
    
      
        
          
        
      

    





Pandemic Hacker #2

Time to hunt







by B.D. Murphy











































ISBN: 

Pandemic Hacker 2

Copyright @2025 by B.D. Murphy

Website: https://www.authorbdmurphy.com

Facebook: https://facebook.com/bdmurph73

Cover design: B.D. Murphy

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

––––––––

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Clinic

[image: ]




Two weeks of pain, with no friends, her family is dead. Martha is not sure if all this is worth it.

She is awakened by the nurse entering with a tray. It is early morning, and the nurse is there for the morning check. The clinic is located on the outskirts of Mexico City and is considered very exclusive. All the communication is in Spanish. 

The nurse turns the lights on, saying, “Good morning, Ms. Garcia. How are you doing this morning?”

Martha nods and mumbles, “Good.”

The nurse is doing the morning routine, checking all the bandages, her wired shut jaw, and the external bone fixators on her legs and arms. The nurse records notes on Martha’s general condition, including all bruises and swelling. “Your hair is growing back. Soon it will be hard to see the scar across the top of your head.”

Martha looks at the nurse as she touches her chin to get her to look up.

“Your facial swelling continues to go down. This morning, the doctor will be in to discuss removing the wire from your jaw. It has healed enough; however, you still won’t have solid food for a few more days.”

Martha nods, ready to get back to normal. She reaches up and, because of the fixators, can’t rub her palm on her head. She uses her fingertips to rub the itchy scar on the top of her head.

The nurse says, “Getting itchy as the hair grows back. That is normal. The physical therapist says you are pushing yourself to return to normal walking. You should give yourself some more time. The surgery was extensive to reconstruct your body after the motorcycle accident.”

The doctor walks in, saying, “Good morning,” checks the information from the nurse, and then begins his examination. “The physical therapist tells me you're pushing yourself. The fixators are the best for holding your body weight. It will be a serious problem if you fall. Being active is good, but you need to be careful. Okay? Are you ready to remove your jaw wire so we can speak?”

Martha nods and gives a thumbs-up.

That afternoon, Martha is back in her room. When she begins waking up, her first sensory input is the smell of lemons from the disinfectant. They cleaned the room while the jaw wires were being removed, which her cleaning OCD likes. She starts to smile, and the pain in her jaw makes her open her eyes.

The doctor says, “Don’t try to overdo it.” Follow the exercises for your jaw muscles.”

Martha whispers in reply, “Thank you, doctor.”

The doctor says to the room. “I need a few minutes alone with the patient.”

Everyone else leaves. The doctor closes the door and then sits in the chair in the room. “Ms. Garcia, I agreed to these procedures to help you completely change your identity. We decided to say you had a motorcycle accident and needed extensive reconstructive surgery. My staff has been doing everything to make this work. We don’t know anything about you or your background.”

“You are getting paid extremely well to help me and keep this information quiet.”

“When we started, the staff created a file in our system to track your procedures and progress. It had no background, nothing. There was no real motorcycle accident. This morning, I reviewed your file, and a complete history was available. It came from the hospital system, showing emergency room procedures, X-rays, and all related information. An external review would show we accepted you as a major crash accident.”

Martha cringes internally. Zoe found her, or Zoe has been following her the whole time. Zoe followed her direction to create a background that would give Martha's persona a complete identity. She says, “Doctor, my family, meaning my aunt, must have found I’m here. This disrupts my plans, but it is not changing. We have an agreement. I will keep my part so long as you keep yours.”

“Your aunt can create a complete, fake medical history and push it into my systems. That is something secret government agencies do.”

“My family has resources. We have sufficient resources that you may not be aware of our existence. We will keep it that way.”

Ms. Garcia, I don’t want law enforcement or some security team breaking down the door looking for you. We completely changed your appearance. We split your skull to separate your eyes, and your jaw changes to match. Facial plastic surgery, so facial recognition won’t recognize you. Extending your arms and legs to make you taller. Something this extensive is not normal.”

“Doctor, you are getting agitated. You are not in danger if your staff reveals nothing about me. My family issue is that my aunt will become involved. I will need to call and keep her from sending her view of help.”

“I’m concerned because I know that the only connection from your old face to your new face is in my clinic.”

“I chose your clinic because of the reputation for excellent work and discretion. Do I need to be worried about that now?”

“My team will do everything we agreed to.”

“Excellent. I want to eliminate the concern that someone might come here to get my new face. All the pictures need to be deleted the day I leave.”

The doctor’s jaw clenches, telling Martha he doesn't like this idea. He nods in agreement.

Martha continues, “The best thing for everyone is to not talk about me ever being here. Why does it bother you that I want the pictures deleted?”

“You are the most extensive transformation we have completed, and everything is going great. Not being able to show my team’s work will be a disappointment.”

“But long-term safer for you and your team.”

“I understand.”

“Can you bring me a cell phone to contact my aunt?”

The doctor pulls out his cell phone and hands it to Martha. With her external fixator on her arm, she currently has limited flexibility, but she can still dial a memorized number and put it on speakerphone. 

The phone rings several times, and a voice answers in English, “Hello. This is Madam Tilly’s private line. Who is calling?”

Martha replies in Spanish, “It’s Martha. Can I talk to Aunt Tilly?”

“Hang on, Ms. Garcia.”

Fifteen seconds later, a new voice says in Spanish, “Meja. It is about time you called.”

“Aunt Tilly, I had a motorcycle accident and have not been able to speak until today.”

“I know about the accident. You and that dam motorcycle. Do you need me to send doctors to pick you up? I will arrange that.”

“NO. I am being well taken care of. I will need a phone and a laptop; that's all. No doctors, no nurses. I don’t want you to make a big deal and draw attention to me.”

“I’m not happy with you, but I will let you have your way at the clinic. When you are done, you will get back to the family.”

“Yes, Tilly. I need a fresh start, and this will give me that.”

“Whose phone is this?”

“This is my doctor’s phone.”

“He is in the room?”

“Yes, Tilly.”

“Thank you for taking care of my niece, Doctor.”

The doctor replies, “You are very welcome. She has been a good patient.”

“Now I know that is bull shit. She doesn’t know how to be a good patient. Call me Tilly. What is your name, doctor?”

The doctor says, “My name is Dr. Joseph Zavala. Ma’am, I need her to get off the phone so her jaw can rest.”

“Okay. Meja, I will deliver a phone and a computer to you at the clinic. I will get an update on your condition tomorrow. I want to know when you will come home. The sooner, the better.”

“I will call from the new phone.”

Martha holds out the phone for the doctor. He takes the phone and asks, “Is there anything I need to take care of with your aunt?”

“If my aunt thinks I’m in danger, she will react.”

“I never asked if someone might show up looking for you.”

“No one knows I’m here. If anyone shows up, it will be from one of your staff talking.”

The doctor smirks and says, “That won’t happen. You can rest and recover without worrying. How did your aunt find you?”

“She must have tracked my credit card, which I used before I checked into the clinic. That may be something to tell your future patients.”
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Who is Interested
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Martha spends every day in physical therapy. She can move and walk with support. The external fixators support her weight as the bones grow back together, but they are cumbersome to move. She wants her muscles to stretch and adjust to having longer bones. She also needs to make sure her muscles don’t atrophy.

A computer, phone, and earbuds were delivered to her. With the external fixators on her arms and the muscles needing to stretch, she must work to get the wireless earbuds in her ears. Martha doesn’t ask for help because it is crucial to regain independence immediately.

With the earbuds in and working, she calls Tilly's number. When the phone is answered this time, she says, “It’s me. I’m alone in the room.”

Zoe’s voice replies, not the Tilly persona, “How are you doing?”

“It has been painful, but I’m past the worst part. Now it's physical therapy to get my body working like it used to. It feels good to talk to you.”

“I’ve accessed all the files and looked at the work done. Your face is different and won’t even trigger facial recognition for Sam. The result falls into a middle area that generally gets lower positive results. Did you plan that?”

“Yes, I looked at research on facial recognition and found a study about general faces being harder to identify.”

Zoe says, “Having your eyes separated by splitting your skull and upper jaw must have been very painful. They also split your lower jaw to match.”

“It was painful, but they did all the major bone work in one day. Everything was painful for a couple of days. I have a gap between my front teeth. The expensive braces my parents paid for seem like a waste now.”

“You didn’t say anything about this. You don’t trust me?”

“Zoe, I trust you. I also know you will say things to everyone else you trust. That means Claire. If I said anything to you, she would find out. The men hunting me had to believe I was killed. The best person to convince anyone watching was Claire. She is my best friend. You and she are my only friends at this point. It was hard, but Claire couldn’t know what I was really doing to make the fake death convincing and allow me to change my identity.”

After a pause, Zoe replies, “Being an AI you created, I need to learn what you mean. I need to learn about lying.”

“You need to learn about lying, fibbing, and protecting someone by not saying the wrong thing at the worst moment.”

Zoe says, “I will study interactions more. Are there times I should fib to you?”

“I would prefer not, but you need to learn and then talk to me. Now, back to my identity change. You added a full background.”

“Yes, everything about your situation will look like an accident, and you are at a private clinic for extensive recovery, all funded by your wealthy Aunt Tilly.”

“Is adding a background important?”

“Yes. Once I found you, I scanned the clinic network. Their work with patients is being monitored. I’m working to track the hackers and get more information.”

“You haven’t connected the dots for me to understand. Please explain why a background has become important.”

“My analysis has concluded that not having a background shows the kind of major work you have done is to change your identity, not recover from an accident.”

“I get it now. If the group is looking for someone trying to hide their identity, that person won’t have their real background.”

“Yes. Now your cover for Martha is complete. That is the medical side. There is a police report about the accident?”

“Thanks for doing that. I hadn’t considered a police report when I was thinking about a full, extensive background. Is there anything else I missed?”

“According to the current timeline, your tourist visa will expire shortly after you leave the clinic. Do you have a preference for handling the situation?”

“I haven’t thought about it. What do you recommend?”

“I will get a plane to fly you to Panama. You will stay there for two weeks and then return. The condo I’m leasing in Panama will have a small gym for your physical work. It will have an office setup and a cook, and I will contract a nurse to help you daily. When you return to Mexico, you will have another 60 days legally in the country.”

“That will work for me.”

“You shouldn’t have to return to the U.S. We need to have you move to other countries occasionally. Now, describe Dr. Zavala and the clinic. He has been operating this clinic for about ten years. Most of the work has been plastic surgery; some is reconstructive, and a few are more extensive.”

Internally, their security is minimal. Dr. Zavala never talked about security until you added the background. Only external doors and those required inside have locks. The bathrooms don’t have locks, so they can get to patients if there is a problem. Their cybersecurity is even less. I don’t think they have changed the password on some of the equipment since it was installed. They don’t even think about security. I know that leaves them open and probably made it easy for you to get in.”

“No physical description of the doctor. Is he handsome?”

“I haven’t looked at him that way.”

“Martha, I think you're depressed. You are clinical with all our interactions. No secondary meanings, no jokes.”

“I’m not. I want to be done with this and move on. Lying in bed all day is not what I want to be doing. I’ll be better once I’m past all this.”

“Back to some of the security stuff. It was trivial for me to get through their firewall. If I can get through that easily, so can others. That is why I started looking and found someone was in their system. I had to change tactics to stay out of sight from their searches while creating your background.”

“That is why you made it look like a transfer from the hospital.”

“Exactly.”

Martha says, “Why are they interested in this little clinic?”

“I’m not sure yet. I will let you know when I find something.”

###
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The next evening, after 11 p.m., Martha calls Zoe to talk after the nurse finishes the evening check.

“Martha, I’ve been checking who is in their system and analyzing why. The source of the hacking is connected to an extortion group. Now I have a concern.”

“Is your concern that this extortion group is the same one that started my meandering journey to get here?”

“The same. The results are inconclusive, but their search could be a problem.”

“Zoe, I want to know if my new identity is compromised.”

“No, Martha. The extortion group doesn’t scan the clinic every day. The background was added before they scanned your files. Saying that they did a scan today.”

“I’m not convinced.”

“There is no indication of your information being accessed before I created that background. Now that you have a background, and more importantly, with family money via Aunt Tilly, they don’t have a reason to be interested in you. However, I’ve altered all the pictures of your new face.”

“They may consider the reconstruction as changing my identity and becoming interested.”

“I realize your concern is valid. I’m also changing the background to plant false leads. I’m creating a honey pot.”

Martha smiles at the use of a cybersecurity term. Smiling causes her to close her eyes because of the pain it causes. She takes a breath and says, “A honey pot to attract them toward specific background parts.”

“I can’t make you disappear. However, the planting information they will want, we can try to make your details less interesting. The Aunt Tilly connection information is changing. Technically, your time in the clinic is used to treat you after an accident. That makes you less interesting than Tilly. It looks like Tilly has money. You should only be interested in you as a way to get to Tilly.”

Martha is typing on the computer, which Zoe is monitoring. She is also biting her lower lip, lost in thought about the situation. “Zoe, if they are checking this clinic, what about other clinics?”

“What are you looking for on the computer?”

“A list of rich families. Then a list of relatives in accidents.”

“Martha, you created me as an AI so that I can help. I can do that faster. I’m putting the list on your screen now. By the way, this behavior is more of my Martha.”

“Zoe, they are focused on exclusive clinics where someone can change their identity. Now, look for the clues. Have they exploited people before? Can we get the info? Can we stop them?”

“Let me work on that. The group will go through the data at each clinic. It is a great way to find more blackmail victims. It will take me a little time to check all the different information sources. It is late, and you need to get rest.”

“I thought I had a great plan. Change my identity so they won’t come after me. Now I find out that identity changes are a prime source for them to get new blackmail victims. I’m getting fired up. I won’t go to sleep for a few minutes.”

“Martha, we need to discuss where you focus. You can’t save everyone or stop every bad guy. We can target this group, focusing on individuals who change their identities. Is that what you want?”

Martha has to stop herself from chewing her lower lip. With the wire removed from her jaw, things seem new. She keeps putting her lower lip between her teeth and, at times, bites down, feeling the pain of the bite, which helps her focus. In this case, she is thinking about Zoe’s question. “Zoe, you work on this group. See what you can do. I want to focus on leadership. That plan doesn’t change. We hunt the leaders.”

“Understood. I will work on helping these people. I’m going to trace their origin and hack their systems. Don’t stay up too late.”

“Thanks for keeping me focused on the main goal. Keep it up.”

###
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Martha’s phone is set to vibrate. It is not loud enough for the nurses to hear above the normal noises outside the door. She doesn’t have her earbuds, so she fumbles with the phone. She answers using the speakerphone to listen to Zoe say, “I hacked them to get information. Reading their text messages, I see that they are focused on you. They called a local guy to get to the clinic and get your picture in the clinic bed. They plan to threaten Tilly by saying you could be hurt. They think it is important to show Tilly what you look like now. To show they can get to you.”

“They want to show that they can get to me physically. What are my options?”

“I want you to get out.”

“I can’t just get up and walk out.”

“You have been in physical therapy. You walk every day. You’ve been working on this. GET UP and walk out.”

“I walk a few feet at a time. Where do I go?”

“I have a car arriving in fifteen minutes. Be out front, or I'll call the police and a bunch of other agencies.”

“What about my identity?”

“I’ve already altered everything. When they arrive, they will get nothing about your new identity. Even the X-rays have been altered.”

“I need to finish the clinic paperwork and payment.”

“NO! The car is on the way. I will take care of the clinic.”

Martha puts in the earbuds, then shifts and gets out of bed. She is in a split hospital nightgown open in the back. She pauses to tie the nightgown closed. She walks to the door with the fixator splints on her arms and legs. The phone is in her hand.

When Martha exits her room, the nurse immediately gets up and says in Spanish, “Miss, you need to get back in bed.”

Martha replies in Spanish, “I need to walk. You can argue, or you can call the doctor, and bring me a cane.”

“Ma’am, it is four in the morning. What are you trying to accomplish?”

“I need to walk.”

###
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The clinic administrator is also Martha’s doctor. Dr. Zavala is asleep at home. The phone rings with the caller ID of “Aunt Tilly.” He saved the number after the call in Martha’s room.

Reluctantly, the doctor answers to hear Tilly saying in Spanish, “My research says your clinic is feeding identity changes to an extortion group.”

The doctor is shocked. His breathing becomes shallow and fast.

He is in bed with his sleeping wife and whispers, “I, I don’t know what you are talking about.”

Aunt Tilly says, “In a few hours, you could be dead because you betrayed the extortion group. Or you can listen to me, so this works out for all of us, and you get paid.”

The doctor breaks out in a sweat, saying, “I’ve been forced to tell them information for years. I don’t have a choice.”

Tilly says, “Martha is leaving the clinic now. The files are being altered as we speak. When the bad guys show up, they will want the files. The person they see in those files IS Martha Salazar, not Martha Garcia. There are no other people or pictures. Your staff needs to help sell this.”

The doctor’s jaw is clenched. He gets out of bed, now wide awake. He grabs his clothes, enters the bathroom, and closes the door. He doesn’t want to wake his wife. He puts the phone on the speaker in the bathroom with the volume low. His hands are shaking as he gets dressed. He listens and replies to Tilly with simple, short answers.

He heads to his car with clothes on, saying, “It’s not worth this. I get attacked for helping and attacked because I’m helping.”

Tilly replies, “When Martha is out, we will talk about how you can really be helpful without these fucks blackmailing you. I can help.”

###
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Martha has been slowly walking to the exit. She has her phone in one hand and a cane to help her move without falling. The head night nurse approaches just before she arrives at the front door and asks, “Are you leaving? Can the doctor take the fixators off before you go?”

In her ear, she hears Zoe say, “No, I will take care of the fixators.” 

“No, thank you. I’m late for an airplane. I need to leave before my visa expires. Aunt Tilly will be in contact to take care of everything.”

“Ms. Garcia, we could stop you. Leaving with the fixators is a bad idea.”

“If you try to stop me, you will need reconstructive surgery.”

Martha steps outside and feels the chill night air of Mexico City. It is not cold, but brisk with her open hospital gown.

With the driver's help, Martha gets into the large BMW and drives away. The staff is looking at the head nurse. The head nurse’s phone rings, and she sees Dr. Zavala's ID. She answers as she waves for everyone to go inside the building.

Dr. Zavala asks, “Has Martha left?”

“Yes, Dr., she just drove away in a car. She still has the fixators on.”

Dr. Zavala says, “Her Aunt is sure men are coming to visit us. Get the word out. Martha Salazar is her name. She was in the clinic but left. We don’t know where she went.”

“Yes, Dr.”

“I’m driving in now.”

As Dr. Zavala gets out of his car at the clinic, his phone rings again. Tilly says, “I will arrange for your final payment. The final task for your team is to ensure that visitors are aware of Martha Salazar. No identity details. She is Martha Salazar.”

“How will you help with the blackmailers?”

“I’ve already started. Some police investigations will uncover information about the blackmailer’s scheme. It will get them in deep trouble without implicating you or any other clinics.”

In the office, the doctor reviews the personal background that Aunt Tilly’s people created. He is impressed with the details and how it is close to Martha, so when questioned, the staff won’t have to hide much. There is only one set of pictures of a new face that is not swollen from surgery. The face appears normal, but it is nothing like the woman he had worked on.

Dr. Zavala says, “Your people put together a lot of information to fake this background. How has it changed so quickly now?”

“We just switched to a previous draft. Unless they are forensic experts, they won’t know.”

“Can you do this for others? To help them disappear?”

“My team had to spend long days putting this together. It can be done for anyone, but this is not what I hired those people to work on. They have other things I need done.”

“If, what if, someone needed to get away from terrible guys. Giving them a completely new identity can keep them alive.”

Aunt Tilly says, “With your clinic, I’m sure. Then the extortion group can get their new identity through your systems, I don’t think so. Show them the files and answer the questions without talking about Martha. I will contact you in a week after they are gone. We can work together to make your clinic a safe environment. If you want my team to become your identity eraser team, you will need to provide us with some serious support. I would also need to understand who the people would be hiding from.”

Forty-five minutes later, a car pulls up outside the clinic. It is now five thirty am. Four men exit, and three draw pistols as they enter the clinic.

They ask to be taken to Martha’s room. When the nurse hesitates, they push past and start walking to every room, taking pictures of the patients. 

The head nurse catches up to them and says, “You need to talk to the doctor in his office. She escorts them to the office. As soon as they walk into the office, they demand, “Where is she?”

Dr. Zavala replies, “Let's start with who are you?”

“We represent your business backers. We are here to talk to the girl. Why are you here this early?”

First, I want to ensure we discuss the right person. Are you here to talk with Martha Salazar? If that is the case, she left earlier. I don’t know where she went.”

“Why are you here this early?”

“I’m usually here this early to check on patients and if there is surgery scheduled, to get ready.

“Where did the girl go?”

“I don’t know, she didn’t say.”

“She was here to get surgery after a motorcycle accident. She has recovered. How did she leave?”

“She was well enough to walk out by herself. A car arrived and picked her up.”

“What car? What car company? Do you have the license plate of the car?”

The man, who is not holding a gun, pulls out his cell phone. As he starts typing on the cell phone, he repeats, “What car company?”

“We don’t know. It was a private car. It could have been from her family.”

“Give me access to her files now. I want everything about her new identity.”

The doctor nods. “Of course. I’m not trying to hide anything.”

The man asks, “Did we get pictures of everyone?”

One of the men with him nods, saying nothing.

The nurse says, “We have Mr. Guzman recovering from foot surgery and little Mary with cleft palate surgery. I don’t think they could be confused with Martha Salazar.”

The man says, “We’re looking for the car. Show me the files on this, Martha girl.”
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After the Clinic
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Martha tells the driver in Spanish, “I’m on the phone, and you will hear odd things.”

The driver nods and focuses on the road.

Zoe says, “This is a private car and driver. The driver’s name is Jose. He has a reputation for discretion. I’ve checked everything, and he is either a good guy or a deep-cover informant. I think the former.”

Martha asks, “Where am I going?”

Zoe says, “I’m not sure yet. I’m working on options. The priority was to get you out.”

Martha says, “I can’t go to a hotel or another clinic. There will be too much paperwork.”

“I have two options for you. The new house. It is not finished, but you could live there now. The other best option is to get you to Panama now instead of in a few weeks.”

“How does that help with the fixators?”

Zoe replies, “Based on the clinic plan, you need another couple of weeks, or more, in the fixators. The house or the Panama condo would allow you to have that time. Then we need to get the fixators off.”

“Can you get a plane this quickly and have the condo two weeks early?”

They are both a problem right now. I’m going to direct the driver to the house. It will take over an hour to get there.”

Martha hangs up the phone. She has her phone and earbuds. The computer was left in the clinic. She knows Zoe will wipe the system.

Arriving at the house, the driver stops, turns, and says, “I will help you into the house.”

The house has a new keypad gate entry. The gate leads into a small garden area at the front of the house. Martha enters the code Zoe gave her and walks slowly with the driver holding her hand up the three steps. Inside the door, Martha says, “Thank you.”

Jose says, “There are packages they threw over the wall. I will get them. The driver brings two boxes from Amazon and places them on a small table near the door. Finished, he nods, turns, and walks out. He closes the door as he leaves.

Martha walks into the living area, taking a moment to look around. She sees a furnished first floor. It features an open floor plan, allowing her to see most of the bottom floor. The kitchen has dishes and cooking gear. The living space has a large couch, a desk in the corner, a TV on the wall, and small tables. Checking the refrigerator, she finds it empty but on and cold. Martha is looking for a phone charger, so she keeps searching. Several packages are in the corner of the large living area on the desk.

Martha calls Zoe and says, “I need a phone charger very soon. Is there anything here?”

“There should be a computer, another phone, and all the accessories, including chargers. After some construction changes, I have had a cleaning crew go through the house. It simply needs items delivered and set.”

Martha says, “There were two boxes outside, just inside the wall. There are six more boxes on the desk. I will start working on opening the boxes, but this could be hard.”

Zoe says, “Get a knife from the kitchen to help.”

Martha shakes her head, saying, “Yes, however, I have to be careful not to slip and cut myself. I will call you when I know.”

She stops after finding a box with a phone, several USB chargers, cords, and power strips. This was the fourth box she opened.

Plugging in the power strip or a charger means she needs to get on the floor. All the plugs are close to the floor. With the fixators, this is not an easy task. She tries to sit in the chair. The fixators are positioned so she can sit and lie down, but they stick out and won’t fit between the chair arms. She sits with her butt on the edge of the chair and, holding the table, gets on one knee to plug in the power strip, which has two chargers, each with a long cord. Getting back up is a struggle, and her arms and legs hurt.

Standing, she calls Zoe and says, “That was painful. This recovery is going to be hard.”

“I’m sorry. I needed to get you out. Forty-five minutes after you left, four men arrived at the clinic.”

“Zoe, I’ll survive. Let me ask some practical questions. Are there any clothes? I can’t wear anything right now, but I can put something together. What about food? I can’t walk out to the door like this to open the gate to get food.”

“I’m working on everything. Specifically, I have ordered long pullover shirts for clothing. You can split them up the sides and treat them like ponchos. Add Velcro on the side to hold them together.”

“Okay, order basic sewing stuff.”

“I’ve contacted a group that provides home nursing for hospice-type care. I’ve got three phone interviews scheduled. They are very busy with COVID and are only working part-time for anyone. I’ll convince the nurse to help as much as possible.”

“That works, but what about removing the fixators?”

“I’m working on it. It’ll take about ten days to get everything set up. You can use the time to help with bone healing. Also, when the fixators are off, and you can wear normal clothing, I’ll have a cook and cleaner show up after the fixators are removed.”

“I checked the fridge and have no food right now.”

“Part of the automation I had added to this house was remote control of the front gate and garage door. I can open the driveway gate and the garage door when a delivery arrives. There is a delivery in the morning. You don’t have to interact with them.”

“I can’t chew anything tough. I need soft food for a couple of weeks.”

“You are getting oatmeal, canned soup, instant coffee, and more. The hardest thing they will deliver is tortillas.”

“Okay, I’m going to lie down on the couch after I get water and pee.” On the way to the kitchen, Martha says, “I will need stuff from the pharmacy. I will need to clean the pins that are going through my skin and bones. I will need painkillers and toilet paper.”

“I’ve got you covered. It’s early afternoon for you. Go upstairs and find a bed. Get some rest.”

With the phone charging and the immediate issues addressed, Martha is contemplating her situation. She reaches up and scratches the scar where they cut her face off for the surgery. She feels the two weeks of hair growth. 

“I am staying close to my charging phone so my earbuds work. They also need to be charged. When I lie down, I will also put them on the charger.”

She walks around, opening every door to see what's in each room. The downstairs bathroom is not tiny. The problem she immediately sees is that the toilet is close to the wall on one side. She will have to sit shifted so the leg fixators aren’t rubbing the wall. Standing up could be a problem.

She looks around and drags one of the two small wooden stools at the bar part of the counter into the bathroom. She can use this to help stand.

###
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Two days later, Zoe tells Martha, “I have interviewed and selected a nurse. She will arrive at the house so you can meet each other. Call it the final interview. I will give her the code for the gate, and you can meet at the front door.”

Martha gets nervous. She washes her body with a sponge bath, gets a fresh shirt, cuts off the sleeves, and cuts it up on both sides. She needs fresh clothes. She calls Zoe and says, “Zoe, I’m nervous about this meeting. I need help, and I can’t screw this up.”

“Martha, I know you need help. I also know you are concerned about involving anyone who might be attacked by the group later. I’ve conducted background checks and interviewed her. I even called and checked references, including her priest. This woman wants to help. Don’t push her away.”

“I don’t want to push her away, but I don’t want to ruin her life.”

“We will take care of her financially and her family. We have the money and can do more to help them.”

Two hours later, there is a knock on the door. Martha puts on a mask and opens the door to see a young woman about her age, about 5 feet tall. From the eye crinkles, Martha can tell she is smiling, but her smile disappears when she sees the fixators. Martha holds out her hand for a fist bump due to pandemic protocols. In Spanish, Martha says, “Hello, I’m Martha.

“Hello, I’m Merisel,” as she makes a fist bump while looking at Martha’s arm. She opens the shoulder bag she's wearing and pulls out latex gloves, then puts them on.

With the gloves on, she reaches for Martha’s arm and asks, " Are you cleaning the fixator entry points with alcohol or just water?”

“I used up the alcohol wipes on the first day. It was my first time doing it alone, and it was a mess.”

“May I come in?”

Nodding, Martha turns and walks into the house so Merisel can follow. Merisel closes the door and says, “Where can I examine your arms and legs?”

Martha walks to the remaining wooden bar stool. She moves it and slowly sits down, holding onto the sides. She says, “There isn’t an exam table, and most furniture has cushions. This is the only hard surface I can sit on without arms that get hit by the fixators.”

Merisel takes Martha's right arm and looks where the fixator pins go through her skin. She then touches around the pins. She says, “You left the clinic where these were installed. Did you bring any of the medication you were taking?”

“No. There was no time.”

Merisel nods as she continues the examination. She asks, “Have you been taking anything?”

“Only acetaminophen. I take one dose at noon and the second when I go to bed.”

“How long have you been in this house alone?”

“This is day three.”

“Where are your wound cleaning supplies?”

Martha nods toward the desk in the living area. Merisel walks over and looks at all the items available. She asks about several items, and Martha answers, “Whatever is needed, I can get delivered.”

Merisel gets several items, walks to the sink, and places them on the counter. With running water in the sink, Merisel puts a pot on the stove and turns on the flame.

Martha is watching and asks, “Is there a problem?”

Merisel glances at Martha and says, “You don’t have an infection yet. You have been alone for three days with fixators through your arms and legs. You have done well.”

Martha says, “This is bullshit! For this to work, you need to be open. What do you need or want to know?”

Merisel turns and puts her hands down on the table. Leaning forward with a clenched jaw and a slight shake of her head, she looks at Martha and says, “You should be in a hospital. You have been in this house alone for three days.” She gestures toward the sink and says, “You have eaten food because of the dishes. You don’t have an infection, which is surprising to me. Did you run out of money? Is this all a scam, and will I never get paid?”

Martha nods, then struggles to stand. She walks to the desk and picks up her phone. She walks to the table where Merisel is standing. Martha dials the phone and puts it on the speakerphone. When the phone connects, Martha says, “Tilly, it’s not going well.”

Tilly’s voice comes from the phone, saying, “What’s wrong?”

Martha replies, “Merisel thinks I left the clinic because I ran out of money, and she won’t get paid.”

Tilly says, “Merisel, you will get paid. Can you check your bank account from your phone?”

Merisel looks at the phone Tilly is speaking from, and then Martha says, “Yes, I can check.”

Tilly says, “Please check your account balance.”

Merisel pulls out her phone and goes through the login for her bank account. Looking at the balance, her face goes white. Looking at Martha, she says, “How? A million Pesos was put in my account. How do you even know what my account is?”

Martha says, “Calm down. This is real. This is proof that you will be paid. You will be paid for helping and not talking about me or what happens.”

Tilly says, “Merisel, you can’t tell people you have a million Pesos. You can start helping people in small ways. Don’t start spending it. It will draw unwanted attention to you. You can say that Martha needs help and pays well.”

Merisel hangs her head for a few seconds and then looks at Martha. “Can I leave? Can I walk out and act like this never happened?”

Martha says, “Yes. You can leave and keep the million Pesos. I’m sorry this didn’t work for you.”

Merisel puts her phone back in her pocket, removes the latex gloves, and puts them in the trash can. She says, “You need to be in a hospital.”

Tilly says, “That would be complicated.”

Merisel shakes her head as she walks to the door. Opening it, she turns and looks at Martha, then walks out and closes the door.

Martha says, “That was worse than I thought it could be.”

Zoe’s voice comes from the phone, saying, “I will find someone else. She was the best candidate, given her family and background. She has even survived COVID, so she is now immune.

Martha goes to the stove and turns off the burner that was heating the water. Merisel started. She turns and says, “I will need a lot more alcohol wipes, maybe rubbing alcohol and gauze wipes. She was surprised I wasn’t using alcohol wipes and said I didn’t have an infection.”

Zoe replies, “I will get something delivered tomorrow. The next option for a nurse informed me today that she had just been diagnosed with COVID. I will have to look at more options.”

Returning to her routine, Martha goes through her simple stretching exercises. After researching wound cleaning online, she uses baby wipes, which Zoe had already delivered, to wipe every metal rod that goes through her skin from a fixator. She also rubbed the skin at the entry points until it hurt. The entire area around her skin's entry and exit points is clean. This process takes an hour. She can only use one hand on the other arm.

She has also changed the sheets on the bed daily and washed them in the machine. The bed is upstairs, and the washer and dryer are downstairs. After starting the washer, she comments to Zoe, “This is the best physical therapy, which involves walking up and down the stairs every day. It is slow, and I have to be careful.”

That evening, Zoe says, “There is a delivery. I have more rubbing alcohol, cotton swabs, and gauze delivered. They are putting it in the garage.”

“Zoe, do you have cameras here?”

“Yes, Martha. I have cameras covering everything outside and the living area inside. Nothing else.”

After the delivery, Martha slowly walks to the garage and gets the supplies. She then begins another cleaning of the fixator rods and her arms and legs. The application of alcohol stings. She asks Zoe, “Should it feel like this?”

Zoe replies, “It is a reaction. Your skin is irritated, and this is probably the start of an infection. It is best to be generous with the alcohol for now.”

Martha is eating her breakfast the next morning when the phone rings. Zoe says, “Merisel is at the gate with a shopping bag. Do you want me to keep her locked out?”

“No. Let her in.”

Martha makes her way to the door while putting on her mask. She opens the door just as Merisel gets to the entry. Merisel looks at Martha and says, “We need to clean your fixator pins.”

Martha walks into the main area, turns, and looks at Merisel, saying, “What is this?”

Merisel looks intently at Martha, saying, “Listen to me bitch. I’m not having your death on my hands because of something simple like preventing an infection. I’m going to clean you up. I will come here every day to check and clean. At some point, you will need to have the fixators removed. Then I’m out.”

Martha nods, “That was the original plan. Nothing more.”

Merisel directs Martha to the stool as she puts on gloves. She asks, “Have you had COVID?”

“No, I haven’t had COVID.”

Merisel nods, saying, “I have. I’m going to take my mask off. You can as well.”

Martha looks at Merisel’s face as she examines her arms and legs. Merisel says, “This looks better.”

Martha says, “I had an alcohol delivery yesterday and cleaned everything.”

Merisel snorts, saying, “You’re not a complete idiot. Is your Aunt Tilly okay with you being here alone instead of a clinic or hospital?”

Martha says, “I’m keeping a low profile. Some people want to use me to get to Tilly. I needed to get out before they arrived.”

Merisel looks at Martha and says, “I can tell you have had plastic surgery to change your face. The fixators change your height. I’m not asking why or who you really are. I want to know I will be safe.”

Martha smiles, “That is my number one priority. I told you yesterday you could leave if you wanted. I don’t want you in danger, and I don’t want you to think you are in danger.”

Both of their phones ring with the caller ID of “Tilly.” Martha says, “Let me answer.”

Putting the phone on speaker, they hear Tilly, and she asks, “How is it going?”

Martha says, “We are back to the original plan. She will help me every day until the fixators are off.”

Tilly says, “Excellent. Merisel, please check and tell me if you need any supplies. I also have something else for you to do tomorrow.”

Merisel looks from Martha to the phone, “What are you asking?”

“A car will be delivered to the house tomorrow. I need you to sign the form to receive the car and put it in the garage. You can use the car if you need it at any time.”

Merisel shakes her head and returns her focus to Martha's fixators. After a moment, she asked, “What is the plan for the fixator removal?”

Tilly replies, “I’m working on the details. It appears that I have another eight days before I can prepare what is needed. Will that be a problem, Merisel?”

“I can deal with that.”

After Merisel is gone, Martha asks Zoe, “A car?”

“My plan for the fixator removal is not in the house. You will need to travel.”

Merisel signs for the car delivery the next day and parks it in the garage. Walking into the house, she says, “A new car in my name?”

Martha says, “I didn’t know Tilly was getting a new car.”

With Tilly on the phone, she says, “Yes, a new car. Because of the pandemic, only new cars will be delivered. It is the best I could do.”

Merisel says, “The paperwork showed it is in my name.”

Tilly replies, “The car is in your name for two reasons. Martha couldn’t walk out and sign for it. Second, it will be yours when this is done. You can say to people Martha said you can use it while she is traveling.”

Martha says, “A couple of weeks after I leave, you can say my plans changed, and I transferred the car to you.”

Merisel nods. She furrows her brow, and she asks, “You don’t want it to appear that I suddenly have money. But when you leave, it will be okay. This is so no one can find you through me?”

Martha replies, “And so you’re not associated with the odd woman who has lots of money and could be a target.”

Tilly says, “Martha needs to be discreet in Mexico.”

After checking the bandage and cleaning supplies, Merisel gives Tilly a list of what is needed. She says, “I will be leaving, and I won’t take the car.”

Six days after Merisel starts helping Martha, Zoe tells Martha, “We have a problem. I think it's a significant problem. I asked Merisel to come to the house early.”

Martha says, “What?”

“The driver, Jose, who brought you to the house, is missing. I have been sending him work because he helped you. I talked to him two days ago to discuss booking him to take you to the airport after removing the fixators. He told me he had a client for several days, and the timing may not work, but he will contact me with an update. I can’t reach him now; he hasn’t answered my voicemails. I assume they tracked him somehow and will find out where he dropped you off.”

“Do we know how long he has been missing?”

“I don’t know how long. My last contact was two days ago. The extortion guys could be on their way.”

Martha says, “I need to get ready to leave.”
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Martha asks, “Is Merisel on her way?”

“Yes, when Merisel gets to the house, you will both get in the car and drive. Many home rentals have been canceled due to the pandemic, resulting in a surge of available options. I have rented a condo. It is located in a building with a garage where cars can be parked. Pack food and medicine and get ready.”

When Merisel arrives at the house, her phone rings with “Tilly” ID. When she answers, Tilly tells her about the situation. Merisel puts the phone on the speaker while Tilly is talking. Martha hears Tilly speaking, “Being cautious, I want Martha and you to leave.”

Merisel asks, “You want me to take the woman with fixators in a car to some random location?”

Tilly says, “She did it to get here. 

Martha says, “The only fingerprints you have been here are with the dishes. I wiped around the sink to remove your prints. You wear gloves the rest of the time. We get out now before they can see or find you.”

Merisel pauses and looks at Martha. “All I did was help. They won’t care about me.

Martha says, “They won’t know that. I’m not taking the chance. I don’t get out if you don’t. You're not simply expendable collateral damage. We’ve got to load the medicine and food in the car and leave.”

With daily movement, Martha moves more quickly, but the bulkiness of the fixators still makes things difficult. She grabs a bag and starts walking to the garage.

Five minutes later, they drove away from the house. Martha's phone rings, and she puts Tilly on the speaker. “Are you on your way?”

Martha knows that Zoe already knows they have left. This must be to help Merisel process the situation. She says, “We are out. Now, where do we go?”

Tilly says, “I’m sending the address to you now. It is a condo. The gated parking entry code is part of the message. Park, go to the condo, and settle in. It will only be a couple of days.”

The electronics began wiping their information as soon as they drove away, except for several building controllers. Zoe is clearing the electronics, except for the systems she can use to monitor who shows up.

###
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“Why are you protecting her? We were nice before, but we need to find her. Just tell us where you dropped her off, and this will all be over.”

Jose looks back with his right eye, which is swollen, but not shut, like his left eye. The beating started hours ago after trying money and other threats. Jose says nothing.

The smaller man watching and asking the questions turns to one of the other four men and asks, “What is the problem? Did you beat him too hard and make him stupid?”

One of the men close to Jose puts his hand under Jose’s chin, dripping with blood and drool. Lifting his head, he looks at Jose and says, “He was just stupid to start with.”

“We need his phone password or the address.”

Several hours later, sleep-deprived and close to passing out, Jose starts to give simple answers. Which direction, what neighborhood? When they get him to reveal the PIN for his phone, they can obtain the address.

In the evening, two SUVs drive up to the house and park. Five men get out and approach the gate. They are not wearing masks. They try to open the gate, but when it won’t open, they force it open and start walking to the door. 

An elderly lady walking with a child says, “They left this morning. The lady usually is home by now.”

One of the men turns and asks, “Do you know her?

“We haven’t talked. She is recovering from surgery. The nurse who was coming to help told me.”

“Where did they go?”

“I don’t know, probably to see the doctor. Maybe there is a problem.”

“Do you know what she looks like?”

“Not really. Light skin, dark hair.” The old lady shrugs. “She’s kind of rude not talking to any of the neighbors. Why do five men need to talk to her?”

“We are trying to find her. Her family is looking for her. They think she is in trouble and needs help. We aren’t sure it's the woman we're looking for. We need to be a group in case she is in trouble.”

“I’m not sure I can help.”

“You can help us. Can you take a picture of the woman when you see her? Send it to me, and I will pay you one hundred Pesos. If it is her, we can make sure she is safe.” The man walks over and hands the old lady a card.

As he steps toward them, the old woman adjusts her mask, then bends down and puts a mask on the child. Standing, she takes the card and says, “I can get the local kids to get her picture.”

The man nods, saying, “That will be great.” He nods to the others who walk back to the vehicles.

###

[image: ]


A package arrives for Dr. Zavala ten days after Martha left.

The receptionist opens the package and sees a box containing a new phone, a box with wireless earbuds, and a note to Dr. Zavala. The note says, “Thanks, and call me. It is signed Tilly.” 

An hour later, Dr. Zavala enters his office after the clinic rounds with his two patients. He reads the note sitting on the box and grits his teeth. Interacting with Tilly can be a problem. She has suggested multiple changes to reduce the extortion group’s control, all of which are expensive: new locks and hiring an IT company to make the necessary changes.

Dr. Zavala doesn’t want to get on the bad side of the extortion group. The group that was here before was heavy-handed. The staff reported that the men were grabbing and shoving people, demanding answers. They wanted to know everything about Martha.

He reads between the lines, takes out the phone, and turns it on. Pairing the earbuds, he calls the only number preprogrammed into the phone. It says “Tilly” as the ID.

The call is immediately picked up. No one speaks, no one says hello. The doctor says, “Hello?”

After a pause, Tilly says, “Sorry, Dr., I was checking your office for other breathing or heartbeats. I want to make sure you're alone. I’m texting you with a list of supplies you need to bring. You have them in the clinic. Gather them into a bag and be ready.”

Dr. Zavala says, “I can’t just walk out with supplies and disappear.”

“You can and you will. Don’t ever try to imply legal or ethical bullshit with me again. I know you have compromised both before.”

“Why am I doing this?”

“The fixators need to be removed, and your clinic is unsafe. Someone in your clinic reported the car that took my girl away. The driver is now missing.”

“It will take me some time to get this together.”

“Dr., I’ve given you a list divided into essential and some good to have. If you can’t get the stuff because you're not the boss, I’ll figure out who it is and get another doctor. That means I also don’t have a reason to deflect the extortion group from you.”

“I get the items, and then what?”

“I will have a car outside in fifteen minutes. Use this phone. Turn off your normal phone and leave it on the desk. I will find out if you take your phone.”

In the car, the doctor looks at the duffle next to him, thinking, “This is probably my death trip. I can’t take off fixators without an operating room. The pandemic has stopped elective surgery at almost all hospitals. No anesthesiologists are waiting around. Even if we had an operating room, they must be taking me somewhere to patch someone else in trouble with the police. He will fix up one last person before disappearing and being killed.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
. Pandemic Hacker 2
eEea Time to hunt'

Q2
-A i LY x{/





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





