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Chapter 1 
 
It was an odd recollection that came to her in quiet moments; 

through the rainy mist that lingered upon the Missourian mountains; the 
warmth of the first spring sunshine; the icy cold of the winter snow or 
the beating heat of summer. For so long she had ignored it, pushed it 
away, discounted it as a mere inconsequential thought but, now that she 
had visited the odd little farmhouse out in the countryside, it gathered 
strength.  

Missouri, and more so the area around Serenity Hills, had always 
been familiar. She knew it well, she accepted that. The blanks of her 
childhood were resolved there but only from the age of ten. It seemed 
that she had been unaware before then and she had counted that as nor-
mal even when friends who had been psychologists had told her differ-
ent. To accept their point of view was to challenge her own security. As 
smooth as her demeanor was at the surface, she worried how deeply the 
truth had been buried underneath and what the nature of it was.  

Serenity Hills helped to distract her from such thoughts. There was 
always a drama to solve, a patient to help, a reason to forget.  

“Doctor,” Tracy said from the doorway like she was repeating her-
self. “Doctor, Lorelei is outside.” 

Susan blinked away the odd fog in her mind and nodded. “Send her 
in.” 

Tracy frowned. “Lorelei s not on your list. You’ll get behind, again.”  
“Yes.” Susan glanced over at the stack of files. She’d got half way 

down only she couldn’t really remember seeing anyone. “Send her in.” 
Tracy muttered something and Susan took a breath only for a man 

with receding hair in police uniform to come in.  
“Thank you for seeing me, doctor,” he said, taking a seat in the pa-

tient’s chair then raising his eyebrows at the restraints. “I’m… I’m here 
about my daughter.” 

Susan stared at Tracy who was lurking in the doorway. “Close the 
door, please.” 

Tracy again muttered under her breath and shut the door with a 
clunk.  

“Lorelei?” Susan leaned onto her hands. “Do you mean Aeron?” 
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He nodded, a sad glint in his eyes. “Yes, Ma’am. I’m Chief Lorelei… I’m 
her dad.” He sighed. “At least through blood, can’t say I have been much 
use to her so far.”  

“You’re worried about her health?” Why was he here? Had Mainz let 
him in?  

“Kinda…” He met her eyes. “She’s been here a while… over what she 
was meant to be and I can’t get answers.” He fiddled with the wide 
brimmed hat in his hands. “Shrinks freak me out so thought it’d be okay to 
ask you.”  

“And I can’t really tell you anything. Aeron is twenty six.” Susan 
glanced at the door. “Have you asked Aeron?” 

“Oh, I don’t see her.” He shook his head. “I messed her up enough. She 
only gets… we get… it never works.” He shrugged. “Too much like her 
mamma.”  

“So, Chief Lorelei, what is it you want from me?” Susan studied him. 
He looked guilt-ridden, worn, tired.  

“She sick?” He asked, gripping his hat. “Can you just tell me if she’s 
sick or not?” 

“Sick? In what way?” Susan knew she had her “doctor’s stare” on but 
she couldn’t help it. He was here for a reason.  

“I’m sick,” he said. “Doctor won’t say what it is and well… I don’t want 
her getting sick.” He rubbed at his chest. “She been through enough without 
my genes adding to it.” 

Susan got up and perched on the front of her desk. “What are your 
symptoms?” 

He blinked up at her. “Oh, you don’t need to worry about me… I just—
” 

“Chief Lorelei, I am a busy doctor. This will be far quicker if you just 
answer my questions.” She shouldn’t examine him, she should write to his 
physician but she doubted they’d tell her much. Why would they care if 
Aeron was ill. She’d learned that anyone in Serenity Hills didn’t get a lot of 
love from those outside. “Symptoms.” 

“Chest pain… real bad… so bad I can’t breathe.” He rubbed at his chest 
again. “I… my father, he had pain like it then… well… he passed.” He met 
her eyes. “I just don’t want her getting sick.” 

Susan pulled her stethoscope out and listened to his heart. “You have 
had an angiogram, yes?” 

Lorelei shook his head.  
“Medication?” She pulled out sticky pads and placed them on his chest, 

turning on the ECG machine. Aeron blew it when Susan had tried, hopefully 
her dad wasn’t the same.  

“Nope.” He averted his eyes as the machine scrolled out his readings.  
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“Have you actually been to a doctor?” She eyed him.  
“Nope.” Lorelei shrugged. “Well… I did a couple of years back but 

he said he couldn’t tell me what it was and not to worry ‘bout it.”  
What doctor had he seen? “Are you sure he didn’t run any tests?” 
Lorelei shook his head. “I told him ‘bout my dad and he just said I 

had stress. He listened to my chest like you did though.” 
“What doctor?” She hoped she hid her glare. Why had any doctor 

sent a man with chest pain away?  
“Local one.” Lorelei shrugged. “Lucky he saw me. No one much 

wants to deal with me ‘cause of…” He sighed.  
Because of Aeron. “Whatever she did, she has been very helpful and 

kind here.” She couldn’t imagine Aeron breaking the law at all but she 
wasn’t a police officer.  

“She…” He met her eyes. “I know you’ll think I’m crazy but I don’t 
think she did a thing, no matter what she or anybody else says.”  

There was a fierceness in his eyes, his voice, that sparked through 
his reserve. There was a deeper story with him, she could see it. She was 
sure Llys would have been able to pull it out of him too.  

“Good to hear it,” Susan said, taking his pulse. “Do you know what 
your father had?” 

Lorelei shook his head. “No, the local doctor was a bit of a…” He 
smiled at her. “Well… he wasn’t known for being accurate.” He laughed. 
“Once said I had sprained my ankle when I’d broken my leg.” 

Why did he think that was funny? “And he was allowed to keep 
practicing?” 

“Sure,” Lorelei said, looking up at her as if she was dumb. “Town 
like Oppidum don’t get many folks staying.” 

Susan went back to her desk, stumbled into the corner of it and 
winced. Tired, she must be tired. “You like red meat, Chief Lorelei?”  

He grinned. “Oh yeah, an a beer but I already got a wife at home.” 
He chuckled, a nervous chuckled—So it wasn’t just psychologists that 
freaked him out?  

“How much exercise do you do?” She looked him up and down. He 
wasn’t overweight but he wasn’t underweight either.  

“Enough?” He shrugged again. “Not a whole lot… not really.” 
“How old are you?” She jotted down her notes. He’d need an angio-

gram. She didn’t trust the local doctors to help, not with the experiments 
on the girls. She’d need to get Frei involved.  

“Fifty next month, why?” He rubbed at his stubbled chin.  
So his maximum heart rate was two hundred and twenty, minus his 

age, fifty, which was… she screwed up her face: her brain was on a vaca-
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tion. “One hundred and seventy.” Which half of was… eighty five, and seventy 
percent was… oh, it hurt to think… “One hundred and nineteen.” 

“Er… I ain’t so good at math, doc,” Lorelei said, raising his eyebrows.  
“First name?” Susan said, ignoring his worried expression.  
“Eli, Ma’am.” He clung to his hat.  
“Eli, I would like you to have an angiogram. I think that you have angina.” 

She held up a prescription. “I will write to you with who I would like you to see. 
Until then, this is a repeat prescription for nitrates.” She tapped it. “One to take 
every day and a fast acting one for when you get episodes.”  

“So why’d I need an angiogram?” He furrowed his brow, leaning forward to 
take the prescription.  

“Because, your arteries could have narrowed, which is what causes the 
pain.” She fought the urge to draw out a diagram for him. “The surgeon inserts 
some scaffolding to hold open the artery but you’ll need to make some lifestyle 
changes.” 

He leaned forward. “Like?” 
“A healthy diet…” She scribbled down a website. “Which you can look at on 

here. A reduction in alcohol and less stress would be good.” She smiled. 
“Although I doubt that will be a possibility.”  

Eli rubbed his chest. “Nope.” 
“And exercise for a hundred and fifty minutes a week between eighty five 

beats a minute and a hundred and nineteen beats a minute.” She wrote them un-
der the website. “This should mean you’re out of breath but able to talk.”  

“How’s that gonna help?” He frowned. “That’s like two and a half hours.” 
“That’s what your heart needs. If it is angina, Eli, it won’t stop its progress 

just delay it. You need the angiogram.” She fixed him with her best stare. “And, I 
don’t think Aeron is showing symptoms of it but, if she does, I’ll know how to 
help.” 

He nodded, looking down at his prescription. “So she gonna be here 
awhile?” 

“I’m a physician. Doctor Llys just down the corridor might be able to help.” 
She smiled as he got to his feet. “She’s not in the habit of biting parents, just pa-
tients.” 

He raised his eyebrows. 
She held up the note with the website and heartrates on. “If you listen, you’ll 

feel a lot better. If you don’t, it’ll continue to hurt and you’ll find yourself rushed 
into the emergency room.”  

“No messing around with you, huh?” He said, taking the note off her with a 
shaking hand.  

“No. I’ve learned that unless I smack you over the head with it, you won’t 
listen. Even then, you still might not but I’ve told you.” She rubbed her forehead. 
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“And you don’t want to be stuck in the hands of a surgeon as… accurate… 
as your town’s doctor.” 

Eli shook his head, shot a “ma’am” her way and scurried out. 
Aeron’s mother must have had the stronger genes. She couldn’t see the 

resemblance at all. She put her head in her hands for a minute as her head 
throbbed. Something about Eli’s accent prickled at her. She shoved it away.  

“Tracy,” she said, pressing her intercom. “Send in the next patient.” 
No reply.  
Susan pressed the button again. “Tracy?” 
No reply.  
She got up and opened her office door. The ward was empty with only 

one nurse at her station. Unsurprising as it was night. She looked back to her 
desk, then back to the nurse who was too busy reading something. Huh? 
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Chapter 2 
 
 
Renee checked her watch again and scanned up and down the deserted 

road. Frei was never late. She glanced up at the dark shape of the mountain try-
ing to ignore her prickle of fear. She pulled out her cellphone and dialed Frei.  

“Black, I’m on route. Pull your gear from the trunk and be ready.” Frei’s 
tone held a hard edge. “Lilia wants us to find Susan. ASAP.” 

“Susan?” Renee frowned. “I just left her in the institution. She was in her 
office.” She was quieter than usual but fine. They’d agreed to meet for dinner.  

“Not according to Lilia.” Frei muttered under her breath as, Renee 
guessed, a fellow driver got in her way. “Black, move it.” 

Renee cut the call, emptied her trunk and was ready and waiting as Frei 
screeched to a halt. She stashed her equipment in Frei’s backseat and jumped 
in. Frei hit the gas, lurching them into motion.  

“She’s in the institution,” Renee said, searching Frei’s pale eyes.  
“Lilia has seen her in danger.” Frei glanced at her. “You said yourself Lo-

relei’s father was there earlier.” 
“Yes, but what has that got to do with Susan?” It didn’t make sense. She 

sighed, but when did anything to do with CIG make sense? 
“He didn’t come to see you, Renee. Why would he come to the institution 

to visit a physician?” Frei, screamed through the gears as they hit a bend. “I 
mean it. Why wasn’t he there to see Aeron?” 

“Susan said he was worried about Aeron having a heart problem.” She 
shook her head. Susan had been confused about it herself. “She gave him tab-
lets for angina.” 

“Yeah, but he didn’t make it further than the roadside and passed out.” 
Frei rubbed her hand over the wheel. “Had to go pick him up.” 

“Because of his heart?” She looked out at the lanes, narrow, thick with lush 
overgrowth so much it felt like the car had to squeeze through.  

“No, he got hit with a sedative.” Frei sighed. “I don’t know why but Lilia 
saw Susan get in her car.” 

Renee pulled out her cellphone, flicked onto the location screen and 
cocked her head. “She’s about three miles north of our position.” 
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“Yes, the bracelet you gave her is.” Frei zoomed under a low 
bridge. “She’s not… she’s… wandering around looking for something.” 

“So we pick her up and get her home.” What was the issue? 
“Or… we follow where she’s going.” Frei pulled up short of the car 

and shut off the engine. “And… maybe see who else follows.” 
Renee got out and opened her suitcase, pulling out two bullet vests 

and two rifles. “Off-road it is.”   
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Chapter 3 
 
Susan rubbed her forehead. She couldn’t remember leaving the in-

stitution; she couldn’t remember driving, and she couldn’t remember 
why she’d decided to drive out to some overgrown wilderness. She had-
n’t felt right since she had helped Nigel, since she’d had a drinking ses-
sion with Frei. She rubbed her stomach. Maybe she needed to have her 
liver checked?  

She looked out at the thick weeds as tall as her and back, at where 
she assumed, she’d come from. How was a patch of grass and nettles fa-
miliar? She rubbed her forehead again as a clammy sickness washed 
over her. A flicker in her mind showed her on a bike, pulling wheelies 
and crunching to the ground. It was almost vivid. She was maybe seven?  

“What are you doing?” a sharp edged voice snapped.  
Susan turned, expecting to see a police officer or annoyed ranch 

owner only to see some fuzzy face in her mind’s eye.  
“Knocking sense into myself,” the younger her snapped back in an 

accent she’d not heard from her mouth. What was it? Stilted at best, yes, 
but odd.  

“You’ll ruin your dress,” the voice snapped again. “Why can’t you 
be a normal girl.” 

“Because they suck,” the younger her spat, picked up her bike and 
jumped on it. “You suck.” 

“Don’t talk to me like that.” The blurred figure darted forward and 
Susan winced only to see her younger self swerve around the figure, 
laugh a snide laugh, and hurtle off.  

Susan hunched over as nausea washed through her. What was that? 
Was it a memory? Did she really speak to someone like that? She remem-
bered being quiet, polite, so much so that her dad said she’d been born 
with manners.  

She stared at the ground where she’d fallen off. Her dad would 
know if she’d been different? Had he just forgotten? Why couldn’t she 
remember?  
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Chapter 4 
 
Renee hobbled as they headed from the secure fence meant to keep 

them out and into the thick undergrowth. “You do realize that trudging 
through undisturbed foliage in the middle of the night is not wise?” 

Frei glanced over her shoulder, dropping her gaze to Renee’s leg 
and back up. “For normal people, Black. We’re not normal.” 

“Speak for yourself,” she muttered, wincing as the weight of the gun 
put more pressure on her back. 

“If you’re fit enough to work, you’re fit enough to keep up.” Frei’s 
tone was curt even for her.  

“Oh nice, threaten me with retirement, that’ll really boost my confi-
dence,” she grunted.  

Frei stopped and fired a steely glare at her in the flashlight. “When 
was I made a cheer leader? I’m your boss, Renee.” 

“You’re only my boss because you talked your way in,” she 
snapped. “Or did you forget where I found you.” 

Frei narrowed her eyes. “You found me?” 
“Yes,” she put her hands on her hips. “I get that she reminds you of 

your sister but quit giving me crap everytime she’s wandered off. Even 
in a mess I’m still the best freaking agent you’ve ever met.”  

“So act like it and stop whining,” Frei said with a cheeky smile.  
Oh, she was sneaky. “Does it count if I shoot you?” 
“Only if you can catch me, Black, and we both know you’re slower 

than your grandmother.” Frei poked her tongue out and turned back to 
the dense grasses.  

“Wait.” Renee pulled them both down to their haunches and placed 
the binoculars to her eyes. “Susan. She’s on her own.”  

“She’s walking like she does when she tries out-drinking me,” Frei 
muttered. “She doesn’t stagger on sedatives.” 

“No, she snores.” Renee scanned the area around Susan. “No obvi-
ous sign anyone is following her.” 

“So why did Eli Lorelei get sedated?” Frei pulled the binoculars 
away. “Move to your left.” 

Renee did so with a squirm, then shuddered as a large spider of 
some kind crawled by.  
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“It’s not a nasty one,” Frei said, shaking her head.  
“They creep me out. I don’t care what they are up to.” She squirmed 

again. “It’s the walk.” 
“If you had eight legs, you’d walk like that too,” Frei turned back to 

her binoculars. “Night vision isn’t picking her up very well.”  
“No, think we’ll have to use heat vision.” Renee turned to it and 

blinked away the fuzz it provoked. “You’ll have to keep me close.” 
“I’m not giving you flowers.” Frei ushered her behind.  
“No, you’ve done that before, as I recall.” Renee smiled when Frei 

tripped over a branch in front. “What, you think I forgot you tried to be 
sweet… once.” 

“You were sick.” Frei led her around a fallen tree trunk.  
“Yeah, and you told me you loved me,” Renee said with a chuckle. 

“Must have been worried.” 
“I didn’t mean it like that.” Frei stopped them as Susan wandered 

up a wide clearing.  
“Course you didn’t.” Renee tapped her on the tip of the nose.  
Frei turned to stare at her.  
“What, you want a picture?” Renee took hold of Frei’s face and 

turned her to watch Susan. “Thought you were drooling over the doc-
tor.” 

“I am not drooling,” Frei shot at her. “You want me to kick you in 
the leg?” 

“I wouldn’t, you’ll upset Susan.” She bumped Frei’s shoulder, then 
dragged her back to hide.  

Frei pulled her gun as another person, a woman with a mask on, 
came into view. Frei raised an eyebrow. Yeah, who was this? 

“I can’t see her,” the woman whispered to someone. Headset? 
“There’s no way to be sure that she kept walking.” 

“Her car is outside,” a man said, hobbling more than Renee did. 
“She must be here. They said to keep her quiet if she showed up.” 

The man looked over his shoulder. He was wearing a mask too. He 
was much taller than the woman.  

“You really want to shoot her?” the woman laughed a nasty laugh. 
“Thought picking on girls was more your style.” 

“Shut up.” The man smacked her with his pistol.  
She smacked him back, laughing at him. “You’re pathetic. Move.” 

She pulled her own pistol and primed it with a click. “I’ve got more 
guts.” 

He ducked away from her, laughing and shoved her to a tree. “You 
think?” 

Renee tugged at Frei. She was not going to keep watching.  
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Frei rolled her eyes and followed. They crept through the over-
growth as, whoever the pursuers were, continued their warped argu-
ment.  

“We need to keep her off the clearing,” Renee whispered as they 
moved out of earshot. “As dedicated as they seem to be, they can still get 
lucky.” 

Frei nodded. “How do we keep her on the right route without her 
realizing it’s us?” 

Renee pointed to Susan as she stood still in the middle of the path-
way like she was watching something. “Don’t think she knows much 
about her surroundings.” 

Frei checked the darts on her belt. “If she looks like she’s getting co-
herent…” 

“Poor woman has been sedated more than half the inmates.” Renee 
smiled and checked her own darts. 

Frei shrugged. “Saves plying her with alcohol.” 
“Because you ever turn it down?” Renee looked at her from under 

her eyebrows.  
“It’s medicinal.” Frei strode off into the clearing.  
“Of course it is,” Renee said, rolled her eyes and then followed. De-

nial worked for some people.  
 
 

# 
 
She’d crashed a few bikes. She wasn’t sure if they were hers but 

there was always a different one or maybe it was just her mind, her 
memory changing it.  

 
“Look at that dress, where have you been?” the same coarse female voice 

said.  
The younger her laughed, spiteful, bitter. “Wherever I want.” 
Slap.  
The younger her laughed harder. “Like you can hurt me. You’re a loser.” 

She ran off into the undergrowth.  
 
Susan wandered on, the memories of her and this woman were con-

stant, angry, bitter. She couldn’t place her and she didn’t know why she 
was so disrespectful to her but, it was clear, the woman was scared; but 
scared of her or her being hurt?  
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“Runt, if you are going to be a boy, do it properly,” he said with an odd 
chuckle. “Why you need to be such a boy, I don’t know.” 

He gave her his pipe and lit it. She coughed, the smoke making her eyes wa-
ter.  

“See, little girls shouldn’t try doing men’s work.” He tapped her on the 
nose and she looked up. His hair was jet black, she’d watch him dye it, watch 
him sheer every inch of hair from his face.  

 
Susan stopped, hunched and sucked in the air, trying to calm the 

sickness. Who was he? She knew him. She knew him well… yet, she’d 
never met him.  

 
“What is that, papa?” she asked, hurrying over to him as he drilled some-

thing.   
“I’m countersinking,” he muttered. “You’re not a boy.” 
“No, I’m better than a boy.” She puffed out her chest. “Boys are stupid.” 
He laughed, his nasty, cold laugh. “Like anyone cares what you think.” 
“I care.” She kicked the bench. “So show me or I’ll trash it.” 
He sneered at her, then lifted her up to sit on the bench. “You’re a lot like 

me.” 
“Good. It’s better than being like her.” She ripped the drill off him.  
 
Susan wobbled, her knees ready to buckle. “What was a nine year 

old doing talking like that?” She said it to the weird shaped trees guard-
ing a large plot of land. “I… who?” 

 
“We have to go. Move.” He gripped her hand but she dodged only for the 

woman to catch her and hoist her up.  
“We don’t have time for you,” the woman snapped. “Shut up and keep 

still.” 
“No!” She booted the woman, kicked as hard as she could.  
“You let her get like this,” the woman said with a grunt. “You should have 

shot her.” 
“Shot her?” He laughed. “Why? She’s mine.” 
The woman flicked her hand out, she dodged, tripped. Her head hit the 

floor, odd sounds, roaring sounds. 
“She’s bleeding.” The woman’s voice grated through her pounding head. 

“Just pull the trigger.” 
“No.” The man laughed his cold laugh. “Just leave her, they won’t find 

her.” 
 
Susan hugged herself as she stared at the rundown cabin. If her 

memory was right, it was rundown when she’d been there. She glanced 
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back at the clearing and then at the cabin. She needed to know who they 
were.  
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Chapter 5 
 
Renee slowed Frei by the elbow as they caught up to Susan. She’d 

found some kind of cabin, or a shell of one, in the middle of the dense 
woodland.  

“She’s getting distressed,” Renee whispered. “It’s better we just get 
her out of here.”  

Frei stared after Susan, then sighed. “Whatever is in her system 
should have worn off by now.”  

“Which means she could just have lost it?” Renee chewed on her lip. 
“It must have been the ranch where she met Mainz.” 

Frei nodded. “Her parents lived there, I thought it would help.” 
“They didn’t live here?” Renee frowned.  
“No, this is private land.” Frei glanced back at the clearing. “Couldn’t 

find out who the owner was.” 
“Always a good way of telling you we shouldn’t be here?” Renee 

pursed her lips and pulled her pistol. The pursuers were arguing their 
way up the road.  

“Yes.” Frei ducked to her haunches. “We flank her.” 
Renee groaned her way into position. “Just don’t blame me if I charge 

you for the physio I’ll need.” 
 

# 
 
Susan stood in the workshop. There were crates of supplies, freeze-

dried. Had she been kidnapped? She ran her finger over the mashed at-
tempt of countersinking. In her deepest subconscious, she knew it was 
right. It twisted her gut how right it was.  

 
“Now, darling, your mother and I would like you to try again,” her dad said, 

a smile on his face; his hair fluffy and white. “What are the two bones in the fore-
arm.” 

“Ulna and radius,” she said, clapping her hands with delight. She loved this 
game.  

“Well done,” her mother said in a sweet voice. “And can you tell me the 
muscle on the outside of your shoulder for an extra strawberry.” 

“Deltoid!” She cheered and held out her hands. “Give me it.” 
Her parents exchanged a look.  
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“Oh dear,” her dad said. “Time for another session.”  
“Are you sure that’s wise. You don’t know if it works.” Her mother sound-

ed concerned, wary.  
“Of course it works. The patients are much better for it.” He smiled at 

them both. “Better when you don’t remember nasty memories, isn’t it, Susan.” 
“Yes,” Susan whispered. “I’m nine and a good girl.” She smiled up at her 

mother. “Sometimes I get dirt on my knees.” 
Her mother nodded, a distant look in her eyes. “That’s the whole fun of be-

ing a child… I used to climb trees all the time.” 
She smiled. “I like it here.” 
Her parents exchanged another glance and her dad hoisted her up.  
“Definitely need another session,” he looked to her mother. “It’ll work. 

Trust me.” 
“Let’s just hope they don’t come looking for her,” her mother whispered.  
 
Pain shot through her thigh and she looked down: A dart. She 

pulled it out, looking at it, studying it and felt someone catch her from 
behind.  

 

# 
 
Frei ducked around the corner, hoping that Renee’s back would 

hold up to the strain of lifting Susan out of sight. She couldn’t risk dart-
ing the pursuers. She wasn’t sure who they were, who they worked for 
or, just why Susan had driven here. It made no sense. Dr. Gossett, her fa-
ther, had been from the small ranch they’d taken her to. They knew he’d 
been involved in medicating, or testing medications on inmates. They 
knew Susan’s mother had been killed and Dr. Gossett Senior had most 
likely been killed too. This place wasn’t in the Gossett history, not even 
the mother’s family. It didn’t look like it had been lived in for decades 
but there were telltale traces that someone had been there since. She 
doubted that they had petrol lawnmowers back then.  

Crack. 
Frei ducked, rolled and sprinted away from her position.  
Crack.  
She swerved. The bullet kicked up from the dirt. Sniper. She hit her 

radio. “Get to cover. Someone is loaded and firing.” 
“I know. Susan’s hit.” Renee grunted it like she was straining. 

“You’re running into the line of sight. Left. Left. Links!” 
Frei dodged left.  
Crack. 
Bullet hit the dirt next to her shoe. “Danke.” 
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“Whatever just get your butt here so I can shoot back.” Renee shot 
her hand out from behind some kind of pump and hauled Frei to her.  

Crack. 
Bullet hit the dirt inches away.  
Frei nodded to her. “Wound?” 
“Side. Between eleventh and twelfth rib. Left. Could have hit the 

spleen, the kidney… lung.” Renee shook her head. “No vest. Straight 
through.”  

“I’m calling it. Renee, you bring down that sniper.” She placed 
Renee’s jacket to the wound, holding it there and pressed her radio. 
“Lilia, get me air support. If you want the POI breathing we need her air-
lifted…” she checked the wound. “And we need someone like her.” 

“On the way. It’s military. Navy. Only one I could risk,” Lilia 
sounded like she’d been working her butt off to get them that much. 
“Pilot thinks she’s a VIP. You’re on protection duty.” 

“And the hostiles?” Frei peeked out, Renee was low, in the grass, ri-
fle in place.  

Crack.  
Frei ducked—the bullet dinged off the top of the pump.  
“Do you want a haircut?” Renee muttered into the radio. 
“Stop whining and fire, Black,” she shot, checking her hair. Clipped 

a few hairs… At least it didn’t flatten it. “Susan, it’s Frei, keep with me… 
okay. We’ll get you out.” 

Susan opened her eyes, groaned and slumped back.  
Crack.  
Bullet dinged off the pump again.  
Crack, Crack, Crack.  
Renee, only she could fire like that.  
“Hostile down,” she said into the radio. “Air support is clear to 

land.” 
The rotor-blades roared overhead and Frei glanced to the clearing. 

“Pursuers will be on our tail.” 
“Not a chance,” Renee said, limping over to them. “They ran with 

the gunshots.” 
Frei rolled her eyes: Brave.  
“Yeah, that was my thought.” Renee grabbed the stretcher on the 

winch and held it as Frei hauled Susan to it.  
“You can stay on the ground or get a ride with Susan,” Frei said, 

looking up at the chopper.  
“You give me an option?” Renee raised her eyebrows. “That’s a 

first.” 
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“I want you on the chopper, better?” Frei met her eyes. They both 
knew that she didn’t want Renee clearing up. She’d deal with the 
dropped hostile.  

“You got it.” She attached herself to the winch and Frei stepped 
back.  

“She’s a VIP, you’re security.” Frei sighed, squeezed Renee’s hand 
and strode off before she got emotional.  

“Love you too, Urs,” Renee muttered after her and Frei cut her ra-
dio, jogging through the undergrowth as the chopper pulled into the 
air.  

She reached the gun, there was blood on the ground but no hostile. 
She took a picture of the gun, a sample of the blood and followed the 
trail. The guy gripped his shoulder, pistol raised.  

Zip.  
He grunted, pulled out the dart and groaned, slumping back. She 

hoisted him onto her shoulders and carried him down, through the 
clearing and slowed as she reached the fence. The two pursuers were 
fumbling with the lock to try and get out.  

“Just shoot it,” the man snapped.  
“Why do I have to shoot it?” The woman shoved him then kicked 

him in the leg. “You’re the—” 
“Shut it.” The guy clamped his hand over her mouth, sniggering.  
She held up her gun and pulled the trigger.  
Clang.  
The bullet dinked off the fence and she ducked, snorting with 

laughter.  
“Give it,” the guy said, ripping it off her. He pulled the trigger.  
Clink. Clang.  
The woman jumped backward, shrieking. The guy slapped her 

across the shoulder and shoved her out of the gate, sniggering.  
Frei crept up to the gate, someone, and she doubted it was the guy 

she was carrying, had locked it. Why? She peered through the gap as 
the two pursuers got into a van and screeched off. She hurried out after 
them, keeping to the thick grass. Then stopped and dug a hole in the 
ground, inserting a dart upward, and crept to her car, placing the sleep-
ing hostile in and binding his hands with plastic ties.  

A groan rang out and she smiled, turning to see the guy following 
drop to his knees. She strode over, grabbed him by the scruff and 
dragged him to the car, tying his hands and throwing him in with his 
friend.  

“Lilia, the area is clear, over,” she said, inserting her radio. “Update 
on the POI.” 
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“Landed in the military hospital. Renee knows one of the doctors,” 
Lilia said. Which was why she’d directed the chopper there no doubt.  

“Good. Keep me updated.” She glanced back at the two hostiles. 
“I’ll need somewhere secure for some friends to sleep over.” 

“I’ll find you a location. Just keep them out cold.” Lilia cut the line 
and Frei raised an eyebrow. Who was in charge?  

She slammed the car into gear and roared off down the road. Best 
to think of what she needed to do and not Susan.  
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Chapter 6 

 
Renee sighed around her umpteenth coffee and stared up at the 

ceiling as military medical staff hurried in and out of the theatre. Susan 
had been in there for hours. She hated not knowing what was going on 
but the doctor hadn’t been out.  

“Commander Black,” one of the nurses said, hurrying over to her. 
“The doctor is still working on her but he said you’re impatient?” 

Renee smiled. “Glad he remembers.” 
The nurse studied her like she really wanted to know that story.  
“So?” Renee asked, ignoring the look. She had more stories on him 

than any nurse.  
“The bullet hit the kidney. He’s taken it out as the other one is 

healthy and holding up.” She cleared her throat. “But he has to take out 
the spleen.” 

“Why, the bullet hit the kidney,” Renee said, trying to figure out 
how that would work. The kidney was lower. Not much lower but 
there’d only been one bullet.  

“Something about it being enlarged. He’s struggling to control her 
bleeding.” The nurse sighed. “We’re trying everything.” 

Bleeding. Spleen.  
“Stop him taking out the spleen.” Renee pulled out her phone. 

“Tell him to keep her going, anyway he can. I’ll get him what he needs 
to fix it.” She met the nurse’s eyes. “Tell him that I am certain of it.” 

The nurse nodded.  
Renee turned and hobbled down the hall. “Lilia, I need the doses. 

Where can I get them?” 
“Frei had some but I think they’ve all gone,” Lilia said, tapping her 

nails to something. A sure way to know that she was worried, really 
worried.  

“Get hold of Frei. She needs to get us the dose.” She took a breath. 
“Susan needs it.” 

 

# 
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Frei locked up the cell and leaned against the door. She hadn’t 
heard a thing about Susan and her mind kept replaying why she’d let 
Susan wander to the cabin in the first place. A call that she had to suck 
up but it brought flashes back; flashes that made her wrap the jacket she 
loved so much about her for comfort.  

Her phone buzzed.  
“Frei?” she said before the ringtone kicked in.  
“Susan needs a dose. She’s at the hospital. I can send you the loca-

tion.” Lilia sounded calm but the tapping of nails to her desk said other-
wise. “Renee says she needs it.”  

Frei turned, sprinted. “They don’t leave the cell,” she shot at the 
CIG guard. “I have a dose on me,” she said into her phone. “I need a 
chopper.” 

The rotor-blades swooped, swooped, swooped overhead and she 
grinned. 

“Sometimes you can be really useful…” Her voice trailed off as she 
noted the chopper wasn’t military and it wasn’t CIG.  

“I didn’t send a chopper,” Lilia said, panic in her voice.  
Frei darted out of the way as rifle fire cracked into life. “No, but 

someone did.” 
“Get out of there,” Lilia said. “Get the dose to Susan.” 
Frei looked over her shoulder only to see the two CIG guards fire 

back at the chopper. Car—she made a dash for it over the open ground; 
gunfire cracked through the air, the rotor-blades kicked up the dust, 
roaring as the pilot increased the power. He was trying to take off. She 
glanced over her shoulder, the CIG guys had taken out three hostiles 
and were firing at the chopper.  

It roared up, free of the ground, then wobbled.  
“Clear the area!” Frei waved to them, urging them to get out of the 

way. “Inside!” 
The CIG guys looked to each other, then the chopper, turned and 

sprinted.  
 “Watch the cross wind,” she muttered at the chopper. It swayed 

into the wind, then wobbled again, the rotor-blades stuttered. “Keep the 
RPM up,” she sprinted to the car. She couldn’t stay and watch but her 
eyes kept straying to the rearview as she hit the gas. “RPM… keep—”  

The blade slowed, she sighed and focused on the road. She just 
hoped the guy was good at autorotation—She checked her jacket pock-
et—the dose was in there. She eased the gas pedal to the floor. Susan 
needed her.  
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# 
 
Renee jabbed herself in the butt with the pain meds and ripped off 

her top, shoving on scrubs. If she was going to stand, she’d have to be 
pain-free. She heard someone come in and looked up to see the nurse 
she’d spoken to before. The nurse eyed the syringe and then her scrubs.  

“Pain meds,” she muttered. “How is she?” 
“He’ll have to give her a transfusion if she loses much more,” the 

nurse let out a long sigh. “Why are you in scrubs?” 
“I’m not at liberty to say,” she shot at the nurse and got to her feet. 

Pain was still there but any higher a dose and she wouldn’t be able to 
do her job. She pulled out her phone and dialed Frei. “Where are you?” 

“Where are you? I’m at reception,” Frei muttered. “I don’t have my 
ID.” 

Renee groaned. Running it was. She grated her teeth and sprinted 
down the corridor, through the doors, and down the stairs. Her back 
twanged, twinged and jarred and she yelped each step, sucking in air to 
stop the pain knocking her out. She slammed through the doors at the 
bottom, dodged the stretcher hurtling in with emergency room staff. A 
porter shoved his crate out in front and she sighed, planting her hand, 
launching herself over and yelping as she hit the shiny floor and skid-
ded. She darted through the security door and jammed it open with her 
foot, biting back the groan.  

“Your hair is wilting,” she shot at Frei, holding out her hand.  
Frei gave her the dose. “Go.” 
She nodded, sprinting back along the corridor, around the crate, 

dodging a wheelchair, a patient shuffling with a drip, and hit the door. 
She looked up at the stairs, gritting her teeth and yelping her way back 
up, out into the corridor, her back shooting white hot pain through eve-
ry step. She got to the theatre and hurried in. The doctor was pale, Su-
san was still bleeding. He looked up, met her eyes.  

She pulled off the top and hit Susan with the dose.  
“What is that?” he asked, eying the pen.  
“You don’t want to know and you didn’t see it.” She slid the pen 

into her scrubs. “No one in here did.” 
The doctor nodded. “You got it.” He grinned as he looked up at the 

monitor. “Fast working stuff.” 
“Don’t know what you mean,” Renee said, giving him a wink. 

“Can we save her spleen?” 
“Can now.” He handed her a suction tube. “Been a while since I got 

to see you in action.” 
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She smiled at him. “You know me. I like to keep my hand in.” She 
looked up at the monitor. “And when the person on the table is my POI, 
she is pulling through.” She met his eyes. “You copy?” 

He saluted. “Yes, Ma’am.” He started to fire off orders to the thea-
tre team and Renee took a breath. Keep her hand in… why not.  
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Chapter 7 
 
Susan woke up not sure how she was in her bed but it felt like 

she’d been on some vicious drinking spree with Frei.  
“Try not to move too much,” Llys said from beside her.  
Susan turned, blinking away the bright sunlight from her window. 

“Why?” 
“You had an accident… they had to take your kidney out… you 

nearly lost your spleen,” Llys said with a sad sigh. “I don’t know why 
you were driving if you weren’t well.” 

“Driving?” Susan tried to focus on her. Llys looked tired, relieved. 
“I was in the ward… I was at a cabin.” 

“That’s what you kept telling the medical team,” Llys said and 
chewed on her lip. “They thought you’d been drinking but you hadn’t.” 
She met her eyes. “You did have a virus though.” 

“I didn’t know I was sick.” Susan felt down her left side and swal-
lowed as she touched the gauze. “I wouldn’t have driven if I knew I 
was sick.” 

“I know.” Llys stroked her forehead. “You were feverish… you 
were talking about some people not being your parents.” She smiled 
and kissed her on the cheek. “It’s nice to see you awake.” 

“I…” It was best Llys didn’t know. She needed to tell Frei. Maybe 
Frei could help her? She could check. “They called you?” 

Llys nodded. “You have me as your contact?” 
Susan shrugged, then winced. Moving hurt. “Someone has to put 

up with me.”  
Llys leaned on her fist. “Tracy has been worried. She’s been 

fighting me to keep an eye on you but one of us has to work.” 
“You’re not working?” Susan sighed. “I don’t mean to be such a 

burden.” 
“Hey, I get a vacation.” Llys squeezed her hand, then lifted up a 

tray of food. “And to practice my nursing skills.” 
Susan smiled. “Good thing you sent Tracy into work or she’d have 

had me making my own bed.”  
Llys chuckled. “I thought you’d prefer me.” 
“I do,” Susan said as Llys helped her to sit up. She met her eyes. 
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 “You’ll have to tell me how badly you damaged your spine sometime.”  
Llys tensed, then shrugged. “Same way you lost your kidney.” 
“We have something in common, lovely.” She shook her head as 

Llys held up the spoon and she fought back memories of the odd flash-
es of a cabin. Her memory seemed to be so smooth on the surface but 
held the truth underneath, just like in the cabin, maybe her own truth 
was much like that and somehow she’d learned to countersink.    
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