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PROLOGUE


Dr. Sarah Mitchell looked at her reflection and tried to come to terms with the fact that this was the last night of her life. The harried janitor—everyone was harried now—had forgotten to shut the restroom door when he left. It hung ajar, affording Sarah a full view of the dark circles under her eyes, rendered darker by the purple bruising on her face and neck. Her gown covered the bruises on her legs, torso, and arms, but the blotches on her hands accentuated the aged look that the lines on her wasted cheeks and forehead gave. Her hair was going gray, but that was something she wouldn’t live to see progress. Every cloud has a silver lining.


The room's television was switched off, the act of a caring nurse who figured that Sarah didn't need to see the news play out on screen and know that thousands of others would soon suffer the same fate as she, while thousands more had already succumbed. It was a kind gesture, but a fruitless one. Sarah could hear the alarms as people coded, hear the rustling of scrubs, and from time to time the muffled sobs of doctors and nurses. She could smell the lemon-pine scent of the disinfectant used to clean rooms after death had occurred. She could smell her own death approaching, musty and stale, like the moth-eaten cloaks in her grandmother's bedroom when she finally passed away.


A coughing fit pulled her viciously back to the present. She gripped the edge of her bed and gasped for breath, but each gasp was ripped violently away. Blood and phlegm spread across the sheet that covered her lower body, save for her blotched feet. The stains of previous fits were there, dried brown and gray-green to mark the passage of time.


The virus had come so fast. Faster than bird flu. Faster than the Spanish flu. Faster even than COVID, the previous queen of killers. The first outbreak had been recorded in Somalia only fifteen days ago. Within two weeks, five hundred thousand people had been infected in Africa, Europe, and East Asia. Thirteen percent of those had died, and some experts projected the fatality rate to triple when all was said and done. If the virus infected even ten percent of the world's population, they could see hundreds of millions of people die.


Sarah wouldn’t live to see that. That was a true silver lining to the ever-darkening cloud that settled over her. The virus had come to London only three days ago, and Sarah was among the first to contract it when she treated a patient she thought had pneumonia caused by an ordinary flu virus. She would die as part of the first wave to cross England. She would be… somewhere around death three thousand in London, nine thousand in England. If she lingered through the night, she might crack the ten thousand mark.


She chuckled, spitting up more bloody phlegm. What a contest to win. What a game to play. What a world to die in.


Doctor Henry Killian entered the room. He smiled at Sarah, evidenced by the crinkling of his eyes behind his N95 mask. “How are we feeling today?” he asked in a voice he no doubt intended to be cheery. It sounded far more terrified than cheery.


She turned a baleful eye toward him and asked, “How do you feel, Henry?”


His eyes faltered, then dropped. For a second longer, he wrestled with the professional instinct to be optimistic. Then he admitted, "A part of me wishes I were lying where you are that I might not see the end of this." He grimaced and said, "I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have said that."


“You should have,” Sarah insisted. “It’s right that you say that. I don’t go happily to my end, but I go more happily than you will.”


Henry paled a little. Not yet ready to truly confront the horrors that awaited the world, he put a professional veneer back over his face and said, “I’ve instructed the nurses to provide you with as much morphine as you’d like. You can press the button whenever you prefer. You can hold it down if you like.”


Sarah read between the lines and understood the act of mercy Henry was offering. The final stage of the virus attacked the nerves, shutting down organs while leaving sufferers in agonizing pain. Even now, screams could be heard from sufferers enduring their final few hours in this world.


“Thank you,” she said. Then, because it seemed right, “Don’t blame yourself.”


"I don't," Henry said with surprising vehemence. "I blame whatever God thought it would be funny to torture innocent people with an illness that… that…" the words failed him, and he turned away, shoulders stiff. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I just… I only need something to blame, and blaming God seems as good as…"


His voice trailed off. He looked down at his feet, and the weariness on his face was something Sarah knew well. That weariness would soon be over for her. Another way that she had  "In the end, death is mundane," Sarah said. "Horrible but mundane. Humans come to their end just as all creatures do. It's fitting that humanity will come to its end as all species do. If you need something to blame, blame nature. We were a threat to the survival of so many forms of life. Perhaps it's only right that another form of life evolved a way to eliminate—"


A coughing fit interrupted Sarah. A bad one. Her body doubled over, and her vision pulsed as she struggled for breath. A pain in her chest started, then intensified.


It was coming soon. She wouldn’t survive the night. As for the virus, whether it was natural or an act of God, curable, or the unstoppable cause of humanity’s doom, it was no longer Sarah’s problem.


When this fit passed, she met her old friend’s eyes and croaked, “I’ll take that morphine now.”




 



CHAPTER ONE


“They’re heading for the marina! Specter, this is Talon. Repeat, the couriers are heading to the marina! The airport convoy is not carrying the weapons.”


Agent Specter—real name Maya Lawson—swore at this news from her partner, Trent Coleman. “Zero, did you hear that?”


“On it,” Zero replied. “I’ll be at the Marina in five.”


“Well, the arms dealers will be there in three,” Trent said. “We might need to call in some backup and sink their boat once it’s outside of the city.”


“If we do that, we’ll have an international incident,” Maya retorted.


“I’ll find a jet ski and catch up to them,” Zero said. “I’ve done it before.”


Maya released a long-suffering sigh. Agent Zero—known at home as Reid Lawson, Maya's father and the greatest field agent in the CIA's history—came from a different time. In his day, it was generally accepted that agents would engage in amazing feats of derring-do, and if a few explosions happened when they neutralized a threat, so be it. Well, maybe it wasn't accepted in his day, but when the rest of the Agency was stumbling around like apes and you and your friends were the only people actually accomplishing anything, you could get away with whatever you wanted so long as you got the job done.


As she had tried to impress upon Zero many times since he had returned from the dead to rejoin the agency, times had changed. The current iteration of the CIA didn't like its agents to make noise. Exceptions to the rule occurred, such as a few months ago when an energy tycoon decided to protect the oil and gas industry by trying to cause a nuclear meltdown at a power plant in Vienna, but barring that level of desperation, chasing arms dealers by jet ski and engaging in combat that would almost certainly result in very visible gunfire and death was not preferred.


At least Zero was doing a better job at following her orders now.


“Negative, Zero,” she replied. “Our orders were to stop this shipment quietly. Proceed to the marina and disable the boat’s engines. Then exfiltrate. We’ll let the locals make the collar.”


“I’d love to do that, Specter,” Zero replied, “except that as Talon pointed out, I won’t make it in time.”


“Leave that part to me,” Maya said.


She closed the connection, stripped to her underwear, then jumped out of the window of their hotel room. The air was cold enough, but when the river wrapped around her like a blanket of ice, every muscle in her body stiffened. She gasped and breathed, “Oh, shit! God, that’s cold!”


Fortunately, the hotel was on the east bank of the Vltava River, the major waterway that bisected Prague, the capital of the Czech Republic. It took her less than a minute to swim to the construction site of a new bridge that would supplement the centuries-old stone structure a few miles up the river. That bridge was only fifty yards from the marina where, soon, arms dealers would transport a load of CZ 805 BREN rifles to be sold to ISIS terrorists in the Middle East.


When she reached the site, she crawled out of the water and quickly scaled the fence. Fortunately, work hours were over, so there were no construction workers present to see the half-naked American woman land barefoot on the concrete and sprint toward the bags of ANFO stacked near the bank where the bridge's foundation stood. Probably tomorrow, that ANFO would have been transported across the river and used to blow a hole in the ground for the bridge's other foundation, but today, Maya had another use for it.


She grabbed a blasting cap, set it on top of the stack of ANFO, and realized that she didn’t have anything to ignite it with. She cursed and looked around wildly for something to detonate her impromptu bomb. Just down the river, she could hear shouting and the rumble of a diesel engine starting.


She was about to reconcile herself to losing the boat and allowing Zero to chase it down and go cowboy when she saw a coil of copper wire nearby. She sprinted to it and dragged a length of it to the ANFO, uncoiling it as she went. She uncoiled the other end and placed it inside the generator's plug attachment. When it was seated well enough, she yanked the cord to start the generator.


As the motor turned over, she ran for the fence in a dead run. The engine rumbled to life, and a split second later, a spark traveled down the copper wire, igniting the blasting cap which in turn ignited the ANFO. It exploded with enough force to shove Maya off of the top of the fence and throw her ten yards out over the water.


When Maya came up, she saw the last bits of rubble from the now destroyed bridge crumble into the water. On the other side of the mess, a fishing trawler turned sharply, engine straining to reverse its thrust and avoid colliding with the new obstacle blocking their path.


The boat’s crew didn’t succeed. The boat rammed into the chunk of concrete and steel and came to a grinding, screeching halt. Maya grinned as she saw the arms dealers frantically running back and forth on the deck, trying to figure out what the hell they were going to do now that their boat was sinking.


She tapped her earpiece, treading water and watching with satisfaction as red and blue lights flashed on top of the police boats that quickly came to the stricken trawler’s rescue. “Never mind, Zero. I figured it out on my own.”


“Ah yes,” Zero said drily. “The very quiet and not-at-all noticeable enormous explosion. How clandestine of you.”


She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. No one knows it was us. As far as the police will know, an accident occurred at a construction site and just happened to prevent arms dealers from escaping with a shipment of rifles. The CIA is in the clear.”


“Sounds good,” Zero replied. “Just in case, though, you might want to get out of the water, dry off, and put some clothes on.”


“Wait, what?” Trent asked.


Maya’s cheeks burned. “I’ll tell you later. Dad, where are you?”


“It’s Agent Zero when we’re at work, Specter,” Zero reminded her. “And I’m at the marina, where my agent-in-command told me to be.”


God damn his smug tone!


“Get back to the hotel,” she instructed, “and for the record, Trent, I’m in my underwear. I’m not naked.”


“I mean, good to know, I guess?”


She rolled her eyes and swam back to shore, offering a choice finger in the direction of the marina. A man looking through a pair of binoculars returned a friendly wave, and she rolled her eyes again but couldn’t stifle a chuckle as she reached shore and sneaked into the hedge surrounding the hotel.


Whatever. Her plan had worked. She had made noise, but not the kind of noise that attracted attention. Her dad was just being a butthole.


And maybe, just maybe, a part of her was happy to be the one playing the hero this time. Not that she had intentionally stopped Zero to give herself a chance to perform acts of derring-do, but it felt pretty good that she could report to Todd about her own ingenuity and prowess.


Very mature of you, oh wise leader.


“Oh, go to hell,” she told herself.


 


 *** 


 


“It was a good plan,” Maya insisted.


“I never said it wasn’t,” Zero replied, smiling placidly at his daughter.


“Well, stop looking at me like that,” she said.


“At least he’s looking at you in a uniform this time,” Trent offered. Zero and Maya stared at him, and his cheeks colored. “What?”


The three agents were on a CIA Gulfstream G800 bound for Langley, Virginia. The police had ignored the profuse entreaties of the arms dealers not to board their boat and discovered ten pallets of assault rifles stolen from the Colt CZ Group SE five days ago. The arms dealers were arrested, the weapons seized, and ISIS denied their arsenal.


“Thank you for making things really, really, really uncomfortable,” Zero told Trent drily.


“How do you think I felt?” Trent asked. “I don’t want a bunch of people looking at my girlfriend in her underwear.”


“Trent, honey,” Maya said. “I love you a lot, and because I love you, I’m going to give you a chance to stop talking.”


Trent flushed a shade of crimson and crossed his arms. “Whatever.”


Maya giggled and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “It’s okay, honey. You’re cute, and you’re a badass agent. I still love you.”


“I do find it amazing that you can be so capable in the field and literally nowhere else,” Zero teased.


"Leave him alone, Dad," Maya scolded. "If it wasn't for him, we would be scratching our heads at the airport, wondering where the hell the weapons went."


“I know,” Zero said. “Badass agent. Just woefully unprepared for life outside of fieldwork.”


“Go to hell, old man.”


Zero gasped in mock offense. “Old man? Why, that’s the worst insult I’ve ever heard in my life!”


Trent stuck his middle finger at Zero. “How about this one? What do you think of that?”


Maya rolled her eyes and let the boys continue to banter. They squabbled like brothers, but that was a good thing. Zero only let that side of himself show to his close friends. The fact that he teased Trent meant he liked him, and that was wonderful for Maya because she hoped to marry Trent someday.


Her smile widened as she indulged in a fantasy of walking down the aisle in a shimmering silk dress with a veil over her face, her medium-length brown hair teased into soft curls. She hadn't thought about an actual wedding ceremony until her younger sister Sara showed her pictures of different dresses and offered different options for wedding songs. Now it was all she could think about, when she wasn't breaking up arms deals, anyway.


The cabin phone buzzed. Zero checked the number and said. "Oop, everyone looks serious. The boss is on the phone."


Trent shook his head in exasperation as Zero reached for the talk button. “Are you sure you’re really Kent Steele?”


Kent Steele was the CIA alter ego created for Agent Zero. He was cold, ruthless, and humorless, perfect traits for an agent expected to live in a world of extreme danger while saving the world from equally ruthless bad guys. He was in many ways Reid Lawson’s opposite, lacking the jocularity and sweetness of the family man and former history professor but retaining his fierce loyalty and strength of will.


“Sometimes,” Zero replied to Trent. “When I need to be. But it’s a lot more fun to be Reid Lawson.”


Maya smiled again, but there was a bit of sadness to this smile. She had grown up knowing only the Reid Lawson side of her father. It wasn’t until she was sixteen years old that she and Sara had been (literally) violently introduced to the existence of Kent Steele and Agent Zero when terrorists from an organization that called itself the Brotherhood of Amun invaded their home and stole Reid away, then attempted and nearly succeeded at doing the same to the two of them.


The following three years had been the most challenging of their lives. They had struggled and failed to return to their old life. They had been taken by human traffickers and subjected to things no one should be subjected to. They had disowned their father and reconciled with him. Maya had struggled to find her own identity, while Sara had sacrificed hers for the comfort of drugs and the companionship of others who had succumbed to life's struggles and given up on a future.


They had come out of those trials stronger. Maya was now a CIA agent following in her father’s footsteps. Zero had faked his own death to protect his family, believing erroneously that doing so would cause the evil people of the world to ignore them, but he had come back nearly a year ago and was once more among the greatest tools the Agency had to protect the innocent. Sara was living a normal life as a student at George Washington University, double-majoring in history and design while working part-time at a library and a grocery store.


Friends new and old had joined their family. Zero's old partner, Alan Reidigger. Their protégé, Todd Strickland, was now the leader of the CIA's Executive Operations Team and Zero's and Maya's boss. His wife, Penny, is a tech genius extraordinaire. Trent, Maya's classmate, then lover, then boyfriend, and soon (hopefully) husband. And their younger sister, Mischa, was adopted by Zero's second wife, Maria Johansson, and left to Zero upon Maria's untimely death. If anything, Mischa had suffered an even harder life than Sara and Maya had, raised from birth as she was to be an assassin for Russia.


Everyone was doing well, and considering how easily that could have been different, Maya was grateful. She had a career she loved, a home she loved, and a family she loved. What more could she ask for?


“Earth to Maya,” Trent said. “Quit reminiscing, or I’m going to pick the cake for Mischa’s birthday party.”


“Fine by me,” Maya replied. “Then you can deal with her anger if you pick wrong.”


“She won’t get angry with me,” Trent said, “She’ll just ask something like, ‘Is it normal for American children to be served slop on their birthdays?’ while looking all wide-eyed and innocent at me.”


Maya giggled at Trent’s Russian accent. “Then she’ll look at me and say, ‘Remind me again what you see in this man. Or is it only that you pity him?’”


“Just so long as you guys make it clear that you’re the ones teasing her, not me,” Zero interjected.


“I’ll tell her you said you could beat her in a fight,” Trent replied.


“No thanks,” Zero said. “I’d like all of my limbs to continue to work, if you don’t mind.”


The two of them continued to banter while Maya leaned her chair back and settled down for a well-deserved nap. This really was the best life she could imagine.




 



CHAPTER TWO


“Is it normal for American children to be served slop on their birthdays?” Mischa asked, her deep green eyes wide and innocent as she asked Trent the question.


Zero stifled a chuckle, but Trent saw straight through the ruse. “Maya and Zero put you up to that,” he told Mischa. “Don’t lie to me, I can see both of them trying not to laugh.”


Mischa sighed and gave her father and older sister a reproachful look. “If you intend to fool someone, you have to refrain from laughing at the joke.”


“Eat your cake,” Trent scolded. “Sara spent two hours baking it.”


Mischa’s brow furrowed. “I was told you made it. Was I tricked into making fun of Sara on my birthday?” She turned to her sister. “I actually find carrot cake very delicious. I was trying to make fun of Trent. It seems the joke was actually on me.”


“Hey, it’s better than what happened on my sixteenth birthday,” Sara said.


She squeezed Zero’s arm to let him know she was only joking, but the words still cut Zero like a knife. He’d come to terms with the life he and his family were forced to live, but he still hadn’t quite forgiven himself for failing to shelter them from the darker realities of the world. Sure, most of it wasn’t his fault, but knowing that and feeling it were two different things.


And more danger lurked beyond the horizon. A new enemy had arisen, hellbent on punishing Zero for reasons he still didn’t know. The last encounter with that enemy had nearly gotten him and Maya killed. The Dragons had been quiet for months, but Zero knew they’d show up again. It was only a matter of time.


“I believe Sara was joking,” Mischa said, noticing her father’s expression.


Zero blinked and snapped himself out of it. “Yeah, I know. I’m just tired.”


Mischa’s brow furrowed again. “It’s only six-thirty.”


“That’s twelve-thirty Prague time,” Zero said. “I’m jet lagged.”


“You’re not jet lagged,” Mischa said. “What is wrong?”


“Nothing,” Zero lied. “It’s just crazy to think that you’re sixteen now. Time just moves so fast. It feels like only yesterday you were a little twelve-year-old girl with a gun pointed at my head.”


The others chuckled, and Mischa rolled her eyes. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad I didn’t shoot you. That time or the others.”


“Me too,” Zero said. “I wouldn’t have had a chance to enjoy this delicious carrot cake.”


Sara gave a long-suffering sigh. "You can have a second slice after Alan has his first, Dad."


Alan was on his way to visit. He was running late because of a particularly challenging job at his auto repair shop in Lovettsville, a small town forty-five minutes to the northeast, but he was determined to spend some time with the family on Mischa’s birthday. In addition to being Zero’s oldest and closest living friend, he had served as de facto caretaker for the girls when Zero faked his death. He was viewed by all three of them, Mischa and Sara especially, as a dear uncle and always welcome at the Lawson house.


“There won’t be any cake left after Alan gets a chance at it,” Zero complained. “That man lives to eat.”


“It is true he has gained weight since leaving the field,” Mischa agreed. “I believe he remains out of shape so Todd will not coerce him into returning.”


“You might be right about that,” Zero said. “He sure is handling retirement better than I did.”


Maya and Sara exchanged a look that sent a fresh stab of guilt through Zero’s chest, but they chose to show him mercy and not remind him of the time he spent in hiding in the Maldives. Instead, Maya squeezed his shoulder and said, “Don’t be hard on yourself. I’m glad you’re back at work. You’re turning into a good little junior agent.”


Trent snorted with laughter at that. Zero fixed both of them with a baleful stare and warned, "I am a junior agent only because I choose to be. If you want, I can change that."


“Oh, don’t be grumpy,” Sara said. “Maya’s proud of herself. Let her have this.”


Maya gave Sara a fishy look but decided her younger sister was probably being genuine. The door opened, and a familiar boisterous voice called. “Knock knock! I saw the door was unlocked, so I thought I’d walk into someone else’s house without asking permission.”


“Hi, Alan!” Sara called cheerfully. “Cake’s on the counter!”


“There go my seconds,” Zero said ruefully.


“I heard that!” Alan called back. “I was going to leave you some too, but just for that, I’m going to make you watch me eat the entire rest of the cake.”


“No you won’t,” Maya called. “Not with your cholesterol.”


“What are you, my wife?” Alan retorted. “Worry about Trent’s cholesterol, not mine.”


“I think disc golf is a greater threat to his health than cholesterol,” Zero teased.


Trent flushed beet red. “That was one time, and I still made myself useful. I found the moles in the CIA.”


“After they had already done damage and fled to safety,” Zero pointed out.


A brief chill ran through the air. Trent had discovered the rogue agents responsible for delivering classified information to terrorists, but there was still concern among the EOT that higher-level CIA officials could be corrupted. They had gone quiet since the failure of the terrorist operation to melt down a nuclear power plant in Austria, but that didn't mean they would stay quiet.


“Sheesh, did I walk into a party or an argument?” Alan said, taking the empty seat next to Mischa and starting into his generous portion of carrot cake. He turned to Mischa and said, “Happy birthday, kid. And yes, I can still call you that for two more years. How’s your day been?”


The chill dissipated. This was a time to celebrate, not worry about things they couldn’t change right now.


“Wonderful,” Mischa replied. “I’ve gotten to sit quietly and listen to my family talk about everything but me.”


Alan shook his head reprovingly at them. “On her birthday, guys? Shame.”


“Mischa’s right,” Maya said. “We should be making tonight all about her.” She smiled at her younger sister. “So, Mischa. Now that you’re sixteen, what are your big plans?”


Mischa cocked her head. “Is sixteen considered a milestone age? I thought eighteen was the age a young person reaches adulthood.”


“You can get a driver’s license at sixteen,” Alan said.


That earned an eye roll from Mischa, and Zero suspected that Mischa had taken one of the Lawson family vehicles for a joyride when no one was looking. He wouldn’t be surprised if that was true. Mischa didn’t believe in things being off-limits for her, mostly because almost nothing was beyond her reach. She might be a child, but she was quite possibly the most capable human being Zero had ever met.


That came at a cost, though. Zero wanted desperately to keep his promise to Maria and give Mischa at least a chance at a normal life, but though Mischa wore cartoon-character t-shirts and was affectionate in her own way with her family, it was clear that she had little interest in normalcy. If anything, she resented the efforts Zero made to push her in that direction. When Zero suggested she invite friends from school to her birthday party, she looked at him with confusion and said, “But no one would come to my birthday party.”


As it turned out, a virus had chosen to start sweeping across the planet shortly after they discussed this, so it wasn’t likely anyone would want to come regardless of how they felt about Mischa.


Mischa didn’t seem upset by the absence of other children her age. She probably wasn’t. She’d grown up with no friends and no family until Zero’s second wife, Maria, had adopted her. But Zero was upset. He didn’t want her to grow up disconnected from humanity. He knew from experience how damaging that kind of life was in the long term, and he didn’t want her to live that way.


So when she said, “I suppose I should share that I’m going to spend the weekend in New York with my friends Theresa and Carly,” Zero’s heart leaped.


“That’s awesome!” he said. “I knew you had friends. These are the same girls you went to Canada with, right?”


Alan and Sara exchanged a look at that, and something flickered in Zero’s mind, but Mischa noticed the look and stared frankly at the two of them. “Yes, and like I told both of you, there were no boys. Honestly, it’s odd that you should be so concerned. What could I possibly want from any boy my age?”


This time Sara and Maya shared a look. Zero was quite happy to ignore that look and its implications and moved the conversation along. “What are you guys going to do in New York?”


"The usual things, I suppose," Mischa replied. "We will see the Statue of Liberty, Central Park, and perhaps the Bronx Zoo. I believe Carly's older sister is giving her tickets to see Hammer Fist on Broadway.”


Zero frowned. “Hammer Fist? What’s that?”


“I think she means Hamilton,” Sara explained.


“Is that what it’s called?” Mischa said. “It seems far less interesting now.”


“Well, whatever you’re going to see, I’m very proud of you and very excited for you,” Zero said. “I think it’s wonderful that you have friends now, and I’m glad that you’re accepting the possibility that there’s more to life than beating up bad guys and saving the world from terrorists.”


Mischa stared frankly at him. “You’re one to talk.”


Alan chuckled and pointed his fork at Zero. “She’s got you there.”


Zero bowed his head. “I accept the jab. It is indeed well-earned. But I stand by what I said. I’m glad you’re going to live a better life than I have.”


Mischa rolled her eyes. “Has anyone else noticed that Papa hides behind guilt when his points of view are challenged?”


The table burst into a collective Oooh, and Zero reddened. “You know what? You’re grounded. How’s that?”


“As if you could make me stay anywhere or do anything,” Mischa retorted.


“Now that sounds like a normal sixteen-year-old,” Maya said.


“You would know,” Zero replied.


“I don’t want to be the party pooper here,” Trent said, “But is traveling to New York a good idea right now?”


The temperature in the room chilled again. Zero had forgotten entirely about the virus.


“It’s not in America yet,” Mischa said. “There is a travel ban between the United States and affected nations, so it won’t spread.”


“Those precautions are really only delaying tactics,” Trent replied. “It’s going to reach us eventually.”


“But it hasn’t reached us yet,” Mischa insisted.


“I think it should be fine,” Sara said. “It’s only for the weekend. Besides, those two cases in Toronto were dealt with quickly, and the people who took ill ended up recovering.”


“Yeah, after…” Trent glanced at Mischa and stopped before explaining all the suffering the three infected endured before recovering.


“A lot of people aren’t recovering,” Trent countered.


“Yeah, but most people are,” Alan said. “And it’s only for a weekend. Not that I’m saying the problem isn’t serious, but the problem isn’t here yet. And besides. Mischa has friends now.”


Mischa gave Alan a fishy look, but it was his words that swayed Zero. This was her chance at a normal life, and if the virus did reach the United States, it would change things seriously for a while. This could be her last chance at normalcy in a while.


“I think it should be fine. Mischa’s a big girl. I’m sure she’ll take all the proper precautions and come straight home if there are any problems.”


“Yes, I will,” Mischa said quickly. “And their parents will be with us, so we will have supervision.”


“Quit while you’re ahead, kid,” Alan advised.


Trent didn’t seem happy about the decision, but he didn’t press the issue.


“All right,” Sara interjected. “Time for presents!”


She wrapped Mischa in a half-hug and kissed her forehead. “Come on, kiddo. If you insist on not being normal, at least enjoy this part of being normal. To the living room!”


The family got to its feet. Zero swiped the last bite of carrot cake from Alan and grinned at his friend who shook a fist in his face and said, “If it wasn’t Mischa’s birthday, I’d tell her to kick your ass.”


“She might do it anyway,” Zero said. “You never know.”


 


 *** 


 


Six hours later, Mischa was upstairs sleeping. The rest of the adults were in the living room watching the news. No one was smiling, and no banter crossed back and forth between them.


The virus—dubbed Armageddon by the ever-so-clever media—had spread to the United States after all. Three patients in Los Angeles were confirmed to have come down with the mutated rhinovirus, a pathogen that usually produced the common cold but, in this case, tore the body apart system by system, killing nearly twenty percent of its victims within three days and leaving survivors with severe long-term complications. It was starting to make COVID look like a head cold.


Zero grimaced. I really wish I hadn’t used that analogy.


“It was going to happen sooner or later,” Alan said. “I guess we should be happy it started on the other side of the country.”


“That won’t make a difference with people flying everywhere,” Trent said. “Sure you don’t want to reconsider sending Mischa to New York?”


“I guarantee they’ll shut down airports within hours,” Sara said. “She’ll be fine.”


“Yeah, but that’ll cause its own problems,” Alan opined. “Everything shut down like this crippled the economy in 2020. If this new illness stays this bad, we’re looking at a global depression, not just a recession.”


“I think people have more important worries than their paycheck right now,” Sara replied.


“I’m just saying this is all bad news,” Alan replied.


“I think we figured that out already,” Maya said.


“Wait, what?” Trent exclaimed.


The other four turned to him. He was standing from his seat on the couch, holding his phone in front of him like a Bible. “Oh my God! Hell yeah!”


“What?” Maya said. “What is it?”


“Also, lower your voice,” Sara said. “You’ll wake Mischa.”


“This is good news,” Trent said, beaming at them. “They found a cure.”


Four voices exclaimed, “What?” at the same time.


“‘Vantage Health just announced that they have successfully deployed a medicine that neutralizes the Armageddon Virus and provides immediate relief sufferers,’” Trent read. “‘The medicine, tested in London’s Royal Free Hospital, has already saved the lives of four hundred forty-five terminal sufferers. Vantage is immediately distributing quantities of the antidote to the worst viral hotspots ahead of payment with CEO and Chairman Martin Vance saying, “We can worry about the money later. I’m just glad we get to help…”’ yadda yadda, corporate bullshit.”


He grinned at the others again. “They did it. They stopped it before it went global.”


Strictly speaking, it had already gone global, but that wasn’t important. For a moment, Zero had considered keeping Mischa home. Now he didn’t have to. “Thank God for that,” he said. “Mischa still gets her vacation.” The others looked at him, and he said, “And people will stop dying. Obviously that goes without saying.”


“‘Dr. Sarah Marshall was on death’s door last night,’” Trent continued to read. “‘but now is expected to make a full recovery. “There will be complications,” Dr. Marshall said, “But in time, with good treatment and therapy, my healthcare team assures me I will be able to live a normal life and even return to work. I am so grateful to Vantage for their swift response to the crisis.”’” Trent closed his phone and pumped his fist. “Not all heroes wear enhanced vision goggles and carry guns.”


“It’s good news,” Maya said. She breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Thank God we don’t have to go through all of that all over again.” 


“It’s nice to see the rich and powerful come together to end a crisis, isn’t it?” Zero said. “Not all wealthy people try to melt Vienna to ensure continued reliance on fossil fuels.”


“That’s one major threat eliminated,” Alan said, “I’ll get us shots so we can celebrate.”


“Make mine a doub—” Trent began. Maya cleared her throat, and he finished, “single,” with heat climbing his cheeks.


Zero kept smiling, but despite the good news Trent had just delivered, he couldn’t shake a premonition that this was a false climax of some sort. Maybe he was just worried about the Dragons. They were still out there, and while they might not be a major threat to the rest of the world, they were a major threat to his family.


And it would take more than a team of doctors to “cure” them.




 



CHAPTER THREE


People like him always got what was coming to them eventually.


That thought lingered with Martin Vance as the makeup artist brushed powder onto his cheeks and forehead and her assistant brushed the few specks of dust that drifted onto his suit coat. Martin had played the game the way it was supposed to be played. He had worked his way up the corporate ladder, then up the investment ladder, and finally up the Fortune 500. He had manipulated the system, bought the right people, hired other right people, fired others, and had others eliminated. He hadn’t rushed anything either. He had been patient and trusted that doing the right things the right way would lead him to the success he craved.


And he was right. He now stood at the very pinnacle of success. The climb was over. He was being carried aloft by the residuals his efforts had earned and would spend the rest of his life in luxury and prestige. Well, more luxury and more prestige, but as a wise man had once said, you can never have enough.


“Okay, Mr. Vance,” the producer said. “We’re live in thirty. Keep things civil and upbeat, please.”


A touch of humor came to Martin’s smile at that. The producer had unwittingly—or perhaps wittingly—warned Martin that the questions to come would be tough. Martin wasn’t sure how tough Kristi Bauer thought she could be talking to the world’s latest and greatest hero, but tough and direct was her brand, so Martin supposed she had to at least try not to make this sound like a fluff piece.


“Five, four, three, two…” The producer lifted a finger for one, then turned a thumbs up to them. The red light in front of the stage came on, and Kristi began.


“Good morning, crusaders, and welcome to a very special morning edition of the Bauer Beat. I’m your host, Kristi Bauer, and today we have a guest who needs no introduction.” She turned to Martin and said, “Martin Vance, CEO and Chairman of Vantage Health, the pharmaceutical company most well-known for literally saving the planet. Martin, why don’t you walk us through that?”
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