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 The power of man has grown in every sphere,  
 except over himself.

 —Winston Churchill



PROLOGUE

Men lie.
Women lie.
Guns always tell the truth.
More or less…



CHAPTER 1

US ARMY BASE FORT DETRICK, MARYLAND, 1957

The loudspeakers were past their prime and certainly 
never intended for blasting rock ’n’ roll. They gave off 
some static, but Elvis Presley’s seductive voice filled the 
entire laboratory and most likely all seven floors of 
the building. The use of military equipment for these 
purposes wouldn’t have been tolerated during regular 
hours. But late at night, when higher-ups and other 
old fogeys from the med school weren’t around, such 
diversions were standard practice—especially since 
Dr. Philip Neville had joined the staff. The talented 
English chemist loved the fifties rhythms, which just 
begged for hip shaking and pelvis thrusting. And he 
never missed a chance to show off his dance moves.

At any rate, “Jailhouse Rock” enlivened the mo-
notonous atmosphere of the research center and didn’t 
really bother the few people present at this late hour.

Professor Jane Woodridge tolerated the rule-
bending, as long as it didn’t interfere with their work. 
The biochemist even succumbed to the music on 
occasion, tapping her foot to the beat when no one was 
looking. Away from the watchful eyes of colleagues, 
she could slough off some of the professional veneer 
and relax a bit.
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For the moment, she was allowing herself to be 
amused by Neville, who was rocking to Elvis while 
leafing through the reports on experiments conducted 
by that day’s team.

What we’re dealing with here is serious enough, she 
said to herself. We shouldn’t let it get the better of us.

Neville seemed to read her mind. He picked up a 
jar of pencils—his improvised microphone—held it to 
his mouth, and began belting out the lyrics.

The magic moment was over. The Elvis imper-
sonation had gone far enough. Sure, Neville had the 
moves, but his resemblance to the King stopped there.

Jane glared at her colleague. Under the heat of her 
stare, Neville lowered his voice and then settled for 
mouthing the words without making any noise at all.

“Phil, could you please bring me the registration 
receipt for the new pathogens?”

Neville sauntered toward the tall metal filing cabi-
nets, opened a drawer, and set about searching through 
the suspended folders.

“Sorry, I can’t find it. It must be in the general’s 
office.”

Jane got up with a heavy sigh. She walked over to 
Neville and gave the contents of the drawer a weary 
look. She pulled out a manila folder and waved it un-
der his nose with a condescending smile.

“If you’re more interested in dancing than scientific 
research, send your résumé to Hollywood,” she said, 
returning to her desk. “Who knows, maybe some 
producer out there is looking for the next Donald 
O’Connor.”

The music ended.
“I’ll think about it,” her colleague replied as he 

dropped into his chair. “Life is short, and I don’t see 
myself rotting away here. How can you stand working 
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in this stronghold four nights a week, especially with 
a kid at home?”

“That’s none of your business,” Jane responded. The 
familiarity offended her. “I love my son, if you must 
know. I do the best I can to balance my career and 
family life. Luckily, my husband is remarkable, ex-
traordinary even.”

“He must be, seeing that he puts up with sleeping 
alone half the week.”

“You’re being rude, and I don’t appreciate it. Like it 
or not, I care deeply about my job.”

Neville raised an eyebrow. “Ah yes, we’re working 
for the glory of Uncle Sam. Concocting antidotes for 
our soldiers and citizens in the event of biological war-
fare—quite a noble task.”

“Do I sense a hint of sarcasm?”
“That’s not my style. Hey, if the soviets are capable 

of using that kind of weapon, what makes you think 
we wouldn’t do the same?”

“Democracy, communism. The differences seem 
obvious to me,” Jane answered, her lips pursed.

“Of course, the nation of liberty and justice for 
all would never dirty its hands with methods so vile 
and contradictory to the Geneva Protocol, which we 
haven’t ratified, may I remind you.”

The young man leaned back in his chair, visibly 
satisfied with the correctness of his viewpoint. But Jane 
refused to let him have the upper hand.

“What are you trying to tell me? That we’re not 
developing treatments, but weapons instead? That’s 
absurd! Leave the politics to the professionals, and con-
centrate on your dancing or, better yet, on your work.”

“Tell me, Jane, don’t you wonder why access to cer-
tain sections of the two lower levels are off-limits to us?”
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The woman gave herself a few seconds to reflect, 
adjusting the bun at the nape of her neck. She reinsert-
ed two pins in her blond hair and then spoke solemnly.

“We’re studying the reactions of test subjects injected 
with agents and creating the proper countermeasures. 
I don’t see how access to storage units with viral strains 
concerns us.”

“The company line, as usual. I’m convinced there’s 
a hidden agenda.”

“Then go complain to the authorities. I’m not stop-
ping you. While you’re concocting your dark theories, 
I’ll be in the lab,” she said as she glanced at the clock 
on the wall. “Time for the daily log. The office is all 
yours.”

“Say hi to the guinea pigs for me.”
Jane left the room and headed toward the elevators. 

She waved to the two military police officers patrolling 
the hallway. They always looked so creepy, more the 
punch-in-your-face sort than the type inclined to give 
a respectful salute. The elevator doors slid open, and 
she scurried inside.

Neville’s skeptical nature was borderline eccentric. 
But he was right about life being too short. And work-
ing at the US Army Medical Research Institute for 
Infectious Diseases had been weighing on her since her 
son Sean’s birth. Her husband supported her career and 
did his part at home. She felt privileged. Most other 
women were stuck being housewives, not because they 
had chosen the life, but because it was expected, and 
there were few alternatives. Jane hoped that she could 
serve as a role model for other women who yearned for 
more independence and opportunity. But she missed 
her son, and she could not wait for the workweek to 
end so that she could go home and enjoy those three 
days with her boy and her man.
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As the elevator sank into the depths of the building, 
she pondered what to do about Neville. If he contin-
ued to carelessly speculate about their work, she would 
have to notify her superiors, because the base wasn’t 
just conducting research; it was involved in the produc-
tion of biological weapons. For now, Neville’s security 
clearance denied him access to such sensitive informa-
tion. In light of his comments, she would recommend 
that he be denied that access permanently and be put 
under heightened surveillance.

The elevator finally stopped, and the doors opened 
onto a long room whose walls were lined with cages. A 
musky smell saturated the air, and shrill screams rose 
from the pens, where monkeys were jumping wildly 
against the sides of their cages. Practically every night, 
she would come down to the lower levels to check on 
the primates and see if any were dying.

The shrieking from the cages intensified as she 
walked toward them.

“Don’t worry, my sweethearts. I’m not coming for 
you this time, but for your friend,” she said as she con-
tinued past the animals.

At the end of the room, there was a reinforced met-
al door equipped with a large handle. Jane opened a 
small hatch in the wall to reveal a lock. She inserted 
the key that she jealously guarded in her pocket.

With a loud mechanical click, the door opened. 
Behind it was a large room with sad green walls. Two 
carts holding the instruments Jane used in her experi-
ments were waiting beside a small bed.

A man in his twenties—the reason for her visit 
tonight—lay there, covered in a blue sheet. He moaned 
faintly. The sedatives were wearing off. From the 
pocket of her lab coat, Jane pulled out a small notebook 
and a pencil. She examined the patient’s face.
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Pus trickled from blisters around his discolored lips. 
Along the sides of his inflamed nostrils were clusters of 
ready-to-burst boils. The exposed part of his chest was 
similarly disfigured.

Jane was pleased to note the normal progression 
of symptoms and scribbled her observations in her 
notebook.

“Hang in there a little longer,” she said. “Two or 
three days from now, we’ll initiate treatment.”

The only response was an agonized groan.
After injecting the young man with more sedative, 

Jane headed back. She had what she needed. She 
wished her monkey sweethearts a pleasant night and 
found her way to the exit. Just two more hours with 
Professor Neville, and then her shift would be over.

Jane stepped into the elevator, eager to wrap things 
up. But when she arrived at her floor, the doors refused 
to budge. Jane cursed the incompetence of the main-
tenance crew. Breakdowns occurred often, too often 
for her liking. She was about to pick up the elevator’s 
black telephone to tell off the orderly, when the base 
loudspeakers started blasting an ear-splitting siren.

Jane pressed her hands over her ears to muffle the 
excruciating noise. Then the wailing stopped. It was 
replaced by a man’s voice, which Jane identified as 
that of the duty officer.

“Attention, all personnel. Due to a security breach 
in sector four, we ask that you calmly make your way 
toward the emergency exits.”

Jane’s eyes widened with surprise. She felt her heart-
beat speed up and her scalp tingle with sweat. “This is 
no time to panic,” she said to herself. “Think fast.”

She took a deep breath and held it. The elevator 
doors finally opened. Jane frantically pushed the 
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button for one floor up, where her designated exit was 
located. The elevator didn’t move.

Then she saw the guards sprawled on the floor. 
Their dogs were lying all around them, vomiting and 
shaking. The virus was already spreading throughout 
the facility. The alert had been broadcast too late. 
There was not a moment to lose.

You breathe, you die, she told herself as she rushed 
toward an open door on her right. She entered the 
stairwell and heaved herself up the steps two at a time. 
An object was falling toward her. A jar of pencils. She 
stepped over Phil Neville, who lay dying on the steps. 
He stretched out a hand in her direction but was un-
able to grab her ankle. Jane thought of her husband, 
her son, her flaming lungs and repeated over and over, 

“You breathe, you die.”
She found the corridor. A little more effort and 

she’d be out of this hellhole. Jane grabbed the metal 
door handle and pushed. It didn’t open. She thrust with 
both hands, using all the strength she had. Nothing 
happened. She couldn’t hold out for more than a few 
seconds. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she 
pounded and kicked.

Those bastards had locked the exits shut! As soon as 
the sector had lost its airtight seal, the virus had spread, 
and then it was lockdown. Now the brick-and-steel 
building was one big tomb.

Jane Woodridge leaned against the door and slid to 
the floor. She closed her eyes, visualized Sean’s sweet 
chubby face, and filled her lungs a final time.



CHAPTER 2

THE OUTSKIRTS OF PARDUBICE, CZECH REPUBLIC, 2011

The radio was playing a cover of a Four Seasons 
tune from the sixties, “Beggin’.” It was a pretty 
decent version by Madcon, a Norwegian hip-hop 
duo. Branislav Poborsky pounded along on his car’s 
steering wheel as he sang the English words—at least 
the ones he recognized. The catchy beat gave him a 
shot of much-needed energy.

He was heading into familiar territory as he drove 
along the narrow road that snaked through the forest—
so lush and dense at this time of year. Each mile racked 
up on the dash took him that much farther away from 
Prague. This was all he needed to feel relieved. There 
was nothing better than a week of vacation with his 
parents in Pardubice.

True to form, his mother would pamper him with 
homemade goodies.

“With your demanding job, plus all the stress of 
living in a big city, I’m sure you’re not eating prop-
erly,” she had said to him time and again. “You’re so 
pale and stick thin. To think you had such chubby red 
cheeks, like apples, when you were little.”

Just for fun, he would argue a bit, but he didn’t want 
to get into a full-fledged fight. He would never change 
her set-in-stone Polish opinions.
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His dad, in turn, would subject him to an all-out 
interrogation. He would want to know everything 
about his pride and joy’s career. It was the workaholic’s 
way of staying connected to the demanding world he 
had left three years earlier. As production director at 
the Paramo factory, Branislav’s father had provided 
his family with a more than comfortable lifestyle in 
communist Czechoslovakia. The Velvet Revolution 
hadn’t hurt their finances at all—just the opposite. 
With democracy came unbridled economic liberalism, 
and foreign investors rushed to a new market that 
offered excellent growth prospects. Vladek Poborsky 
had left Paramo and become a consultant for big com-
panies that wanted to locate in the Pardubice region. 
It was a profitable career change. Vladek was able to 
buy a luxurious home for his family on the shores of 
Sec Dam, and because his new line of work was much 
more leisurely than his old one, he could relax and call 
himself semiretired.

Branislav couldn’t dream of a better place to forget 
his distress. His marriage was foundering, and divorce 
seemed inevitable. Maybe he should have spent less 
time at his job and more time with his wife, who was 
herself caught up in a career as a television makeup 
artist. But in the end, what did it matter? It was obvi-
ously too late to dwell on what had gone wrong. He 
needed to focus on the future. Thank God they didn’t 
have any kids. That would have made the legal pro-
ceedings and emotional recovery a whole lot messier.

Branislav glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. 
His thick chestnut-brown hair complemented his gray-
brown eyes. At the moment, however, he looked much 
older than his thirty years. His eyelids were drooping, 
and the five o’clock shadow on his pasty white cheeks 
was growing darker by the mile. He sighed.
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Just as Branislav was fixing his eyes on the road 
again, something flashed in the mirror. A headlight 
was looming up from behind. A motorcycle. It came 
within inches of his bumper before swerving over to 
pass. Mr. Hot Wheels slowed down a bit and then shot 
off without any concern for safety.

“Jackass,” Branislav shouted. “You think you’re in-
vincible? You could’ve killed us both. Motocross season 
hasn’t started yet, dickhead.”

Branislav glanced at the dashboard clock. Another 
twenty minutes, and he would be at the family manse. 
In half an hour, he would be enjoying a nice glass 
of wine, lounging in a comfortable deck chair, and 
admiring the rippling reflection of the trees on the 
crystal-clear lake.

A jarring noise from above shook him out of his 
daydream. He leaned against the steering wheel and 
stared at the sky through the windshield. Two low-fly-
ing helicopters. They were large carriers displaying the 
Czech Republic colors: white, red, and blue. A smaller 
aircraft was close behind. It bore the NATO insignia.

Branislav’s journalist instincts kicked in. Something 
was going on. He had been so intent on getting to his 
haven, he hadn’t realized that his car was the only 
one on the road. Sure, he wasn’t driving on a major 
highway, but to be so completely isolated—with the 
exception of that crazy motorcyclist—for such a long 
distance? And what about that biker? Where was he 
racing off to? Where were those helicopters going? 
Branislav slowed down and parked on the side of the 
road. He got out of the car, lit a cigarette, and took out 
his cell phone. He entered his parents’ number.

The phone rang three times. Then an automated 
voice responded, “Your call cannot be completed as 
dialed. Please hang up and try again.” He tried calling 
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the newsroom. Again, three rings and the same re-
corded message. He entered a bunch of other numbers, 
all yielding the same result.

No other wheels in sight, three military choppers, 
no way of making calls. Branislav needed to find out 
what was happening and somehow get hold of his ed-
itors. He slid behind the wheel of his car and started 
driving again.

A mile later, he came to a bend in the road and 
found himself face-to-face with three police cars. 
Branislav slammed on his brakes to avoid driving over 
the spiked traffic strips. Six officers brandished ma-
chine guns. Two of them started walking toward him. 
He got out, grabbed his old light-blue raincoat, and 
went to meet them. 

“Hello, officers. What’s going on here?”
He flashed a friendly grin but got no smiles in return.

“This road is closed, sir,” one of them said. “Please 
turn your car around and leave.”

Branislav glanced over the officers’ shoulders.
“Yes, I can see the road is closed, but could you tell 

me why?”
“Sorry, sir, we can’t tell you anything. Please return 

to your vehicle and leave.”
The officers’ all-business demeanor dissuaded him 

from pulling out his press pass. Branislav figured they 
were holdovers from the communist days and wouldn’t 
honor it anyway. And even though they were polite, 
they were wielding their machine guns a little too 
nervously for his comfort. No point in sticking around 
with these guys. He knew other ways to get to his 
destination.

Branislav nodded and gave them the peace sign 
as he headed back to his car. He got in and made a 
U-turn under high surveillance.
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As soon as he was out of sight, he parked his car and 
grabbed his camera. He hung it around his neck and 
walked into the forest, which he knew better than his 
mother’s poppy seed cake.

He figured he was three miles from the nearest 
village. Taking into account the hilly terrain, he es-
timated that his hike would take a good hour, maybe 
an hour and a half, considering he had more baggage 
around the waist than when he was a kid running 
around these hills. It was late afternoon, but his run-in 
with the police had piqued his curiosity, and anyway, 
he knew he could use a little exercise.

The trek was rougher than he had expected and 
he cursed his leather loafers, whose smooth soles kept 
slipping on the roots of hundred-year-old oak trees 
and mossy stones.

When he finally reached the edge of the forest, he 
shoved aside the branches blocking his view. About a 
hundred feet below, a village of pink-and-white houses 
shimmered in the sun. Their flower-adorned balconies 
would have been the final touch on any postcard im-
age. But the scene before him was no wish-you-were-
here greeting.

The sidewalks were littered with bodies. Men and 
women were sprawled on the ground in awkward 
positions. Dotting the landscape were shopping carts 
filled with produce purchased at markets on the square. 
Branislav spotted motionless cars on the main street. 
Drivers and passengers lay lifeless in their metal coffins.

Branislav threw up. He wiped his mouth and stead-
ied himself enough to resume his assessment. Military 
tanks surrounded the village. Branislav spotted the 
three helicopters in the middle of a meadow. He forced 
himself to take another look at the bodies.
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Two men in white suits were working their way 
around the corpses. Carrying large suitcases, they were 
taking long, slow strides, like astronauts on the moon.

What the hell was going on here? Energized, 
Branislav removed the lens cap from his camera. This 
was a story, and he was going to cover it. He focused 
his camera and began shooting.

“Put down the camera, and slowly put your hands 
in the air.”

The voice was almost robotic.
“Now!”
The tone didn’t inspire disobedience. Branislav 

complied, careful of his every move.
“Turn around.”
Branislav did as told, his hands to the sky. In front 

of him were three men wearing dark uniforms and gas 
masks. They were pointing machine guns equipped 
with silencers and laser beams. Nothing close to aver-
age military gear.

One of the men approached him and conducted a 
brusque search of his pockets. He took out Branislav’s 
wallet and handed it to one of the others, presumably 
his superior. The latter examined the contents carefully.

“Look, gentlemen, I’m a reporter. What you’re do-
ing is a clear violation of—”

“Shut up, and turn around!”
Branislav complied.

“I need to know what your end game is here. Believe 
me, you’ll be in big trouble when my editor reports this 
to the government.”

Sometimes bluffing worked, Branislav said to 
himself. 

“Shoot him.”
Sometimes it didn’t.
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He closed his eyes, steeling himself for what would 
follow. Surprisingly, his thoughts veered to his soon-
to-be ex-wife. Maybe there was still hope for them. 
Damn it, this was supposed to be a vacation, not his 
execution at the hands of a special-forces team. He 
was hoping for a quick bullet in the middle of his skull. 
A rush of fear-induced adrenaline swept over him. He 
was burning up, and his legs were like jelly. Why the 
hell were those bastards taking so long to kill him?

“Your biceps are gonna cramp up if you stay like 
that, buddy.”

Someone was talking to him…in English?
Branislav turned around and risked opening an eye. 

He saw the three men lying on the ground. Two of 
them had slit throats. The third was writhing with a 
knife in his neck. He spat up blood before stopping 
dead-cold in an absurd position at the feet of a bald 
superhuman-sized man. The giant, who was wearing 
jeans and a green army jacket, leaned over and pulled 
the impressive serrated blade from his victim’s neck. 
The stranger was clean-shaven, extremely clean-
shaven, no eyebrows even.

“Who… Who are you? What’s this shit mess? Did 
you kill all three of them? What the hell is going on?” 
Branislav grilled him in a muddled mix of Czech and 
English.

“Is that all you want to know?” the giant asked, 
grinning. He took out a cigar and stuck it between 
his teeth, then pulled out matches and lit it. “Will you 
be really pissed off if I don’t answer your questions in 
order?”

Branislav shook his head and lowered his arms.
“All right. Yeah, I killed those assholes. It was them 

or you. As for what’s going on here, I want to know as 
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much as you do. And I’m afraid this shit mess is just the 
first in a long series of shit storms.”

The reporter started to pick up his camera, which 
had fallen to the ground with the first soldier.

“Sorry, buddy,” Baldy said as he took the camera. 
“That’s the one thing my services are going to cost you. 
I need those pics.”

Branislav was about to complain but changed his 
mind. No news story was worth more than his life. If 
this dude wanted the photos, they were all his.

Then he remembered his parents.
“My mother and father. They live nearby.”
“Only this village was affected,” the giant answered. 

“If they were here, they’re dead. If they live somewhere 
else, especially if they were inside, you’ve got nothing 
to worry about.”

“They live about two and a half miles northeast of 
here, but the only road that goes by—”

“Then relax. They’re fine. Thanks for the cam. I’ll 
send it back to your paper. Grab your stuff and scoot 
before any more goons show up. I don’t plan on de-
stroying the entire Czech special forces. I’m going to 
get my bike and peace out, like you. There’s nothing 
more either of us can do here.”

“That was you who passed by me earlier, wasn’t it?”
“Yep. An important piece of info, right? You’ll sleep 

better tonight, I’m sure,” he said with the hint of a 
smirk. “I slipped into the forest ahead of you. I followed 
you. Then I followed them as they were following you. 
Pretty lucky, right? Now hurry up. Oh, and if you 
want to stay alive, don’t say a word about what you 
saw here. Got it?”

“Got it,” Branislav responded as he headed back into 
the forest. After a few steps, he stopped and turned 
around.
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“You didn’t answer one of my questions.”
“Which one?”
“Who are you? I’d like to put a name on the face of 

the man who saved my neck.”
The stranger took a drag of his cigar and exhaled 

a puff of smoke.
“Call me Eytan. Oh, you forgot something,” he said, 

tossing Branislav his wallet.
The bald man grinned, the cigar clamped between 

his teeth. Branislav returned a hesitant smile and con-
tinued walking into the forest.

Eytan watched him disappear and then positioned 
himself in the spot where the journalist had been 
taking pictures of the village. He spent a long time 
observing the scene. In the name of what madness had 
these people been sacrificed?

The men in protective white suits had multiplied. 
He squatted and picked up a handful of dirt, then let it 
slip through his fingers in a thin stream.

“The first in a long series of shit storms.”
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where she focused her thesis on translating wordplay 
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zations. Growing up with Babar, Madeline, and The 
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Paris Homicide Mysteries by Frédérique Molay
An edge-of-your-seat mysteries set in Paris, where 

Chief of Police Nico Sirsky and his crack team fight 
crime in the French capital.

www.parishomicide.com
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