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            “The only hope for the doomed,

is no hope at all…”

            ―Virgil, The Aeneid

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

         

         When I was approached to compile a recent history of the Gloamings and their entrance into society, I initially thought, Too soon. Events continue to change at a rapid pace. But it’s exactly these changing conditions—we are still trying to figure out how we got here—that caused me to realize: now is the perfect time to compile the beginning, middle, and…if not the end, then that place that occupied the in medias res of our current conflicts.

         Some historians may consider other, more eminent or notorious individuals than the ones I’ve documented here—but I believe the individuals in this text affected the course of events most profoundly. In fact, I view those other accounts of this period with suspicion. Their research is negligent at best, their prose too concerned with the salacious details of irrelevant events.

         This book is also for the martyrs who sacrificed their lives to the cause—no matter what side. Other historians have attempted to subvert these deaths to their own cause. It is ironic that the Gloamings’ emergence occurred during what was generally considered our empire’s finest days—“Un grand destin commence, un grand destin s’acheve,” as Corneille stated of the Roman Empire. Those other historians labor under this misconception.

         Not I. I decline.

         In spite of the great personal sacrifice, I have labored to be impartial. I have been threatened and attacked during my research for this book. As a result, and after frequent hospitalization, my quality of life has been severely, negatively affected. Yet I pass no judgments on those responsible. These pages are compiled for everyone: those who lived through this time, and those who did not survive.

         I hope, reader, that they give you meaningful perspective.

         [REDACTED SIGNATURE]

April 22

      

   


   
      
         
            New York Post—March 131: Last night, the home of wealthy trial attorney John Hatcher in the Flatiron District was robbed by three unknown persons. The house was empty while Mr. Hatcher attended a performance of “Nixon in China.” The thieves stole an undetermined amount of gold rumored to comprise a worth of more than $10 million. Sources with the New York City regional office of the FBI indicate Mr. Hatcher’s extensive and professional surveillance system was not sabotaged, yet the video was not usable to authorities. A spokesman for the FBI stated that the Agency has no current suspects but the investigation continues.

         

         
            1 Page 3, Metro section.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            May 15, Origin

Day One of the NOBI Discovery

         

         Dr. Lauren Scott

Research Physician, Centers for Disease Control

         “Let the dead bury their own dead.” That’s what my dad used to say, when faced with a losing proposition. Of course the blood, which dominated so much discussion during the time of this investigation, was heavily on my mind as well. Strange to admit as a doctor, but since birth I’ve been terrified at the sight of blood. Have you ever seen a bird fly straight into a window and drop to the ground? Kind of like that. As a kid, my heart rate and blood pressure would drop suddenly, and bam! The darkness descended, lights out. I would wake up on my back.

         Then, when I was fifteen, a new doctor kindly told me about applied tension, where you tense the muscles in the legs, torso, and arms, raising the blood pressure to the head, thereby counteracting the response to pass out. It was ingenious. I spent years working on the response—tensing all these muscles until it was second nature—since I needed to be able to handle the sight of blood. Even as a child, I already wanted to be a doctor.

         I know every doctor says that. But it’s true. My dad fixed refrigerators for a living and I often tagged along during the summer. I was fascinated by the spectacle of him carefully taking apart the back cover to expose the innards of the refrigerator’s engine. He pulled the wires from the adapter and condenser, stripping them with the care of a surgeon. He burned the soldering metal to clean and replace the shattered cords. Even in a bird’s nest of wires, my dad knew exactly which ones to pull out and fix. I considered him a refrigerator doctor, and I daydreamed he was performing surgery on old robots. I wanted to be a doctor like my dad—but to fix humans, not refrigerators.

         My mom was similarly precise, although in a decidedly less productive style. She would maniacally rearrange all desk and home objects to get them in order! Between the two of them, I grew up with an extremely disciplined personality, well suited for a medical occupation. My younger sister, Jennifer, was the exact opposite. By the time she was twelve, Jennifer had run away from home more than ten times. But it wasn’t running away to leave home; it was more leaving home to go to the lake or a concert or even the mall. After a while, my parents realized Jenny just wanted to experience life. “Tell us where you want to go next time,” my dad yelled at her the time she vanished for three days to go hiking. “I’ll drive you there myself.” To his credit, until she got her driver’s license—an epic battle in and of itself—he often did.

         In medical school I soon realized anything too invasive led to an audience with blood. That led me to a concentration in virology. The first time I became aware of the…the disease, I had just started at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC].

         The CDC is a government agency whose goal is to protect public health and safety through the control and prevention of disease, injury, and disability. I had recently graduated from medical school with the intention of becoming a research physician. After my residency, the CDC came to my university to speak about the procedures involved when doctors are confronted with new and unusual symptoms out in the field. I was fascinated by the deductive reasoning involved—like being a detective searching for microbes and living cells. My background in research, plus my experience working in a biosafety level three lab with pathogen and lethal agents, made my résumé a natural fit for the agency. By then, too, I had internships with the World Health Organization in various third world countries, mostly in West Africa. So it was an ideal first job.

         Young and inexperienced in the ranks, I was usually sent to cover not-so-dangerous health alerts around the country. Which is why on April second, when we received a strange but vague report from Nogales, Arizona, my older colleagues didn’t even blink. It seemed even less than routine.

         So the CDC sent me.

         
             

         

         The request from Arizona was slightly more expedited than usual because Nogales is a border town, and, well, you never know what you’re getting so close to another country. Of course, that was also the week of the solar flare panic, which only added to the tension. Unusual solar flares had been causing disruptions with satellite transmissions, radio signals, and transformer blowouts in the power grid. I mean, it wasn’t as bad as the cable networks made it seem—watching Fox News or CNN, you’d think the entire world had gone dark, when really the country was just experiencing some blinks with some Internet service and GPS providers. My sister Jennifer and I, who texted often, resolved to stay in touch despite the Internet troubles. We took to sending each other the cheesiest postcards we could find—preferably one bought from a gas station or restaurant. But it was enough that, en route to Arizona, I didn’t have much to go on other than a few phone calls with officials in Nogales to discuss the incidents.

         I arrived on a scorching Tuesday afternoon, hot air slapping my face as I left the airport to look for a taxi. My contact in Nogales was Dr. Hector Gomez, head of the city’s health department and also its coroner—and we agreed to meet at the coroner’s office complex so that I could view the bodies in question. I lugged three suitcases, two of them holding my equipment, including my hazmat suit and other protective gear. CDC rules stipulated that an investigator conducting an initial on-site review should procure a fully encapsulating chemical-resistant suit. I considered bringing a self-contained breathing apparatus with a level A suit, but I figured that might be overkill. It was also heavy as hell.

         The coroner’s office was a small modular office with greenish drab colors, utilitarian furniture, and cheap leaded paint. In the small lobby, I saw a young man who I assumed to be Dr. Gomez, and another man in a police uniform, nervously awaiting my arrival.

         I held out my hand, trying to sound older and more experienced than I felt. “Hi, I’m Lauren Scott.”

         The man with the dark bushy mustache over pursed lips took my hand. “Dr. Gomez. Pleased to meet you, Dr. Scott. I’m glad you’re finally here. This is Sheriff Wilson.”

         The tall figure in the uniform tipped his cowboy hat. The fixed gaze on his lined face told me he was ready to get down to business. “Pleasure.”

         “Nice to meet both of you,” I replied. “And please, call me Lauren.”

         “We should get started immediately,” Dr. Gomez said as he fidgeted with the small notebook in his right hand. Almost as if he were tempted to take notes on our conversation. “Let’s go to the morgue and we can review our notes and the body.”

         I followed them through a long hallway, then down a flight of stairs to the basement. It smelled like formaldehyde and alcohol, and there were fluorescent lights that blinked in the freezing temperature. It was hard not to crack a joke or run away; this old building looked like a scene right out of a TV show. I saw a body already lying on the slab, covered with a green sheet. As Dr. Gomez lifted the sheet, I briefly wondered if I should be wearing a suit or at least protective headgear. I was still new and obsessed with not catching any disease I encountered, unlike the older grizzled veterans who showed up to hot zones with barely any gloves, much less a protective suit.

         I stepped closer to the body and noticed there did not appear to be any obvious signs of trauma.

         “How long has the body been here?” I asked.

         Dr. Gomez paused and glanced at the sheriff with his bottom lip sticking out in a scowl. “Twenty-four hours.”

         I should have called for help right then, but I simply turned to Gomez, surprised. “You called three days ago about a body exhibiting unusual hemophilia bruising and intradermal contusions over ninety percent of the body. I thought this was that body. I need to see the other body.”

         Sheriff Wilson and Dr. Gomez exchanged another agonized glance. “That body is not here anymore.”

         I stared at them for a moment and I’m pretty sure my mouth was open. “What do you mean?”

         “Apparently it was stolen from the morgue,” Sheriff Wilson answered, a pained look on his face. “We’re still investigating. Frankly, we have no idea how it got out, or who in their right mind would want to steal it. I hope it’s some damn college students looking for a prank.”

         “Oh,” I said. I pointed at the body on the slab. “So who is this?”

         “This is another body we found at the ravine, which exhibited the identical intradermal bruising over the torso as the previous one,” Dr. Gomez replied.

         I leaned over the body. Incisions had been made already on the scalp. I glanced over at Dr. Gomez.

         “We sort of felt that we needed to get a jump on everything,” he said. “But then we thought better of it and stopped. Sorry.”

         “That’s really not what I anticipated when I emailed the protocol.” I was pissed, but what could I do? I moved on to the external examination. This would have to be a cursory exam for the moment. I placed my iPhone on a small table and clicked on the recording app.

         “No obvious signs of trauma that would indicate the cause of death. Appears to be a woman in her thirties in moderate shape. One hundred and forty-five pounds. No distinguishing marks or tattoos. Turning the head of the body I see two circular wounds—openings—of equal-millimeter diameter—maybe a bite—close to the carotid artery and extending an undetermined length into the skin.”

         I leaned closer and smelled something faint. A floral scent? Sweet yet strangely not pleasing. Cheap perfume, most likely. I rubbed my nose with the back of my hand. The scent lingered far longer than I was comfortable with. I continued.

         “A dissection would need to be performed. However, a cursory glance doesn’t seem to indicate that this would be the cause of death unless a poison was injected. But the wounds do resemble teeth marks at first glance. However, they do not resemble any teeth wounds I am familiar with from either a human or other mammal. I am going to examine the body under magnification. No blood or tissue under the fingernails, although a swab will be performed for further testing. Teeth seem to be in good shape, but two top molars seem to be loose. Can’t speculate on that cause yet. An examination of the full body shows no signs of obvious trauma. A chemical analysis of hair and blood will need to be performed immediately. The eyes show no signs of hemangioma or petechial rash. The dissection and brain examination will proceed tomorrow morning.”

         Dr. Gomez handed me the syringe. I took blood and saliva samples and placed them in the biohazard containers. I had some trouble extracting a usable amount of blood. A simple touch indicated that the body was unusually devoid. Premature coagulation, perhaps. “Where can I take these samples for a quick chemical analysis?”

         “University of Arizona, Santa Cruz, has a small lab,” Dr. Gomez said. “I can get someone to drive it over tonight, and the lab techs there owe me. They can put in the rush. It won’t be as detailed but it’s a start.”

         I stopped in the hallway and turned to the sheriff. “I’m wondering: did you rule out a human cause before calling me?” I asked. “I mean, like a murder or something.”

         Sheriff Wilson nodded. “Sure, but the first body—the female—was dead. I mean, it had no vital signs. Then it gets up and leaves! Hector sent a sample of hair to the state crime lab and they told us there were some unidentifiable substances or some sort of thing and they wanted us to call our state board of health. We had to call someone. Someone federal. Hector here—I mean Dr. Gomez—thought we should call the CDC. Next on the list was the FBI.” He smiled. “We may still do that.”

         “Thanks,” I said, still trying to gather all the ideas bouncing around in my mind. “I guess I’ll go back to my hotel room to settle in. Then let’s head out to the ravine where the bodies were found.”

         Sheriff Wilson and Dr. Gomez just nodded as they each scratched the side of their faces.

         
             

         

         I checked into a dingy La Quinta not too far from the Mexican border. There weren’t many choices in this town. I threw my bags on the bed and attempted to take a nap, even with the window-unit air conditioner growling like a busted muffler. I was going to have to be up for the results of the toxicology—hopefully sooner than later.

         Even then, in those early hours, the situation felt weird. Who steals a body from the coroner’s office? I was struck, too, by the bite marks. And where was all the blood? All those years trying to avoid blood, and now I was wishing for it to be there. Always, it was about the blood. I thought of Macbeth: “The near in blood, the nearer bloody.” I think my father taught me that. It seems so apropos in hindsight, as I’ve felt covered in the blood ever since.

         I transferred the pictures to my iPad and tried to consider what type of animal could leave that mark. I attempted to find significance in the loose upper molars and what systematic disease could cause this. Diabetes and cancer were obvious ones, but the body looked to be in good health, so I eliminated those possibilities. Another type of autoimmune disease could be a contributing factor, but that would take more tests. I made a mental note to get a tissue sample sent to Atlanta. This was my first solo assignment; I needed to cover all the bases.

         I had pretty much just laid my head on the flat pillow when a knock on my door almost caused me to leap out of my skin.

         “Dr. Scott? It’s Sheriff Wilson and Dr. Gomez.”

         I unlocked and opened the door. They stood there, looking like a mixture of shame and frustration. “Sorry,” the sheriff said. “We tried calling but your phone must be on silent—”

         “What happened?” I cut him off. I was probably overtired by this point. “Did we get the results already?”

         Wilson glanced at Gomez like neither of them wanted to talk. The sheriff won the silent battle. “The body is—well, it’s not in the morgue anymore,” Dr. Gomez said.

         
             

         

         On the way back to the morgue, Sheriff Wilson tried to explain. “We’ve never been broken into before,” he said. That was an ambiguous accomplishment at best, I thought. “It’s a bit more than that,” the sheriff continued. “The guard at the back door says the woman walked up to him and hit him with a surgical hammer. He doesn’t remember much after that.”

         “I’m sorry. What woman?”

         “The woman you saw. The corpse on the table.”

         I laughed. “What? That can’t be true.”

         The car was silent for a moment, until the sheriff said, “He swears it.” I glanced out the window again and it was like a movie on repeat, the identical saguaro cactus every few miles with its crooked arms locked in a permanent wave at random tumbleweeds along for the ride.

         When we arrived back at the morgue, a deputy surveyed the scene we had left just hours earlier, as if looking for his keys. I saw the empty table, and then the materials from the shelf strewn across the floor as if an earthquake had hit. My eyes became fixated on a roll of gauze and scissors on the table.

         Wilson saw what I was looking at. “The deputy says that the woman’s head was bandaged,” he said.

         I exchanged a glance with Dr. Gomez. All he could do was shrug. We walked into the other room and another deputy, who looked all of nineteen years old, sat on the floor, his head bandaged. He recounted the story to us as he held an ice pack to his head. He said, “One minute I was by myself, and in a flash that girl—”

         “The presumed corpse,” I said.

         He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Her. She was standing next to me. I was eating a Twix bar. The girl, she—”

         “The presumed corpse,” I said again.

         The deputy paused. He looked nervously at the sheriff, then continued. “Yeah. The presumed corpse. She was wearing pants. Also, a sweatshirt. No shoes.”

         Sheriff Wilson said, “There’s a locker down the hall. Used by techs and deputies assigned to the morgue. Broken into—missing those exact clothes.”

         “I wanted to ask her what she was doing but it’s like the words wouldn’t come out,” the deputy said with a frown on his thin face. “Then, when I just about found the words, my head caught the end of that hammer.”

         I nodded and tried to keep my face from looking disgusted. “Now the other body that disappeared yesterday. Were there any—”

         Sheriff Wilson completed my sentence. “Clothes were missing out of the locker also.”

         I couldn’t help thinking that the deputy himself looked like someone half dead, and maybe on meth. And it wasn’t the recent hammer to his head. I suppose good help was hard to find. Without anything else to do—no preliminary tests back, no body to examine, and everyone wide awake—we decided to head out to the desert area where the bodies were found.

         
             

         

         The desert was still dark, but I cannot describe how dark the desert gets close to the border. We were only a ten-minute distance from the morgue, and it was like our vehicles’ headlights had led to another world, one closer to the black sky. We ended up on a slight hill near an eight-foot metal fence with barbed wire strewn on top and with concrete bollards every couple of feet. A cold wind blew in from the south with not a bird or animal in sight. I guessed this was the border—it was a bit anticlimactic. Stepping out of the police van, I was surprised to see the ground covered in grass. Not desert sand.

         Sheriff Wilson slapped a hand on the fence. “On the other side of this you’d be in Mexico. Doesn’t look much different, does it?”

         As far as I could see over the fence, it appeared pretty much the same, albeit farther from our lights. I couldn’t shake the feeling something was staring back at me from somewhere in that murky distance. My eyes strained to see into it. I felt years of nothingness scattered across these plains and it made me shiver and cough.

         The headlights from the van illuminated the shallow hole nearest the fence. The cold desert wind tickled a chill down my back. I knelt down in front of the hole but I saw only wet dirt. Dr. Gomez, hunched in a catcher’s position next to me, ran a hand through the dirt.

         The corpses had been found by a trucker whose engine had burned out on the side of the road while transporting salvaged computer parts. No one could determine why he took such an indirect route, although the sheriff said suspicion was that he may have been carrying illegal cargo. The trucker was waiting on the side of the road for a wrecker to arrive when he spotted what he said looked like a figure running away at a high rate of speed. Then he noticed a hand, some distance away. When he went out into the field to investigate, he found the body.

         “Border Patrol showed up before the wrecker,” Sheriff Wilson said with a voice disembodied from the headlights. “Then they stayed with the body while checking the fence. They called our office. The rest you know.”

         I shined my flashlight over the area. I placed some dirt into a plastic bag for testing. I shined the light on the plastic bag. The dirt appeared reddish. I looked over at Sheriff Wilson. “Is that dried blood?”

         He took the bag, pushed back his cowboy hat, and studied it with his small flashlight. “Might be.” He handed me back the bag and shined the light onto the ground. He pushed his hand into the ground and put the light on it as he rubbed his index finger and thumb together. “Damn. Looks like wet blood also.”

         Wondering about Border Patrol protocol, I poked a finger in the same spot as Wilson. Dried and wet blood mixed on my fingers. In hindsight, of course, the whole area looked like a dug-up shallow grave, but in the moment that early morning it simply looked like loose dirt near a fence. At the time, none of us knew about the mass grave on the other side of the fence.

         
             

         

         I arrived back at my hotel at about five in the morning. I leaned back on the hard pillow and thought about emailing an update to the CDC, but they were wrapped up in another Ebola scare in Africa, and there were potential carriers in Minnesota. No one would read my report for another two weeks, if even then.

         I must have slept for an hour before my phone began to buzz. It was Dr. Gomez, and his tone was urgent, although to be honest in the short time I had known him, he always sounded like he was beside himself.

         “The lab called,” he said quickly. “They want to see us immediately.”

         
             

         

         At the science lab of the University of Arizona, Santa Cruz—about a thirty-minute drive from Nogales—I grabbed coffee from the cramped office, stirring in lumpy sugar as I introduced myself to the med student and professor waiting for us. Gomez looked like he hadn’t slept in two days. He shook Professor Chen’s hand as if they had met before. Chen was a skinny, animated older man with professor hair and rumpled clothes. His assistant, Jimmy Morton, looked like a hipster out of central casting. He wore a red flannel shirt and a mustache that sprang off his face like a twist tie. He must have left the monocle at home.

         Chen waved us over to the computer. “Okay, so we did a preliminary test of the blood. It’s been pretty slow around here so we were able to do it quick, but let me just say, we really need a hematologist to look at this.” His eyes sparkled like fireworks. “Prepare to have your mind blown.” He clicked the mouse on the computer and a 1000x microscopic HD image appeared on the screen in neon green and red looking like an animated video game. “A light microscopy image would be better but we obviously do not have access to that equipment here.” He pointed a bony finger at the red circles on the screen. “See the platelets. At first we thought it was some type of sickle cell anemia—one that we weren’t familiar with—but look over here. It’s like a classic case of leukemia. But even that didn’t register in our further tests. And it has a distinct hypercoagulable state at times, and then it adapts again.”

         Sheriff Wilson raised a hand. “What is a hyper…whatever?”

         “It means that the blood has a tendency to clot very easily,” Jimmy answered. I secretly prayed he might start twirling his mustache as he talked. “It’s not a good thing because it can cause life-threatening blood clots in a person. A person with blood this advanced would have clots throughout their veins.”

         Professor Chen continued as he rubbed his calloused hands together. “Honestly, this is what probably killed the person, I would think.”

         “She’s alive,” I told him. I glanced at the sheriff. “Allegedly.”

         Chen and Morton stared at us and exchanged a glance. “How? That’s absurd,” Professor Chen said. He didn’t wait for an answer before he continued. “But then you’re not going to believe this, but the blood thins to a level—and what I mean is the blood-clotting cells begin to mutate to a level akin to Ebola. I’m serious.”

         “He is,” Jimmy concurred.

         “It’s like a type of essential thrombocytosis that I’m not familiar with at all,” Chen said. “This needs to be sent to the University of Arizona and their lab for more testing. In all honesty we should probably be wearing level A hazmat suits or be looking at this in a level four biosafety lab. I would love to see if Niemann-Pick C1 cholesterol transporter is essential in the transmission as in Ebola.”

         “I need to get a sample to the CDC as soon as possible,” I said, entranced by his computer screen. I started to feel the rush of adrenaline. Had this dusty old town actually birthed a new virus?

         Sheriff Wilson’s phone rang. He stepped away to answer it.

         “Hematology is not my specialty, obviously,” Dr. Gomez said, “but can a body survive long with this particular condition?”

         “Not likely,” Professor Chen said. “I suppose there are outliers for every disease, but I wouldn’t think that a body could withstand any of the conditions. I mean, for example, Ebola will kill a body in a short period of time, and this is as bad—if not worse—from all appearances. I can only imagine that was the cause of death. But now you’re telling me this woman isn’t dead? I find that unreal, to be exact.”

         “I find it unreal too, but it happened,” Dr. Gomez said with a shrug.

         Sheriff Wilson walked back to the computer. “Well, good news, you see. We have an actual lead. A girl named Liza Sole was reported missing by her roommate and she matches the description of our former dead body.”

         “Mind if I tag along?” I asked.

         “I was just gonna ask you the same thing,” Wilson said.

         We ended up at an older apartment complex only three miles away. The sun had come up and I could feel my body drained of energy. I was itching for another cup of coffee but I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Strangely enough, I used to hate the smell of coffee. Reminded me of going to my aunt’s house in Florida in the summer, which always smelled like coffee, and was so god-awful hot and humid. Coffee used to smell like boredom and mosquitoes to me, but medical school will make you change every habit and attitude you hold dear.

         I counted about twenty units in the complex—not big by any means. Two floors and some parking—that was it. We walked up the stairs looking for apartment 221. Sheriff Wilson’s face darkened as we reached the top steps.

         “What’s wrong?” Dr. Gomez asked.

         “One of my deputies was supposed to meet us here. He should be waiting for us already. He said he was here already.” He frowned and looked around. “You know, we’re a small county here. I expect my deputies to be available when requested.”

         Wilson rapped on the door a few times, waited, thought for a moment, then grabbed the handle and twisted. The door swung open. But he didn’t walk inside. We glanced at each other. With a long sigh, Sheriff Wilson stepped into the apartment.

         “Thought I heard someone in distress,” he said without much conviction.

         We stepped inside and I was struck by the peculiar familiar smell. At the time I couldn’t place it, but of course I now know that it was the same sweet tinge from Nogales not six hours before. And of course we should have been wearing masks before we walked inside. I had violated so many protocols so far this visit, it’s a wonder I still had a job later.

         The apartment looked like it had been vacated in an emergency. The television was tuned to some celebrity reality show. Two plates of half-eaten sushi sat on the living room table with two glasses of wine near the edge. Wilson and Gomez looked inside one of the bedrooms while I moved over to the kitchen. Nothing seemed amiss. I saw a piece of floral cardboard tacked to the refrigerator with a SpongeBob SquarePants magnet. In block letters at the top it stated, “LIZA’S THINGS TO DO THIS YEAR!!” Without thinking, I pulled it off the fridge and stuck it in my jacket pocket. The sheriff strode back into the den and looked around again. “No sign of the roommate or the dead girl,” he said. The roommate who made the report was Glenda Jones. Not that it matters now. He looked at me. “The presumed corpse.”

         I didn’t even try to hide a smile—and the smile hadn’t left my face when a yell from Dr. Gomez cut through the moment. We both rushed to the hallway and almost ran into Gomez, who was running in the other direction. He pointed behind him, as Sheriff Wilson pulled out his pistol.

         “In the bathroom,” Gomez cried.

         Wilson took the lead and ordered me to stay back, but I was right behind him as we approached the bathroom. Wilson waved his gun as he stepped inside. It was a small bathroom, so I parked at the doorway.

         “No, God, no,” Wilson said. He knelt next to the bathtub and holstered his revolver. I stepped inside and looked over his kneeling figure. A young man in the same uniform as Wilson lay in the bathtub. His face was white. His eyes open.

         He was obviously deceased. For now.

         
             

         

         That’s how it really started. A back-from-the-dead girl, a dead deputy, and a missing roommate. Later, I would hate myself for not calling the FBI and ordering a quarantine of the area immediately. But things were moving too quickly. From that moment in Liza Sole’s bathroom, it was a cascade of action from the police and the CDC—meaning myself.

         Of course I wanted to take samples in that apartment, but there was nothing to be found. Strangely enough, no blood. An autopsy by Dr. Gomez determined that Deputy Shawn Miller died from exsanguination. Gomez spent hours on that autopsy attempting to find another cause of death, but the only cause could be a draining of all of his blood.

         I made my own examination but came to the same conclusion. Two holes in the carotid artery were determined to be the only source of the exsanguination. No trauma, bruising, scratches, or lacerations whatsoever.

         Dr. Gomez couldn’t believe it. Not even a butcher knife could have drained the blood in such an efficient manner. I spent that first day with him, trying to hash out how those two holes could have drained an entire body of blood in a matter of minutes. Deputy Miller had arrived at the scene not more than an hour before we did, took his report, called it in, and waited for us. It didn’t seem possible.

         The trace amounts of blood Dr. Gomez and I found on the body bore the same indicators as the samples from the escaped body from the morgue. The sample was sent to Galveston, Texas, and the University of Texas with their level four biosafety lab; it indicated the same structure as the previous sample. However, when studied through an electron micrograph, it showed a mutation of what they identified to be the Marburg virus, a hemorrhagic fever virus considered as serious as Ebola. My supervisors still did not recognize the importance of these findings, yet they ordered me to stay in the field, in the event that other persons reported symptoms indicative of the virus. I could only imagine what my apartment back in Atlanta would look like after another month away from home. And as if on cue, my mom called me, hysterical. “Lauren, thank goodness! What’s going on? Why does your apartment look abandoned?” she sputtered. I had asked my sister if she would check on my apartment every few days, but it’s never good to ask a twentysomething girl with a new boyfriend to remember anything important.

         It was only a matter of a month before more bodies started to show up in Arizona and then New Mexico. All the exsanguinated bodies were accompanied by another person from the same household disappearing. All the dead bodies either had their blood drained or they exhibited the same blood characteristics that the original dead girl—Liza Sole—had in her system.

         Liza Sole was a twenty-eight-year-old woman from Dallas, Texas, who worked various retail jobs and went through a few marriages before she decided to return to school to finish her degree at the University of Arizona. That didn’t last too long: she met another man and moved to Nogales, Arizona, where she worked at a Pizza Hut. As with many of her previous relationships, this one did not last long, and soon she moved out of his house and rented an apartment with various Craigslist roommates who stayed for short periods of time and then moved on.

         Clearly, the CDC should have been more involved, given the growing scope of the virus, but the center was still enthralled by Ebola ravaging Africa and then being carried into the United States by returning health-care professionals and tourists. My blood cell disease was getting no attention, no real funds. I was made the head of the Nogales team a month after the initial event, but “team” was a stretch. It was still just me, filing reports back to Atlanta. No support staff.

         I started calling it the Nogales organic blood illness on my field reports. NOBI for short. I had Sheriff Wilson send out an addendum to his APB on Liza Sole that the CDC would like to be informed about any leads or similar cases because of the possibility of illness related to the condition of the suspect.

         But I still couldn’t get my superiors at the CDC to issue a warning on the disease. A warning would have required the FBI and other federal law enforcement to issue an immediate alert on the spreading disease, and on Liza. A warning would have sent information out to every law enforcement agency in the country. I’m not saying we could have stopped NOBI if that had been the case, but it would have made a huge difference in how far the disease spread before it became a national emergency.

         It would have saved lives.

         
             

         

         About a month after the initial Liza Sole event, Dr. Gomez took a leave of absence from the Nogales Department of Health to devote himself to my investigation. At his own expense, he followed me to different cities in the Southwest as we tracked the disease and the wake of bodies and those missing. He soon rode with me in the car I rented on the government’s tab and was a great help in tracking the people and the virus. And in keeping me company.

         In the beginning, we followed Liza’s and the disease’s trail through Arizona. It felt like a spur-of-the-moment road trip for two college roommates piling all of our random belongings into a compact car. All we were missing was a cooler of cheap beer. Every small town seemed to blend into another, our files growing, our space for clothing shrinking. Ten miles to the next motel and I could hardly wait.

         I was beat up and could only drop my bags to the floor as I stared at the motel’s rumpled bed. Dr. Gomez—Hector—had long since blown through his budget and was sleeping on the floor of my room. He dropped to the ground and puffed up his thin pillow against the torn wallpaper of the motel. I felt sorry that Nogales County would not pay for his research, and he had to front it all from his savings. His dedication to solving this unfolding crisis, like mine, only grew with adversity.

         He looked pretty uncomfortable trying to make the hard floor into a bed. “Hey, Dr. Gomez,” I said. He looked up with tired eyes.

         “What’s up, Dr. Scott?”

         I cocked my head at the bed. “First of all, why don’t I call you Hector and you call me Lauren? Secondly, you look like crap on the floor. Why don’t you sleep on the bed? There’s room enough for both of us and I’m pretty sure I can trust you by now. And if not, I’ll beat the crap out of you. Pretty sure I could.”

         He stared for a moment, as if he might not even want to get up from the floor. Maybe he was one of those ascetic individuals, abstaining from any indulgent behavior and preferring to deny himself any comfort.

         Hector rose up without a word and flopped down onto the comforter. He flipped onto his side and gripped the pillow like a life preserver. In no time, he was asleep. I lay down on the other side of the bed in all my clothing, and was dreaming of leeches within minutes.

         A month in, we had eight confirmed dead, devoid of blood, and ten people missing. The missing people were the most perplexing part of this investigation. I couldn’t come up with a plausible theory as to why some people who came in contact with Liza Sole went missing: if they had acquired this virus, wouldn’t they be dead after a short time? Did she kidnap them? Did they follow her willingly? Did she kill them and bury them somewhere remote?

         But then Liza Sole finally made a mistake, became more than a myth, and every bulletin that we’d sent paid off.

         At the time, we had seven dead bodies that were autopsied and found to be devoid of blood. It was almost as if all the blood had been drained and the rest incinerated within the body. Therefore, we could autopsy the body but we couldn’t find the most important aspect of the death: the blood, and how it compared to the sample we had from the previously dead Liza Sole.

         We received a call from the El Paso police department about an eighth body, found near the border crossing with Ciudad Juárez, Mexico. A police officer was in his car on patrol near a back alley behind some abandoned warehouses when he saw a person crouched over another body lying on the ground. The officer shined his spotlight on them. The crouched figure jumped up and started to sprint away at great speed. The officer couldn’t believe a person could run so fast.

         The officer approached the figure on the ground: it was a man with blood spurting from the neck, from his artery. The man on the ground didn’t last long enough for the ambulance, but at the morgue a technician remembered the notice from the Nogales police department. When Hector and I arrived, Hector convinced the coroner, an old medical school classmate of his, to let him sit in on the autopsy. He came to the conclusion, based on the postexposure condition of the body and the internal organs, that the body was probably exposed to the same virus as Liza Sole, but for some reason his body could not handle the physical changes.

         Of course, we still hadn’t determined how Liza Sole carried this virus with no obvious ill effects. I had a disease with a mortality rate, albeit unofficial, of about 50 percent, if not more. A disease that presented with bodies disappearing and others coming back to life after being deceased. And a disease that also drained the blood from the truly deceased bodies.

         Dr. Gomez and I had been so busy chasing bodies that I really hadn’t had the time to compile thorough statistics. Everything was haphazardly notated in my iPad and Moleskine notebooks, which I lugged to every city, but my notations were weeks behind the current cases. I’m not making excuses for the blame that has been thrust upon me; I’m simply stating facts.

         And then. We finally caught a break there in El Paso.

         We caught up with Liza Sole.

         
             

         

         Dr. Gomez and I decided to go eat some real Texas Mexican food. Yelp brought us to a place called El Capitan. Supposedly it “didn’t get any better!” Of course, it took all my persuasive powers to get Hector out of his room given his monk-like devotion to figuring out Liza Sole’s path.

         “It’s good Mexican food,” I said, pushing the door to our motel room open.

         “I have work to do,” he replied.

         I glanced around at the hurricane of files around him. Hector had a pretty thick beard now and he looked to have lost about ten pounds since we started this journey. He sat in his boxers and a dingy T-shirt.

         “You seriously want to eat Dairy Queen or McDonald’s again? Or maybe there are some new items on the menu at the vending machine.” I did the best thing I knew to scare a man: I crossed my arms and channeled my mother. “Seriously: get your fucking clothes on and let’s get some Mexican food!”

         He stared at me for a moment.

         Then he walked over to the bed and grabbed his pants.

         Soon enough, we were sitting in a corner booth sipping margaritas and working on chips and salsa. The restaurant was pretty old and worn, with red lights above the tables casting an eerie glow over the booth. The seats’ vinyl covers were old and ripped from end to end. We sat in silence, left to our own thoughts while we nursed our drinks and ate greasy chips. My phone buzzed and I answered it before the second vibration. I didn’t get a word out before—

         “Where have you been?” It was Jennifer. I should have checked the caller ID. I could tell she was looking for an argument.

         “I’m on the road, Jenny,” I replied. My irritation vanished when I heard her raspy voice. It had been far too long…

         “Are you still chasing that bug?”

         “Virus,” I corrected. “So what’s up?” Although I already knew the answer.

         “Well…I’m gonna be a little short this month and I was wondering…”

         “What was it this month? Music festival?”

         Silence on the other end. “Stuff. You know.”

         “Okay. I’ll send you five hundred.”

         I heard a sigh on the other end. “Thanks. And call Dad. He always complains he never knows where you are.”

         “I will,” I replied. When she hung up, I regretted not calling her more often. I had so much to ask her but never had the time.

         Hector looked at me but didn’t ask. And I didn’t answer. “I wonder when they’ll call us with another body,” he said.

         I thought for a moment while I savored an especially salty chip. “If the pattern proceeds to schedule…probably in two days. That seems to be the routine.” I laughed to myself. My dad would be appalled at all the sitting around and thinking. He would demand that I get my hands dirty and grab something real!

         “I agree.”

         “Where do you think it’ll be?”

         Hector shook his head. “Who knows? Could be anywhere.”

         My mind raced. “Not anywhere. Somewhere. Has to be somewhere. I mean, all of this is proceeding like a pattern. Let’s see if we can figure it out.”

         Hector ignored his enchilada plate as he tapped his fork on the table. “She doesn’t go very far from the last city. Probably hitchhiking or by some other means—God help us if she has a car.”

         “Exactly. I think we can safely say she’s not in El Paso anymore,” I declared as I took a big bite of my flauta. The grease dribbled off my chin. Heaven.

         “We need a map,” he said.

         Instinctively we each took out our cell phone and hit Google Maps. “She’s not going to Mexico or she would have gone there from Nogales,” I said. “I think she’s going to stay in the Southwest.”

         “She’s going to stick to towns off major highways. She doesn’t have a choice. Carlsbad, Las Cruces, Van Horn. Has to be one of those. But which one?”

         I thought for a moment as I sipped on my second margarita. I tried to remember the inventory of Liza Sole’s apartment. Papers, receipts, notebooks…The search of her computer history. I slammed my hand on the table. “She’s an artist! Or someone interested in art.”

         Dr. Gomez gave me a sideways look. “So what?”

         I leaned over the table toward Hector. “Listen. She’s going to a city or area where she feels familiar or interested in…the type of people she wants to meet. She had a list of things she wanted to do that I found on the refrigerator! One of them was to check out the art scene in Marfa, Texas.”

         “Hmm. Seems tenuous. Very.” He stared at the map on his phone as he pointed his finger at the various cities spread out from El Paso. He shook his head before biting off almost half of his enchilada. “But damn. It would be easy for her to get there with minimal effort, and it’s off a highway but not a major highway, so it lessens the opportunity to be seen.”

         Hector looked up and we held our stare for a moment.

         
             

         

         We reached the Marfa Motor Inn as the sun came up. It was cheap enough for Dr. Gomez to have his own room, and we decided to grab some much-needed sleep until noon and then get to work. Of course, noon rolled into three in the afternoon. Angry and muttering to myself, I knocked on his door. He answered with sleep covering his face.

         “Seriously. We need to get moving.”

         Hector nodded. “I know. Sorry. I needed it, though. And I’ll bet you did too.”

         From there we stopped by the local sheriff’s office—Sheriff Langston Lamar—to present our credentials and discuss the current situation. He looked to be in his forties and was built like a linebacker. There had not been any suspicious activity or injuries in the past couple of months other than a few bar fights. He told us he did not have the manpower to assign any deputies to the investigation, but if anything came up he would certainly take it seriously. He gave us his cell phone number.

         Back at the hotel, we brainstormed various options in Marfa that night. Hector searched his phone. “Okay, so there’s an art show, a live country band, and a couple of dinner events in the center of town,” he said.

         “I think we should start at the art gallery. And then move on to the others if we have the time. She could be at any of them.”

         We changed our clothes, although neither of us had anything even resembling art opening–wear. Jeans and sweatshirts it would have to be. I put the hazmat suit in the trunk just in case. We walked in the cool night air to the end of the long main street block to the Hi-Times Gallery, a converted gas station from another era, now captive to hipster art patrons. The sun had already fallen away and the gallery was full—I bet the town population doubled at this gallery. The crowd flaunted their beards, flannel, and black garb—cowboy chic—and mingled with drinks in their hands, all but ignoring the art on the walls.

         Hector and I kept to ourselves near the door. Every so often we checked a picture of Liza Sole on our phones, as a reminder. The lead was solid—I could feel it. This had to be the place and town. But after an hour and three glasses of wine I began to lose hope. I looked over at Hector. Was he having the same doubts? I saw him glance over at the people and the art, almost ignoring the front door. I knew his doubts were starting to surface. Had we made a huge mistake? What the hell was I still doing on this wild-goose chase…

         Then a woman walked in by herself.

         She wore a pair of faded and torn Levi’s 501 jeans that hugged her hips and legs—and a black turtleneck. It was as if she didn’t care that no one wore turtlenecks like that in Texas. An old beat-up tan Stetson cowboy hat was perched on her skull like she had grabbed it off her lover’s head as he lay in bed. Scuffed old black punk rock boots completed the image. She looked like a young Patti Smith busking in front of the Chelsea Hotel in seventy-three, screaming mad at society for not conforming to her vision. The hat tilted down about to her nose so it covered her face. My eyes were automatically drawn to her and I saw others in the gallery staring in the same manner.

         She had a presence. A tingling in the back of my neck made me shudder. A sweet smell drifted into my nose and only made my thoughts scramble and bounce around in my head. It was like a car accident where you see your life as if in a flip-book of pictures scrolling too fast for you to even catch a memory. It only made me sad.

         There was a magnetism I couldn’t put into words.

         Temptation in human form.

         She took measured strides over to the first wall aisle of paintings. The woman made no eye contact with any person, but her gaze—shaded as it was—cut across every occupant as if each were prey. I looked over at Hector and he was transfixed. I mean, he looked like he wanted to devour her. “Take a picture—it’ll last longer,” I told him with an elbow to his ribs.

         He about jumped out of his skin. “Damn! Sorry. I mean, she’s a pretty girl. Although I can’t really see her face.”

         I don’t know if it was the hat or the face or the fact that the hat covered her face—or simply a vibe. But it clicked. My picture of Liza Sole and this girl were not an exact match—this girl in the gallery was a bit thinner—but I felt my heart beating faster and faster.

         I leaned in to Hector. “I think that might be her.”

         He looked over at me. “Her?” He raised his arm to point. I yanked it down.

         “Look at your picture. The nose on down.”

         Hector clicked on his phone and studied it before leaning over to me. “Fuck!”

         I was still distracted but I concentrated. “I’m going to stay here. You go outside and call the sheriff.”

         “Are you sure?”

         “It’s her. I’m certain.”

         “No, I mean are you sure you want to stay here instead of waiting outside?” Hector asked.

         I gave him a hard look. He walked outside to call the sheriff.

         With the studied focus of a professor, the woman was considering the painting of a white bird in an oak tree with its roots spreading out everywhere under the ground. I was so engrossed trying to see what she found so interesting about the painting…that I didn’t notice she had turned away.

         She was staring at me.

         I caught my breath, even from across the room. All I wanted to do was look into her eyes. It was as if she knew the reason I was there and that I was looking for her.

         She moved like a cat. She was lurching toward me before I even realized it. I stepped back but she had already sprinted toward the back of the gallery, to a back room.

         The gallery was almost empty save for a few stragglers trying to convince the bartender to open back up. I screamed for Hector as I chased Liza Sole toward the back door. I reached for the handle to the back room, and the door blew open and knocked me to the floor. Liza leapt over me as Sheriff Lamar sprinted inside and drew his Taser. He yelled at her to stop and she did for a moment, baring her teeth like an animal, then she lunged toward the front door of the gallery.

         She made it to the front door just as the sheriff yelled a second time for her to stop. Surprisingly, she did, bared her teeth again, and then surged through the doorway.

         The Taser wires made contact with her back just as Hector tackled her waist. In a single swiping movement, she swept loose the Taser darts and Hector both, but as she made it outside she was tackled again, now by the sheriff and three deputies.

         She scratched and swung, but quickly they were able to cuff her wrists. The sheriff screamed for leg-irons but Liza kicked her heel into his face. All of a sudden, Liza jumped up and spread her legs. The handcuffs snapped off like wet paper. She took off in a sprint into the street, where a large pickup truck immediately hit her head-on.

         She bounced off as the truck screeched to a halt, rubber smoke hovering in the air.

         We all stood there in shock.

         “Another day at the office,” the third deputy grumbled.

         
             

         

         “Are you taking her to jail?” I asked.

         “No, honey, I thought I might take her back to the art gallery,” Lamar said.

         More of this bullshit. “I meant—”

         “I know what you meant,” Sheriff Lamar replied. “We have a holding facility in the office until we can get her transferred to Alpine, which has a proper jail, and maybe to El Paso. Pretty sure Arizona will come for her in record time.”

         “Is it okay if I come with you? I need to make a determination about whether there is a danger from any virus.”

         Sheriff Lamar shrugged. “You started the show. Feel free to play it out.”

         The trip to the sheriff’s office only took about two minutes. I rode in the front of the police car, with Liza Sole in the back behind the bars. When I glanced back at her, she stared at me with sparkling blue eyes and pale skin. Her lips were bright red even in the darkness of the vehicle, and as she moved her body in and out of the shadows it was almost as if she disappeared and reappeared.

         Liza allowed the deputies to walk her into the police station. She showed no signs of violent behavior or resistance. They placed her in a small cell with bars—like from an old western movie. I think Sheriff Lamar sensed my amazement. “Original forged steel,” he said. “They don’t make them secure like this anymore.” Let’s hope it’s as secure as he claims. A window to the outside sat on the wall opposite the cell, moonlight streaming inside.

         Years later, when I was debriefed extensively by a multitude of federal authorities, I would sometimes question my own recollections from that night. For example, I don’t know how long I watched Liza in that cell, or when Hector joined me, but I held her eyes for what felt like hours. Liza stared silently back out at us. There was something hypnotic in her movements and eyes. A strange gracefulness in her manner, like a gentle migration from one space to another.

         A distinct sense of hopelessness enveloped me in those minutes or hours. But I had to get through all these psychological flashes in my brain—I felt a certain responsibility to understand this person, in spite of my fear. I felt that the prison bars were a mere curtain that Liza could push aside with a wave of her hand. An hour, maybe more, passed.

         “How do you feel?” I asked her with a cracking voice.

         Silence.

         Then: “I feel awesome.”

         I didn’t expect that answer with such a blank face.

         “I only ask because I believe you have acquired a new type of virus into your system and you may begin to exhibit symptoms.”

         Silence.

         And she never said another word to me.

         Even today, I can recall the feeling of something attempting to put thoughts in my mind or look into my consciousness. The Nogales organic blood illness, we now know, reached each victim or recipient through a previously unknown virion attached to specific cell-surface receptors—such as C-type lectins, DC-SIGN, or integrins. The virus then entered by fusion of the viral envelope with cellular membranes. Even their virions had a mind of their own. So those affected with the virus, essentially, could tap into a consciousness on even a cellular level.

         But that night, I, and eventually Hector, simply watched her through the bars in amazement. Finally, Sheriff Lamar pulled us away. The FBI and federal marshals would be arriving soon to transport her back to Arizona, and he urged us to catch a nap in his office.

         
             

         

         I don’t know how long I slept. I may have dreamt of people stoning me for transgressions, like waking up late for class, forgetting the answers on my medical boards, not sending my mother a birthday card, or not lending my sister five dollars.

         What woke me was the most vengeful shriek I had ever heard. Animalistic—like something from a bad sci-fi movie.

         Liza Sole sat in the corner of her cell, screaming, as her arm and part of her face emanated smoke. Were they…burning? The skin almost dripped off her face. I thought it might be some type of dermatitis or eczema, a by-product of the blood disorder, until I realized the window across her cell—

         “The sun,” I whispered to Hector.

         
             

         

         Given my credentials, the Feds graciously allowed me to ride along in the helicopter. Hector said he would meet me at the hospital.

         It was a longer trip to the university medical center than I would have liked. Liza had screamed like a trapped animal the entire helicopter ride, and when we landed on the hospital’s roof, the doctor administered a sedative as the nurses rolled her gurney across the roof in the morning light.

         Liza still screamed.

         When I met Dr. Jenkins, the hospital’s burn specialist, near the quarantine ward, she shook her shoulders in exasperation. “I have no idea what this is. Her blood has certain attributes that shouldn’t fit, but that’s not my expertise. It appears to have been a significant allergic reaction to exposure to the sun, but the molecular composition of this reaction needs to be studied.”

         “Is she any better?” I asked.

         “She’s stabilized. We have her in a windowless room with soft lighting. It doesn’t help that there are police everywhere, but she’s still in intensive care. We’ve just got to wait.”

         I nodded. “I need to get a sample of her blood.”

         “We have that for you.”

         As I sat in the cafeteria making calls to the University of Texas at El Paso to get a team together, I saw cameras and reporters descending on the hospital outside. My phone buzzed with a blast of emails: similar cases of dead bodies with the same carotid wounds had spiked in the last few days. The NOBI virus, it seemed, had finally made it to the top of the CDC agenda.

         But that didn’t mean that my efforts were being recognized or encouraged. My research was disputed and questioned down to every minute detail. Some scientists insisted that the bite marks were in fact made from a needle and a syringe. Others insisted that there was no new virus—the conditions were simply circumstances and consequences of environmental factors related to injuries from various assaults. And others felt that any possible virus was so limited in the apparent infection rate that it didn’t warrant any expenditures of funds.

         I was on my third cup of coffee when Hector shuffled into the hospital cafeteria looking worse than myself. I glanced down after hearing another buzz from an email. This one was from my supervisor at the CDC. I read it three times in the time it took Hector to make it to the table.

         He collapsed into the Formica chair. “So what’s the verdict?”

         I wanted to laugh. The email seemed to confirm my madness, and I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing, but I knew it would change my life forever.

         And it has. My old man also used to say, “I’d be ahead by now if I could quit while I’m behind.” I thought about that a lot as, for many years, we searched for the Nogales organic blood illness cure. We’ll never know how or why Liza Sole ended up at that mass grave site on the border. No one knew where the bodies went or who retrieved them. But I always suspected they were somewhere out there, re-created for some purpose. And in spite of the many accusations that my work was unethical, I believe my work had—still has—merit.

         That day, I sat in the hospital cafeteria and gave Hector a sad smile.

         I handed him my phone, so he could read the email too. I said, “I think we found the first vampire.”

         
             

         

         I needed to see Liza Sole one more time before I went back to Atlanta. If only to monitor her condition and make certain observations—or more likely to see if I could look into her eyes and have a conversation without my mind becoming fractured. As a scientist, I needed more time with this subject—the most important carrier of this virus.

         I took the elevator up to the third floor, and as the doors parted, a scream and crash rolled down the hallway. I brushed against the tide of people running away from the drama. I tripped into the room in time to see Liza Sole launch herself into the closed window and fall out with a hail of glass shards and onto the pavement below.

         I suppose it was a stroke of luck that I arrived a few moments after the sun went down, because that was when Liza Sole broke out of her restraints and killed two federal marshals and one nurse, before breaking the window and leaping silently from her third-story room onto the pavement.

         She was never seen again and still remains on the FBI’s ten-most-wanted list.

         But I had her blood.

      

   


   
      
         
            Boston Herald

            July 191: Early this morning, in the South End historic district, the Ellison Corporation, an independent gold distributor for the Northeast, was robbed of over $5 million worth of gold bullion. The Ellison Corporation traded in other precious metals but most of those were kept on the first floor—the gold was kept exclusively in the basement. The FBI has determined that the surveillance systems of the building were disabled and other surveillance cameras on the block malfunctioned with no usable video made available. The two guards on duty were incapacitated by unknown means, rendering them unconscious. The FBI has no current leads on the perpetrators.

         

         
            1 Page 2, Metro section.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Father John Reilly

Ordained Catholic Priest and Jesuit

         Department of Defense—DIRECTIVE:

         
            SUBJECT: High-Value Detainee Interrogation Group interview with Father John Reilly

            Detainee was captured in REDACTED by agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Detainee was transferred to a holding facility at REDACTED. After four days, interviewed by the High-Value Detainee Interrogation Group.

            Detainee was not subject to extraordinary conditions before his interview.

            
                

            

         

         
            Transcript tracks with video recording.

            Interviewer is a younger man with Gucci joggers and a gold bomber jacket with a black snapback cap. He chews gum at a rapid pace in between puffs on a cigarette.

            Detainee is a man in his early thirties without any visible signs of nervousness.

         

         
            Interviewer: Are you comfortable? Coffee? If you need a bathroom break let us know. We’re not here to waterboard you or anything. That’s not funny, is it? Pause. Loudly. Let it be known that the subject shook his head in dissent.

         

         
            Interviewer takes a drink of water.

         

         
            Father Reilly: Actually, if you’re not too busy, maybe you can start a GoFundMe page for me. Kinda like, “Save me from getting tortured by the U.S. government.”

            
                

            

            Interviewer: That’s hilarious. So, how are you feeling?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: Well, if every Shakespeare tragedy has five acts, let’s just say I’m probably sitting here in act five. I used to think of Shakespeare as more of God’s word than the Bible, but then I realized Shakespeare’s work was just better made.

         

         
            Interviewer claps!

         

         
            Interviewer: I feel that! Okay, so the bad thing for you is you weren’t exactly caught on American soil. That makes you subject to extraterritorial measures. Let me break it down to you this way. These men sitting and standing in front of you are from the High-Value Detainee Interrogation Group. They have put together a plan for our interrogation. It’s what they do. I will carry out that plan. It’s what I do.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: Shouldn’t I be read my rights? I mean, for appearances.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: We have an emergency exception due to extraordinary circumstances—a “public safety” exception to Miranda. Members of the task force have not yet decided whether to assign your status as an “enemy combatant.” I’ll give you the quick history lesson. Under the Geneva convention guidelines—

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: Yes, yes. I know all that.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: Then needless to say, you don’t prefer that option. Agreed? Pause. Good. Let it be known again that subject nodded in assent. Why don’t you start by telling me what brought you to the priesthood?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: Okay. Yes. I never entertained thoughts of becoming a priest when I was growing up. My hometown was pretty small, and kind of backwards—at least to a teenager. “The kind of place where people still point at planes,” my sister used to say before she left for college. Or the kind of place where directions were given through local landmarks: “Take a right at the third Olive Garden, then a left at the Red Lobster.” You get the idea.

            My parents were Catholics but never whipped a heavy hand when it came to religion. We were expected to make our sacraments of baptism and confirmation, but to be honest, I think it was enough for them that we never got arrested or hooked on drugs.

            I never had friends growing up. It sounds kind of offhand when I say that, but it was true. Literally. No. Friends. I wasn’t what is now called Asperger’s, but I was certainly diagnosed many times during my childhood as a loner. I spent years in waiting rooms of doctors’ offices with their medicinal scent, uncomfortably hard couches, and stale music. Answering a series of questions. Waiting on the examination table with the disposable, thin, and crinkled sheet. Then watching the doctor explain the diagnosis to my mother as she nodded in agreement.

            I had “a distinct detachment from social interconnections,” with the exception of close family members. As well as “a confined range of exposition of emotions in interpersonal settings.” In layman’s terms, I hated people—solo and in groups.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: You know, at a party, someone might call that a sob story.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: Don’t feel badly. I actually developed a pretty elaborate fantasy life. I could sit outside on the driveway with my comic books and become any superhero I wanted to be. Or lie on my back in the front yard, count every star, and blast off into space. I liked it that way—all by myself.

            Perhaps I never thought to feel badly for myself, because of my father: he had a pretty hard time of life, and it was sort of the defining aspect of our family.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: What do you mean?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: He was born with an extremely large jaw and eyebrow ridge as part of his acromegaly illness—where the anterior pituitary gland produces excess growth hormone. Sort of like gigantism. Not only was his face aggressively distinctive, but he was so tall. You couldn’t miss him if you tried. As a result, he had a perpetual cloud of low self-esteem that seemed to follow him through every encounter. I didn’t realize this for many years. As a kid, he was just my big dad. But as I got older, I saw that any event that required him to leave the house became a stressful circumstance. Even for simple excursions to the grocery store or my baseball games, his anxiety permeated our house for days before and after. He found solace in his garage work space and playing with us in the backyard behind our tall privacy fence.

            My father was almost like a monk in his religious devotion—I suppose he thought he could cure his afflictions with prayer, or more likely, he preferred to spend his days at church or at home, to avoid being in public. He began to save money to make a pilgrimage to a shrine in France. There, my dad was certain he would be granted a cure. My dad would take me with him as we went in his truck to pick up junk and scrap metal from different neighborhoods. No matter the heat, we dug through boxes and garbage bags, slime covering our hands, gagging from the smell of rot.

            We took what we could find and held a garage sale every Saturday. Our neighbors soon loathed us, although they were too nice—or just felt sorry for my dad—to complain to the police about it. It took forever to accumulate even close to enough money for the pilgrimage. Even then, he ended up having to sell his truck.

            So on a warm June day, we all boarded a plane for France—specifically Rocamadour, in southwest France, where the shrine to the blessed Virgin Mary was located. The shrine of Our Lady of Rocamadour.

            The church and shrine were located high up on a plateau of a jagged mountain with the basilica built up against a cliff that overlooked the Alzou, a tributary of the Dordogne River. We stayed at a hostel in the Hospitalet village closest to Rocamadour. The next morning, as the sun rose, we made our way to the main street of the village and to the Place de la Caretta. My father stopped in front of the steps that led up to the shrine.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: You’ve stopped. Was that it?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: No. This is difficult.

            At last my father said, “You all go ahead.”

            “What do you mean?” my mom asked. “What are you going to do?” I still recall her fearful expression.

            “I’m going up the steps like you but I’m going on my knees while praying the rosary.”

            Me, my mom, and my sister all looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “Richard,” my mom said. “You can’t do that. There have to be, like, five hundred steps. You’re in no shape to do that, much less in this heat.”

            “I’m doing it,” he said. He wasn’t going to give this up, even if he ended up in the hospital.

            So my mom pivoted to make a bad situation better. She pointed to me. “Johnny, you and your sister go find a store. Buy ten bottles of water and some healthy snacks and bring them back here. We need to keep your dad hydrated.”

            It was hard to watch, but certainly even harder for him to do. Two hundred and sixteen steps to the top. Each step he took on his knees with the pocked and uneven granite that dug into his skin and radiated through his entire body up his spine. Ready to give penance with despair on each step. Twice he leaned over as if he were going to collapse or fall back down the stairs, and we rushed to hold him up. Mom didn’t ask him to quit, but after a hundred steps I was certain he would not make it to the top. I saw the blood seeping through his pants at the knees. His enlarged face twisted in agony. His spine curved to dissipate the needles that poked through his back.

            But he kept going.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: Did he make it?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: I don’t know if it was the hand of God, but something led him up those stairs. At various points along the route were the fourteen Stations of the Cross, with the cross of Jerusalem staring down from the top of the stairs. With ten steps to go, his hand that held the rosary cramped like a bushel of tree branches after a lightning strike. He crawled on his hands and knees, sweat soaked through his pants and shirt.

            He took the last step with a slight grunt—the only time I heard him make a sound during the hours of crawling. I didn’t know if it was a cry of pain or accomplishment. He sat at the top of the stairs staring up into the sky, as if he saw something no one else could. We sat next to him and wrapped him in a hug. I felt exhausted, like I had also climbed the steps.

            Even then, he wanted to visit each of the seven churches located at the top. And then, as we helped my dad stand upright, we walked inside the Chapel of Our Lady towards the smell of candles and incense. We knelt before the Black Madonna and even I could feel something inside my body, like a tingling. Something inside of me wanting to be let out.

            I was so happy he had made it. I did not think he could, but he did. I felt the tears fall down my face and I prayed—it was the first time I had ever truly prayed. I wanted this feeling to last forever. When we returned home, nothing about my father’s condition had improved and I would eventually go back to skateboards and surfboards as my saviors. But that day before the Black Madonna, as I prayed with my father, it would have taken an army of a thousand to pull me away.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: Okay, jump forward a bit here. Let’s go to college.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: I discovered a newfound interest in the church when I left for college. Well, truth be told, I discovered a newfound interest in a girl, and she sparked my interest in the church again. She was God’s conduit.

            Christine and I dated my senior year at UCLA. She was my first serious girlfriend, after a long series of bad dates and one-night stands. She was tall and lanky, with brown hair and cute dimples that radiated when she decided to throw a smile my way. Christine seemed to accept and even enjoy our long silences together. And oddly enough, the more silence she gave me the more I wanted to open up and actually engage her in a conversation. She was the first non–family member I could do that with. Christine was a Catholic who attended mass on a regular basis, but I was more of a once-a-month attendee if we had decided to go to brunch that day too.

            One day Christine mentioned we should go to midnight mass on Christmas Eve. It’s a long mass and I’m not saying I was overcome with the Holy Spirit or something like out of a movie, but I enjoyed the mass and the ceremony—the incense and chanting, the whole spectacle of it all. The things that stir the soul and mind of any Catholic. They were the same feelings that had overcome me in Rocamadour. The next week, I was the one who suggested we attend mass. After that, I returned to church again and again—and eventually I started attending the student ministry and I felt I had found a purpose. Like I had returned home from a long banishment.

            And then my father died.

            He had endured two transsphenoidal surgeries through his nasal cavity, after a round of growth hormone receptor antagonists had no appreciable effect on his condition. Neither procedure lowered his GH levels in any way. While recovering from his latest surgery, he acquired meningitis and died almost immediately.

            I was devastated. What kind of life would place such burdens on one person?

            As graduation day came closer, I began to think where life would lead me after college. Christine seemed obsessed with business school applications, but we never talked about plans if she left town. The prospect didn’t bother me all that much. And one day, when I was about to leave the parish office, I saw Father Thompson changing into his daily mass attire, donning his clerical shirt and placing his white collar. And in that moment I saw myself doing the same thing. Perhaps in some way I could continue the long periods of prayer that my father had begun and construct it all into something substantial.

            I took to spending time at the Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology—the seminary for Catholic priests about fifty miles from where I lived at the time. As I grew more interested in the priesthood, my relationship with Christine suffered; I was spending all of my time at the seminary and none with her. One day she wrote me an email: she reminded me I once told her I’d had enough of drama in my life. Apparently, she continued, I loved drama and could never own up to my part in it. So much for staying friends.

            I became a candidate and entered the seminary. I completed my seminary education early, after three years, received the sacrament of Holy Orders, and became a priest. But then my religious life took a definite alternate route. I decided to become a Jesuit.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: I think I need another cigarette. Tell me about the Jesuits.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: As you wish. A better explanation about the Society of Jesus, as it is called, is in order here. It is a Catholic congregation—a society within the church that conducts ministry work. It was founded by Saint Ignatius and approved by Pope Paul III in 1540. So it’s been around awhile, you could say. We took vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Within the Catholic Church, Jesuits have always been a source of controversy and suspicion. We are referred sometimes derogatorily as the Soldiers of God. We’ve been linked to assassinations, violence, coup attempts, and other political intrigue. We’ve also been accused of outright lies and moral ambiguity in reasoning to justify our goals. There has always been a conflict between the Jesuits and the Holy See—the Pope and his bureaucracy—but we’ve always wanted what is best for the church.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: So you say.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: So we say. Anyway, my mother and sister were somewhat stunned that I actually took the plunge. I think they both thought that my life would be lived in the basement of the house, and they counted the days until I took my vows, wondering if I would change my mind. During my regency—where I was sent to live among a Jesuit community—I was directed to Santiago, Chile, so that I could minister to and teach the community. It was a wonderful time in a beautiful country; I was particularly drawn to the community of cloistered monks who spent contemplative hours away from modern civilization, praying in their locked monastic cells with only a small bed, a wooden altar, and a kneeler. In Chile, I felt satisfied and happy with my new life. When my mother visited me, she seemed pleasantly surprised at my work ethic and this new lifestyle.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: That’s lovely but let’s not get off track. How did you make it up the ranks?

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: In my free time, I learned Excel and used it to reorganize finances and administrative duties, which caught the eye of many supervisors, including cardinals, who tended to avoid administration as if it were sacrilegious. There was a definite need in the Catholic Church for a priest who could make the trains run on time, and I developed a reputation as a sharp and capable administrator. When you combine that with my complete disregard for tact when confronting someone with inefficiency, I was the point man for many a crisis.

            I was assigned to the State Council, a significant part of the Vatican organization, which was considered an underrated promotion. After a period of time at the council, I was moved to the Department of Health. The spectacle of Rome and Italy was wonderful, especially for a young man who wanted to avoid personal interactions. I could always retreat to the Vatican gardens or the many secluded prayer rooms hidden in the vast structures on the grounds.

            Around the same time, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer, and after she collapsed in front of her car leaving her first chemotherapy treatment, I knew it was time to go back home. So I was in the U.S. when the evil was unearthed. That sounds so melodramatic and discriminatory but it is the truth.

            My mom always wanted me to watch Dancing with the Stars with her on the couch, and although I despised television in all forms, I knew she looked forward to this time with me so she could tell me her critiques of the dancers’ abilities and their garish outfits. Then we always turned to the news, and we were watching one night when the CDC made the announcement about the new virus—they called it a virus at first. I know people want to forget that, but it’s not a condition that simply appeared by happy magic.

            
                

            

            Interviewer: So by now the NOBI virus was becoming more well known.

            
                

            

            Father Reilly: True. Amongst this backdrop of a new species appearing, my mom’s condition stabilized. She needed my help less and less. I began to think of where my next assignment might take me when I saw on BuzzFeed a long-form article about a string of deaths and disappearances linked to a woman named Liza Sole. After that, the New York Times broke an exclusive story about a new virus carried by the same Liza Sole, and I realized this new virus had mutated into something distinctly more sinister.

            The rest of the media picked up the story of the virus as some sort of new Ebola. But soon it became a story about how many more people had contracted this virus. The press was calling it the Nogales organic blood illness [NOBI]—and then Twitter and Facebook took over. NOBI became an avalanche of fear and hysteria. Many fake news stories filled Twitter and Facebook, proclaiming this disease would turn people into bloodsucking zombies or large human bats. In those early days, it was ridiculous how many people called 911 to report a feeding vampire. I would visit a local Chipotle every so often and I overheard people exchanging conspiracy theories about the NOBI virus.

            Every day that I cared for my mother and her cancer was another day the doctors released more information about Liza Sole. Every day it became clear this virus was not killing her but making her stronger—and different. Something—some part human or not human at all. And when she disappeared, other people came forward as carriers of this virus. A few “normal” people at first, then the 1 percent: celebrities who wanted that long life and those enhanced abilities. TMZ first published the files of a doctor attesting to their enhanced physical capacity, and various YouTube videos emerged showing various re-created persons breaking the one-hundred-meter world record of 9.58 seconds. Another showed a mildly muscular fifty-year-old NOBI-infected man breaking the raw-bench-press record by lifting over 780 pounds.
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