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Chapter One
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June 14th


Phil Forester would have rudely ignored the young man who approached him as he left work, but the large wad of bills Rashid Zand held, caught his attention. 

Minutes later the two men sat facing a rotating platform as a stripper named Luscious Lana caressed a pole. 

“How much money are we talking about?” Phil asked Rashid, his eyes straying to the dancing girl. 

Lana’s legs worked seductively, while her pendulous breasts, coated in glitter, bounced with the beat of the loud music. Two dozen men, regulars of the Rumpass Room in the shady end of Philadelphia, whistled and waved fists of cash in the air. 

“Enough to pay off your gambling debts and give you a good deal extra,” Zand answered. 

Phil’s head snapped around. “How do you know what I owe? You bugging my phone?”

“You sit every night in the Landing Zone. The more you drink, the more you complain about your money troubles. Do you not wish to be free of such debt?” 

“Maybe. But I’m sure you’re not going to give me money for nothing, what do you want?” 

“You work at Marsh Laboratories, run by your government.”

“Yeah, you saw me walk out fifteen minutes ago.” Phil’s face darkened. “Now you’re following me too?” 

“I have friends who work in the casinos you frequent, the expensive stores you shop, even the restaurant where you eat. We are everywhere. I know a lot about you. But it is not necessary to follow your footsteps, Mr. Forester. You are quite vocal about your job as well.” 

“What of it? It’s a free country.” 

The two men shared a small table in the darkest corner. Zand’s face was in the shadows. “You sound like a brilliant scientist, Mr. Forester. A genius maybe. You talk about the power of your knowledge, how it can build or destroy businesses, even governments. I know as a biological chemist, you work with viruses and diseases which make you powerful,” Zand’s voice dropped to a whisper. “But that power is wasted on a simple paycheck when it could be worth so much more. I decided to approach you because you may have what I want, and I can provide what you need. Are you interested?” 

Keeping his eyes off the stage was hard. Phil shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Keep talking. I might be interested but get to the point. What the hell do you want?” 

“Let me tell you a story, Mr. Forester.’’ Zand paused while another patron was seated near them by the hostess. He lowered his voice and continued. “I have been in your country for over two years and must return home soon to my village near Tehran. I have learned many things here. Americans live in a different world than my people do. We must constantly defend ourselves from those who wish us harm.” Zand waved off the approaching waitress. “Last summer, my family was attacked while going about their business. Several people were killed, including my mother and two sisters. We have no protection from our government or the police. We must protect ourselves. The attacks are frequent throughout our village, and hundreds are killed each year. They must be stopped. With your help, we can give my people some security. We wish to build a weapon that will scare our enemies into leaving us alone.” 

“Scare them ... or wipe them out?” 

Rashid spread his arms wide, palms up. “Mr. Forester, do I look like a murderer? I simply seek a way to protect my family’s home. You have freedom; we do not. A weapon, a deterrent, will buy us freedom.” 

Zand was a good-looking young man, with a slight build and neat dark hair, dressed in jeans and a cotton shirt. His serious but youthful face seemed sincere as he leaned forward folding his arms on the sticky tabletop. “Not all middle-eastern people are terrorists, Mr. Forester. Some of us only want to protect our way of life. Balance the power, so to speak. Surely you can understand the pain of losing one’s family and our wish to prevent further bloodshed.” 

Phil sipped his beer and digested the story that was probably fictitious. His attention was distracted yet again by the bouncing breasts. It didn’t matter to him why the guy wanted a weapon. The whole middle-east was a hotbed of shitheads ready to blow each other away for century’s old feuds. He knew what they did to the U.S. on 9/11. Not that he was particularly patriotic, but it galled him that he had been near ground zero only the week before the attack and could have died along with the thousands of others who did. He didn’t care if they wanted a weapon to scare, or even to kill off a few hundred of their neighbors. He briefly wondered if he should turn the guy over to the Feds. Phil took a long drink. No, better nix that idea. The guy knows way too much about me and would probably go down swinging. Phil’s fingers drummed the table top matching the beat of the music. The guy is right about one thing, I can use the money, and I’m smart enough to know they’ll just get what they want from someone else. 

“There is something that might work,” he said. “We have a special project, one that uses an old virus.” 

“What does it do?” 

“If it is prepared right, it can cause immediate paralysis and eventually death. A guy at Marsh has worked on it for a couple of years.” 

“Could it be released in an air born manner?” 

“Probably, if it’s added to some type of aerosol component, you could turn it into a spray.” 

Zand’s eyes grew darker with interest, and for the first time, he smiled. “We will need a sample.” 

“That could be difficult. That shit is crazy dangerous and usually locked up.” 

“Of course, but I am sure you can get it. We will need all of the research, as well. I assume there is an antidote.” 

“Yeah, that was the point of the project. It’s unstable. It’s not finished, but it may be close.” 

“How long will it take for you to get everything?” 

Phil clenched the arms of the chair and shifted in his seat. “Hold your camels; I didn’t say I would ... or even could, get it. Errington is extremely protective of his work. I can’t exactly ask him for it, can I? And what am I supposed to do with a dangerous virus? Just walk out with it in my pocket?” 

“Let me help you figure it out.” Zand ignored the perceived insult and put a friendly hand on Phil’s arm. “Please. Hear me out.” He removed a fat envelope from his pocket and laid it on the table. “For a sample of this virus and the research that goes with it, you will be well rewarded. I am prepared to offer you ten-thousand American dollars right now if you agree to help. If you are not interested, you are free to walk away, and this conversation never happened. Must I find someone else who wants our money?” 

“That’s not nearly enough. I want at least a hundred grand; no ... make that a hundred and fifty grand.” 

“You ask a great deal, but it is not unreasonable. It can be arranged. You will get the balance when I have what I asked for. Are we agreed?” 

Phil downed the rest of his beer. “I can probably figure out a way, but it will take some time ... a few months. Errington’s still working on it. You guys want it complete, right? Won’t do you much good until I can get it all.” 

“We do not have endless patience, Mr. Forester. We must have it as soon as possible. Perhaps I should talk to this Errington.” 

“That’s a laugh. I thought you knew everything. No one else there will help you, especially Matt. He’d run right to the authorities if you even hint at what you want.” 

“And what assurances do we have, Mr. Forester, that you won’t run as well?” 

“I’d say the ten big ones you have here says I won’t.” Phil picked up the envelope and wrestled it into his jacket pocket. “What you guys do to your fellow countrymen is your business. I gotta take care of my own problems.” 

“I like to know who we are dealing with, what can you tell me about this Errington?” 

“Matthew Errington. He calls this virus his Project Hope. You know the type. Wants to save the world. He’s got his head stuck in a test tube all day ... no idea what goes on outside his lab. I can get into his computers and copy his work. He’s a workaholic, probably takes his work home as well ... so if I can’t get to it at Marsh, I might have to make a house call.”

“Is that wise? What about his family?” 

“Doesn’t have any. Single. Lives alone. I know where, and I know when he won’t be there. Let me worry about Errington. Just don’t get too antsy, it will take time like I said. But, yeah, I think I can get it for you.” 

Triumph flared briefly in Zand’s eyes. The torment of living in the bowels of these American cities was finally paying off. His master had been correct. The disgusting Americans were stupid and easily manipulated. To Phil, he meekly nodded. “That is good. I get what I need, and you will be happy.” 

Luscious Lana finished her routine and was making the rounds of the room looking for private business. As she approached their table, Rashid Zand stood to leave. 

“These lovely women are most entertaining,” he smiled at the stage where three new dancers demonstrated their skills, “unfortunately I have another appointment. Here is a phone for you to reach me. It is untraceable to either of us. I will contact you soon to learn of your progress. Until then, please be aware Mr. Forester, I would hate to see anything happen to you, but if you betray me ...” 

Phil hoisted his empty glass in Zand’s direction. “I got it. I am a genius, you know.” 

Zand pulled out the wad of large bills and handed Lana several. “Take good care of this man.” To Phil, he added, “Please stay and enjoy yourself. Consider this a taste of how we treat our friends.” 

“Suits me. I was surprised when you wanted to meet here. Didn’t think you guys like this kind of joint ... loud music and naked girls.” 

“We are all men, Mr. Forester. And I find the setting to be most conducive to business. If questioned, no one here will remember seeing either of us. In here, no one looks at faces.”
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Chapter Two 
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September 15th


“Kate, I’m home! Kate?” Matt Errington was barely inside the door of his apartment in suburban Philadelphia before the load in his arms spilled over. “Damn,” he cursed as an avalanche of bills and junk mail hit the floor. His irritation was immediate but short-lived. He even forgave the key which was stuck in the lock and threatened to break as he wiggled it free. 

He hoped Kate was ready. It had been a long day in the lab, and there wouldn’t be much time to get to the arena before the Flyer’s game started. If they were late, it would mean a smelly shuttle ride from an overflow lot. But none of it actually mattered. Nothing was going to ruin his good mood or the evening he planned. He patted his pocket for the small velvet box, and a boyish grin split his face as he pictured their romantic dinner after the game. He only feared that she would think it was too soon. 

Carefully balancing his briefcase and laptop, he nudged the door shut with his shoulder and dumped everything on a small table. As he stooped to retrieve the mess, he yelled again for Kate, but still, no sweet voice echoed back. 

Matt knew Kate should have been home hours before, yet the apartment was dark, cold, and uneasy. It wasn’t like her to be late. An inner alarm poked him, but he shook it off and in his logical fashion listed several possible reasons for her delay. She could have lost track of time, had car trouble, or sometimes her appointments did run late. 

Regardless, he was a bit piqued she hadn’t called. She should know he would worry. He reached to turn on the lamp. 

Nothing in his logical life prepared him for what he saw. Like a punch to the gut, it nearly doubled him over. The difference to his home was dramatic. White slits of light poured through the mini-blinds and settled on the pale walls. Immediately his pallor blanched to match them. A quick sweep of the room forced the breath from his lungs. The fear he kept in check for months that the dream would end, had come true. All of Kate’s things were gone. She had left him. 

Her laptop, her soft rug, her knick-knacks, all gone. So were her pretty water-colored prints of graceful old homes of the Eastern Shoreline gone off the walls and his old posters, lifeless and immature, were back again. The blue sweater usually flung over the chair, her raincoat on the hook, and the slippers she left by the door, every sign of her was gone. 

Matt’s eyes clenched shut, and he fought to breathe. He knew he shouldn’t jump to extreme conclusions, but what other answer was there? Would she leave him like this? Without warning? Without an explanation? 

Slowly he studied the room again, stark, and functional. How did I live like this before Kate? No color or warmth. In just a few weeks, she had filled it with energy, brought it to life. She made it home. 

On a Sunday afternoon, after she moved in, they found an art festival in the park. In a small tent, a young man was selling offerings made from metal, wood, and clay. “A typical starving artist,” Matt had laughingly called him. A ragamuffin in ill-fitting clothes, the man’s long hair blew wild about his thin face. Kate must have seen something in the indefinable objects that escaped Matt. There was a true concern on her face when she asked him, “What do you think?” Matt thought they were ugly but surprised them both when he let her pick two. She was genuinely pleased. The twisted forms which took up residence on an end table were now gone as well. In their place lay several old issues of a scientific journal, spread out, each with a slight coating of dust. 

Pain sharp as a saber pierced him as he swung around to face an empty window. Kate collected small glass vases and had several in a rainbow of colors. Her favorite was cobalt blue. Matt felt terrible the day he chipped its top by accident. He had turned it around so she wouldn’t notice. She kept them all on the windowsill where they caught the early afternoon sun. As through a prism, the carnival colors danced upon the walls. Bile rose in his throat. Life without Kate would again be as bleak and bare as the dusty ledge in front of him. 

His apartment’s décor had always been functional but simple. The one piece of furniture with any character was a desk from the 1800s. It had nooks and crannies, a great workspace, and a secret panel in a false-bottomed drawer. When he purchased it from the antique shop down on the boulevard, he knew it would make a perfect place for the work he brought home nightly. When Kate moved in, he pushed everything off to the side and cleared the surface for her laptop. Impossible, but once again the top overflowed with an unsightly stack of papers all waiting to be sorted. How? With painful clarity, he remembered the day Kate tackled the mess and filed his papers methodically. The pigeonholes she filled were empty, and her computer was gone. 

In the middle of the floor were three red drops that looked like blood. Maybe Kate hurt herself and left to get care? It could be an answer, but then where are her things? Or did someone else hurt her? Take her away? 

That didn’t seem plausible. No, as much as he wanted to deny it, the answer was obvious. Fear as unstoppable as an incoming tide yanked him back to the apparent truth. He always knew he didn’t deserve her. Maybe she finally discovered it too. 

Each room contributed more to his loss. Memories of the past flashed like lightning during a storm. 

Kate curled like a cat reading a book. 

Kate seductively smiling over a glass of wine. 

Kate dancing to the music from her laptop. Each memory pushed the hurt deeper. 

Three days earlier, he had jogged three blocks to a small market and brought her a huge bunch of sunflowers. They no longer adorned the table, instead only his cold cup of coffee sat just as he left it before he headed out the door that morning. He frantically searched for any remaining sign, but there was nothing left. There was no visible evidence left of Kate. 

A wisp of her fragrance lingered somewhere on his clothes, and as he turned his head, he caught it again. Its sweet feminine essence had tantalized him all day. Just thinking about the past morning made his knees feel weak, and he clutched a chair for support.

That morning, he tried to leave for work and headed for the door, but a backward glance at the soft shape buried in the bedclothes drew him back to her. She was still asleep in their bed. A curl lay gently on her cheek, and a shapely leg poked out from the covers. Just one small kiss to her forehead was all he wanted, and he planted one as softly as he could, breathing in her scent. But as he straightened again to go, Kate stirred, grabbed the front of his jacket and pulled his body back down to hers. The look on her face told him he was going to be late for work. It was unusual for them to make love in the morning, and while he fleetingly wondered why this day was different, he didn’t dwell on the question as the unexpectedness made it even sweeter and all the more exciting. Within minutes the warm bed and her soft limbs ensnared him, and he completely forgot about the time. They made love quickly, urgently. Two souls fused in a timeless dance, their combined breaths held the promise of everything and forever. The air around them was electrically charged, expectant, and the room was aglow with the early morning light. 

He kissed her eyes and was surprised to find them wet. He hated to leave, to let her go. Her scent kept him spellbound. Eternity could have come and gone, and Matt was content to let it pass them by if he could stay forever by her side. Kate was everything he would ever want or need, and it took all of his will power to climb back out of bed. It was several minutes before he could get his head acclimated to the real world, the one outside the door and away from her, before he could leave for work a second time. As he finally made his exit that morning, she softly called goodbye. He blew her one more kiss and quietly closed the door behind him. 

It was now ten hours later, and Matt was dreading the final blow. He tried to stop his feet, but they moved of their own accord. The bedroom was only a few steps away, yet his heart pounded, and he was out of breath. Little was changed except when he last walked out the door she was still there, half asleep, waving goodbye. 

The bed was unmade, but there was not a single wrinkle in the smooth pillow to prove it ever cradled her sweet blond head. With each discovery, the magnitude of his loss mounted and made him physically ill. Forced to sit down until his nausea passed, he perched tentatively on the end of the bed, afraid to get too close to her side, as if it would invade her space and invalidate her ownership.

He hadn’t deserved her, he knew it all along, and now he would pay for his folly. Irrational as it was, he continued the search for his shattered dreams. If only he could find the missing piece to the madness that had become his home, perhaps he could save himself from the agony that was tightening around his heart. There was no need to continue to search, he knew it was useless, but he couldn’t stop. Room by room, drawer by drawer. Hoping in some deep inner place, some sense would be found. Some logic to make it all right again. But no such salvation was forthcoming. 

Inspection of the closets was anticlimactic. Like everything else, like Kate’s other possessions, her clothes were gone and only his remained, spaced out like the pickets of a fence in measured cadence. Drawers too were fully occupied as if they never shared their home at all. On closer inspection, he was stunned to discover his worn, gray sweatshirt, folded neatly near the bottom. It was Kate who convinced him to throw it away, and he laughingly agreed. So how can it be here? Secure in its place as it always was, even though he remembered the day she took it to the trash. Only his toothbrush and toiletries remained just as he left them. Even the towel she usually chose, the deep blue one which matched her eyes, mocked him as it hung clean and neat with no sign of use. Words like a refrain from a song repeated over and over in his head, It’s as if she was never here. Logic is on my side, he argued, there has been no clue she was unhappy. Didn’t she make sweet love to me this morning? 

But the doubts he buried for years; that he didn’t deserve to be happy, snickered at him, climbed up out of his past and played havoc with his heart. How did I fail her? 

He wanted answers. He needed answers. Repeatedly he called Kate’s cell phone and listened to it ring and ring and then finally go dead. No message came on in Kate’s melodic voice instructing callers to leave a name and number. Unable to reach her, he looked up the number where she worked. 

“Atlas Medical, how may I direct your call?”

“Hi. I’ve been trying to reach my girlfriend, Kate Champion. Her cell phone isn’t working, and I hope you can help me reach her.”

“I’m sorry sir, I don’t have a listing for anyone by that name.” 

“Kate Champion. Maybe she’s listed under Kathryn. She’s in sales and handles the Philadelphia area.” 

“No, I’m sorry. We don’t have anyone like that. Perhaps you have the wrong company. There are several medical sales offices in this area.” 

“No, I am not wrong! I need to talk to her, please, just transfer me to your supervisor.” 

“Okay, if you wish, but it won’t help.” Matt’s long fingers drummed a tattoo on the desktop. 

“This is Tom Barrett. How can I help you?” 

“Mr. Barrett I’m trying to reach one of your employees, Kate Champion. Your operator can’t even find her name.” 

“Look, I’m sorry, but she doesn’t work for Atlas. The operator, my wife actually, is correct. We’re a small business with only twenty-two people. Maybe you have the wrong company.” 

“I know that can’t be it. I’m sure I don’t. Is there another company with a similar name?” 

“I don’t think so. Sorry.” 

Matt’s head pounded, and his stomach roiled. He knew he wasn’t mistaken. He was sure she had told him Atlas Medical. Is it possible I got the name wrong? Why would she lie?

Minutes went by, maybe hours. Agony clouded time. Perhaps the police should be notified. A shudder went through him that Kate could be hurt or in trouble. Is it selfish to hope there is another explanation? That she hasn’t left me? Could any answer be better, make her disappearance hurt less? Shaking his head to clear such forbidden thoughts, he reached for the phone. He needed someone to help him make sense of what he had found. Reality made him hesitate. What am I going to tell them? The cops can’t do anything if she left on her own, but what if she didn’t, what if someone took her? But then who would have put my old things back ... or why? Again, the questions and doubts came back full circle. What about the blood? It’s only three drops, but what does it mean? If she loves me, why would she leave me, and even if she doesn’t, couldn’t she leave a note? It’s not like her to be cruel. So many why’s, but no answers. He didn’t know if talking to the police would help, but at least it was action, and he needed to do something besides stare at the four walls which chose to keep their silence. 

“Is this an emergency?” a woman asked when Matt dialed the local police department. 

“I don’t know, yes it could be. When I got home, I discovered my girlfriend was gone. She just disappeared, and all of her things are gone too.” 

The voice answered routinely, “Was there any sign of violence or foul play?” 

“Well yeah, sort of. I found some blood. Kate could be hurt, and I don’t know why she would leave on her own.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Matt Errington.” 

“Okay, Mr. Errington, hold on.” 

The strain of the past hour ate at his nerves, and it was difficult to be patient. “Yeah, fine, of course,” he said under his breath. His long fingers clenched and relaxed repeatedly. As he ticked off the minutes, his fears grew. 

“Mr. Errington, I’m transferring you to Sergeant Brian York.” 

“Thanks,” was all Matt could say before he was put on hold again. Minutes went by before someone finally picked up the phone. 

“Sergeant York. How can I help you?” 

“Yes, Sergeant, as I told the lady ... when I got home from work, my apartment was stripped of all of my girlfriend’s things. She’s gone, there’s no explanation, and I’m worried about her. I can’t figure out why she would leave so I think something might have happened.” 

“Sorry to hear that, you said there was blood. How much are we talking about?” 

“Yes, just a few drops, but I’m sure it’s blood.” 

“Okay, but are you also reporting there was a theft? Did she empty your apartment, you said everything is gone?” 

“No, no, I don’t think anything of mine is missing, just her things.” 

“Uh, huh. Listen, Mr. Errington, we’re pretty short-staffed right now, why don’t you come down to the station and we can talk.” 

Like a shot of brandy, heated blood pulsed through Matt’s veins. The relief was overwhelming. They would help him. The police would know how to find her. 

On the road, Matt attempted to put together a report in his head, trying to make some sense where there was none. He couldn’t explain what happened, and he didn’t want to sound like an idiot. The clock on the dash showed seven-thirty, about the time the hockey game was to start. What a waste of money those tickets were, he decided, closely followed by self-castrating remorse. Geez, what a horrible thought to have right now. He couldn’t believe something like that even entered his head. Kate was gone, he had no idea what happened to her, and he was worried about losing money on tickets. What a shmuck. Still berating himself, Matt pulled into the parking lot of the police substation, and immediately the old terrors washed over him. 

Terrors, he buried for many years after his mother died.

He had forcefully kept the horrific memories of the dark days of his past in the back of his mind, imprisoned in the shadows. Like paper cuts on the soul which never quite healed, they were occasionally snagged by life and ripped back open. Patrol cars filled the lot. The sight of their blue and red lights tested the dam that kept the horrors at bay. He saw police cars every day with no great relapse, but tonight, stunned by what he had found, their presence threatened to undo more than a decade of pills and therapy.

It was hard to control the trembling that made his hands shake as he put the car in park. He had come so far from that time. His heart pounded, and he could feel the muscles in his chest painfully contract. 

“Control it,” he ordered aloud, and remembered the voices of the doctors and their calming advice, “Focus on better thoughts, good memories.” He took a deep, ragged breath, held it for ten seconds, and let it out. His pulse slowed, and the attack lessened its grip. It was especially hard this time to focus on better thoughts and good memories when those things all centered on Kate. 

The one thing the years taught him was to face forward with logic. Logic and facts had rescued him in the difficult times and armed him well as he carved out a scientific career. They were the bedrock upon which he built his life, his guide to the future. That’s what was needed now. Calm, rational, logic.

But calm, he was not. After the accident and his mother’s death, his history with police was knotted with pain and loss. There was so much he fought to keep buried. The thought of opening up all the old feelings again nearly made him turn the car toward home. 

Panic almost won. Then Kate’s face floated before him. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her smile dazzled. He just knew the love was there, and this time he could help. “Keep going,” he said out loud. “She is worth whatever it takes to find her.” 

Matt stepped out of the car while the chimes reminded him to take his forgotten keys. A chill wind blew up his back, and a light rain began to fall. He hugged his jacket tighter and somewhere in the distance an ambulance raced through the streets, its siren clearing the way. A shiver went through him, worried it could have something to do with Kate, and he prayed it did not. He headed toward the heavy glass doors etched with POLICE in bold block letters. If he must, he would surrender his soul to find her, or at least, to find out why she left.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




The station was well lit, and a half dozen people could be seen through the thick glass window of the lobby, still working despite the late hour. A uniformed young woman looked down at him from a raised platform. She had a small frame, round face with doe-brown eyes and dark hair pulled into a loose knot at the back of her head. 

“I’m Matt Errington. I called a little while ago and spoke to Sergeant York.” 

“Yes sir, I remember talking to you. I’m Officer Pettingway. Follow me,” she said, as she buzzed him through the door. 

They headed toward the back of the building, passing through a large room broken into personal workstations. Desks overflowed with stacks of papers, photos of employee’s families, and coffee cups. Each desk had a waterfall of computer wires and cords which snaked down the back of monitors, phones, and lamps. A basketball hoop was mounted prominently on the back wall over an overflowing wastebasket of papers and discarded lunch containers. Stacks of files were piled on chairs, and nearly-dead plants completed the décor. The few people in the room barely gave him a quick look, but still, he was uneasy. Deep breath.

Surprisingly, as he followed the young woman down the hall, his prior anxiety abated. It reminded him of the time he was nine and was escorted to the principal’s office for passing notes to his friend Sam. It was an innocent note about a ball game they planned for that afternoon; he wasn’t cheating or doing anything wrong, but his teacher made a big deal of it. 

Officer Pettingway stopped at the last door on the right and motioned for Matt to go in. An older man behind the desk half rose from his seat and extended his hand to Matt. 

“I’m Sergeant York,” he said, “C'mon in,” a thick mustache dusted his wide smile. “Thanks for coming. I prefer face to face, you know. I get a better sense of what’s going on that way.” 

Matt nodded. “It’s no problem if it helps me get some answers and find Kate.” 

“Kate is your girlfriend?” 

“Yes, as I said before on the phone, she’s disappeared, and I’m concerned. Something terrible could have happened, and I’m hoping you can help me find her.”

Sergeant York motioned for him to sit. Two mismatched, straight-backed chairs were pulled up close to his desk, and Matt chose the closest one and dropped heavily onto the seat. Stacey Pettingway popped her head in the door. “Either of you want a cup of coffee? There’s a new pot.” Taking his lead from the Sergeant, Matt nodded. 

“Yeah, maybe that would help clear my head.”

“How do you want it?” 

“Black is fine, don’t go to any trouble for me.” 

“Same for me, Stacey,” the Sergeant added as she disappeared out the door. 

Less than a minute later, Officer Pettingway walked back in holding two steaming cups out before her. Her walk was stilted, halting, with a stiff-legged gait. Matt hadn’t paid much attention to her earlier as he took in the station house, but now he openly watched her entrance.

Noting his eyes on her as she set the cups down on the edge of Sergeant York’s desk, Stacey turned to Matt. “Sorry if some coffee sloshed out of the cup. I took a bullet in my leg in my first month on active duty, and it doesn’t always work as smoothly as I want it to.” 

“I’m sorry, Miss, I mean, Officer.” He flushed; embarrassed she caught him staring. “I usually have better manners, but I’m not myself tonight.” 

“It’s okay; I hope you get some answers about your girlfriend.” Matt noticed she had dimples in both cheeks as she smiled and was pretty in spite of the severe hair and drab uniform. 

“Thanks for the coffee,” added Sergeant York as Stacey left them and made her way back to the front desk. 

Sergeant York took his time, taking out a clean yellow pad, moving a stack of papers and files off to the side and getting himself comfortable. The surface of the green metal desk, worn shiny in spots from age and use, was cluttered with photos. The good sergeant had a full house at home. Several smiling shots of children of various ages, arrayed in Easter finery and sports attire, stared back at Matt. Judging by his age and appearance; the gray hair, mustache, and deep-set wrinkles which hugged his mouth and crisscrossed his forehead, Matt figured he had been on the force for many years. Probably not too many things would surprise him; Matt thought as he watched the man clear a space to write. I know I’m going to sound strange, but I’m sure he’s heard just about every kind of weird tale there is. 

“So,” Sergeant York said, finally taking note of the good-looking young man in front of him, hunched over, head hung dejectedly, “how about if we start at the beginning.” With a practiced eye that immediately sized people up, the detective studied the man before him. Neat and well dressed, late twenties maybe, clean nails. Tall and trimly built. A lean body that reminded the sergeant of a runner, with short dark hair that framed his strong face with its straight nose and dark hazel eyes. Not chiseled looks, but a handsome young man. Only Matt’s dark beard, which was becoming thicker as the evening wore on, marred his youthful face, that and the pain that swam in the man’s eyes when he looked up. 

“Okay, spell your name and give me your address.” Matt’s hand shook as he took a quick sip of the hot coffee and answered the Sergeant’s questions—age; occupation; where he worked; how long he had known Kate; etc. They spent about ten minutes going over what Matt thought was trivial information. They were wasting time filling up page after page of the yellow pad. 

“Why is it so important to know all about me? She is the one that’s missing.” 

The Sergeant nodded, ignoring the question. “When was the last time you saw Kate?” 

“This morning before I left for work,” Matt was getting more impatient. “As I said before, she sells supplies and equipment for Atlas Medical, but she didn’t have to get up early this morning, no appointments until eleven o’clock. She was still in bed when I left about eight-thirty.” 

“What time do you normally start work, Mr. Errington?”

“Please call me Matt. I don’t see what difference that makes, but I am usually there early, around seven-thirty, but I was delayed this morning.” He immediately regretted the remark. 

“Delayed by what?” 

Matt was getting red and felt the heat rising from his collar just thinking about the morning’s session, and he would rather not have to explain it to a total stranger. “We, I, ah got up late this morning that’s all,” stammering as the lie tangled up his tongue. Matt was beginning to ramble and knew the Sergeant watched him struggle. Feeling like he was disloyal to Kate talking about their private life, Matt said, “I was late because we had sex this morning.” Sergeant York looked bored. 

“Look, Matt, you’re the one reporting something is wrong. I want to be sure I can fill in the details about the last time you saw Kate. Gaps throw up red flags. You know what I mean?” 

They went over and over again all the facts he knew about her, how they met, where she worked, filling in all of the details Matt could provide. After what seemed like an eternity to Matt, Sergeant York leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across his rather rounded girth. 

“Matt, from what you have told me, there doesn’t seem to be any sign of foul play. It sounds like Kate just wasn’t as much in love with you as you thought. You know it does happen ... people change their minds, find someone else, get scared, or they don’t know how to say goodbye, so they move on. I don’t know what you want the police to do.” 

“No,” frustration launched Matt out of the chair. He slapped the desk so hard the empty coffee cup nearly bounced off. 

“I know she loves me, I’m sure of it. I can’t explain what happened to her, but don’t you think you should send someone over and at least check out the apartment. Check out the blood. Do some fingerprinting or whatever the police do. Look for evidence?” 

“Evidence of what, Matt?” Sergeant York said quietly. “Evidence of what? From everything you told me it sounds like she packed up and left and maybe cut herself on her way out.” 

Matt was tired. It had been a long day in the lab, and the discovery of Kate’s disappearance drained him. Slumping back in his chair, his head throbbed. The slow dawning of her apparent rejection of him was nearly as painful as the tragedy of his youth and the horror that shredded his life. Taut muscles and nerves twitched and cried out for relief. The ache in his chest grew stronger and more insistent. His mind raced, and he desperately sought something that would make them take her disappearance seriously, but he could find nothing to add to his story. 

Sergeant York was sympathetic, but without more to go on, there wasn’t much the police could do. “You shouldn’t give up hope. This could be some sort of misunderstanding between you two. Kate may have needed some space and felt like getting away for a while. You said there was an uncle in the area. Are you sure you don’t know his name or where he works, anything that would help find him?” 

“No,” Matt barely mumbled through tight lips. “She only mentioned him once, and only called him Uncle Ben. I never knew any more about him than that. Because she was so vague about him, I felt maybe he wasn’t an uncle. You know? Maybe a former boyfriend she didn’t want to discuss. It was just a feeling I had; I didn’t want to pry.” 

“I see,” Sergeant York looked down at his folded hands and made mental notes. “Well, I can’t do much about a missing person’s report for the first twenty-four hours anyway unless we suspect foul play, criminal activity or believe the person is in danger. None of which apply here. A few drops of blood hardly indicate foul play and not enough for me to go to my Lieutenant and request an investigation. Most missing people show up within that timeframe, you know. Matt, people do come back, and there is no sign of any crime here. That’s good news. A kidnapper wouldn’t stop to put things back on the walls or restock your cupboards. It sounds to me like she was getting scared about your relationship and didn’t know how to tell you. Maybe she just needed some distance. Go home and try not to worry too much. If you don’t hear from her in the next day or two, give me a call. I have a friend who does some investigative work, maybe he could ask around and see where it goes. Okay?” 

“Yeah, fine.” 

The Sergeant handed him a business card. “She may have gone to stay with her uncle. You said she stayed there before.” 

The drive home was a blur, and he never saw or felt the dark eyes watching him from the lot outside his door. Matt was so tired he could barely think, and his head pounded. Walking up the steps he was prepared to wrestle with the key again, but instead, he found the door unlocked and it swung open easily at his touch. Matt could have sworn he pulled it shut and tried the lock as was his habit, but in his state of mind, anything was possible. As he pushed open the door, an arrow of light from the streetlamp outside raced across the floor ahead of him into the cold dark apartment. Once inside the inky chill moved up his legs and a tremor ran over him head to toe. He passed through the rooms in blackness, not wanting to turn on a single light which would only reinforce the emptiness and his loss. 

In spite of his grief, he saw the irony. Only yesterday his home, their home, was a sanctuary from the world. Warm, welcoming, and safe. But, now, barely twenty-four hours later, the real world went on as before on the other side of the door, and he had re-entered a barren place devoid of life. 

Night found him edgy and restless, and the weight of his loss pressed him deeper into the bed, nearly suffocating him. Lying alone in the space they shared was lonely and forbidding. Unmanly or not, he couldn’t hold back the sobs of his tormented heart. He missed her warmth and how their nights together banished the anguish of his past and offered his future healing he hadn’t even known he sought. 

Sleep was elusive, and his mind played tricks as he could almost hear her gentle breathing next to him in the dark. With closed eyes, he tried to find her scent among the sheets. The fragrance was a part of her, and he’d been branded by it. She told him it was called Beautiful. And it suited her. Kate was beautiful, petite and slim, with soft, strawberry blond hair that cascaded like silk over her shoulders when she pushed it back behind her ears. Her smooth skin glowed with health and was perfect as the rest of her. But the feature that touched him more than the deep blue eyes that held him captive was her warm and constant smile. Disappointment racked his body when no trace of her perfume could be found. 

When sleep finally claimed him, bizarre scenes played out in the muted landscapes that are dreams. Kate was there, holding his hand, and then running behind huge boulders the size of houses. She blew him a kiss as she disappeared and gigantic waves crashed over the rocks dragging her away. “Kate!” he yelled, as her golden hair floated effortlessly on blue-green water caressing her lovely face. He watched helplessly as the waters closed to him and she sank beneath the surface. Gnarled, disembodied hands motioned to him; waving a small bunch of dried flowers and a thousand different voices hissed what sounded like his name. Walking away, he was startled by the sound of his feet crunching on a path littered with bones, and he awoke in a cold sweat, breathing hard, his alarm clock grating in his ears. He was tired and thoroughly drained, but the memory of his nightmare drove him out of bed. He needed daylight and reality to exorcize the fear and dread it evoked. 

It was going to be another long day he knew. His project was nearing completion, and under normal circumstances, he would have been excited to get to the lab and share his results with his boss, Dr. Jeff Nowak, but how could he possibly concentrate on anything with his mind still on Kate? His body ached with his loss as he headed to the shower and he tripped over his clothes uncharacteristically discarded on the floor. The memory of life with Kate continued to play over and over in his head, like a video stuck on replay. 

Heated blood moved faster through his veins as the hot water beat away some of the strain and a new vigor overtook him. He didn’t care what the police would do he decided; he couldn’t just let Kate go, not like this with no explanation. He would find her somehow. But, again, exactly where he was going to start was the definitive problem. None of the facts added up, round and round and back again his mind churned. 

Why would she leave without a note? The question taunted him. I could have handled her decision to go; she should have known that. And, of course, it would have hurt, but I would have taken it like a man and respected her choice. 

As he stepped out of the shower, he started to grab his rumpled towel, then stopped and deliberately took Kate’s. He couldn’t stand to see it mocking him, looking fresh and unused next to his. Denial was dying a slow death; reality was going to win. He knew what the answer was in spite of what his heart refused to admit. Besides, nothing else made any sense. What would be the point of anyone wanting to hurt her? Take her away? Briefly, he thought of the broken door lock and the odd chill he experienced from time to time, or the feeling he was being watched. Paranoia, he decided and tamped down any idea of sharing such nonsense with the police. His story already sounded strange. No sense making them believe I’m a total fruitcake. 

As he pulled out of his parking space, he spotted two of his neighbors and only hesitated a second before deciding to ask them if they’d seen Kate leave. Although in the past they had nodded politely to each other in passing, he didn't know them, so the conversation was a bit awkward. It took a minute of small talk to get to the point. They were polite, of course, at his new friendliness, and they seemed genuinely interested, but they could not help him. They were astonished to hear anyone except Matt lived there. They blankly looked at each other and then at him, shaking their heads. They never saw her leave. They never saw her at all.
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Chapter Four
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Matt paid no heed to the light overhead as it turned green, he was focused inward. The shock of Kate’s disappearance overshadowed everything else in his life. The not so patient driver behind him honked angrily at the delay. With a sheepish wave in the rear-view mirror, Matt hit the gas and hurried to catch up with the line of cars now far ahead of him. 

The day was unseasonably cold, but the sun streaming through the car window warmed him as he sped along the boulevard with its neat row of trees. Fall was definitely in the air. Green leaves, their edges trimmed in gold and red showed traces of the glory to come, but Matt was blind to their beauty as he passed beneath their colorful branches. He slowed as he passed the shops on the outskirts of the city, searching for the small jewelry store, its windows decorated with fake pumpkins and twinkling orange lights. Wrenching pain seared his insides as he spotted the little building near the row of restaurants, a few doors down from the antique shop. His future had looked so different just a few days before. 

“Good morning Doc, you oversleep again today?” Hank, the security guard, grinned as he waved Matt through the rolling gates. “Two days in a row getting in past eight o’clock.” 

“Yeah, had a bad night.” Matt grimaced as he pulled into the private lot. He hoped no one else would notice his late entrance. Matt was not in a sociable mood. If he were lucky, his co-workers would be too busy to see him walk in.

The heavily protected facility had security scan stations at both doors, and it took Matt a few extra minutes to empty his pockets, swipe his badge through the reader and slide his briefcase and backpack through the grill. There were elevators off the main lobby, but they often ran slow, so Matt chose the stairs. His long legs dragged heavily as he climbed the steps to his floor. The labs were locked behind double doors, and once again, he swiped his I.D. card and spread his fingers to allow the scanner to read his handprint. Matt was in luck; his colleagues were bent over their work-stations and never noticed his late entrance. Good, as only their backs greeted him; already dressed in their blue bio-suits they were oblivious as he hurried past. The last door on the right was his lab, and with one more swipe, he was in. 

Usually, Matt was eager to dive into his work. Two years of research were wrapping up a truly fascinating project, and by this time of the morning, his computer would be humming as he entered data. But today it would be difficult to keep his mind on the work. 

Kate brought magic to his days. It was hard to describe how being with her changed the fabric of his life. As if when they were together, they stepped out of time, or perhaps into another dimension. Whatever powers she possessed, she somehow transformed his mediocre existence and filled a void that had been growing for years. Her presence muddied his head, but her warmth clarified his life. He reveled in being alive. No other woman ever affected him like Kate. He was rough stone, flawed with a tormented past, but she was a jeweler’s cloth who healed him, rounded out his edges, and made him whole. But now, she was gone. 

Could I have been so mistaken about her? If she didn’t love me, how had she deceived me so well? Maybe not love, he corrected, wanting to be completely honest, since she never actually said the word. He had never suspected she was unhappy. The fact that Kate had fallen so unexpectedly into his life was something he often wondered about but didn’t examine too closely lest the dream should end as quickly as it began. Although it was useless, Matt continued to call her cell phone, hoping just once she would answer. 

The hours crept slowly, and a glance at the oversized lab clock showed it finally to be five-thirty, and most of his co-workers were headed to the doors. He was in a hurry to put the day behind him, but because of the confidential nature of his work, he preferred to do clean up himself, adding another half-hour to his work day. 

Perhaps if she left town on business, she might have taken her clothes, but what of the rest of her things? And a note? Why couldn’t she have left me a damned note, even if it was to say goodbye? Cold as that would have been, at least it would have explained her actions. He still couldn’t believe she would leave him without a word. He had spent the entire day wrestling with the problem, which only made his head hurt more. By the time he headed home, he was exhausted mentally and physically, but no closer to an answer than before. 

The following day, Detective Don Orliss called to see if there was any news about Kate. Matt painfully informed him Kate had not returned, there was no message from her or anyone else about her, and he was more confused than ever. The Detective told him he received the report from Sergeant York, and although they didn’t believe it was a police matter, he would conduct a preliminary investigation for their records. Matt sincerely thanked the man and hung up. Once again, a flicker of hope shot through him knowing he was not alone, at least the police were going to look into Kate’s disappearance. 

A long and frustrating week went by before he heard from the detective again. There was still no word from Kate. Intently focused on his work, Matt finally realized the phone was ringing in the lab. He put down the tubes he was holding, turned down the flame on the burner, and grabbed the phone on the sixth ring. “This is Matt Errington,” 

“Matt, it’s Detective Orliss. I didn’t think you were there.” 

“Sorry, I can get pretty involved, and the noise from our equipment drowns out the phone. Did you find Kate? Are you calling with good news?” 

“I’d like to talk about my findings in person. Could we meet sometime today, say around four?” 

“Yeah, of course, although I can get away earlier if you wish, but if you think ...” 

The Detective cut him off. “Four is good. I’ll take a run up there. I need to get out of the office this afternoon.” 

“I guess that’s okay,” Matt answered; frustrated, he would have to wait to get any news about Kate. “The labs are off limits to visitors, but we have a conference room down on the second floor we can use, it’s usually empty later in the day.” 

“Great, I’ll see you then.” As Matt hung up the phone, an eerie feeling gripped him that he couldn’t shake for the remainder of the day. He wasn’t expecting miracles or anything, and he might not be able to get her to come back, but at least if he could find her, talk to her, he would deal with the rejection. He only wanted to know the reason. 

Matt was washing up as the security guard at the gate announced over the intercom a Detective Orliss was there and would be waiting for him in the front lobby. 

“Thanks, Hank, tell him I will be right there.” Matt groaned wishing the guard hadn’t been told the visitor was a detective. Hank Brooks loved to gossip and speculation about the purpose of Matt’s guest would be the break room topic tomorrow. He had worked straight through lunch, pushing hard all day to finish his reports so he could get out of the lab earlier than usual, but now hurrying down the hall, his stomach growled loudly reminding him of his neglect. 

The Detective met him at the elevator, and together they rode back up to the second floor to which visitors were allowed. “Pretty tight place you guys have here, there isn’t this much security at Fort Knox.” Matt again swiped his I.D. to allow them access and held the door open for the Detective. 

“We are a government funded research lab, and what we do is pretty confidential. We work with sensitive materials and nasty products. I’m sure the U.S. Government would be unhappy if the research they pay for were lost to some Wall Street pharmaceutical spy trying to cash in on our discoveries. Unfortunately, in today’s world, there is a real need to prevent any kind of theft.”
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