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				Praise for Novels by Brandilyn Collins



				Over the Edge


				"Over the Edge is an excellent mystery. I got involved in the story, and instead of my usual thirty-minute read before bed, I finished the book in four evenings. Over the Edge actively portrays the patient with the myriad symptoms seen in acute or chronic Lyme. This is especially true for those patients not fortunate enough to know about testing or find a Lyme literate physician."

				—Dr. Nick S. Harris, President/CEO of IGeneX, Inc.



				"Brandilyn Collins has written a 'who dunnit' mystery that is fun to read. More importantly she has exposed some of the clinical picture and revealed the evidence in the medical literature that at least some patients suffering with chronic Lyme have persistent active infection that responds to antibiotic therapy. Collins also reveals lateralization of 'sides' in those who treat Lyme: both sides read the same medical literature, but one group of scientists chooses to look at articles stating there is active infection that requires antibiotic to eradicate, and another group points to literature that reveals the spirochete of Lyme might cause an autoimmune process in some patients, causing persistent disease."

				—Dr. Christine Green



				"Meticulously researched and captivating, Over the Edge shows the plight of those who suffer from Lyme, and the intensely emotional "Lyme wars" between patients and the medical community. If you know someone who suffers from Lyme, you need to read this compelling novel."

				—Lydia Niederwerfer, founder of Lyme-Aware, http://lyme-aware.org



				"This book stayed with me long after I put it down. Not only was it a page-turner, but the storyline about Lyme disease was fascinating and eye-opening. Over the Edge will raise awareness about this horrible disease and validate those who suffer with it."

				—Terri Blackstock, author of Predator and Intervention



				"Over the Edge will draw you in early and keep you glued until the end with an unexpected twist. Humans can only be pushed so far, then they react. This is an excellent fictional portrayal of that frustration felt by so many right now in North America as medical professionals and researchers become pitchmen for corporations who do not have your good health at heart."

				—Jim Wilson, President, Canadian Lyme Disease Foundation, www.canlyme.com



				Deceit


				" . . . good storytelling and notable mystery . . . an enticing read [that poses] tough questions about truth and lies, power and control, faith and forgiveness."

				—Publishers Weekly



				"Solidly constructed . . . a strong and immediately likable protagonist. One of the Top Ten Inspirational Novels of 2010."

				—Booklist



				"Filled with excitement and intrigue, Collins' latest will keep the reader quickly turning pages . . . This tightly plotted mystery, filled with quirky characters, will appeal to suspense lovers everywhere."

				—RT Book Reviews



				". . . pulse-accelerating, winding, twisting storyline [that will] keep your attention riveted to the action until the very end."

				—Christian Retailing



				Exposure


				". . . a hefty dose of action and suspense with a superb conclusion."

				—RT Bookreviews



				"Brandilyn Collins, the queen of Seatbelt Suspense®, certainly lives up to her well-deserved reputation. Exposure has more twists and turns than a Coney Island roller coaster . . . Intertwining storylines collide in this action-packed drama of suspense and intrigue. Highly recommended."

				—CBA Retailers + Resources



				"Captivating . . . the alternating plot lines and compelling characters in Exposure will capture the reader's attention, but the twist of events at the end is most rewarding."

				—Christian Retailing



				"Mesmerizing mystery . . . a fast-paced, twisting tale of desperate choices."

				—TitleTrakk.com



				"[Collins is] a master of her craft . . . intensity, tension, high-caliber suspense, and engaging mystery."

				—The Christian Manifesto



				Dark Pursuit


				"Lean style and absorbing plot . . . Brandilyn Collins is a master of suspense."

				—CBA Retailers + Resources



				"Intense . . . engaging . . . whiplash-inducing plot twists . . . the concepts of forgiveness, restoration, selflessness, and sacrifice made this book not only enjoyable, but a worthwhile read."

				—Thrill Writer



				"Moves from fast to fierce."

				—TitleTrakk.com



				"Thrilling . . . characters practically leap off the page with their quirks and inclinations."

				—Tennessee Christian Reader



				Amber Morn


				". . . a harrowing hostage drama . . . essential reading."

				—Library Journal



				"The queen of seatbelt suspense delivers as promised. Her short sentences and strong word choices create a 'here and now' reading experience like no other."

				—TitleTrakk.com



				"Heart-pounding . . . the satisfying and meaningful ending comes as a relief after the breakneck pace of the story."

				—RT Bookreviews



				"High octane suspense . . . a powerful ensemble performance."

				—BookshelfReview.com



				Crimson Eve


				"One of the Best Books of 2007 . . . Top Christian suspense of the year."

				—Library Journal, starred review



				"The excitement starts on page one and doesn't stop until the shocking end . . . [Crimson Eve] is fast-paced and thrilling."

				—Romantic Times



				"The action starts with a bang . . . and the pace doesn't let up until this fabulous racehorse of a story crosses the finish line.

				—Christian Retailing



				"An unparalleled cat and mouse game wrought with mystery and surprise."

				—TitleTrakk.com



				Coral Moon


				"A chilling mystery. Not one to be read alone at night."

				—RT BOOKclub



				"Thrilling . . . one of those rare books you hurry through, almost breathlessly, to find out what happens."

				—Spokane Living



				". . . a fascinating tale laced with supernatural chills and gut-wrenching suspense.

				—Christian Library Journal



				Violet Dawn


				". . . fast-paced . . . interesting details of police procedure and crime scene investigation . . . beautifully developed [characters] . . ."

				—Publishers Weekly



				"A sympathetic heroine...effective flashbacks . . . Collins knows how to weave faith into a rich tale."

				—Library Journal



				"Collins expertly melds flashbacks with present-day events to provide a smooth yet deliciously intense flow . . . quirky townsfolk will help drive the next books in the series."

				—RT BOOKclub



				"Skillfully written . . . Imaginative style and exquisite suspense."

				—1340mag.com



				Web of Lies


				"A master storyteller . . . Collins deftly finesses the accelerator on this knuckle-chomping ride."

				—RT BOOKclub



				"fast-paced . . . mentally challenging and genuinely entertaining."

				—Christian Book Previews



				Dead of Night


				"Collins' polished plotting sparkles . . . unique word twists on the psychotic serial killer mentality. Lock your doors, pull your shades—and read this book at noon."

				—RT BOOKclub, Top Pick



				". . . this one is up there in the stratosphere . . . Collins has it in her to give an author like Patricia Cornwell a run for her money."

				—Faithfulreader.com



				". . . spine-tingling, hair-raising, edge-of-the-seat suspense."

				—Wordsmith Review



				"A page-turner I couldn't put down, except to check the locks on my doors."

				—Authors Choice Reviews



				Stain of Guilt


				"Collins keeps the reader gasping and guessing . . . artistic prose paints vivid pictures . . . High marks for original plotting and superb pacing."

				—RT BOOKClub



				". . . a sinister, tense story with twists and turns that will keep you on the edge of your seat."

				—Wordsmith Shoppe



				Brink of Death


				". . . an abundance of real-life faith as well as real-life fear, betrayal and evil. This one kept me gripped from beginning to end."

				—Contemporary Christian Music



				"Collins' deft hand for suspense brings on the shivers."

				—RT BOOKclub



				"Gripping . . . thrills from page one."

				—christianbookpreviews.com



				Dread Champion


				"Compelling . . . plenty of intrigue and false trails."

				—Publisher's Weekly



				"Finely-crafted . . . vivid . . . another masterpiece that keeps the reader utterly engrossed."

				—RT BOOKclub



				". . . riveting mystery and courtroom drama."

				—Library Journal



				Eyes of Elisha


				"Chilling . . . a confusing, twisting trail that keeps pages turning."

				—Publisher's Weekly



				"A thriller that keeps the reader guessing until the end."

				—Library Journal



				"Unique and intriguing . . . filled with more turns than a winding mountain highway."

				—RT BOOKclub



				"One of the top ten Christian novels of 2001."

				—christianbook.com
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				For Lyme sufferers and their families,

				And the doctors who treat them.
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				If I should say, "My foot has slipped,"

                Your lovingkindness, O Lord, will hold me up.

				(Psalm 94:18 NASB)


				Prologue



				A VISION DENIED IS A BATTLE LOST.

				With a flick of his hand the blackened sky blipped into eerie green. Crouched on the house's back deck, he adjusted his night goggles. The high bushes surrounding the yard illumed, the wizened limbs of a giant oak straggling upward in surreal glow.

				He ran his hand over a pocket on his black cargo pants. The vial created a telltale bump against his thigh. His latex-gloved fingers closed around it.

				Rising, he crossed the deck in five long strides. He surveyed the lock on the sliding glass door. Not enough light. He raised the goggles, darkness reigning once more. From a left pocket he extracted a tiny flashlight. Aimed its beam at the lock.

				A common thief he was not. His mission had required intricate study of skills he'd never dreamed he need possess. The pick of a lock. A stealthy skulk. A means to render unconscious.

				He pulled the necessary tools from the same pocket. Holding the flashlight in his mouth, he worked the tools into the lock, manipulating as practiced. The mechanism gave way with a tiny click.

				He slid the door open.

				No alarm sounded. He knew it wouldn't. In this upper crust town, home to Stanford University, alarms were for vacations. Children at home were too apt to set them off.

				He replaced the flashlight and tools in his pocket. Slipped inside the house and eased the door shut. Down came his goggles. The large kitchen gleamed into view. His astute nose picked up the lingering scent of pizza, cut with a trace of ammonia. A cleaning agent, perhaps.

				The digital clock on the microwave read 2:36 a.m.

				From where he stood he could see through open doorways to a den, a hall, and a dining room.

				At the threshold to the hall he stopped and reached into the lower right pocket beneath his knee. The three-ounce glass bottle he withdrew had a covered plastic pump spray. The chemical inside was not compatible with metals. He removed the cap and slid it back into his pants.

				Holding the bottle with trigger finger on the pump, he advanced into the hall. A left turn, and he stood in the entryway. Straight ahead, a living room. On his left, a staircase. Carpeted.

				He lifted a sneakered foot onto the bottom step.

				The bedrooms would be upstairs, two occupied. One by nine-year-old Lauren. The second, a master suite, by mother Janessa, called Jannie. She would be alone. Her husband, the highly respected Dr. Brock McNeil, was supposedly imparting his impeccable knowledge at a medical symposium on Lyme disease.

				His jaw flexed.

				After three steps he reached a landing. He turned left and resumed his inaudible climb.

				His heartbeat quickened. Too many emotions funneled into this moment—grief-drenched years, anxiety, the playing out of two lives, and now adrenaline. He willed his pulse into submission. Once he went into action everything would happen quickly. He needed his wits about him.

				Within seconds his foot landed on the last stair. To his immediate left stood an open door. He craned his neck to see around the threshold. Empty bedroom. With a quick glance he took in three more open doorways—two bedrooms and one bath, halfway down the hall. The closed door directly in front of him would be a closet. He looked down the length of the hall, saw one open door at the end. That was it. The master bedroom, running the entire depth of the house.

				He advanced to the next room on his left. Peered inside. The green-haloed room held a canopied bed and several dressers, a large stuffed lion in one corner. In the bed lay a small form on her back, one arm thrown over the blankets. Lauren. Beside her head was a stuffed animal. He could hear the girl's steady breathing.

				His mouth flattened to a thin, hard line. He turned and glared at his targeted bedroom, left fingers curling into his palm.

				His legs took him in swift silence to the threshold of Janessa McNeil's door.

				With caution he leaned in, glimpsing a large bed to his right. She occupied the closest half, lying on her side facing him. How very thoughtful.

				Scarcely drawing oxygen, he stepped into the room.

				Her eyes opened.

				How—?

				His limbs froze. He'd made no sound. Had she sensed his presence, the malevolence in his pores?

				Janessa's head lifted from the pillow.

				In one fluid motion he strode to the bed, thrust the bottle six inches from her face, and panic-pumped the spray. The chloroform mixture misted over her.

				A strangled cry escaped the woman, only to be cut short as her head dropped like a stone.

				He stumbled backward, holding his breath, pulse fluttering. When he finally inhaled, a faint sweet smell from the chloroform wafted into his nostrils. Leaning down, he dug the plastic cap from his lower pocket and shoved it onto the spray container. Dropped the thing back into his pants.

				For a moment he stood, fingers grasped behind his neck, regaining his equilibrium.

				Everything was fine, just fine. No way could she have seen him well enough in the dark.

				Remember why you're here.

				Visions of the past surfaced, and with them—the anger. The boiling, rancid rage that fueled his days and fired his nights. So what if this sleeping woman was known as quiet and caring? So what if she had a likable, if not beautiful, face? Green eyes that held both caution and hope, smooth skin and an upturned mouth. She looked as if she could be anyone's friend. But at this moment she was nothing to him. Neither was her daughter. Merely a means to a crucial end.

				He snatched the vial from his upper pocket.

				Raising it before his face, he squinted through the hard plastic. Saw nothing. The infected parasites within were no bigger than the head of a pin. He turned the vial sideways and shook it. Three tiny dark objects slid from the bottom into view.

				His lips curled.

				This Ixodes pacificus, or blacklegged tick, carried spirochetes—spiral-shaped bacteria—that caused Lyme disease in California. And not just a few spirochetes. These ticks were loaded with them, along with numerous coinfections. Thanks to painstaking work the spirochetes had flourished and multiplied in the brains of mice. As the infected baby mice had grown, the sickest were sacrificed, their brains fed to the next generation of ticks.

				The spirochetes loved human brain tissue. Janessa McNeil may soon attest to that.

				He moved toward the bed. No need to hurry now, nor be anxious. His target would not rouse.

				Last summer in their larval stage, the captured ticks had enjoyed their first feeding on an infected mouse. Now as disease-carrying nymphs, they were ready for their second meal. He'd chosen three to hedge his bet that at least one would bite and infect Janessa McNeil.

				He leaned over the sleeping woman and opened the vial.

				The hungry ticks would bury their mouth parts into Janessa's warm flesh and feed for three to five days. After one to two days they would begin to transmit the spirochetes. Even fully engorged, nymph ticks were so minuscule they could easily go unnoticed on the body. But just to be sure, he held the vial above the woman's temple. Her dark brown hair would provide cover.

				Pointing the container downward, he tapped the ticks over the edge.

				He slipped the vial back into his right pocket, pulling the flashlight from his left. Then raised his night goggles and turned on the flashlight. He aimed its narrow beam at his victim's temple and leaned in closer, squinting.

				Ah. There they were, crawling near her hairline.

				With a fingernail he nudged them farther back until they disappeared among the strands of hair.

				He straightened and took a moment to revel in his victory. He'd done it. He had really done it. Nothing more to do but hope the disease took hold of Janessa—and soon.

				Smiling, he put away his flashlight and lowered the goggles. With a whisper of sound he turned and left the room. Down the stairs he crept, and through the kitchen. He stepped out onto the back deck, closed the sliding door and relocked it with the tools from his pocket.

				As he slunk from the backyard, a wild and primal joy surged through him. He smirked at the memory of the green-hued sleeping figure, every fiber of his being anticipating, relishing the fulfillment of his vision.

				A battle won.

				Justice.


				THURSDAY


				Chapter 1



				THE NIGHTMARES FELT SO REAL

				I'd been sick for three weeks. Aching limbs, sore joints, a weakness in my legs. An odd pain shot around in my chest. The back of my neck hurt, radiating clear up to my skull. A nuchal headache, Brock would call it, referring to the back neck muscle. A term I'd never heard until I married a doctor.

				Most likely I had some strange lingering flu. A virus had been going around this spring season, although no one seemed to have symptoms like mine.

				Then a few days ago the bad dreams started. Horrible scenes of a bug-eyed man standing over my bed. "Does flu ever make you have nightmares?" I asked Brock yesterday as he prepared to leave for work. We stood in the kitchen. He was flipping through papers in his briefcase, searching for something.

				He looked up distractedly, his thick brows knitting. The lines between his dark brown eyes deepened. "Never heard that one before."

				At 6'2" Brock stood a head taller than I. He'd spent years concerned with the health of others—and the stress showed on his face. At fifty-three to my thirty-six, he looked older than his age but still so handsome. So alive and vibrant and strong. As he expected me to be.

				"This isn't what Lyme feels like, is it?" Of all people, my husband would know.

				He sifted through more documents, too busy to make eye contact with me. "When would you have been bitten by a deer tick?"

				We hadn't been hiking or spending time in the woods. And I was mostly a homebody. "I've been planting flowers." Our house boasted a large, beautiful backyard. Behind us lay open space with plenty of trees. Sometimes the deer jumped the fence and wrought havoc with my plants.

				He waved a hand, then snapped his briefcase shut. "Let's give it a few days. If you're not better, we can test for it."

				Quintessential Brock. Whatever the situation, including illness—buck up, raise your chin, and this, too, shall pass. That rock hard core strength is what had first attracted me to him. Goodness knows I'd needed some strength of my own in those days.

				Now I yearned for gentleness.

				We'd met when I was twenty-two, a glued-together version of emotionally broken pieces despite my academic success: a B.A. in marketing, valedictorian of my class. As we dated, Brock wedged bits of his unwavering self-confidence into the gaps I failed to hide. He taught me to believe in myself—because he did. Bathed in love, his shaping of me never felt harsh.

				But in the last year my husband had slipped from attentive to distracted to aloof. Why? I was no less the wife I'd always been. In fact lately I felt like the old Avis rental car commercial—"we try harder." Brock didn't seem to notice my extra effort.

				Our conversation yesterday ended as quickly as it started. With a tight smile aimed in my direction, Brock disappeared out the door to the garage.

				I rubbed my neck. Last night I had the nightmare again. This morning I awoke feeling five times worse. No flu had ever hit me like this.

				Not a good time to deal with a phone call from my mother. But then, it never was. She'd called a few minutes ago, and now I wished I hadn't answered. I moved the receiver to my other ear.

				"You get your housecleaning done today?" Mother's voice held that barbed edge I knew so well—half accusation, half sarcasm. Why did I even bother to talk to her? The woman never changed. "Thursday is your day to clean."

				I lay on the TV room couch, looking toward the pass-through window into the kitchen. I'd had to move from the other end of the sofa. Facing toward the bright front window hurt my eyes. "Yes, I did." Somehow I'd managed to clean, even though I felt so punky. As soon as I was done I collapsed on the couch and had barely moved since.

				"That husband of yours would notice if the house wasn't spotless."

				My fingers tightened on the phone—until pain forced them to relax. That husband of mine happened to be successful and stable, a one-eighty from my alcoholic and abusive father. My mother could not forgive me for that.

				"Why don't you hire a housecleaner, Janessa? You can certainly afford it."

				"I'd rather do it myself. Then I know it's done right."

				"Well, you always were the perfectionist."

				My heart cramped. A perfectionist should be able to fix her own marriage. "I have to go, Mother."

				"And do what? You're sick, remember?"

				"I have to pick up Lauren soon."

				"How's she doing?"

				My mother's tone made the question's real meaning all too clear: I haven't seen my granddaughter in years, so how would I know?

				"Fine."

				"Isn't she supposed to be out of school for the year soon?"

				"Not until the middle of June."

				"Then what's she going to do?"

				"Be a kid. Hang out, have friends over."

				Like I could never do.

				"We were good parents to you, Janessa."

				My eyes closed. How did my mother do that?

				I'd managed to move across the country from my parents years ago, before I met Brock. At this moment the connection to my mother amounted to no more than a tenuous link through invisible phone lines. Or so I told myself. I should hang up. Refuse to answer when she called back.

				Truth is, the link between mother and daughter is never so tenuous, even when you want it to be. Even when you know the woman's poison for you. There is no more sacred bond, and when it's broken, defiled, it leaves a cleft in your heart never quite filled.

				Although Brock had come closest to filling it as any person could.

				Someday soon my mother might hear the dullness in my voice over the phone and guess the expanding new truth about me and Brock. "This paradise of yours will never last," she'd sneered the day of my wedding. How self-satisfied she'd be now to hear of the cracks in our Eden.

				"I never said you weren't good parents, Mother."

				"You didn't have to."

				Enough was enough. I forced myself to sit up. I felt so tired. "I need to go."

				I clicked off the line.

				For a long moment I slumped forward, forearms on my legs, still holding the receiver. Its digital read-out told me the time—2:30. I needed to be at Lauren's private school at 3:00. The drive would take fifteen minutes. I would not be late, not even by sixty seconds. In my own childhood I'd spent far too many hours waiting on my mother—who may or may not show up, depending on my father's level of drunkenness. I had grown up dreaming of my own happy marriage someday, of secure children. Lauren would never be treated as I had been.

				I replaced the phone in its holder and pushed to my feet. For a moment I swayed. Man. What was this? I arched my shoulders and moved my achy neck from side to side. Maybe two more extra-strength pain relievers would help.

				I stepped away from the couch and headed for the kitchen, chiding myself for resting too long. Now I'd be pressed to make dinner on time. The roast needed to slow cook in the oven, and I hadn't cut the potatoes, onions, and carrots. Brock expected his dinner at six thirty. Or whenever after that he happened to come through the door.

				My legs felt wobbly as I walked to the stainless steel sink. I gazed down at the defrosted roast. Okay. First a large pan . . .

				My eyes fixed on the piece of meat. I stared at the red hunk until I looked through it. My thoughts splayed out . . .

				Flattened.

				Melted away.

				I hung there. Hands on the sink.

				I blinked.

				What was I . . . ?

				The pan.

				I crossed the kitchen to a lower cabinet, where I'd have to reach far into the back. Started to bend down.

				Don't do it.

				I stopped. Made a face at myself. What was that voice in my brain?

				My hand reached out again. A knowledge deep inside protested that my legs wouldn't hold me.

				Air puffed from my mouth. How silly. My legs were a little weak, that's all. Besides, I had no choice. Dinner required this particular pan, and that was that.

				I bent over, opened the cabinet and crouched down.

				My legs gave out. Down I went—hard—on my rear end. Pain ricocheted through my shoulders and neck.

				Stunned, I sat on the floor, palms flat against the hardwood. After a minute I shook my head. Okay, so I'd fallen. While I was on the floor, I'd at least get the pan. I scooted close to the cabinet, leaned in and withdrew it from the top shelf. I lifted the pan and slid it onto the counter. Closed the cabinet door.

				Now to get up.

				Twisting to one side, I placed both hands close to each other. Pushed against the floor. My legs wouldn't cooperate. I tried again, managing to work my way onto my knees. My leg muscles felt squishy.

				Well now really. This was dumb.

				I lifted one knee, positioning a foot beneath my body. Pushed off from the floor—and tumbled over. My head bounced against the cabinet.

				"Ungh." I lay on my side, mouth open, my annoyance turning to fear. What was happening? I had to get up.

				I tried again. And again. Didn't work. Sweat popped out on my body. I couldn't believe this. My arms felt strong enough, though the joints hurt. But my legs just wouldn't . . .

				Once more I tried to rise. And failed.


				Chapter 2



				I SLUMPED ON MY KITCHEN FLOOR, TELLING MYSELF NOT TO PANIC. Okay, so my legs felt a little weak. I'd manage. In a metaphorical sense, I'd had my legs pulled out from under me time and again as a young girl. I'd never forget one scene when I'd been ten. My mother, huddled in the corner of our dirty living room, cheeks reddened with tears and rage.

				"I'm sick of him. I can't live like this anymore."

				"What're you going to do?" I stood in the doorway, heart rattling. Which was worse, living with a drunk or without him? Mom had no money. At least Dad gave us a house to live in.

				My mother raised dull eyes to me. "I want to die."

				Breath caught in my throat. "No, you don't."

				"Yes, I do." She slapped both hands over her face and sobbed.

				My fingers bit into my arms. And what happens to me, Mom? You gonna just leave me alone here with him?

				I swallowed hard. I should go give my mother a hug, cheer her up.

				But who was ever there to comfort me?

				I hung in the doorway, torn and breathless. Finally I turned and fled.

				Now in my own home, I felt the roil of determination. I'd grown from that frightened child into a strong adult. I was no longer a victim. And at this moment the clock was ticking. My daughter needed me. I would get up.

				First I shot a prayer to heaven for help. Then mouth set, I scooted on my rear end across the room. At the sink, I bent my knees and placed both feet flat on the floor. Reached up and wrapped my tender fingers around the lip of the sink. One, two, go. With both arms I pulled myself upright.

				For a moment I leaned against the counter, hanging onto the granite. Assessing. My legs felt weak, but they would hold me. As long as I didn't crouch down again.

				I turned and checked the stove clock. Ten minutes before three.

				"Oh, no."

				I headed for the door leading into the garage. I had to walk slowly, steadying myself along the way, trailing a hand along the counter, a kitchen chair, the wall. I stepped through the door, then hesitated, hand still on the knob. There was . . . To drive I needed . . . something.

				Keys.

				I shook my head. I knew that. Something else. Where did I keep my . . . That thing.

				Purse.

				My mind opened up, and the thoughts ran clear. I kept my purse in the car. And the keys in the ignition.

				I walked to my Lexus SUV and slid inside. Hit the remote button to open the garage door. I started the car engine. Reaching inside my purse, I turned on my cell phone. I'd be late getting to school. Lauren might worry and try to call me from the school office.

				As I turned my head to back out the car, my neck ached something fierce. Had I ever taken those pain relievers? And my fingers on the steering wheel—the joints hurt. The afternoon was so bright. I stopped to put on sunglasses.

				I checked the clock. 2:55. I'd be ten minutes late.

				How to make this up to Lauren? Maybe bake cookies. If I could manage to stand up. But I hadn't cut those vegetables yet, and the meat needed to be seasoned and put into the oven . . .

				An overwhelming sense surged through me. So much to do. I hadn't the strength. Really, I didn't.

				I made an irritated sound in my throat. What was wrong with me? "For heaven's sake, Jannie, get a grip."

				My cell phone rang.

				Lauren.

				I pulled over to the side of the road. For once I was glad for the California law against holding a cell and driving. My mind couldn't have processed two things at once. I yanked the phone from my purse and hit talk. "Hi, sweetie, I'm so sorry, I'm almost there."

				A taunting chuckle. "`Sweetie'?" Some man's voice, low and gruff.

				I stilled. "Who is this?"

				"Feeling a little under the weather these days, Janessa?"

				"What?"

				"Joints hurting? Maybe your muscles are weak. Has it affected your ability to think? There are over sixty possible symptoms. It hits each person differently."

				How did—? "Who is this?"

				"You'll need to go to a doctor. Oh, right, you're married to one."

				That tone—so hate-filled. I drew in my shoulders. "I'm hanging up right n—"

				"Don't. You want to be stuck feeling like you are?"

				"How do you know I'm feeling sick?"

				"Because, Janessa. I made you that way."

				Every vein in my body chilled. My eyes fixed on the clock. Some distant part of my brain registered it turning to 3:00.

				This was just some crazy prank call. I clicked off the line.

				In seconds the phone rang again. This time I checked the incoming ID. Private caller. Couldn't be Lauren.

				A second ring. I threw down the cell as if it were a snake. Stared at it.

				How did that man know how I felt? How?

				Of its own accord my hand picked up the phone. My finger hit the talk button. I hesitated, then placed the phone to my ear.

				"Mrs. McNeil?"

				"Who are you?"

				"I have no time for your games." The man's tone flattened. "I take it you want to get well."

				"What do you mean, you did this to me?"

				"I entered your house at night. Your husband was gone to one of his many conferences. I placed three infected ticks on you. Apparently the disease has taken hold. You're now experiencing the symptoms of Lyme."

				Lyme.

				"Your husband's favorite disease."

				"I don't—"

				"Let's see how he reacts to his own loved one getting Lyme. Once you finally get a diagnosis, that is. What will he do when a mere three to four weeks of antibiotics doesn't cure you? Imagine Dr. Brock McNeil's wife developing a case of chronic Lyme."

				This man was insane. Or some enemy of Brock's. My husband had spent years disproving the existence of chronic Lyme. "There's no such thing."

				A pulsing silence. "Tell your body that."

				For long seconds we breathed over the line.

				This had to be a joke. But the way I was feeling, my foggy mind. And the dreams of that bug-eyed man in my bedroom . . .

				No. That would be too bizarre. Too terrifying. There had to be an explanation.

				"Did you wear something on your face?" I whispered.

				"Night goggles."

				I dropped the phone. It bounced off the console onto the floor. I ran a hand through my hair, unable to think, my breath shallow.

				"Mrs. McNeil." The words rose up, a voice from hell. "Janessa."

				Muscles wooden, I bent over and retrieved the cell. Held it to my ear. The thing burned my fingers. "What do you want from me?"

				The man uttered a derisive laugh. "That's for another conversation."

				No reply would come.

				"Go on now. Pick up your Lauren from school."

				I gasped. "Don't you—"

				"Welcome to the Lyme wars, Janessa."

				The line went dead.


				Chapter 3



				I PULLED THROUGH THE CURVED DRIVEWAY AT LAUREN'S PRIVATE SCHOOL, my entire body trembling. The man's voice, his bizarre words, echoed through my head. His claims couldn't be true. I would find a rational explanation. The alternative was unthinkable. To believe a man had broken into my house and passed Lauren's bedroom on the way to mine . . .

				No. Absolutely not. If I believed that, I'd never be able to sleep in my house again.

				I drove slowly, eyes scanning for Lauren. Kids spilled through the grassy area in front of the buildings, cars stopping, doors opening as they clambered inside. I spotted Lauren laughing with her best friend, Katie. They faced each other, Lauren's eyebrows raised and her smile wide. Her hand lay on Katie's shoulder, her heels pumping up and down. That half jump always appeared when Lauren was excited.

				Apparently Katie's mom, Maria, wasn't here yet. Maria was one of my closest friends. We'd met when our daughters were in kindergarten. Like Katie, Maria was light-skinned with almost white-blonde hair and blue eyes.

				I pulled over to the curb near the girls and put the car in Park. Pressing both hands to my temples, I tried to squeeze away the chaotic thoughts in my mind. I still felt so crazy tired, but I had to overcome that. Lauren was a bundle of motion. It took strength just to be around her.

				Lauren hugged Katie and bounced over to the car, her glorious thick brown hair catching a breeze. She flung open the rear door and threw her backpack inside. Then jumped into the passenger seat. "Hi!"

				I took in her pixie face, the light freckles sprinkled across her nose, and managed a smile. "Hi, sweetie. So sorry I'm late."

				"You were? Didn't notice. I was talking to Katie."

				Something pricked me inside, but I said nothing.

				I pulled away from the curb. "So what happened in school today?"

				Lauren put her feet up on the dashboard. I couldn't find the energy to tell her to take them down. "Katie got in a fight with Crystal. You remember who she is? That long blonde-haired girl that's always so mean to everybody? She told Katie her outfit looked 'totally stupid.' That's just what she said, can you believe it? 'Totally stupid.' So I told Crystal if Katie looked stupid she looked like a wanna-be clown."

				I repressed a chuckle. "Lauren, you shouldn't have said that. Haven't we talked about you keeping out of fights?" We reached the end of the school's driveway. I checked traffic before turning right. Oh, my neck hurt. And my elbows. I just wanted to crawl into bed.

				Lauren chattered. Now and then I interjected a comment. But my mind couldn't seem to stay focused. I drove hunched toward the wheel, hyper-aware that I needed to listen and drive at the same time. Such a hard task. And I had to breathe. That was so tiring—

				"Where are you going?" My daughter's sudden question stabbed my attention.

				"Huh?"

				"Where are we going?" Lauren pointed left. "Home's that way."

				I blinked. I was driving up El Camino . . . Oh. I should have turned left at that last stoplight. Was that correct? For a pulsing moment I couldn't remember.

				I tried to laugh. It came out flat. "Guess I just wasn't paying attention." I could feel Lauren's hazel eyes on me, assessing.

				How to get back in the right direction? Panic rocked me. I had no idea. I didn't know what I was doing. Heat flicked along my nerves. I took the next right turn onto a smaller road and pulled over to the side.

				"Mom, what's wrong with you?" Lauren's voice tinged with fear. Nine-year-old girls were so dependent on their mothers. I leaned back in my seat and took a deep breath.

				"Sorry, honey. I'm feeling a little sick. I think it's the flu. Just let me rest for a minute."

				I drew in two more long breaths, then plastered a smile on my face. "Okay. Let's turn around." I pulled a U-turn and waited at the stoplight to go left on El Camino. My thoughts had cleared. I knew the way home.

				"Sheesh, Mom. You should go home and lie down."

				"I thought maybe we'd bake some cookies."

				"I don't think so. You're likely to put in a cup of salt instead of sugar."

				That was my little comic, but today the words hit too close to home. "I was late coming to school. I wanted to make it up to you."

				"Like I said, I didn't care. You don't have to worry so much about me."

				I nodded. The complexities of young girls. One minute needy, the next determined to be independent. "Okay."

				I managed to get home without another wrong turn. It's the flu, it's the flu, chanted through my head. That's all this was. A day or two and I'd be over it. As for the phone call—merely some crackpot.

				But how did he know I was sick?

				Coincidence. Nothing more.

				Lauren bounded into the house, lugging her backpack. She'd head to the refrigerator for something to eat, then settle at the table to do her homework. Those were the rules. No TV and no phone until the homework was done.

				I dragged myself into the house, fixated on preparing the roast. Then I'd lie down for awhile. Lauren was already spooning strawberry yogurt into her mouth as she headed toward the kitchen table.

				Not until I was taking vegetables out of the refrigerator did the thought hit me: cell phone. The man's incoming ID had read private caller. Was there any way to trace that number?

				I laid the vegetables on the counter and reached for chopping board and knife. From behind me came the sound of Lauren's chair sliding over the hardwood floor. "You have much homework?" I cut into the first potato.

				"I always have too much homework."

				How Lauren managed to make As and Bs, I didn't know. The girl's attitude toward school work was laissez-faire at best. She always hurried through assignments, which is why I checked her work every day before releasing her to play.

				I cut into the second potato. My hands hurt to hold the knife. And my thoughts swung this way and that. I'd just been thinking something important. What was it?

				Tracing the call.

				Wait. Why should I need to trace that number? It had been a prank. I'd probably never hear from that man again.

				But he'd said my name. He'd mentioned Lauren's name. Fresh fear spiraled through me. Not Lauren's name, no. My brain had been fuzzy. Maybe I'd heard wrong. I would never let anyone hurt my daughter.

				I'd never seen a tick on my body. Hadn't Brock and I just talked about that yesterday?

				The realization flushed me with relief. I dropped the knife with a clatter.

				"You okay, Mom?"

				I stared at the blue-gray granite. Its swirls reminded me of my own brain waves at the moment. Random. Unpredictable.

				"Yes. I just . . . dropped something."

				I picked up the knife and resumed cutting. My thoughts wove and dipped as I prepared the vegetables by rote and placed them in a large pan with the meat. The man's hate-filled tone still pulsed within me. I couldn't deny the existence of evil, nor how close it ran with selfishness. I'd grown up with both. But the caller's words were just too off the wall.

				As I slid the roast into my oven, the phone rang.

				I jumped.

				Lauren thrust her chair back from the table. "I'll get it."

				"No!" I banged the oven door shut and whirled around.

				My daughter looked at me, round-eyed. "Okay, Mom. You don't have to yell." Pouty-faced, she returned to the table.

				The man's words drilled my memory: "That's for another conversation." I eyed the phone. It rang again.

				I crossed the kitchen as fast as my weak legs would take me. I told myself it was just one of Lauren's friends. Maybe one of my own. Or some pesky 800 number salesman. Heart pounding, I bent down to peer at the ID on the receiver.

				Private caller.


				Chapter 4



				ONE HAND GRIPPING THE COUNTER, I STARED AT THE RECEIVER. The phone rang a third time.

				Lauren heaved a sigh. "Mom, answer it!"

				My hand seemed to float as it reached for the receiver. I faced away from Lauren. For a long second I couldn't find any words to speak.

				"Hello?"

				"So we meet again." The man's voice ran rough and vibrating.

				Turning, I glanced at Lauren. "Just a minute," I whispered into the phone. I made my way out of the kitchen, through the hall and into the front bathroom. Shut the door. I sank onto the closed toilet seat. "Who are you? What do you want?"

				"How are you feeling?"

				"What do you want from me?"

				"Actually I know how you're feeling. I've seen it up close and personal. Too personal."

				"You told me I have Lyme. That you made me have it."

				"You do, and I did."

				"That's crazy."

				"Let me tell you crazy, Janessa. Crazy is doctors and researchers denying that a disease exists when patients are suffering right in front of their noses. Crazy is people's lives being reduced to moving from bed to couch, or even dying, because those doctors love their medical reputations and grant money more than they care about others' pain."

				I bent over and pressed a hand to my forehead. "I don't know what you're talking about."

				"Yes, you do. You know what your husband does. His specialty."

				Of course I knew. Brock was a researcher and professor at the prestigious Stanford School of Medicine. He'd spent years studying tick-borne diseases, particularly Lyme.

				"You know the committee your husband chairs? The one whose members will be publishing their irrefutable findings"—the words were sneered—"to the entire medical community this coming fall?"

				The committee. Brock was its chairperson and most outspoken member. He'd personally appointed most of the other doctors. But what—

				"Janessa!"

				I started. "I-I'm here."

				"You know what those findings are going to say?"

				I didn't respond.

				"What they've always said—lies. That chronic Lyme doesn't exist as an active infection. That a mere four weeks of antibiotics at most kills every spirochete. All those suffering patients out there claiming they've had the disease for years—long after antibiotic treatment—and the doctors who deign to listen to them, are wrong. Either that or just plain crazy in the head."

				"What does this have to do with me?"

				"You live with the main culprit."

				"But . . . the committee's findings are based on scientific studies. They are what they are."

				The man laughed deep in his throat. The chilling sound sent a fissure up my spine. "But they're not, you see. Your husband and his cohorts find what they want to find. They enter their research with their minds already made up. They quash dissenting opinions."

				"Why would they do that?"

				"Tell me something, Mrs. McNeil. What would happen to your husband's scholarly reputation if his life's research was proven wrong?"

				My mouth opened but no answer came.

				"And doesn't he hold patents having to do with Lyme? Maybe he'll come up with a new vaccine some day. That could make him millions of dollars."

				"He's—"

				"Do you know that selling a Lyme vaccine depends on a narrow definition of the disease?"

				"I . . . no." What was he talking about—narrow definition? My head swam.

				"And hasn't your dear husband testified on behalf of insurance companies at numerous trials? Trials in which other doctors have been sued for over-treating patients who claim to have Lyme? I believe he's been paid for his hard work on the stand, correct?"

				My breath came in shallow pants. My limbs hurt, my neck ached, and my elbow throbbed from bending to hold the phone. My wavering brain could barely follow this conversation. Why was I even bothering to listen to this?

				"Still with me, Janessa?"

				I swallowed. "Yes."

				"Your husband is the same as the rest of his cronies on that committee. He has a reputation to keep, not to mention the money at stake. Of course their 'findings' support what they've always claimed."

				This was too much. This man was accusing the man I loved of being some kind of shyster. Brock's reputation was stellar. He was known across the country for his work in medicine. "You're saying my husband is nothing but a fake?"

				"I'm saying he sees what he wants to see. And meanwhile, Janessa, people are dying. Brock McNeil has blood on his hands."

				"You're insane."

				"Really?" Anger trembled in the man's voice. "Perhaps you don't understand how powerful that committee is. Its written report will be touted to all doctors across the country. Physicians everywhere will be told—again—that chronic Lyme exists only in the imagination of self-proclaimed patients and their doctors." The man's tirade grew louder, more virulent. "Those doctors who treat such patients with long-term antibiotics can be brought before their medical boards, have their licenses pulled. All other docs will be afraid to treat Lyme at all, or will only treat it for the mere number of days that the report recommends. And those doctors will continue to be told Lyme probably doesn't even exist in their area. Patients, very sick patients, will come to them and get no help. They'll go undiagnosed for years. Every day they'll feel like you're feeling right now. Only over time they'll get far worse. They'll lose their friends, life as they knew it. And no one will listen to them. And doctors like your husband will tell them it's all in their head!"

				I sagged to my left until my shoulder rested against the wall. I so needed to lie down. This man was crazy, yet his diatribe simmered through me. There were people who felt like I did right now—and worse—for years? How could they live like that? How could they cope? After a few more days of this . . . whatever it was I expected to be back to normal. I couldn't imagine feeling like this for months. My body already felt like half its strength had wasted away.

				"Please." I took a deep breath. My lungs couldn't get enough oxygen. "What do you want?"

				"I want you to change your husband's mind."

				I blinked.

				"I infected you months ago. The spirochetes have had time to multiply and burrow deep into your body tissue. So now I want you to show him how real chronic Lyme is. Shouldn't be too hard once he sees it raging in his beloved wife's body. The problem with doctors like your husband is they're sheltered in their laboratories. They need to get down in the trenches with patients, see what the disease is like up close and personal. You're Exhibit A, Janessa."

				He'd done this to me because of my husband's research?

				"You must convince your husband to relook at his experiments, find his false presumptions." Passion throbbed in the man's words. "I want a very public announcement from Dr. Brock McNeil, stating he is utterly convinced chronic Lyme does exist as an active infection. That the medical community and insurance companies must change their narrow-minded, backward ways of dealing with the disease."

				Sure, no problem. I would have laughed had I possessed the energy. No one convinced Brock of anything. Not at work, not at home. Brock McNeil was always right.

				"Janessa, do you hear me?"

				"I . . . yes."

				"You will do this."

				"What if I can't?"

				"Of course you can. Your husband will want you well. He loves you, doesn't he?"

				Did he anymore? I thought of all the late-night meetings in the past few months. Brock's growing coldness.

				"How do I get well?" I whispered.

				"Once you're finally diagnosed? Which will take some time, since your husband will fight you on that, too. With long-term, high dosage antibiotic treatment. The very treatment doctors like your husband sneer at, and insurance companies love refusing to pay for."

				What did he mean—once I was "finally" diagnosed? "How long will it take to get better?"

				"Depends on when you start treatment. Months. A year, maybe more. And you'll get a lot worse before you get better."

				A year? And worse?

				"You see, Janessa"—he spoke as if savoring every word—"you have no easy case."

				"What?"

				"The ticks that bit you carried spirochetes that cause Lyme—and three coinfections."

				I raised myself upright, my tone hardening. "You're nothing but a liar. None of this is true. I have the flu. I'll get better soon."

				"Your kitchen counters are granite, aren't they, Janessa? Sort of a bluish gray. At least that's the best I could make them out in the dark."

				I went absolutely still.

				"Your daughter, Lauren, sleeps with the door open. Her bedroom is the second on the left at the top of the stairs. Lovely canopied bed. Large stuffed lion in the corner. Very cute."

				My fingers gripped the phone. Pain shot through my knuckles, but I hardly noticed. "I'm calling the police."

				"You do that. These calls won't be traced to anyone. And I left no sign of a break-in when I picked the lock on your kitchen sliding glass door. Meanwhile, don't forget: you'll still. Be. Sick."

				I heard a click—and the line fell silent.
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