Florence. And let me know if you locate her.”

Palmer took the woman's phone number, thanked her again, and returned to the car. He could feel the weight of the woman's gaze, as well as her pain, and felt sorry for her. How many more are there he wondered? Hundreds? Thousands? And how fast are they are reproducing? Maybe Cooper knows, Palmer thought to himself. The bastard. 

***

The God Sent Mission was located on the west side of Portland. A neighborhood where the process of gentrification was still underway and homeless people were a common sight. Three men were sitting out front of the facility passing a poorly disguised bottle of wine around as Palmer approached. All of them were male and had bedrolls or packs nearby. The eyes that stared at Palmer seemed to see straight through him. I could be one of those men, Palmer thought to himself. Living from one bottle to the next.

And perhaps that was why Florence Kelty frequented the place. Because like the addicts around her she was no longer in charge of who or what she was. Although her affliction had been imposed on her and was even more cruel than drugs or alcohol.

Such were Parker's thoughts as he pushed through the door, passed a list of house rules, and made his way toward a raised desk. The room was in need of paint, and heavily trafficked sections of the linoleum were worn through, but everything was clean. People, men mostly, were seated here and there. Some were reading, or staring at the TV that hung in one corner, but at least three were asleep in their chairs. Or passed out. It was impossible to tell.

The man seated behind the desk was completely bald. His arms were bare and heavily decorated with tattoos. If he was surprised to see a regular citizen appear inside the mission there was no sign of it on his face. “Good morning, brother. My name's Lou. What can I do for you?“

“I'm looking for a woman named Florence Kelty,” Palmer said. “Her family is worried about her. Here's what she looks like. Have you seen her?”

Lou accepted the cell phone, examined the screen, and nodded. “Yeah... We call her Suitcase Annie because she tows a suitcase around. Too bad you weren't here an hour ago.”

“She was here?”

“Yup.”

“When will she be back?”

Light rippled across the top of Lou's skull as he shook his head. “Who knows? Our clients don't have schedules. When the rain falls they seek shelter. When the monkey tells them to shoot up they do. Annie ain't no different.” 

Palmer felt a profound sense of disappointment. “Can I wait for her?”

“Suit yourself. But it could be days, weeks, or months.”

“Thanks,” Palmer said, before turning away. “I'll be back.”

He knew what to do. Check out of the Benson, move into the mission, and wait for Suitcase Annie. There was a message on the door that opened onto the street. It read, “Never give up.” I won't, Palmer thought to himself, I sure as hell won't. 


Chapter Thirteen

Somewhere south of Portland, Oregon

The slipstream tore tears out of Nail's eyes as the drifter stood in the boxcar’s open door and stared into the wind. He had two bodies to dispose of and that was no small chore. Rather than simply dump the hobos next to the tracks where they would be found within hours Nail was determined to toss them into a river. That should have been simple given the number of tributaries that the southbound freight train had passed over during the last couple of hours.

But most of the railroad bridges were built in such a way that a maze of steel girders prevented them from throwing anything larger than a loaf of bread into the water below. So the wait continued as Nail eyed the track ahead and Devlin sat with arms wrapped around her knees. It would have been nice to dispose of the bodies at night. But Nail was afraid that the train would stop before then thereby increasing the possibility of discovery. 

Finally, just as he was starting to wonder if they should abandon the plan, he saw a bridge in the distance. “Okay,” Nail said, as he pulled himself back into the boxcar. “There’s a bridge coming up. This could be the one we’re looking for. So let’s get ready!”

The bodies were heavy. And the task of disposing of them would have been impossible had it not been for Devlin’s ability to summon what seemed like super human strength. She bent over, pulled Cowboy's stiffening body upright, and lifted all one-hundred and sixty-five pounds of dead hobo up over her head before staggering towards the open doorway.

Nail watched in open mouthed amazement, realized that the bridge was coming up fast, and went to fetch the second corpse. He had to drag it across the floor and shout in order to make himself heard over the rumble of the slipstream. “Remember…. If this turns out to be the one, toss yours and give me a hand. It won’t take long for the train to cross the bridge.”

Devlin gave a short jerky nod as the locomotives pulled the train onto a long span. Vertical support beams began to whip by. They were at least fifteen-feet apart. And that was the sort of situation Nail had been hoping for. The water had a cold, gray appearance, and there was plenty of it thanks to winter rains. “Okay,” Nail yelled. “Do it!”

Devlin threw Cowboy's body outwards. But her timing was off and the corpse hit a vertical support beam. Fortunately there was some spin on the body so it fell free.

Rather than watch the body fall Devlin turned to help Nail lift Watch Cap's inert form up off the floor. She took the hobo by the wrists, Nail grabbed his ankles, and by working together they were able to swing the dead man outwards. Devlin saw the body pass between two uprights, and felt a sense of exhilaration as it disappeared from sight.

After going through the dead men’s belongings Nail had returned the roll of bills to Devlin and kept the .38 for himself. Thanks to the fact that they had been wearing gloves he felt confident there wouldn’t be any fingerprints to give them away. Still, it paid to be cautious. So even though the hotshot was headed in the right direction Nail knew they should switch trains soon. 

Devlin had begun to tremble as the adrenaline faded away. So Nail wrapped his arms around her. She was too old to make a pass at, but too young to be his mother, so he thought of her as a sister. A weird sister. “Don’t worry,” Nail said soothingly, as he pulled Devlin close. “Everything will be alright.”

***

Portland, Oregon

Palmer was making love to Sara. Except it wasn't Sara. It was something horrible. And it wanted to lick him. “Hey bro,” a voice said. “Wake up.”

Palmer opened his eyes to see Lou standing over him. The overhead light created a halo around the man's head. “She's here,” the big man said insistently. “Suitcase Annie is here.”

Palmer sat up. His cot was in a row of twenty all of which were occupied. More than two days had passed since he had taken up residence in the God Sent Mission. Palmer glanced at his watch and was surprised to see that four hours had elapsed since he had begun what was supposed to be a twenty minute nap. “Where?” he croaked. “Where is she?”

“Out front,” Lou replied. “Come on.”

Palmer swung his feet over onto the floor, stood, and followed Lou out to the lobby. And sure enough, there was the woman in the photo, standing in front of a table on which a modest array of refreshments were laid out. Frazzled hair, gray rain coat, and a pronounced bulge at the top of her spine. A beat-up roll-around suitcase rested next to her. As Kelty held a cup of coffee with both hands she peered around as if she had never been in the mission before.

Palmer remembered the attempt to take Sara into custody and how paranoid she'd been. With that experience in mind he was careful to approach the woman slowly. “Hi. My name is Alex. Are you Florence? Florence Kelty?”
	Kelty jerked as if an electric shock had been sent through her body. She tried to speak, produced a horrible gargling sound, and ran. Or tried to. Because the suitcase was heavy and slowed her down.

Palmer looked over at Lou who shrugged. He saw strange occurrences nearly every day. 

So Palmer followed Kelty out onto the street. It was dark, a light rain was falling, and the cones of greenish light produced by the streetlights marched off into the distance. Palmer faced a difficult decision. Should he retrieve the rental car? Or pursue the woman on foot?

After a moment's hesitation he chose the first option. Because if he didn't, and Kelty hailed a cab, he'd be left behind. But what if she disappeared while he went to get the car? That danger was very real as well.

So Palmer ran the block to the U-park lot, opened the door, and fumbled the key into the ignition. After starting the engine he slipped the transmission into gear and pulled out onto the street. A hard right took him back toward the mission. The wipers made a screeching sound as he passed the blue neon sign and scanned both sides of the street. Then he felt a sense of relief as he spotted Kelty up ahead. She looked back over her shoulder from time-to-time while she hurried along. She didn't seemed to be alarmed by his headlights however for which Palmer was thankful.

Rather than try and stop her Palmer had decided to follow Kelty and see where she went. So when Kelty paused at a bus stop, and took a long slow look around, he pulled over and killed the lights. Having satisfied herself that she wasn't being followed, Kelty opened the top of her suitcase, and removed a brick. After licking the object a couple of times she dropped it onto the ground.

That process continued for a couple of minutes as Kelty sampled the outside of an aluminum can, a leather shoe, and a metal dustpan. Then, as a couple of skateboard toting teenagers arrived, she stopped.

A bus appeared a couple of minutes later. The door opened, and Kelty was struggling to lift her suitcase up the short flight of stairs, when one of the boys gave her a hand. That was the beginning of a journey which led east on Burnside to the intersection of Burnside and 82nd avenue. 

Brake lights came on as the bus stopped and Kelty lowered her suitcase onto the sidewalk. Then the brightly lit box roared away. Both sides of Burnside were lined with bars, used car lots, and shabby storefronts. Canyons of darkness separated the buildings and Palmer feared that if Kelty entered one of them she might disappear before he could park and follow her. So he guided the car into a slot in front of a pawn shop. It was closed and had been for hours. 

Cold raindrops hit his face as Palmer made his way up the sidewalk and caught sight of Kelty as she took a right. It was necessary to hurry in order to keep up. After arriving at the corner Palmer looked down a side street and saw Kelty cross at mid-block.

Palmer angled across the street as Kelty made straight for what had clearly been a small motel thirty or forty years earlier. At some point, judging from the dimly lit sign out front, the building had been repurposed as the “Blue Moon apartments.” A modern day flop house where one could rent a room by the hour, day, or week.

An old wooden fence ran next to the sidewalk as if to screen the building off from the rest of the world. Palmer watched Kelty turn left and disappear behind the barrier. He followed her to the point where a pull-through driveway curved in from the street. Having slipped under a towering monkey tree Palmer paused to check his surroundings.

There was a long low building in front of him. Part of it was blocked by a huge motor coach. Further down he could see what was clearly a vehicle in spite of the blue tarp draped over it.

The office was lit up, and judging from the persistent thump, thump, thump of bass, plus the movement of shadows inside, a party was underway. In an effort to see better Palmer slid along the fence to the point where a dumpster offered some cover. The office was the only unit that was lit up. Palmer got the feeling it'd been sometime since the complex had been fully occupied. 

There was a squeaking noise as the office door opened, followed by a momentary burst of music, and a rectangle of buttery light shot out onto the oil stained driveway. Palmer watched a man make his way over to the motor home, where he vanished from sight. A light came on inside the vehicle as he took a seat behind the wheel. The starter strained, the engine caught, and the man disappeared again. Then, as he left the vehicle for the office, Palmer heard him shout. “Hey Flo! Get your ugly ass out here. Let's get going.” 

Flo? As in Florence? Suddenly Palmer wanted to call Cooper and bring in some help. But could the government react quickly enough? Palmer had his doubts. Especially since Wilson, Cooper and the rest of them were operating independently of the FBI. He could call 911 of course. But what then? If Biosecurity wasn't cooperating with the NYPD, it wouldn't be working with the Portland police department either. 

Palmer pushed his way along the fence, darted across the driveway, and stopped next to the tarp draped vehicle. After glancing around left and right he lifted the cover. There was no mistaking the front end of a Dodge Ram 4 X 4. These were the people who had broken into the convention center alright. And Florence Kelty was one of them.

Palmer made his way over to the last unit in the complex and tried the door. It opened without protest. Palmer didn't have a flashlight. So he felt for his cell phone, brought it out, and flipped it open. The light from the display produced a ghostly glow. The bed was unmade, there were empty fast food containers laying around, and he saw a cockroach scuttle into a beer can.

Satisfied that there wasn't anything of interest in the apartment Palmer left, paused outside, and heard a burst of laughter. The party was still in full swing. The coach was running, and the interior lights were on, but no one was visible. 

The next apartment was locked so Palmer continued on. The third unit, which shared a wall with the office, was unsecured. The stench that invaded his nose as he opened the door made him gag—and the source of the odor quickly became apparent. 

The body was roped into a chair in front of an old tube style TV set. As the glow from Palmer's cell phone embraced the corpse he saw that the man's head was slumped forward so that his chin was supported by his blood stained chest. Judging from the hole in his temple the cause of death was a large caliber bullet. Fired by Florence? Or by one of the thieves? It hardly mattered. Dead was dead.

As Palmer backed away the edge of a coffee table hit the back of his knees and caused him to fall over backward. There was an almighty crash, and Palmer had just regained his feet, when the door flew open. The motor home man was big, surprisingly fast, and armed with a baseball bat. Palmer saw the length of wood come around, ordered himself to duck, but felt a sharp pain. The world snapped to black.

***

Denver, Colorado

Dr. Owen Wilson was trying to wade through his email when a cell phone hit the surface of his borrowed desk and skidded to a stop next to his elbow. “God damn it,” the Director of Terrestrial Biosecurity said, as he turned to the right. “How many times have I told you to knock?”

Cooper was perched on the corner of the big executive style desk by that time. He grinned. “Sorry. I forgot.”

Wilson plucked the phone off the desk and flipped it open. The display was dark and remained that way even after he tried to turn device on. “Okay, I give up. Who does this belong to? And why do I care?”

“It belongs to Dr. Sara Devlin. Or it did. A Sheriff's deputy in Oregon found it on a dead body, got the phone company to pry her name out of it, and a call came into us shortly thereafter.”

“A body you say... Tell me more.”

“His name was Mark Murphy, and he had a criminal record as long as your arm. Attempted murder, assault, you name it. A fisherman found him a mile downstream from a railroad bridge.”

“So you think Devlin was on a train?”

Cooper nodded. “She was carrying a lot of cash. We know that. So maybe the dead guy attempted to rob her, got his hands on the phone, but took a couple of .22 bullets in the process. Or some other version of that theme.”

Wilson looked doubtful. “Devlin shot him? That seems hard to believe.”

“Quinton shot a receptionist,” Cooper reminded him harshly.

Wilson sighed. “Point taken. “So, what now?”

“We watch all the trains on the left coast and pull Palmer back in.”

“Where is he?”

“I gave him some busy work to do in Portland. It got him out of my hair.”

“Why bother?” Wilson inquired cynically. “Devlin ran away from him in Seattle.” 

Cooper shrugged. “I can't think of anyone else she might respond to.”

“Okay, it's worth a try I guess.”

“So, how 'bout it?” Cooper wanted to know. “Your propeller heads have all the data collected so far. Where are the parasites headed?”

“We have some data,” Wilson agreed cautiously, “but we need more. Maybe you people should follow the Chinese. They seem to know what's going on.

Their eyes met. If looks could kill Wilson would have been dead. “I'll stay in touch,” Cooper promised.

“You do that,” Wilson replied, and went back to work. The computer dinged—and twelve additional emails appeared in front of him.

***

East of Dayville, Oregon

Palmer awoke in hell. Darkness was all around. His head ached. A rumbling sound filled his ears and the smell of death filled his nostrils. The odor was so stomach churning that he tried to sit up only to bump his head on the surface just inches above. A coffin? Was he in a coffin? 

No, Palmer decided, as he turned his head from left to right. He was in a storage compartment aboard a vehicle of some sort. The motor home he'd seen at the Blue Moon apartment complex? Yes, he thought so. In fact, now that he was more alert, he realized that he could see little bits of daylight here and there.

That explained the vibration, the persistent roaring sound, and the confined space. But what about the throat clogging stench? Palmer began to explore with his hands, felt some fabric to his right, and swore. Another person was lying next to him!

Palmer's initial reaction was to jerk his hand back. But without anything more than a few pin pricks of light to go by he had no choice but to reach out again if he wanted to learn more. The first contacts were tentative. But it wasn't long before Palmer realized the truth. The other person was dead. And, judging from how unyielding the body was, had been for some time. Hence the smell.

Palmer lay on his back breathing through his mouth as the pain pounded in his head. What was going on? Based on what little information he had it seemed logical to suppose that Kelty, her parasite, and the motor home man were on a trip. To the so-called nexus? That was a strong possibility.

But why take him along? Because they think you're dead, Palmer reasoned. And they plan to dump both bodies along the way. Except they're in for a surprise.

Not much of one, his inner voice countered. Because when they open the storage compartment, and discover that you're still alive, they'll whack you all over again. Only harder this time.

Palmer knew it was true. They would whack him unless he could find some means of defending himself. With that thought in mind he began to check his pockets. With the exception of a few loose coins they were empty. Phone, wallet, even his comb. All gone.

At that point he knew what he had to do next and it was nothing short of disgusting. But there was no getting around it. Teeth gritted Palmer managed to roll over onto his right side in an attempt to access the body. 

He soon realized that the corpse was lying on its side too facing away from him. The body had been sitting in a chair the last time Palmer had seen it. And it was likely that rigor mortis had set in by that time. That made it necessary to place the dead man in the equivalent of a fetal position in order to fit him into the storage compartment. And thanks to the fact that the body was turned away from him Palmer could spoon with it. A truly nauseating thought. But what else could he do if he wanted to go through the poor bastard's pockets?

Palmer's right hand was largely useless given due to the nature of his position. But as he wiggled in closer he was able to pat the dead man down with his left hand, searching for anything useful. An exploration of the upper torso turned up an iPod Nano in the stiff's shirt pocket. But, as Palmer's hand slid lower, he came across an unnatural lump.

The pants were pulled tight, the body was rigid, and Palmer found it difficult to get his fingers into the pocket. Gradually his efforts became more and more aggressive until he was no longer treating the body with the respect normally due a human corpse, but rather as a thing which had to be overcome. Finally cloth ripped, his searching fingers found the lump, and he felt a moment of joy as he realized what he had. It was a clasp knife. The kind with a rubberized grip and a three or four inch blade. A real serious weapon indeed.

Careful to keep a tight grip on his new found treasure Palmer pushed the body away. Now, having armed himself, it was time to plan.

***

Ralph was at the wheel of the big motor coach. And it was he who had chosen to take U.S. Route 26 out of Portland rather than follow one of the more heavily traveled routes. That was partially because Ralph was a country boy and liked the idea of a rural road trip. But there was an additional reason as well. He had two bodies stashed down in “the basement” as he referred to the compartment located beneath the motor home. And Ralph figured there would be plenty of places to get rid of the stiffs out in the boonies.

So as That Summer, by Garth Brooks, blasted out of the sound system, and the sunlit countryside rolled past Ralph was a happy man. All of the rocks taken from the convention center robbery had been sold to the man who conceived of the scheme. A talky sort who was not only a dealer—but one of the people who had been robbed. A slick deal indeed since Mr. Green as the man liked to call himself, would get an insurance check in addition to whatever the loot brought in on the black market.

That meant Ralph had his share of the money, plus Flo's because she didn't care about money, and Solly's since he was dead. And deservedly so given his attempt to take the entire payout and run. Fortunately Ralph caught Solly red handed. After roping him to a chair the rest of the gang took turns slapping the traitor around until they grew tired of it. Then Ralph put a bullet in his head. One fifth of the loot had gone to his nephew Joey and another fifth had gone to his girlfriend. The couple were given orders to burn the apartment complex before heading out on a road trip of their own. The whole thing was a work of art.

The thought caused Ralph to chuckle and glance over at Flo. She continued to stare straight ahead. That was one of the things Ralph liked about Flo. The woman was ugly, but she never ran her mouth, and was useful. Like when it came to loading the bodies for example. And now that they were on the road, headed south, she was easy to get along with. Ralph figured he would have to kill her eventually, but not for awhile yet, since he hated to cook. 

The hula girl on the dashboard swayed seductively as the motor home entered a curve. A sheer cliff rose to the right. The John Day river was off to the left and about thirty feet below the highway. Greenery grew up along the top of the slope and there were pullouts every once in awhile. So, Ralph figured that if he pulled over to where he could remove the stiffs from the river side of the coach, the people who passed by wouldn't be able to see what he was up to. That would allow him get the chore over before the steadily increasing stink got even worse.

It would be a simple matter to roll the bodies down the bank into the river. They would be found of course. But the motor coach would be long gone by then. All he had to do was find the right spot. 

Having formulated his plan Ralph began to monitor the other side of the road. Almost ten minutes had passed, and Garth was singing about a rodeo rider, when the perfect pullout appeared up ahead. It was large enough to accommodate the coach—but too small for anyone else to park next to them. “Hang onto your panties,” Ralph said, as he activated the turn signal. “We're going to stop and take out the trash.”

Flo looked alarmed. “No stop,” she said insistently. “No stop.”

Ralph sighed as he began to brake. Flo was no retard. He knew that. But there was a very real possibility that she was crazy. The trip south being the thing she was crazy about. “Don't worry, hon,” he replied. “It will only take a moment. Then we'll be back on the road again. Okay?”

 There was a moment of silence, finally followed by a grudging, “Okay.”

Ralph stopped, waited for a pickup to pass, and hit the gas. Moments later the motor coach was positioned right where he wanted it, which was at the top of a steep bank with the river below. “All right,” Ralph said, as he checked to make sure the chrome plated .38 was in the right hand pocket of his jacket. “Let's take care of business.”

Flo said something unintelligible before getting up and making her way back through a messy living area. Ralph followed her back to the door on the passenger side. From there it was only a couple of steps down onto the ground. He was pleased to see that the blue-green water was rushing past at a good clip. 

Ralph turned, saw that Flo was licking a rock, and shook his head disgustedly. “What's wrong with you? Put that thing down. We have work to do.”

***

Palmer wasn't asleep, but he wasn't awake either, as the motor coach slowed and came to a halt. He was in some sort of strange in between state. An act of will was required to break himself out of the reverie and focus. That meant battling a ferocious headache, a terrible thirst, and the fear in his belly. He had a weapon. That was true. But it would be nothing against a gun and the ball bat that had been used on him before. 

Where was the machine anyway? In a gas station? If so maybe he should bang in the door.

Palmer heard the sound of muffled conversation, followed by the crunch of boots on loose gravel, and the rattle of keys so he knew the coach was somewhere Flo and her boyfriend considered to be safe. Shouting for help would not only constitute a waste of time but earn him a bullet.

Light flooded into the storage compartment and Palmer could see it through closed eyelids. “Damn!” a male voice said. “What a stink. These guys are ripe.”

There was movement as someone pulled the tray-like shelf that Palmer was resting on out into the open. He felt the welcome warmth of sunlight on his face and heard the sound of rushing water.

“Here we go,” the voice said. “Grab on Flo... We'll toss this one over the bank first. And let this be a lesson to you. This sonofabitch followed you home. You've got to be more careful, babe. There's all sorts of whackos out there.”

Palmer sat up, opened his eyes, and brought the knife around. The man with the piggy eyes, heavily veined nose, and bushy beard was bent over and facing Palmer. The blade sank into his neck. It came as a complete surprise judging from the wide-eyed expression that appeared on his face. Warm blood sprayed the area as Palmer jerked on the knife and cut the internal jugular as well. Just the way the marines had taught him to. 

In that split second the man's hands went up to his throat and a shadow fell across both of them. Palmer rolled left. There was a crash as a rock fell on the metal tray.

Palmer found himself next to the dead body as Flo turned and went looking for another rock. After a quick pat down he found the chrome plated revolver in a the man's jacket pocket and attempted to remove it. The hammer caught in the fabric, and he had just managed to free it, when Flo returned. She was holding what looked like a two-hundred pound chunk of limestone over her head as she waddled forward. 

“Stop!” Palmer instructed, as he brought the pistol up. “I know you can hear me Florence. I spoke with your mother. She loves you. And I know about the parasite. I can get help. Please... Listen to me.”

But Florence wouldn't listen. Or couldn't listen. Palmer back pedaled, tripped, and landed on his ass. He fired. Florence was forced to pause as the first bullet hit her chest. But she still managed to keep the rock aloft as she staggered towards him. Then, as the second and third slugs hit, her knees gave out and the weight of the stone drove her to the ground.

Palmer just sat there for a moment, the pain pounding in his head, as a truck roared past on the other side of the coach. It took an act of will to stand, climb up into the motor home, and make his way to the front. A cell phone was sitting on the center console with a map underneath it. Paper rattled as he opened the map all the way. An orange highlighter had been used to draw a snaking line from Portland to another major city. Nexus? The place where all of the parasites were headed? That was a distinct possibility.

Palmer flipped the cell phone open, entered Cooper's number and heard it ring. He half expected it to go to voice mail and was extremely pleased when it didn't. The response was understandably cautious since the agent had never seen the incoming number before. “Yeah?”

“This is Palmer. I'm somewhere in Oregon. That's what I assume anyway. Although it's hard to tell since I've been under lock and key since last night. And I've got three bodies to dispose of. One of them is, or was a host, and the other two were members of the gang that broke into the convention center in Portland.”

There was a moment of silence before Cooper responded. “Didn't I tell you not to play cop?”

“Yeah,” Palmer replied wearily. “I'm real sorry about that. Feel free to dock my pay. Have you got anything on Sara?”

“She's been hopping trains. But we don't know where she's going.”

Palmer felt a surge of hope. Devlin's infection was relatively recent compared to Kelty's. That was his theory anyway. So maybe the doctors could remove the parasite. If they got to her quickly enough. “I think I know where she's going,” Palmer said. “In fact I think I know where all of them are going. The dead host I told you about was headed for New Orleans.”

“That's interesting,” Cooper replied. “Very, interesting. Keep that cell phone on. We'll track the signal and be there as soon as we can.”

Palmer was about to reply when Cooper broke the connection.

***

Southeast of Los Angeles, California

They had made good progress. Or so it seemed to Nail, as he skidded down a steep embankment, into the train yard below. There was a town half a mile to the east. A nothing place centered around a big water tank where the residents looked at him suspiciously but were happy to take Sara’s money. The newly purchased items were safely stowed in his pack where they wouldn’t attract attention from the law or the other tramps who were camped in the area. His tail was clean, or that’s what the drifter assumed, as he followed the tracks north. Still, Nail knew how dangerous assumptions could be. So he went over to sit on some railroad ties and smoke a cigarette. If anyone was dogging his footsteps they would probably show themselves.

The smoke tasted good, the air was a lot warmer than it had been up north, and things were going as well as they ever did for the teenager. Sara was a good companion in most respects. She never drank. Never did drugs. And never ate more than her share of the food. Of course there were a few negatives too. Starting with a recent tendency to snore, steadily deteriorating hygiene, and the fact that she was weird. And getting weirder all the time. 

Still, what could someone like him expect? Within a week or two it would be time to part company with Sara. The question was whether to steal what remained of the money or let her keep it. Maybe some sort of compromise was in order. He could steal half the money and leave the rest. Yes, that was fair Nail decided. Especially in light of their friendship.

Being satisfied with his plan, and not having seen any signs of pursuit, Nail flipped the cigarette butt out onto the tracks. Then, having slipped his thumbs under the pack straps to take some of the pressure off his shoulders, the youngster followed a rusty siding back to where an old caboose sat surrounded by a cluster of trees. It had been set on fire at least once and put out. But the interior was still intact.

Nail whistled to let Sara know he was back, climbed up a set of weather beaten stairs, and entered the main compartment. The woman was there, just as he expected her to be, staring into space. “Hey, Sara,” the young man said cheerfully, as he shrugged the pack off his shoulders. “How’s it going? I’ve got some goodies for you! How does Spam sound for dinner? I know you like that…. And look! I bought two boxes of ammo. One for the .38—and one for the twenty-two. You shoulda seen the look the woman in the store gave me. But hey, this is America, so no problem.”

***

Devlin was used to the chatter and found it soothing as she plucked a rock out of an old coffee can and licked it. The odds of scoring a chemical hit, of finding a mate laying next to the tracks were millions to one, but doing so kept the parasite happy. And keeping it happy was very important. Each rock made a clattering noise as she tossed it back over her shoulder.

***

“And that ain’t all,” Nail continued. “I know how you like to read so I bought you a paper.”

Devlin eyed the newspaper as it was placed in front of her. It was a copy of USA Today, and while not as important as licking rock samples, still worth a moment of her time.

“I thought you’d like that,” Nail said, as his companion opened the paper and began to turn the pages. The story and the accompanying photo of a missing parasitologist named Sara Devlin was on page five above the fold. The first few paragraphs were focused on a corpse found in a river up in Oregon—and the possibility of a connection. It was clear confirmation that the government was looking for her and hoping to get some help from the public.

Nail heard the sound of paper being crumpled into a ball and turned to see Sara shove some of the newspaper into the stove. “That’s right,” he said approvingly, “You start the fire—and I’ll cook the Spam.” 


Chapter Fourteen

Portland, Oregon

There was a pleasant early morning buzz of conversation in the Benson hotel's formal dining room as Cooper entered and looked around. Palmer spotted the agent and lifted a hand. Cooper made his way over, removed the newspaper he was carrying under his arm, and gave it to Palmer as he sat down. “Take a look at page two.”

Palmer put his coffee cup down, opened the paper, and saw the item in question. The headline read, “Motor home accident kills three.” According to the story a man named Ralph Murty had been behind the wheel of a motor home registered in his name when it left the highway, went over a steep embankment, and exploded just short of the river below. Murty plus passengers Tom Solly and Florence Kelty had been killed and their bodies burned beyond recognition. There was, according to the report, a strong possibility that alcohol had been involved. And police were running ballistics tests to determine if a handgun found in the vehicle had been used in the recent convention center robbery and homicide. 

Palmer looked up. “It's all very tidy. And the Blue Moon apartments?”

“Murty's gang took care of that for us. They burned to the ground.”

“That leaves the question of Kelty. Was she infected?”

Cooper nodded. “Yes, she was.”

“So what now?”

“Here,” Cooper said, as he removed an envelope from an inside pocket of his jacket. “You'll find a temporary Arizona driver's license to replace the one you lost. Plus an ID card that identifies you as one of our agents.”

Palmer's eyebrows rose. “Do I get a decoder ring?”

“Nope. But the ID might keep you out of jail if things get nasty. By the way... After evaluating the movements of people believed to be hosts New Orleans looks like a fit. That's where Nexus is if it's anywhere.”

“So Sara is headed there?”

“Probably. We'll try and intercept her. Failing that we'll be waiting when she arrives.”

“Okay, good. But you said things could get nasty. How so?”

“We believe that Chinese agents are already on the ground in New Orleans,” Cooper answered. “With more on the way. They want samples.”

“And you're going to stop them?”

“No, we're going to stop them,” Cooper answered as he appropriated a piece of toast from Palmer's plate. “Based on what you were able to accomplish here Dr. Wilson thinks you're an asset. I disagree but he's in charge. Welcome to the team.” 

***

San Antonio, Texas

The bulls were out in force as the train pulled into San Antonio, which meant that from the moment Nail and Devlin jumped onto the ground, they were forced to run. And, unlike the security types encountered earlier, these bulls were in good shape. And it seemed as if they were determined to catch the people they were after rather than simply go through the motions. But thanks to Nail’s savvy the fugitives were able to reach a potential exit point, toss their packs over the top of a six-foot high cyclone fence, and scale it before the bulls could catch up. 

Nail couldn’t resist flipping his pursuers off, before leading Devlin to the area around Commerce street and an inexpensive motel where they hoped to spend the night. Having ordered Devlin to guard the gear in an alley out back, Nail went about the business of making himself presentable. 

A side door allowed Nail to enter the hotel without passing through the lobby. Once inside he went looking for the first floor men’s room where he spent the next fifteen minutes removing as much accumulated grime as he could prior to presenting himself at the front desk.

There were all of the usual questions of course. To which Nail responded with all of the usual lies and a soothing cash deposit. Then it was time to collect Sara and move into what felt like a palace after so many days spent riding the rails and camping out. Then came an orgy of showers, baths, and frenetic channel changing followed by a visit to the local Burger King.

After eating their fill, it was back to the room for a relaxing evening. Nail was looking forward to watching some television while Devlin continued to lick the mineral samples she had accumulated during the last day or so. Each rock made a clattering sound as it fell into a metal trash bucket.

 And it was then, while Nail was watching the Simpsons, that Devlin found the piece of rock she’d been looking for. Within moments of sampling the object certain chemicals were detected, analyzed, and approved. The resulting rush was so intense that Devlin uttered a loud and somewhat revelatory groan.

The noise caused Nail to turn and look at her. “Jeez, Sara, what’s going on over there?”

Devlin, who was still enjoying the orgasm's rich afterglow got up out of her chair and crossed the room. “Here,” she said urgently. “Lick.”

“No, thanks,” the teenager replied dismissively, as he wrinkled his nose. “That’s gross!”

“You lick!” Devlin insisted stridently. “You lick now!” 

“No freak’in way,” Nail responded, as he retreated to the far side of the queen sized bed. “Now stop that—you’re scaring me.”

“Lick it! Lick it! Lick it!” Devlin chanted, as she lurched forward.

“Hold it right there,” Nail said, as he brought the .22 up out of her pack. “I don’t want to shoot you, but I sure as hell will, if you don’t back-off.” 

The woman kept coming with both hands extended. Kind of like a priest about to grant holy communion. Her eyes were wild, her lips were pulled back from her teeth and, and as she approached Nail pulled the trigger. The .22 went off with a loud bang. The bullet hit Devlin high on the left shoulder. That caused her to pause but the impact wasn’t sufficient to stop her.

So he brought the little gun barrel down onto the top of Sara’s head. But whatever it was that granted the woman super-human strength couldn't be overcome so easily. She was forced to drop the mineral sample in order to grab hold of Nail’s wrist and battle him for the pistol. After bashing Nail’s hand into the headboard until he was forced to drop the weapon Devlin threw a leg across his waist and sat on top of him. The fingers of her left hand fastened themselves around the boy’s throat as she fumbled for the rock.

That was when an amazing transformation took place. Nail saw determination and anger flicker through his friend's eyes followed by something softer. “Run!” the new entity ordered hoarsely. “Run while you can!”

Nail felt the steely fingers release their grip on his throat, and that was all the youngster needed as he bucked Devlin off, and rolled to the right. Then, having made a successful grab for his pack, Nail dashed across the room. The door opened and slammed loudly behind him.

***

Devlin left the bed and lurched into the bathroom. The blue-rimmed bullet hole looked ugly. But there was only a small amount of blood. And as she stared at the wound the flesh around the margins of it began to writhe and a blob of half congealed blood was forced out. A few moments later a slightly deformed .22 slug popped out of her body. There was a rattling sound as it fell into the sink. 

Then, after a minute or so, the wound began to close. By the time the hotel’s security guard knocked on the door there was nothing left to see but a slightly puckered scar. Devlin went to the door, opened it just enough to let him see her face, and forced a smile. “Yes?”

“We had a report of a disturbance up this way,” the moon-faced man said apologetically. “Is everything okay?”

“Good,” Devlin replied thickly. “Things good.”

“Okay,” the guard replied doubtfully. “Have a nice evening.”

Devlin produced a jerky nod, closed the door, and went back into the room. Bart Simpson was up to no good and one of Nail’s sweaters lay on the bed. Devlin took the piece of clothing and buried her face in the familiar smell. Then she began to sob. Only this time there was nobody to comfort her.

***

Devlin was traveling lighter as she boarded the bus for the trip to New Orleans. A cheap carryall had replaced the pack. She was wearing a Texas Rangers ball cap, a waist length denim jacket, and matching jeans in place of the recently discarded cold weather gear. And, because her eyes were increasingly sensitive to light, she wore sunglasses all the time.

It was a look similar to that sported by many of the other people on the bus. Except that nearly all of them were Hispanic and slightly suspicious of the gringa traveling in their midst. An attitude that quickly became apparent as they made disparaging remarks about the jorobado blanca, or “white hunchback.” Never dreaming that the woman they were talking about spoke fluent Spanish. But Devlin didn’t care what they called her—so long as they left her alone. 

Unlike the trains that typically ate up hundreds of miles between stops the bus paused more frequently so people could board or get off to buy food or use the local restrooms. The result was a seemingly endless journey punctuated by trips to filthy restrooms, soggy sandwiches, and the arrival of new seat mates. All of which took place within a thick miasma of sweat, hairspray, and baby formula.

The result was a sensory overload so intense that Devlin found it necessary to stuff pieces of Kleenex into her nostrils and ears. That made the trip more bearable but opened Devlin to even more jibes. The man seated behind her even claimed that he had seen the hunch move. But Devlin took comfort in the knowledge that each passing hour brought her closer to her final destination and the only release she could reasonably expect. And that was death.

***

New Orleans, Louisiana

The house, like many others, was for rent during Mardi Gras and Palmer had been assigned to a room on the second floor. He opened the door, went in, and placed his suitcase on the full sized bed. It was, according to the literature that went with the house the “red room,” and had once been part of an upscale bordello. In addition to the bed there was an easy chair, a dresser with a flat panel TV sitting on top of it, and two vertical windows. 

Having just arrived from the airport Palmer knew that the annual craziness was already underway. Most of the more than one-million visitors the city of New Orleans expected were already in town. The hotels were full and thousands of enthusiastic tourists were out wandering the streets. Except some of them weren't what they appeared to be. 

Since learning that Florence Kelty had been headed for New Orleans, and having reexamined the information they had, the Department of Biosecurity had been able to confirm that all of the so-called “exploding people” had been traveling to New Orleans when they died. 

Half a dozen “explosions” had made the news so far. But thanks to a hastily organized disinformation campaign, the deaths had been attributed to a mysterious, and spurious disease called Hyper-Cerebral Electrosis, or HCE. A disorder said to result from an electrical overload following a period of unusually intense mental activity.

Absurd though the claim was, some vaguely positive quotes from retired scientists plus some intriguing on-line references had been sufficient to send the press off in the wrong direction. It was the sort of governmental subterfuge that Palmer would normally have been critical of. But given the widespread panic the truth might produce he understood the necessity.

Meanwhile the hosts who lived in remote areas of the world, or couldn’t afford to travel, were doomed to die mysterious and undocumented deaths as their parasites were forced to bail out. That problem would have to be dealt with later. In the meantime it was the CDC’s hope to take some of the infected humans off the street before the disease could spread further. The problem being that they didn't know who to looking for other than Dr. Sara Devlin. Who, once identified, could lead the agents to the spot where the parasites would congregate. Assuming they hadn't done so already. A possibility none of them wanted to contemplate.

Palmer wasn't all that enthusiastic about the plan since he wanted the Department of Biosecurity to rush Devlin to a hospital the moment they spotted her. But his concerns had been brushed aside because, as Cooper put it, “This is bigger than any one person.”

And, like it or not, Palmer knew that to be true. Especially after his encounter with Florence Kelty and her homicidal boyfriend. There was a mirror over the ornate dresser and he paused to examine himself. The bump on the side of his head had gone down. But the spot was still sore. And the stitches would have to come out in a few days. 

Cooper had called a meeting on the main floor. So Palmer left the bedroom and followed a hall to a broad staircase which took him downstairs. As Palmer entered the dining room he saw that the rest of the team was already present. That included Cooper Cooper, Manuel Hernandez, a neatly attired agent who introduced himself as Melvin Levar, and a woman named J.D. McCall. They were polite, but reserved, and a bit distant. Palmer might have an ID card but that didn't make him an accepted member of the group. 

“Grab some coffee,” Cooper instructed. “And there are some beignets on the counter.”

Palmer poured himself a cup of coffee, took two of the square-shaped doughnuts from a platter, and sat at the table. It was made of distressed oak and large enough to seat six. The kitchen was decorated with period fixtures that were supposed to evoke the 1850's. 

“Okay,” Cooper said. “As you know our primary hope is to get a positive ID on Devlin and track her to the parasite party. The word is out, the police know she's coming this way, and they have orders to call us the moment she appears.”

 “What if they pick her up?” Hernandez wanted to know.

“They have strict orders not to do so,” Cooper responded. “But if they do we'll order them to turn her loose so we can follow her.”

“In the meantime we need to play defense. We're pretty sure that some Chinese MSS (Ministry of State Security) agents are already here. The most likely reason for this is their desire to add more parasites to a collection maintained by the Tenth Bureau. That's the part of MSS with responsibility for science and technology. Because if we have problems then a country with more than a billion people is bound to be infected with lots of parasites. And it looks like they were quicker to understand the problem than we were. That's why they went after Brisco.”

“That doesn't seem to make sense,” Palmer observed. “If the Chinese already have a collection of specimens--why come all the way over here to get more?”

McCall was young, wore her hair in what looked like a pink haystack, and had high cheekbones. Her lips were thin and the lower one was pierced. “It appears as though this is Nexus,” she said matter of factly. “By which I mean the place, or one of the places, where the parasites who haven't secured mates come to breed. Kind of like gray whales mate in Mexico's San Ignacio Lagoon, Flamingos get it on at Lake Natron in Tanzania, and the swallows return to Capistrano. We don't know why the parasites are attracted to this particular location. Although it's certainly true that Mardi Gras offers perfect cover for people who look weird and behave in a strange manner.

“In any case it's quite likely that the Chinese scientists want samples taken at Nexus, so they can study what physiological changes if any take place prior to mating, and afterwards for that matter.”

Cooper nodded. “J.D. has a Masters in Microbiology from UCLA,” the agent said. “She knows her stuff. But there's another reason as well. We believe the Chinese want to weaponize the parasites. Or will consider doing so. So keep that in mind.”

Palmer knew that was Cooper's way of reminding him that the problem was bigger than Sara. A lot bigger. “Point taken,” he said.

“We don't have a fix on the Chinese collection team,” Cooper continued. “But we have a pretty good idea of where they plan to take any specimens they manage to capture. And that's the Xinglong. A Francesco Nullo class research vessel docked here in New Orleans. Here's what she looks like.” At that point a Xerox copy of a black and white photo began to make the rounds.

Lavar had closely cut black hair, a moon shaped face, and dark skin. He looked surprised. “Here? How did they manage that?” 

“The Mayor invited a navy destroyer, a coast guard cutter, and a variety of other vessels to take part in the Mardi Gras 'parade of ships,'” Cooper responded. “The Chinese government offered to send the Xinglong and the city accepted. And since all of the vessels are going to be open to visitors today--I'm sending Palmer and McCall down to take a look around.” 

“Wouldn't it be easier to put a combat team aboard?” Hernandez inquired

“Yes, it would,” Cooper agreed as he lit a cigarette. “And I suggested it. But the suits are afraid that a raid would cause an international incident, drive around the clock media coverage, and potentially blow the parasite thing wide open.”

Hernandez made a face, and Lavar said, “Picky, picky.”

The meeting continued. Fifteen minutes later it was over and Palmer found himself getting into the back of a black SUV with McCall. “So how is this going to work?” he inquired, as they fastened their seat belts.

“Just do what I tell you,” she replied, while the driver guided the vehicle down Napoleon avenue toward the docks. 

“That's it?” Palmer inquired incredulously. “That's the plan?”

“That's most of it,” McCall confirmed.

“If you say so,” Palmer said doubtfully. He might have said more. But McCall had her ear buds in place by then, and was listening to her iPod, as she stared out through darkened glass. Palmer thought about Sara and wondered where she was.

After the SUV dropped them off Palmer and McCall followed a steady stream of tourists toward the Mississippi river and the ships moored there. As they walked along he caught a glimpse of a sturdy looking tug pushing a barge upstream, a convincing replica of a sternwheeler headed in the other direction, and all manner of small craft zipping back and forth.

When the Xinglong came into sight McCall launched into what amounted to a briefing. It was clear that she had done her homework. “Xinglong means Star Dragon in Mandarin. The ship was built in Poland during communist rule. She's about five-hundred feet long, sixty-five feet wide, and draws twenty-eight feet of water. The crew consists of about one-hundred and ten people including scientists.

“Though equipped for oceanographic research, we believe that Xinglong's scientists can carry out a broad range of scientific tasks, including studies in general as well as marine biology. It's worth noting that the Xinglong is equipped with two very powerful engines. Experts estimate her top speed to be around twenty-five knots which is only five knots less that the published speed of an Iroquois-class destroyer. That, plus a range of 18,000 miles, suggests that the Xinglong is an adjunct to the Chinese navy.” 

“I'm impressed,” Palmer said. “How's the food in the cafeteria?” 

“It's said to be quite good,” McCall answered, without the slightest trace of a smile.

The Xinglong towered above them as the couple joined the line of people waiting to board her. Two uniformed officers were present at the foot of the gangway where they used carefully memorized English phrases to welcome tourists aboard. As McCall walked past, one of them said something in Chinese and the other man laughed. The agent responded with a barely audible, “Screw you asshole.”

Palmer glanced sideways as they crossed the gangway. “You speak Chinese?”

“Mandarin, but not Cantonese.”

“What did that guy say?”

“He said I look like a freak.”

“I like the hair.”

“Thanks, Palmer. Maybe Cooper's wrong.”

“About what?” 

“You being a jerk.” 

Palmer smiled as a series of signs and waist-high chains funneled them onto a flight of metal stairs that led upwards. “Now what?”

“Now you do what I say, when I tell you to do it. And if someone tries to stop us then slam them into a wall.”

“That's why Cooper sent me along?”

“Are you good for anything else?”

By the time they emerged on the sun drenched main deck Palmer estimated that they had climbed the equivalent of two stories. The general impression was one of well kept orderliness with none of the amenities Palmer was used to on cruise ships. And that made sense given the Xinglong's purpose. 

A tour group was forming. McCall led Palmer over to it, and after a rather stilted introduction, a young woman in a spotless white cap and jacket led the visitors toward the bow. The next fifteen minutes were spent listening to a description of the types of data that could be gathered by the crew, China's efforts to counter global warming, and the importance of marine life when it came to feeding a huge population.

Then, as their guide led the group up a series of internal stairways towards the bridge, McCall paused as if to catch her breath. And, if Palmer hadn't been watching carefully, he would have missed the way the iPod that had been in her hand only moments before suddenly disappeared.

After that it was onwards and upwards as McCall spoke from the corner of her mouth. “Get ready. When the fire alarm goes off, and people begin to freak out, follow me. We're going to take a different kind of tour.”

Palmer was about to respond when a klaxon went off and McCall began to yell. “Fire! It's a fire! Follow me.”

As the rest of the tour group turned to look at her Palmer realized that the missing iPod had been rigged to serve as an incendiary device. Smoke was billowing up through an open hatch by then and crew people were rushing to respond. 

The tour guide was shouting orders. But she had reverted to Chinese. So most of the tourists chose to follow McCall and Palmer. And, judging from the certainty with which McCall led them to the port side of the ship, the agent knew exactly where she wanted to go.

A couple of white clad crewmen boiled up from somewhere below as McCall led the mob down the staircase. She screamed something in Mandarin which caused them to step aside as a phalanx of scared men, women, and children thundered down the stairs to the deck below.

There were signs. But all of them were in Chinese so Palmer had no idea where they were headed other than deeper into the ship's sizeable superstructure. Crew people appeared from time-to-time and some tried to bar the way. Palmer body blocked the most aggressive people, and the rest were forced to step aside, or risk bodily injury from the wall-to-wall mob. “This way! This way,” McCall shouted, as she led the tourists through a lab, past a startled looking scientist, and into a space lined with Plexiglas enclosed cages. Each had its own air supply and five of them were empty. Palmer caught a glimpse of an emaciated looking man curled up on the floor of the sixth enclosure. There was a momentary flash of light as McCall took a picture with her cell phone before continuing on.

Then they were charging through a hatch into a cross corridor. That led them to a flight of stairs which led the group down one level and into another passageway. From there it was a short trip to the starboard side of the ship and the gangway. A sailor stepped out to prevent McCall from leaving but Palmer was there to shoulder the man aside. The crewman hit the steel bulkhead hard and was very nearly trampled as the group streamed out into the sunlight. A red truck had pulled up next to the ship by then and a fireman was locked in a heated exchange with one of the Xinglong's senior officers. 

Once the tourists were off the ship the Chinese crew was powerless to interfere with them. So all Palmer and McCall had to do was stroll away. The agent was clearly on an adrenaline fueled high. “Did you see him?” she demanded. “Did you see the poor bastard in the cage?”

“Yeah,” Palmer answered. “I sure as hell did. How did you know where to look?”

“Like I said earlier, the Xinglong was built in Poland. They joined NATO in 1999. So we had relatively easy access to the plans--and updated information from a classified source.”

“Very slick. So now what? Will Cooper send people to rescue that guy?”

McCall directed a pitying glance in his direction. “Of course not. There would be international hell to pay if we did something like that. Then the secretary would have to brief leaders in the Senate, the House, and lord knows who else.”

Palmer thought about Sara. What would happen if Cooper and his team got their hands on her? Would they demonstrate the same cold blooded attitude that McCall had? He knew the answer was “Yes.” 

***

The bus had stopped dozens of times before during the long journey across Texas and part of Louisiana. So Devlin was reluctant to abandon the soothing nowhere of sleep and open her eyes as the vehicle jerked to a halt and the driver made the usual announcement over the PA system. Except this time she was in New Orleans.

Devlin felt a jolt of adrenaline as the parasite began to reassert itself. Her heart began to race as she sat up and looked around. That was followed by a sudden sense of claustrophobia. She was next to a window on the right side of the bus. That meant she couldn't leave her seat until the woman on her left did so.

Devlin knew she should be patient. But the parasite was determined to make her speak. She couldn't refuse but she could resist. The result was gibberish. “Igno upa pop soma indorp,” Devlin proclaimed loudly, as she tried to squeeze past her seatmate.

“Back off, bitch,” the woman said angrily. “What's wrong with you anyway?”

The harsh words were accompanied by a blow from a beefy arm. The attack provoked a tremendous surge of strength and Devlin knew the parasite was willing to kill the woman in order to get its way. What ensued was a hard fought battle in which Devlin struggled to restrain the organism long enough for the other passengers to exit safely. 

The effort required every bit of her remaining strength, but Devlin won, and it wasn't long before the front half of the bus began to clear out. Then, as the woman next to her rose, it was Devlin's turn. She took her carryall down from the overhead bin and shuffled up the aisle. After that it was a simple matter to follow the people directly in front of her down a couple of steps onto the oil stained pavement.

Devlin's head felt as if it was spinning. So she was only vaguely aware of the parking area and graceless Intermodal Bus-Train station. It was as if the parasite was reaching out somehow. Looking for something. Then it was there. A clear sense of direction combined with what could only be described as lust.

With the jerky movements of a marionette Devlin marched through the busy terminal and toward the sunshine beyond. She was exultant and terrified at the same time. Here, all around her, was the place the parasite had struggled to reach. Soon, within a matter of hours the thing that controlled her would be able to reproduce, and she would be free in the same way McCracken was free. And that would be welcome. 

***

The Department of Biosecurity was counting on the police to scan the crowded streets for Devlin but had assigned agents to key entry points like the Intermodal station. Melvin Levar was about to take a quick bio break when Sara Devlin shuffled past. Her hair was a mess, and she was wearing sunglasses, but he recognized her right away. His heart began to beat faster and there was a fluttery feeling in his stomach as he made a call to Cooper. Levar heard two rings followed by a connection. “Yeah?”

“I have her. We're leaving the Intermodal station on foot.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

“Don 't lose her. I'll rip your guts out if you do.”

Levar grinned as he followed Devlin across a street. “Roger that. But what if she explodes?”

Cooper was silent for a moment. “Then we will be well and truly screwed.” 


Chapter Fifteen

New Orleans, Louisiana

The New Orleans airport was always busy and never more so than during the lead up to Mardi Gras when thousands of tourists arrived. But while most of the incoming passengers were looking for a good time some were on more serious errands. That category included business travelers, a woman who was going to attend her father's funeral, and a Chinese spy. A young man who had been born into what his parents sometimes referred to as “the family business.” Because Mr. and Mrs. Woo had been employed by the MSS nearly all of their adult lives, starting before they left China to attend universities in the United States, and continuing until both had retired. 

It was an investment that had paid off for the MSS over the years as both Woos received advanced degrees, became naturalized citizens, and took high level jobs in Fortune 500 companies. Positions in which they were able to access information that helped make the 21st century great leap forward a reality.

Thanks to the restraint exercised by the men and women in charge of the MSS, the emphasis had always been on quality over quantity. They knew that the more secrets the Woos stole the more likely they'd be discovered. And discovery would not only end the Woos' usefulness, but represent a significant setback for project Second Son, which involved the creation of American born agents like Johnny Woo. A fashionably dressed young man who had been raised in San Jose and educated at UC Berkley. 

So as Woo followed the steady stream of tourists towards baggage claim there was nothing about his friendly frat boy persona to suggest that he was capable of breaking into Wally Brisco's home and slitting the teenager's throat. Just one of the skills that had been honed on annual trips to China with his parents. 

People swirled all about as Woo entered baggage claim and the first bags began to thump on the carousel. As Woo waited for his TUMI to appear a nicely dressed woman materialized out of the crowd. She had shoulder length dark hair, a face that was attractive in a middle aged sort of way, and was dressed in a tasteful sweater-skirt combination.

Woo had never met her before, but smiled as if he had, and accepted a hug. Because in an age of tight security, ubiquitous surveillance cameras, and behavioral profiling, Woo knew that everything he did was subject to scrutiny. “Good afternoon, and welcome to New Orleans,” the woman said warmly. “I'm Marie Chantal.”

“Thank you,” Woo replied. “I'm Johnny Woo... But everybody calls me Johnny.”

Both of them understood the dangers inherent in discussing private matters in a public setting. Even a noisy place like baggage claim. So it wasn't until Woo had recovered his bag, and the agents were seated in the back of a Lincoln Town car, that they began to talk about the task before them. The driver was wearing a bluetooth device so he could stay in touch with the rest of the MSS collection team. “So,” Woo began. “What's the latest?”

Woo knew Chantal was a sleeper agent who had been recruited more than twenty years earlier while studying in Beijing. The idea had been to keep her on tap in case she came in handy. As such she'd done very little for the money that a Chinese front company paid her each month. So little in fact that the sudden request to participate in a so-called “task” must have come as a shock. “All of the team members have arrived,” Chantal began. “I arranged for them to stay at Le Petit Hôtel. It wasn't cheap, but we were able to get the entire second floor when a corporation cancelled, and that's a miracle. The rooms have been swept for bugs and none were found.”

“Good,” Woo said encouragingly. “And our equipment?”

“Each member of the team has a clean cell phone and a radio. The weapons package was unloaded from Xinglong last night and transported to the hotel. An unfortunate incident took place aboard the ship however.” 

Woo frowned. “How unfortunate?” 

“Two American agents came aboard the ship posing as tourists, triggered some sort of incendiary device, and were able to penetrate the Xinglong's holding facility during the ensuing chaos.”

“And?”

“And they escaped.”

“That's too bad,” Woo said thoughtfully. “Fortunately the United States government has been very slow to recognize the alien threat and respond to it. But, while the fool in command of the Xinglong will have to be disciplined, we were lucky.” 

“We were?” Chantal inquired hopefully.

“Yes, we were. Now we know that the Americans know. So we will behave accordingly.”

“But won't they double or triple their security?”

“No,” Woo replied. “I'm sure they would like to—but I doubt they can. At this point it appears as though the Department of Biosecurity is operating on its own. So it can't call for help without a significant amount of blow back. We'll take advantage of that. And Mardi Gras will provide the cover we need.” He grinned. “I came down on break once. You people know how to party.”

Chantal forced a smile. “Yes, sir.”

“Yes, Johnny.”

“Sorry. Yes, Johnny.”

“That brings us to Operation Bird Dog.” “Bird Dog” was the code name that Woo had assigned to Mr. Roy Patterson. A middle-aged long haul truck driver from Omaha, Nebraska. Patterson had first come to the Tenth Bureau's attention when he logged onto a website called Le maudit. An electronic trap Woo had put up as a way to identify individuals who had been infected but were still capable of independent action.

Other people had responded too. Some had dropped out of sight for reasons unknown. Two hosts had exploded, one had committed suicide in Seattle, and American Biosecurity had taken a child into custody before crashing the site. Repeated efforts to put it back up had failed. “Yes,” Chantal replied. “Bird dog drove his semi to New Orleans and has been here for two days.”

“What's he doing?”

“Nothing so far. It's as if he's waiting for something.”

“The wait will end soon,” Woo predicted. “And when it does we will follow him to the spot where the mating will take place. Then we will snatch a couple of specimens, put them aboard the Xinglong, and disband the team.  Who knows? Perhaps you and I will have time for a couple of celebratory Hurricanes.”

Woo suspected that it wouldn't work out that way. But it was important to appear confident. Especially in front of his subordinates. That was something that both the professors at Berkley and the MSS instructors in China agreed on. The thought pleased him and he smiled.

***

Though unable to control where her body went, Devlin was conscious of the quickly fading light, the swirling crowds, the Sani-Kans stationed on street corners, the litter that lay like snow on the streets, the combined odors of urine and street food, the strident blare of horns as a colorfully costumed band marched by, people shouting from balconies, a woman baring her breasts, ropes of beads flying through air, and the persistent hunger that the parasite felt.

But, rather than set out for “the place,” as Devlin thought of it, her captor was roaming the streets waiting for something. A signal of some sort that would trigger the final horror. And then, as the sun set descended into a red smear off to the west, it came. Devlin heard herself growl as darkness fell, the parasite turned north and began to walk. It was the beginning of the end.

***

With the coming of darkness, the already well lubricated Mardi Gras crowd was becoming steadily wilder. Music pounded and fireworks crackled as Palmer followed Cooper into the mob of people. Many of the tourists wore the all American uniform of tee shirts and shorts, while others had outfitted themselves with masks, capes, and elaborate costumes. Regardless of how they were dressed most of them were wearing strings of beads, holding a beverage, and swaying to the bluesy music that seemed to emanate from the city's pores.

Palmer was extremely conscious of the knapsack, the bullet proof vest he was wearing, and the handguns that rode under both armpits. One was a Glock 23. The other was a pistol-shaped injector that could shoot a powerful sedative through both the target's clothes and the pores of their skin. Then, if all went well, McCall's collection team would move in to remove the host. 

Palmer followed along behind as Cooper forced a pathway through the rowdy crowd and Hernandez brought up the rear. The lead agent was in communication with both the collection and medical teams via a wire-thin lip mike and a pocket radio. 

The men were forced to pause while a conga line snaked past them, before pushing their way across to the street, to the point where a sequined Uncle Sam teetered on stilts and showered the crowd with red, white, and blue doubloons.

At that point the men were following along behind the newly formed two hundred person strong Storm Krewe. The parade consisted of floats, bands, and all manner of fantastically costumed marchers. By making its way through the once devastated neighborhood of Lakeview the Storm Krewe hoped to focus attention on the need to make more improvements. Because even though some homes destroyed by hurricane Katrina had been rebuilt there were still far too many empty lots.

From West End Boulevard the Storm Krewe turned right onto Robert E. Lee Boulevard. As the revelers approached Milne Boulevard Cooper paused and gestured for the others to join him. “What's up?” Hernandez wanted to know.

“Levar says Devlin is headed for the abandoned condo complex two blocks north of here. McCall is going to bring the collection team in closer. Medical will follow. Come on. We don't want to lose her.”

***

Having tracked Patterson into the Lakeview area, Woo and a young man named Chung watched the truck driver make his way toward a fifteen story condo building. Occasional glimmers of light could be seen, as if small fires were burning within the already gutted structure, but there was no way to know what was taking place inside without entering it.

But where were the Biosecurity people? Did they know about the site? Or were they asleep at the wheel again? Woo paused to take a look around. The music produced by the Storm Krewe had started to fade by then, as the light produced by a salvo of fireworks strobed the mostly empty neighborhood, and Patterson plowed ahead. “Let's go,” Woo said, waving his team forward. The task was simple. All he had to do was capture some freaks, load them aboard a specially equipped van, and transport them to the ship. The Xinglong's engines were running, her mooring lines had been singled up, and she was cleared to leave port. Once the ship was at sea the operation would be a success. His parents would be proud.

***

The inside of what had once been known as the West End Condominiums was almost entirely dark. What little illumination there was originated from the sporadic fireworks which strobed the interior like a photographer's flash gun, the light produced by small trash fires, and the occasional glow of flashlights.

Some of the parasites had paired up by then, experienced their moment of bliss and, like salmon that had successfully migrated up-stream, had begun the process of dying. Others, Devlin's organism among them, continued to shuffle through the halls sampling the pheromone laden air. Most of the hosts had surrendered their individual identities by then. But a few, the scientist being one, still retained a glimmer of self-awareness. Not enough to assert control over her much abused body, but enough to understand the true horror of what was taking place, as her parasite prepared for what was to come. 

Devlin could breathe, but just barely, and it felt as if she were suffocating as the alien organism directed her body into a third floor condo. A burly steel worker from Canada was waiting there. He uttered something that sounded like a squawk and opened his arms by way of an invitation.

She was battling the parasite by then, struggling with every bit of strength that still remained to her, but the effort wasn’t enough as hairy arms wrapped her in a sweaty embrace. There was a slurping noise as their lips met in an open mouthed kiss. As that took place all four of the participants were overwhelmed by an explosion of pleasure. Somewhere, in what could only be described as hell, Devlin began to cry.

***

 “Watch yourselves,” Cooper advised cautiously, as the three men entered the lobby with weapons drawn. His voice was distorted by a NATO issue one-piece respirator. It was equipped with a polyurethane lens that provided a wide field of vision. It made them look as monstrous as the things they were hunting but Palmer knew the protective gear was necessary. Because if one of the carriers were to explode, and team members breathed the spores in, they would wind up like Devlin. 

“Uh, oh,” Hernandez said soberly, as the light from his torch played across a brightly costumed body. “Look at that.” Palmer knelt next to the dead man and saw that his throat had been cut. A drunk probably, who had wandered into the building, and paid the price. 

Palmer had his Glock at the ready as he entered a stairwell and followed Cooper up and out onto the second floor. He paused to listen but couldn't hear anything other than the sound of his own raspy breathing. Light spilled out into the hall from the first doorway on the left.

Palmer paused to steel himself against what he might have to confront, passed through the entry, and found himself in what had been a living room. A small fire was burning in front of a shattered window, the floor was littered with trash, and there was a pile of feces against a wall. The geologist backed his way out into the hall.

Cooper was checking the first unit on the right by then. He moved so quietly that Palmer was reminded of a ghost as the agent slipped from one door to the next. Eventually they arrived at the end of the hall and an exit. The door was covered with graffiti and groaned loudly as Palmer pulled it open.

Hernandez entered first followed by Cooper and Palmer. They were on the stairs, making their way up toward the second floor, when a man in a black hazmat suit appeared on the landing above. He spotted the Americans below, raised his QSZ-92 pistol, and fired. Hernandez’s head snapped back as the single 5.8mm round passed through both the respirator's faceplate and his right eye. The bullet blew the back of the agent's skull out and sprayed Cooper with gore. As the body fell the agent had no choice but to catch it.

Fortunately Palmer had a clear shot from the bottom of the stairs and pulled the trigger three times. The MSS agent had fired a second round by then. But it went wide as two of Palmer's bullets hammered his body armor. A third passed through the respirator's drinking tube and then the roof of his mouth before penetrating his brain.

Cooper spoke into the lip mike as he lowered Hernandez onto the concrete stairs. “We have contact. One man down in the north stairwell. Exercise caution as you enter the building.”

Palmer followed Cooper to the landing above where the agent opened the metal fire door a crack. When no one fired he opened the door all the way, entered the third floor hallway, and began to edge his way along the left wall. Palmer was immediately behind him. “There’s bound to be more of them,” Cooper said grimly. “So keep your eyes peeled.”

Palmer was about to respond when a female hunchback lurched out of a room halfway down the hall. She turned and began to advance. Her mouth was open as if to scream. That allowed what looked like a glistening sausage to sample the air. She appeared to be unaware of the two men and made no attempt to avoid them. “I think that's the parasite,” Palmer said, as the protrusion produced an explosion of fine white tentacles. 

“No shit,” Cooper replied. “Come to Papa, you ugly sonofabitch,” he added as the host waddled forward. Then, once the woman was close enough, Cooper pressed his injector pistol against her left shoulder and pulled the trigger. She jerked, fell onto her back, and continued to flop around until the sedative took effect. “We have one,” Cooper said into his lip mike. “And she's a beaut. We're on the third floor. Near the stairwell. Come and get her. Over.” 

“Watch out!” Palmer shouted, as two hazmat-suited figures appeared at the far end of the hall. Flashes of light strobed the gloom, gunshots echoed down the corridor, and brass casings pinged off cement walls as both sides opened fire.

But the Americans had a slight advantage thanks to the fact that the Chinese agents were staring into the glare from Cooper's flashlight. Still, the torch made a good target, and Cooper staggered as a bullet slammed into his body armor. There was a quick flurry of shots as Palmer returned fire. Once both MSS agents were down Palmer took a moment to reload. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” the agent replied. “Keep moving.”

***

Based on a hurried report from Chung, who wasn't responding anymore, Johnny Woo knew that elements of the American biosecurity team were probably on the third floor. His collection team was on the sixth floor, bagging a specimen, and Woo was worried that they might be trapped there. Or hunted from above. Because the opposition could theoretically drop people onto the roof and he had no way to defend against that.

The obvious answer was to ambush the operators on the third floor. That would cut the opposition down to size and secure a line of retreat for his collection team. So with a young woman named Ling to protect his back he had stationed himself just inside the condo's spacious activity room where he could peek into the hallway. Lights were visible in the distance. Woo could have opened fire at that point, but chose not to, knowing that a long range gun battle was unlikely to score very many kills. 

There was a scraping noise behind him and Ling said something unintelligible as Woo prepared to fire. He told her to “Shut up,” stepped partway into the hall, and opened fire. The bullets were aimed low so as to hit the American's unprotected legs. And the strategy worked.

A blob of light wobbled across the popcorn ceiling as the first agent went down, and Woo was about to drop the second man as well, when something passed in front of his face. He didn't know it was a thin leather belt until it began to tighten around his throat. 

Suddenly Woo understood what Ling had been trying to tell him. A carrier had been hiding in the activity room. But it was too late by then, as the belt continued to tighten, and Woo dropped his pistol in order to claw at the noose. Light splashed his face, a series of what felt like sledgehammer blows hit his body, and then he was gone.

***

Palmer saw blood explode out through the front of the MSS agent's respirator. He kept firing as the body fell and the fat man standing behind it was revealed. It looked as if host weighed about three hundred pounds. The chemicals being injected into his bloodstream kept the man-monster vertical as he waddled forward.

Then Cooper fired a shot from the floor and Palmer saw a third eye appear over the bridge of the host's nose. There was a meaty thud as the huge body landed on the floor. After a quick look around Palmer turned his attention to Cooper. The agent's legs were wet with blood and it was obvious that he'd been hit multiple times. “This is Palmer. Man down on the third floor. We need help now.”

Palmer felt Cooper's hand on his arm and heard the agent say something unintelligible. So he pulled the respirator off. “Cooper... Can you hear me?”

“Of course I can hear you,” the agent rasped. “Cigarette. Chest pocket.”

Palmer felt for them, found both a pack and a lighter in the front pocket of Cooper's chest protector, and tapped a cigarette out. Then he placed the tube of tobacco in the agent's mouth and lit it. Cooper took a deep drag and coughed. “Thanks. Now get your ass in gear. Find Sara. Save her if you can. And tell her...”

Palmer bent down and his fingers felt for a pulse. “Cooper?” There was no answer. The cigarette lay like a red eye staring up at him. Palmer stood, placed a boot on the cigarette, and ground it out. Then he hurried down the hall. 

The first few units were empty of life. Then Palmer heard grunting noises, kicked a door open, and aimed his flashlight inside. A man and a woman were grappling with each other. The blob hit them and threw a monstrous shadow onto the far wall. That was when he saw the side of the woman's face and realized he was looking at Sara. The man's hairy arms were wrapped around her and the two of them were sharing a prolonged kiss.

Palmer knew the team was supposed to collect specimens if possible but didn't give a shit at that point. So rather than risk hitting Devlin he shot the man in the right knee. There was an explosion of blood. He went down, just as Palmer expected him to, but popped back up. Then, hopping on one leg, the man began to advance. His eyes were dilated, what looked like a wet sausage was protruding from his mouth, and he was uttering high-pitched keening noises.

Palmer fired three times. The host was thrown onto his back where Palmer shot him again just to make sure. Then, as he was about to turn toward Devlin, she attacked him. The empty bottle missed his head but struck his arm. The Glock fell free and skittered across the floor. “Sara!” Parker shouted. “It's me... Alex.”

But the Sara thing kept coming, bottle raised high. So Palmer threw himself to the right, hit the floor, and slid. His fingers scrabbled for the gun and found it. Then, rolling onto his back, he brought the weapon up. “Sara! Stop! It's me.”

***

Devlin heard the voice as if from a mile away. Devlin wondered if she was dreaming. Palmer? Could it be? But the parasite was in control and it lurched forward. Devlin saw flashes of light, felt the hammer blows hit her chest, and was dimly aware of falling. There was a choking sensation as something forced its way out of her mouth and humped away. Then he was there, lifting her up, and cradling her in his arms. “Sara? Can you hear me?”

Devlin's body felt numb, and the world was fading away, but she felt free. It was difficult to speak. She looked up, tried to smile, and said: “Thank you.”

***

Palmer heard the words, felt her body go slack and said, “No!” But Sara was gone. And that was where the collection team found him. Sitting on the floor, with Sara Devlin's head in his lap, rocking back and forth. The battle for the West End Condos was over. 

***

South of Benson, Arizona

Palmer drove south on Highway 90, turned east onto the patch of barren land known as Deacon’s Battle, and followed the old wagon road towards the Curtiss and Dragoon Mountains. The sun was out and Mount Glenn, China Peak, and Black Diamond Peak were visible in the distance.

Gravel rattled inside the jeep's wheel wells as he steered the 4 X 4 around a pile of rounded boulders and through a section of open desert. The knobby off-road tires bumped over the rusty railroad line that ran northwest toward Tucson and hummed as he pushed the jeep across Beader’s Flat. Sunlight sparkled off the glass house but the woman who owned it was nowhere to be seen.

Then he had a brief glimpse of his grandmother's willow trees, with the 1,000 gallon water tank off to the right, just before the road dipped and it was time to downshift. More than a week had passed since the battle inside the condo complex and the biosecurity people were still in the process of assimilating all of the new information that had been acquired.

As for the Chinese they were long gone. The surviving members of the MSS collection team had been forced to make a run for the Xinglong. The moment they were aboard the ship's crew cast off. 

A series of frantic phone calls were made in a last ditch effort to have the Coast Guard stop the vessel. But, having operated on its own and under great secrecy, the Department of Biosecurity was unable to say why the ship should be intercepted other than the possibility that it “might have dangerous organisms aboard.” An unsupported allegation that led to a slow response from the Coast Guard and State Department. Which was why the Xinglong had been allowed to put to sea where it immediately began the long trip to China. And once outside U.S. territorial waters any attempt to interfere with the vessel would have had led to serious diplomatic consequences. 

Having lost that battle, not to mention two of its agents, there wasn't much the Biosecurity team could do but clean up the mess at the West End Condos. A process that involved the discreet removal of more than a dozen bodies and setting fire to the building so as to destroy both parasite spores and forensic evidence. Since the “clean-up” certain members of Congress had been briefed, along with top officials at all of the major intelligence organizations, every single one of whom had been incredibly pissed. 

But that was for other people to sort out as Palmer topped a rise, spotted the ruins of what had been the family home, and his brushed aluminum Airstream trailer. As he turned onto the U-shaped drive that fronted the trailer he remembered seeing Sara for the first time. She'd been dressed in a blue ball cap, Levi jacket, and jeans. The vision vanished as he braked and the jeep skidded to a halt. 

Palmer went around to the back end of his vehicle, grabbed a bag of groceries off the passenger seat, and made his way toward the trailer. It had been then, as he stepped up onto the deck, that Sara removed her sunglasses. Her eyes had been green. Very, green. And something passed between them at that moment. Something special.

Keys rattled as he opened the door, stepped into the musty air, and put the groceries on the tiny counter. He hadn't been home for the better part of a month. Not since being summoned to Denver by Cooper. There would be lots of chores to do. Palmer put the groceries but left the bottle of bourbon on the counter. 

Then it was time to go out front and open the old cooler that sat next to the front door. Amy, the postal carrier who served the area, was used to his prolonged absences. When the mail box was full the excess went into the cooler. There was plenty of junk mail, a few overdue bills, and a box wrapped in brown paper. It was heavy. And as Palmer removed it from the cooler he felt his heart skip a beat. Because there, in the upper left hand corner, was Sara's name. And her address. A quick look at the post mark revealed that the box had been sent to him weeks earlier. Prior to the point when Sara's parasite had driven her underground.

Parker's hands shook as he carried the box inside, ripped the paper away, and opened the box. And there, nestled inside, was the geode he had given her for Christmas. The crystals sparkled with reflected light. There was an envelope with his name on it. He opened it, removed the sheet of paper inside, and began to read. 

Dearest AlEX,

Capacity mine to function fading. So I send now. MayBE Dr. Wilson's people know. If not tell them to biopssy the parasites, map their DNA, and use to create antibodies. Inject!!! BEFORE hosts explode. 

Pleas keep geode for me. Will reclaim if I can. I love you. 

Sara 

Tears ran down Palmer's cheeks and he made use of his shirtsleeve to wipe them away. The bottle of bourbon was still on the counter. He made a grab for it on his way to the porch. The top came off as so many of them had over the years. But as he raised the container, and was about to tip it towards his lips, his eyes came to rest on the charred ruins of his parents' house. He stood there for a moment. Then, having brought the bottle back over his shoulder, he threw it as far as he could. Light reflected off glass as it turned end-for-end and fell to the ground. 

-The End-
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