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Praise for Steadman's Blind




 "Just like  Nocturne In Ashes, I found Steadman's Blind a one session page-turner and gave it five Amazon stars."

~ Ron Keeler, Read 4 Fun  



"Ms.  Chase's second novel is just as unputdownable as the first one was. I  got lost in the book and the world the author created, transported to  another place and time."

~ Gabi Rosetti (reader, Amazon.com)  



"Author  Joslyn Chase has now confirmed my first impressions of her being a  formidable suspense writer bound to make readers sit up and take  notice."

~ Manie Kilian (reader, Amazon.com)  



"As  always in her writing, the settings and action scenes are vividly  portrayed and the relationships between the characters are seamless and  authentic. Ms Chase has a talent for bringing characters to life."

~ ReadnGrow (Amazon.com)   
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The Devil's Trumpet




The moon was past its zenith, waning in the sky. Darkness, inky black and almost thick enough to slice, spread over the yard, clinging to the fringe of woodland, dispelled only by a single streetlamp casting a small yellow globe of light speckled by flying insects. 

Dr. Luka Sims pressed the door gently closed behind her, wincing at the tiny clink of the latch catching hold. She’d bring a scolding down on her head if anyone caught her sneaking out, but she hadn’t been able to sleep, couldn’t bear the suffocating, cloistered feel of the safe house another moment. 

She needed to breathe, to feel normal again.

She judged at least an hour until dawn. She’d be back before anyone missed her. Luka drew in a lungful of air and crept onto the lawn, straining her eyes against trip hazards while making for the line of Norway spruce and sycamore maples separating the safe house from its neighbor, thirty yards further along the block.

A pair of headlights rounded the corner, piercing the dark like blue-white lasers then blinking out abruptly. Luka heard the quiet purr of an engine cut out and the creak of a car door opening. She slipped noiselessly into the trees, feeling caught in a time warp as she remembered her favorite childhood game.

Six brick colonials with expansive lawns had stood between her house and her best friend Cesily’s. Their assignment— should they choose to accept it—had been to move unseen between their two houses. The butterfly heartbeat in her chest, the thrill that tugged at her gut on those long-ago forays came back to her now. Except tonight’s game was the adult version.

With adult consequences should she be caught.

Luka shivered. Wisdom dictated a return to the safe house, so-called for a reason. But surely half an hour of freedom couldn’t hurt, wouldn’t even be noticed by anyone else yet counted precious to her.

Here, among the spruce and maple, the air held a resinous, almost spicy scent. She peered from behind a thick trunk, eyes adjusted to the dark, and watched two men climb from a white panel van with a plumber’s logo on the side—a coiled red cobra and white lettering on a dark background. They wore uniforms with the same crimson cobra across the back.

They moved to the back of the van and opened the rear doors. Strange hour for a plumbing appointment, but didn’t emergencies always strike at odd moments? The unfortunate homeowner who’d called them would be paying a premium.

With the plumbers busy removing equipment, Luka stole across the neighbor’s yard, keeping behind a well-trimmed hedge, grateful they didn’t have a dog. She continued her secret progress to a park on the next block and let out a sigh of relief as she sank onto a dew-moistened bench.

Slouching, legs splayed, arms slack at her sides, head lolling against the back of the bench, Luka breathed deep through her nose and felt the muscles in her chest loosen. She stared upward at the stars, watching them fade and wink out as the sky lightened by slow degrees.

The tension, held so tightly in her shoulders and around her gut for the past two weeks, melted and diminished. Not completely, but maybe enough to make it through the rest of this mess. She simply sat, unmoving, enjoying her taste of freedom. Not until she heard the first bird twitter did Luka think about returning to the safe house. 

To captivity and a life turned upside down.

As she rose and brushed at the damp seat of her pants, a distant siren broke the peace of the morning. It was joined by another and they shrieked in raucous harmony, getting closer and louder with each second.

Dismay stabbed at Luka’s chest. They’d wake the whole neighborhood. Her keepers would check her room and find her gone and next would come a stern lecture and a guilt trip for wasting taxpayer money and putting lives at risk. Including her own.

She hurried back to the safe house, arriving at the same time as the fire truck and ambulance, but unable to take in what her eyes showed her by the plain light of day.

The house was gone.

Not a blackened shell, flaming and smoking, crumbling upon its foundation. Just gone. Completely obliterated, with only a litter of rubble and restless ash to show there’d ever been anything there.

Dumbstruck, Luka stared around her at the faces of strangers, their expressions ranging from fear to fascination. Neighbors in robes and pajamas, policemen and firefighters as mystified as she was.

And not a familiar face in the crowd.

Nausea stirred in her gut. Everyone she knew in this little town was gone with the house. Incinerated while they slept or sat up on watch. Burned because they guarded her.

A guilt trip far heavier than the one she’d anticipated descended upon her, overshadowed by another thought that sparked the coals of anxiety in her stomach, fanning them to flame.

She was still vulnerable, still in danger.

And now, she was on her own.



[image: image-placeholder]Luka turned away from the crowd, keeping her head down. How had they found her? She still didn’t even know who t hey were, though their reason for hunting her was frighteningly clear. Inside her chest, something lurched painfully as she remembered Dr. Mills, locked in his office with a bullet in his brilliant brain.

Swallowing hard, she clamped down on the urge to moan. The acrid smell of char filled the air, a fine dust of ash dimming the pale morning light. Those who wanted her might be among the milling bystanders. Did they believe her dead? Burned with the house?

No. The incineration was meant to cover the damage they’d done inside the house, looking for her. Evidence. Bodies left behind. 

They wanted her alive. They were here, searching.

Luka walked away from the house, toward the heart of town. She’d brought nothing out of the house with her except what she had in the pocket of her jeans—two twenty dollar bills and a packet of tissues.

No phone. No ID or credit cards. And no one she could trust.

She kept walking, keeping her face turned downward, letting her eyes travel left and right, taking in her surroundings. She had to disappear. Hide. Think.

Heart hammering in her chest, she picked up the pace and stole a glance behind her as she rounded the corner. No one seemed to be paying her any attention. She swiveled her head, facing forward just in time to slam headlong into a tall man in a dark green sweater. 

His arms went round her, pressing her face into his chest, muffling her screams. Hurting her.

She struggled, trying to kick at his shins, but he pulled her into a recess between two buildings, dragging her behind a garbage dumpster. The smell was appalling, and she gagged as he released her face from his sweater and grabbed her hard around the upper arms.

“Dr. Sims,” he said in a low hiss, “it’s me. You’re safe.”

Luka stared at Agent Underwood, one of the men assigned to protect her while the FBI arranged her new identity and prepared a way for her to vanish.

He loosened the death grip he had on her arms and gazed into her face, wonder and worry in his eyes. “Where were you?” he asked. “Not in the house. The whole thing went up so fast there was no time for anyone to escape.”

Luka returned his frank scrutiny. “How did you manage it, then?” she asked.

One corner of his mouth lifted slightly in the ghost of a sardonic smile. “I wasn’t in the house either. I was out—looking for you.”

She drew in a shaky breath and let it out in a sigh. “What on earth happened?”

Underwood shook his head. “A highly organized, highly lethal attack. They must have used a powerful accelerant and some heavy-duty detonators. The crime scene—and everything it could tell us—vaporized.”

“You have a mole,” Luka said.

His hands dropped away from her to hang loosely at his sides. “That’s the obvious conclusion.” 

He stared at her, his brow furrowed like an unplanted cornfield. “First thing we have to do is get you out of here,” he said. “I’ve got a car around the corner.”

A rush of relief flooded over Luka, so powerful it made her quiver. She wasn’t alone anymore.

“Let’s go then,” she said. “One more second of this stink and I’m going to pass out.”



[image: image-placeholder]Underwood drove fast, but not fast enough to draw notice from local cops or anyone on the hunt. The car, a Ford Fiesta with a faded blue paint job, hummed along the two-lane country highway, taking the bumps with a jolt that told Luka the shocks were bad.  

The agent at the wheel clearly didn’t fear anyone stealing his ride in small-town Virginia—he’d left it unlocked with the keys under the visor.

“No company car?” she asked him.

He shrugged, rueful. “Sorry. I planned a few days of leave when we finished the job here. My mom lives in Murfreesboro. I was going to visit, so I drove my own car out. It’s not very…deluxe.”

Luka smiled. “Your baby may lack bells and whistles, but it’s probably missing a GPS tracker as well.”

“True,” he agreed. “A lifesaver for us.”

The road curved through patches of forest and farmland, fields of ripened hay or the post-harvest umber of barren earth. Leaves fluttered on the trees, shimmering in shades of green, red, and autumn gold against the blue sky of midday. Luka held her fingers in front of the air vents, feeling their engine-warmed output with its faint chemical odor.

“Where are we going?” she asked. “Your mom’s?”

Underwood’s eyebrows shot up. “Hell no! I wouldn’t bring trouble to her doorstep.” He was silent a beat or two as the car swooped over a rise and started into a dip. “I know a place in the mountains,” was all he said.

The warmth, the thrum of the wheels on blacktop, the dwindling of adrenaline in her veins—they all combined in a blanket of weariness that lay over Luka like a shroud. She fought off the languor, wanting to stay vigilant, alert. As a way of keeping awake, she let herself think about the horrific events of the past few weeks, feeling their impact all over again.

Until exactly seventeen days ago, she’d been employed by a medical research lab outside Washington DC, working on the development of a new inhaled drug for the treatment of asthma. She and her fellow chemist, Dr. Jared Mills had a breakthrough with their formula, creating a mist that relaxes bronchi more effectively than anything on the market.

But it had a side effect.

A sinister, potentially diabolical side effect.

The drug released a chemical cocktail in the brain that rendered the subject highly and horribly suggestible. Vulnerable. 

Controllable, in fact.

As soon as she and Dr. Mills recognized what was happening with their test subjects, they started backpedaling on the results, trying to dial back their success rate and call off the intense interest their work had generated. 

But it was too late.

The drug they’d created was a two-edged sword—a life-saving elixir to some, but a savage tool for ultimate power in the eyes of others. In an instant, their accomplishment had summoned a dangerous level of attention. 

After a sleepless night, Luka had arrived at the lab early to find Dr. Mills destroying everything—every file, every test tube, every vestige of their work over the last two and a half years. His eyes, when he turned to face her, were haunted.

“We are damned,” he said, his voice low and drained of all vitality. “We blew the devil’s trumpet. Now the hounds of hell are at the gate.”

Luka was stunned to hear him speak this way. He’d always been an optimistic and pragmatic lab partner. And now, in the space of a few hours, she’d watched him degenerate into a dark-winged harbinger of doom.

Broken glass and torn paper, some of it charred, littered the floor of the lab, obscuring the dull industrial tile. Dr. Mills had piled crushed and mangled digital storage devices in a metal wastebasket, setting it alight, but the materials burned feebly, not even setting off the sprinklers or smoke alarm.

Luka had gone to him, intending to squeeze his shoulder, touch his hand, offer some kind of comfort. But he’d pushed past her and rushed out of the building.

That was the last time she ever saw him.

He was found later that afternoon by his housekeeper, locked in his study at home. Police discovered signs of a break-in but Dr. Mills had remained behind the impenetrable door of his lair, inviolate except for the 38mm slug that had ripped out the back of his skull.

Luka hadn’t gone home after work that day. Instead, she’d driven aimlessly around the backroads of Virginia, thinking furiously, convinced that Mills had shot himself rather than be taken and forced to recreate the drug.

She would be the next target.



[image: image-placeholder]Luka woke when the Fiesta hit a particularly prominent bump, surprised she’d fallen asleep amid the turmoil of her thoughts. Sometimes exhaustion has a way of collecting its due, regardless of the circumstances. 

Outside her window, the sky was darkening, inching toward twilight. The air coming through the vent now had an undercurrent of coolness, raising a host of goosebumps along her arms. She straightened in the seat and cleared her throat.

“Where are we?”

“Just cleared Petersburg and now we’re headed west, toward the mountains. I’m getting ready to stop for gas. You hungry?”

“Starved.”

Not surprising, since she hadn’t eaten all day. Underwood pulled off the highway at a fueling station connected to an Arby’s. She used the restroom while he pumped the gas. When she came out, he was parking in a darkened spot at the side of the lot and beckoned her over.

“You should stay out of sight as much as possible,” he said. “Sit tight, and I’ll grab us some sandwiches. What do you like to drink?”

“Dr. Pepper, please.”

She paused before folding herself back into the passenger seat. Laying a hand on Underwood’s shoulder, she said, “Thank you.”

He grinned. “For what? A lousy roast beef sandwich and a cup of sugar water?”

She squeezed once and let go, climbing into the car. “You know what I mean.”

She watched him enter the restaurant and get in line behind a large man wearing a lime green bowling shirt. She shivered, rubbing her hands vigorously up and down her arms to generate some friction warmth. She wore only a thin sweater, hadn’t needed a jacket when she’d tiptoed out of the safe house.

But now, with the rise in altitude and night approaching, she was cold. She turned her head, peering into the back seat in the hopes of finding a jacket or blanket. She’d even settle for a dirty sweatshirt.

The seat was empty, but she caught sight of a canvas duffle on the floor behind the driver’s seat. Probably Underwood’s gym bag. Straining to reach it, she found the zipper pull and pushed it away from her, moving it along the track until it opened a gap. She groped inside the bag.

Touching fabric, she grew hopeful, grabbing a handful and yanking, coaxing the zipper slide ever further. At last, she pulled the garment free, pleased to discover she’d scored a jacket for her efforts.

She draped it over her, snuggling beneath it, letting it warm her up a bit before turning it to slip her arm inside. As she did, the light of the Arby’s sign caught the logo on the back of the jacket, illuminating it with startling clarity. Luka stared, tiny hairs rising at the nape of her neck. 

The back of the jacket featured a blood-red cobra coiled on a field of navy blue.



[image: image-placeholder]Horrified, Luka dropped the jacket as if the snake had bitten her. She remembered instantly where she’d seen the logo—on the plumber’s van and uniforms of the men pulling equipment from its rear doors. Twenty minutes later, the safe house had vanished in a blaze so hot it left nothing behind. 

Not plumbers, then.

Chest so tight she could hardly breathe, Luka searched the line of customers inside the Arby’s. Underwood was at the counter, taking hold of a paper bag, nodding and smiling at the cashier. In seconds, he’d be back at the car. It was too late to run.

Luka twisted in the seat, shoving the jacket back through the gap in the duffle, almost sobbing with panic. She scrambled in the dark to find the zipper pull but Underwood was pushing through the glass doors, crossing the parking lot.

She left the duffle, praying he wouldn’t notice the open zipper, the jacket sleeve protruding from the metal teeth. She had to act naturally, buy herself some time to think, to plan an escape. She wasn’t sure she believed Underwood was crooked, working against her, but one thing was achingly clear to her.

She couldn’t trust him.

The driver’s door opened, letting in a gust of chilly air as Underwood slid into the seat and handed her the bag. He placed two cups of soda in the console cup holders.

“They were out of Dr. Pepper,” he told her. “I hope Pepsi’s okay?”

She bobbed her head, forcing a smile. “Sure.” And then, because it was what she would have said under normal circumstances, “Did you get ketchup?”

He simply gestured at the bag as he started the engine and checked the rearview mirror. “Is that enough for you?”

Luka rolled open the fold at the top of the bag and looked inside. At least a dozen ketchup packets covered their dinner. “It’ll have to do,” she said.

He laughed and pulled out of the lot, turning west onto the highway. Twilight had deepened to full dark and the road, curving through woodland on a gradual incline, was not well lit. Where were they headed? Would she get an opportunity to get away before he delivered her into the hands of the enemy?

“Hand me a roast beef, would you? I got two for each of us.”

She dug beneath the ketchup and found a foil-wrapped sandwich. The smell as he loosened the wrapper curdled her stomach but she realized she’d have to eat. Both because she needed the energy and because it would rouse his suspicion if she didn’t.

Unwrapping a sandwich, she spread the foil on her lap, squeezing ketchup into a little pool for her fries. She dipped and chewed but couldn’t make herself swallow. Willing the muscles in her chest and throat to relax, she finally managed to eat the sandwich and a reasonable number of fries, thinking frantically all the while.

Grateful that eating provided an excuse not to talk, she continued going through the motions as she ran scenarios in her head. Underwood had just started on his second sandwich when he cursed and slammed on the brakes, sending the car into a sickening sideways skid. It stopped with a thud against something in the road.

Something big. With antlers.

An enormous buck lay across the blacktop, bloodied and broken. No longer breathing. Luka didn’t know how long it had been lying there, and couldn’t imagine what had happened to whoever hit it. At the moment, she didn’t have time to care.

This was her chance. She wasn’t going to waste it.

Wrenching the door open, she put a foot out but Underwood grabbed her by the wrist, hard enough to bruise.

“Stay in the car,” he said, his voice harsh.

She couldn’t pretend anymore. Yanking her arm out of his grasp, she bolted from the car, slipping on the pine needles that covered the verge at the side of the road. Using her hands to help pull her along, she scrabbled up the hill toward the forest above. Behind her, she heard Underwood’s car door slam.

“Dr. Sims,” he shouted, “Luka! Where are you going? You’re not safe here. Let me protect you. It’s my job.”

There was a note of pleading in his voice. He sounded so sincere, so convincing, and Luka wanted so badly to believe him. She dreaded the prospect of being alone and on the run.

“Please, Luka. I’m here to help.”

Hesitating, she narrowed her gaze on him, feverishly considering. Had she made a mistake in thinking him involved with her hunters?

Maybe. Maybe not. But instinct told her to run.

Turning, she continued her scramble into the line of towering pines, ignoring his appeals for her to come back. She heard him start after her and ran harder, frantic now to get away.

The forest swallowed her in a cavern of impenetrable blackness. Hands outstretched, she moved among the trees, scraping against their rough bark, using the solid trunks to propel her forward. She slithered on the carpet of loose needles and gasped out loud when she fell against a thorny bush.

Extricating herself from its grasp, tearing her sweater, she scurried on, heading uphill, glad of the muffling power of the pine needles, hiding the noise of her flight.

But then, if they did that for her, they were doing the same for him.

She stopped and listened, keeping her own breathing quiet. She was in reasonably good shape—jogged three miles most mornings before heading to work, and played soccer in a women’s league. But Underwood was a trained agent, physically fit, and surely faster than her.

Straining her ears, she thought she heard movement to her left, farther down the hill, a couple hundred feet distant. Darkness was her friend, enveloping her in a concealing hug. Even if she had a flashlight, she wouldn’t dare use it and Underwood either didn’t have one or hadn’t taken the time to grab it before running after her.

Moving instinctively inside the darkness, she ran for several more minutes before stopping again to listen. Her breathing was heavier now and she had to work hard to control the sound level, opening her mouth wide and relaxing the muscles in her diaphragm.

She heard nothing but the wind, rustling gently in the branches overhead. After a minute, still and attentive, she started to dare hope she’d lost him. She took a cautious step forward and froze as she heard the scrape of a shoe on rock.

He was there!

Luka turned to flee, but the sudden shift in weight sent her slipping in the needles and she floundered to the ground. She heard him now, his coat brushing against the scaly bark of a pine tree, and when she peered into the darkness, she caught the faint outline of a man’s silhouette, moving closer.

She stayed where she was, splayed on the carpet of needles, still and silent. Her sweater and sneakers were black, her jeans deep blue, her hair a dark curtain over her face. All suitable for melting into the shadows. Movement would be the most likely thing to draw his eye. She lay there for what felt like an eternity and nearly screamed when he suddenly spoke.

“Luka,” he called softly, his voice sweet, persuasive. “Luka, are you there?

Did he see her? Was he taunting her? Or simply trying to lure her out?

She gave no answer, though her heart hammered so furiously in her chest she feared he must hear it. At last he moved, stepping forward, close enough now that she could smell the sour tang of sweat on him. 

Another step, and Luka bit her lip as he tripped over her outflung foot! 

She almost sang out in terror but swallowed the sound before it left her lips. His stumble dislodged a loose stone, and it rolled a short way down the incline, covering the little noises she made and drawing his attention away from her position.

She heard him curse under his breath. Passing the place where she lay, he clambered another ten feet up the hillside. Suddenly, he spoke again.

“I lost her,” he said, his voice sharp and annoyed, an eerie blue glow blooming in the darkness, lighting his face. Luka realized he was making a phone call. 

“Better send me some reinforcements, men who can track—”

He broke off, then said, “I ran up against a dead deer in the road about six miles short of Crewe. She jumped out and took off.”

A moment passed and then, with exasperation in his tone, he said, “Well I don’t know that do I, Nikki? We’ll have to pick up her trail.”

Luka hardly dared breathe, not wanting to miss a word of his side of the conversation, desperate for any clue that could give her an advantage.

“I’m aware of that,” he said. “The election is still three weeks away. I’ll get my ducks in a row—you just worry about your end.” A pause. “What’s their ETA?”

He listened, then said, “Does Douglas know?” Pause. “Terrific. All right, then. I’m going down to meet your boys on the road.”

Underwood ended the call and tramped past her on his way down the hill, not bothering to hide the sound of his movements. Luka hoped that meant he thought she was long gone. 
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