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Chapter 1



Dr. Aliesa Atworth’s day went from bad to deplorable. 

At the end of the street, emergency vehicles cocooned the entrance of the Arts and Sciences building. Lights flashed. Barricades kept a crowd of spectators at a safe distance. The police re-routed traffic. Emergency personnel rushed in and out of the Kern building. 

Shit. 

Not again. 

Earlier this month, a minor explosion occurred in the lab adjacent to hers and required emergency intervention. A volatile substance ignited and noxious fumes had to be dispelled. A nuisance. It meant she would be shut out of her building for the rest of the day. 

There were protocols in these situations. And since she didn’t want to annoy the people in charge, she approached a junior officer directing the traffic. “Excuse me,” she said. “My lab is on the second floor. I’m wondering when I might be able to go and retrieve some of my files.”

“The entire building is closed,” the officer said. 

“I understand, but surely exceptions can be made.”

The young recruit’s eyes glazed over. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Dr. Aliesa Atworth.” 

The expression on the young female officer’s face registered shock, then confusion. She must be fresh out of the academy and this disaster her first emergency situation. Aliesa smiled and went to side step her.

“Hold on, you can’t go in there.” The policewoman placed her hand on Aliesa’s shoulder.

“But I need to get inside. I have important files in there.”

“Wait here,” the cop said. She walked over to an unmarked car and the officer sitting in the front seat. 

This woman was as green as new grass. She would learn her lesson the hard way. Badgering her boss wouldn’t earn her any brownie points. Aliesa didn’t care one way or the other, she wanted her damned files. Any second the detective would rip a strip off the junior officer—tell the woman to handle it, but to Aliesa’s utter surprise he leaned around the woman to see her.

He strode over to where she stood. “Are you Dr. Aliesa Atworth?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, reading his badge and ID. “Is there something wrong, Detective Lowry?”

“May I see your identification?”

Aliesa didn’t have her purse with her. She’d left it in her locker in the faculty lounge. “Sure thing. If you’d escort me to my locker, I’ll be happy to confirm my identity.”

The detective stepped aside and waved her through the barricade. The two of them entered the deserted building and headed for the stairs.    

“Did Dr. Tennaka set fire to his test sample again?”

The detective took two stairs at a time. She hurried to keep the same pace. She paused on the landing to catch her breath. “I’m guessing, no. The air would be more acrid.”

Detective Lowry stood at the top of the staircase and waited for her. “What do you do here?”

“Who me?” she asked. She hated telling people about her work. Eyes glazed over in a matter of moments.

“Everyone in this building is working on one kind of project or another.”

Aliesa nodded. “I’m doing stem cell research.” The limited explanation generally satisfied the layman.

“Oh. I see. Stem cell research is pretty controversial right now, isn’t it?”

“There is a moral issue when it comes to using fetal stem cells. I chose to avoid the ethical debate by utilizing stem cells derived from an alternative source.”

The detective’s eyes widened. “Do you have any enemies, Dr. Atworth?”

“What?” He’d caught her off guard with such an ominous question. Across the hall, yellow police tape cordoned off her lab and security stood outside the door. 

“That’s my room,” Aliesa said. A sick feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. Her precious study may have been compromised. Great. Just great. Grayson would whine even louder if she needed to re-run the entire sample. She launched herself toward the door.

Lowry grabbed her arm and brought her to a halt. “Your identification?”

“Right,” she said. A few more minutes wouldn’t make any difference. A contaminated sample would still be contaminated in another ten minutes. She led the detective across the hall in the other direction and into the staff room. He followed her, even when she walked inside the female bathroom. “Guess it’s a good thing I don’t have to...you know...go.”

“Feel free,” he said. “I can wait.”

Yeah, right. Aliesa couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with the dark-haired detective. She sure as hell wasn’t about to let him listen to her urinate. “I’m fine, thanks.” She walked over to the lockers and opened the combination lock. She withdrew her purse, wallet, and ID.

Lowry examined the BU photo card. 

“Now, will you please tell me what’s going on?”

“Did anyone else have access to your lab?” the detective asked.

“Only my lab assistant,” Aliesa said. “But she went home earlier today.”

Something flashed in the detective’s eyes—a sliver of regret? He led her back out into the hall. At the opposite end of the corridor, she noticed a student, wearing earbuds, exiting another classroom. 

“What the hell?” The detective turned and hurried to intercept the oblivious student. 

She saw her opportunity and dashed toward the guard standing sentinel at her door. When she approached, the man did the oddest thing—he stepped aside. She tore through the tape and barreled inside. 

Time shattered.

Shards of glass, beakers, and test tubes, glistened on the floor like quartz crystals crunching beneath her feet. Every drawer had been pulled and overturned, the contents scattered. Her entire body shook with the cold vengeance surrounding her. Liquid preservatives and lab chemicals flooded the floor, assailing her nostrils with an ammonia-like smell. The pungent odors made her eyes water. A metallic tang hung in the air from the sticky dark liquid on the floor. 

She turned and noticed a man standing between the workstations. He wore a black jacket with the word coroner stamped across the back. When he leaned to reach for something, she saw what he’d been examining. 

Her knees buckled and bile lurched into her throat. 

“No,” she swallowed and wailed like a wounded animal. 

“God dammit.” Detective Lowry grabbed her arm. 

“The guard,” she stammered.

“What guard? Dr. Atworth, you’re contaminating an active crime scene.” He guided her through the wreckage and into the vacant hall. 

Lowry was right, there was no guard. He snapped his fingers in her face, which momentarily broke her trance. “Do you know the identity of the victim?”

Torn, mangled flesh—lifeless, tortured eyes—an authentic kabuki death mask. “She left early...how? She was my best friend. It’s my lab assistant, Evelyne Mathews.” Aliesa leaned over and hurled into the nearest trash bin. 

She steadied herself against the cool painted brick wall and slid onto the tiled floor in a black haze. 








  
  
Chapter 2



Elliot Vance barely made it inside the faculty lounge before he heard Lowry running from the far end of the hall toward the lab. Van deliberately stepped aside so Dr. Atworth could see the consequences of trying to slice a piece of the cartel’s pie—he wanted her to see up close and personal how they handled their competition. 

He’d been the first to arrive on the scene. He called it in. Based on his years of experience, this crime wasn’t even cold—the perps had been gone a half-hour tops. He’d swiped a jacket out of the backseat of one of the cruisers on the street and went to stand at the lab door. He knew she’d come and when she did he wanted to be there to figure out his next move. 

He’d done his research. A huge mistake had been made. All of which really pissed him off. Distributing drugs to college students constituted a huge conflict of interest for him. A vision of his kid sister flashed into his head when he’d stalked across the hall and into the faculty lounge.

In the men’s room, he splashed cold water on his face—his tired eyes had seen too much death. He’d been riding an emotional tidal wave for the past forty-eight hours on route from Trujillo, Peru. But this wave, in the whole scheme of things, was nothing more than another aftershock, a by-product of the tsunami which seized control of his life not quite a year ago. Trauma so great it shattered his career with the DEA and forced him into this more personal and private war—shit that happened when God looked the wrong way.

The outer door to the lounge swung open and hit the doorstop with a thud. He crept to the door and cracked it so he could see and hear the commotion in the lounge.


      [image: ]Aliesa roused as the detective placed her on the couch. She winced when the ME waved the broken ampoule of smelling salts beneath her nose. Ammonia. Her first coherent thought came in the form of a wish. She prayed she’d been horribly mistaken. Only the coppery stench of blood from the soles of her shoes brought reality crashing back. 

Her stomach revolted again.

What was up with that? She’d been working with blood samples for years, but, suddenly, the very sight and smell had her repeatedly running to upchuck, this time in the bathroom sink.

And she made it just in time. 

She cupped her hand and slurped water, swished it around her mouth, and spit it out in the sink. She spied her reflection and noticed Detective Lowry standing right behind her.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Where’s the ME?”

“He went back to the lab to finish.” 

Aliesa thought about what the coroner would be doing. First he’d take the liver temperature and then he’d search for ligature marks. “Who would do such a thing?” Aliesa’s mind numbed and her eyes burned. “Evelyne was a good person. She always treated me as if the world was out of step and I was normal.”

Aliesa remembered the scene inside her lab. Smashed glass, test tubes, pipettes, and beakers were strewn across the counters and floor. The supply cupboards had been emptied. The entire sample of cultured stem cells had been dumped on the floor creating another biohazard. There was nothing left. 

As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t bring herself to cry. Not for her best friend, and not for her precious test samples.

Hell, she still hadn’t shed a tear over her father’s murder or her mother’s passing. There was something really wrong with her. Some flaw prohibiting her from crying for the people she’d loved and lost.

“You need to come to the station. I have some questions.”   

Mutely, Aliesa nodded and walked toward the door. She barely had the energy to put one foot in front of the other.

Then she remembered. “I need my meds.” 

“If it was inside the lab I doubt it survived,” the detective said. “What kind of medication is it?” 

“Heart medication.” A stretch. The injection would impact many different organs—heart, liver, muscle, nerve, and skin. “It’s not in the lab. I keep it in my office at the back of the room.”

“Where?”

“In an insulated lunch bag, inside the mini-fridge.” 

The detective told her to stay put and he crossed the hall and disappeared behind the crime scene tape. Moments later, he returned. 

Before he handed over the sac, he unzipped it and sifted through the contents. Aliesa collected her purse and jacket from her locker and they drove to police headquarters where he deposited her in one of the station’s interrogation rooms and began a litany of questions.

“Where were you when your lab was being destroyed?” the detective asked.

“I had an administrative meeting with Grayson Everet across campus.”

“How long was your meeting?”

“Half an hour.” She thought it had been the worst half hour of her life. She’d been wrong.

“How long were you out of the lab?”

“About two hours. I had a shower in the faculty lounge before the meeting.” Aliesa continued to rub her hands in her lap. She might have been right across the hall when Ev was attacked.

The detective didn’t respond. He began another line of questions. “How many people knew you were doing stem cell research?”  

Aliesa felt lightheaded. 

She sat across from Lowry at a rectangular, simulated-wood grain table. The cold metal of the chair caused shivers to spider down her back. “Only a few. I posted a notice a few weeks ago for volunteers. Only certain blood types were accepted.” 

“Did your volunteers know they were participating in a stem cell research study?”

“Not exactly.”

“What do you mean? Either they did or they didn’t?”

Aliesa recoiled with his accusatory tone. The detective knew how to intimidate people. “I’m working on a vitamin study, I’ve noted some interesting side effects I plan to publish.”

“Not divulging all of the facts to your subjects is unethical and might even be considered a motive.”

“I withdrew blood, targeted their stem cells, and then treated those cells with mega doses of vitamins,” she said, evenly.

“Do you think your subjects would have agreed to participate if you’d been completely honest with them?”

Aliesa had danced around the side effects of her study. At this point, considering the fact her lab had been destroyed, telling the detective she’d been working on anti-aging injections would have confused the issue even more. The third party ethics committee would kill the project entirely. Then she thought about Evelyne and her situation seemed trivial indeed. “If I’d been completely honest with my test sample, I would’ve had more volunteers than I could handle,” she whispered. 

A desk sergeant poked his head inside the interrogation room. “Telephone call, Lowry.” 

Aliesa was happy for the break. The detective insinuated this whole thing had somehow been her fault. 

She felt awful enough. Her best friend, scratch that, her only friend was dead and, once again, she found herself entirely alone.








  
  
Chapter 3



Aliesa sat in the interrogation room and scrubbed her temples with cold, bloodless fingers. Her mind wandered and she dropped into a discussion she had with Evelyne a few short weeks ago. 

Ev walked into the lab and hung her coat on one of the wall hooks behind the door. “So what’s next?” 

“Clinical trials,” Aliesa said, placing another slide beneath the microscope, she soon lost herself among the electrons.  

“Yo,” Evelyne said, heaving her bag on the shelf. “I’m tired of trying to pry bits and bites of information out of you. I’ve been on this project from the onset, and I feel like an outsider. It’s time you started to share. I know you’re not being deliberately aloof, but being oblivious doesn’t make it any less wrong.” 

Evelyne’s desperate tone finally struck home. “Have I offended you?” Aliesa asked.

“Hell, yes,” Evelyne said.

“Well, I never intended...”

“I know,” Evelyne sighed. “I don’t want your apology. I want you to talk to me. We’ve been working together for the last year. I’ve opened up to you. I thought we’d connected. I thought we were friends.”

Aliesa blinked. “We are. This isn’t your fault, it’s mine. I’m socially inept. To be honest, I’m not sure I even know how to be a friend.”     

“Do you trust me?”

“I trust you, Evelyne. If I didn’t I wouldn’t have given you your own key to the lab.” 

Evelyne smiled and her brow creased. “In that case I need to be kept in the loop. I know I’ll never have your brain-power but I’m not an idiot.”

“You’re a gifted chemist and I’d be lost without you,” Aliesa said. “Again, it’s not you. I’ve been holding my cards tight to my chest because I don’t want this to turn into clinical trials. Not yet. Those will attract the attention of the FDA.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“There are too many restrictions. Grayson approved the funds for a vitamin study nothing more. But there’s a bigger picture. I’m confident I can improve cellular health in general.”

“Meaning?”

“Down the road? Stem-cell supplements—an apple a day theory on steroids. And I’m not talking a daily regime. One dose every month for a few consecutive months should eliminate the threat of illness completely.”

Evelyne’s mouth curled into a smile. “Holy shit. A modern-day fountain of youth formula.” She waited for Aliesa to crack a smile. “Are you serious?”

“Yep.” Aliesa scooped her paperwork from the desk. 

“Tell me you’re going to bring in some lab techs to help isolate the stem cells from the blood samples.”

Aliesa shook her head. 

“You’ve got to be kidding. How the hell are we going to manage this experiment all by ourselves? We’ve been putting in eighteen hour days and we’ve only been dealing with one test sample.”

“Now don’t get your bra in a knot. The fewer people familiar with this project, the better. We’ll only be managing a very small test sample in the beginning.”

“How small?”

“A hundred tops.” 

Evelyne put her head on the desk. She drew several steady breaths. “About fifty more than we can possibly handle.”

“We don’t have a choice. A hundred is the minimum test number we can run. Anything less and we’ll forfeit credibility.”

“And I suppose you have a plan of attack or you wouldn’t still be sitting here so calm and collected.”

Aliesa went over to the computer terminal to refer to some archived research articles on stem cell therapy. “I’ve been giving the stem-cell vitamin dose my full attention.”

“And?”

“In all of the research studies, heart muscle stem cells were injected into the damaged heart muscle after an angioplasty.”

“How many heart muscle stem cells were injected?” Evelyne asked. 

“Ten thousand,” Aliesa said. “And the heart repaired itself in less than half the time.”

“The heart study used a completely different protocol.”

“True. And this is just speculation at this point.”

“Okay, but if we were ready for clinical trials what would you consider a normal dose?”

“Our therapy needs to be a gradual but consistent change.”

“How much and how many?” Evelyne asked.

“Leave it to you to boil it down to the basics. If fifty thousand cells is an acceptable benchmark, and we’ve cultured five different types of stem cells...”

“Ten thousand heart muscle, ten liver, ten skeletal muscle, ten nerve, and ten skin.”

Aliesa nodded. “No more though. Injecting too many cells too quickly could be problematic. It makes sense to spread the therapy across three injections, one month apart.”

“With what kind of follow up?”

“Basic tests should provide the data we need; heart rate, blood pressure, urine sample. Problem solving, for nerve and brain function. A simple photograph to track dermis changes.”

“How often?”

“Twice a week.”

“As usual,” Evelyne said. “You’ve done your homework. But nothing like this would happen for at least a year maybe more.”

“Hopefully we’ll have a full staff by then.”

“What have you told Grayson? He isn’t what I would call patient about these things.”

“You’re right. But he didn’t ask as many questions as you.”

“Meaning?”

“He has no clue about the time frame. I’m sure he thinks we’ll have a viable working model for our anti-aging booster after a few months of trials.”

“When are you going to tell him?”

“There’s only one way to handle Grayson and it’s on a need-to-know basis. I’ll tell him not one second before.”

Evelyne nodded. “So where do we get our blood samples?” 

“I posted a notice on the board an hour ago. People should start trickling in tomorrow morning. Of course we’ll have to screen the candidates, make sure they’re healthy and get them to sign a waiver.”

“And what exactly do we call this study?”

“We call it what it is—vitamin injection therapy. If we called it anti-aging research, we’d have a stampede. ”

“Well, technically it’s not a lie,” Evelyne said. 

“Okay. Here’s the plan. Since this is the proverbial calm before the storm, I want you to go home and get a good night’s sleep. From here on out, things are going to be pretty busy.”

“Are you going home, too?”

“Right after I finish this report.” Aliesa continued to jot notes in her log. 

“All right then,” Evelyne said. “I accept your offer. A good night’s sleep sounds positively orgasmic.” She took off her lab coat and hung it on the hook. She collected her bag and jacket. “As long as I can trust you.”

“To get lucky or have a good night’s sleep?” Aliesa smiled.

“I’m serious,” Evelyne said. 

“I know. I promise.”

Evelyne opened the lab door and left. Aliesa perched on the stool. She filled a hypodermic with a cocktail of her vitamin-boosted stem cells then placed a tourniquet on her upper arm. Lightly she tapped the vein in the crease of her arm.

“What are you doing?” Evelyne blurted, standing in the opened door.     

Aliesa sprang to her feet. She placed her hand over her heart. “You scared me,” she said. “Did you forget something?”

“No. I figured you’d left something out. Talk about gullible. I believed you.”

“I never lied,” Aliesa said. She released the tourniquet on her arm and went to Evelyne.

“Really? ‘Cause from this angle it appears like you did.” Evelyne’s eyes had turned to glass.

“Ev. Sit. Let me explain.” 

Evelyne let Aliesa lead her over to a stool.

“I didn’t think you’d understand,” she said. 

“Well you really didn’t give me a chance one way or the other. You shut me out. Again.”

“What I’m doing goes against every researcher’s rule. I didn’t want to compromise your ethics.”

“So why are you doing it?” 

Aliesa sat beside her. “For a lot of reasons.”

“I’m listening.”

“For one, the stem cells are mine. They’ve reached confluence and if I don’t use them they will die. And if I’ve miscalculated with the dose, the only person to suffer will be me.” 

“Not good enough,” Evelyne said, her arms crossed tightly.

Aliesa knew her only friend meant well. “My mother and my mother’s mother died of breast cancer. I know what’s in store for me. I need to do something to interrupt the genetic predisposition.” She sighed. “Yes, I shut you out but for all the right reasons. The less you know about what I’m doing the better. This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

“You’re not stupid,” Evelyne whispered. “You’re brilliant. Sooner or later you’ll get this friend thing. And just so you know, I totally wondered when you were going to give yourself the first injection.”

“You were? You don’t think it’s risky?”

“I would question anyone else, but knowing you, it’s in the bag.”

“Are you mad at me?”

“Not as long as you make one more promise.”

“What?”

“You don’t think I’m going to stand still and let you reap all the rewards of this protocol do you?”

“We’re a team. You’ll get equal recognition.”

“I’m not talking annotation. I want to be a guinea pig, too, and drink from the fountain of youth.” 

The door of the interrogation room swung open and instantly she was pulled out of her recollection when Detective Lowry barged inside.

“Now where were we?” he asked. “Oh, yes. How long had Evelyne Mathews been working for you?”

Aliesa swallowed the lump in her throat with the detective’s reference to Evelyne in the past tense. She turned her hands over in her lap. “For about a year. We’d become very close,” Aliesa whispered. “I interviewed several candidates for the position and spoke with her professors. Everyone loved her. Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

Lowry shrugged. “If it’s any consolation I don’t think she was the intended target. Forensics is still going over the lab, but, right now, I have two schools of thought.”

“Care to share them?” Aliesa glared at Lowry who watched her every move. 

“The assailant trashed the lab to make a statement. Maybe they were protesting your work, or trying to find something.”

“It’s all so senseless,” Aliesa said.

“Hardly.” 

“I beg your pardon?” A searing headache pulsed pain between her eyes.

“Listen,” Lowry explained. “Your lab assistant was strangled and her throat was slashed. It was personal. The murderer wanted something. Information Evelyne couldn’t provide.”

“Then why her?”

The detective’s wide and sturdy stance told her he believed whole-heartedly in his answer. “They made a huge mistake. They didn’t want her. They were after you.” 








  
  
Chapter 4



Lowry’s words clanged in Aliesa’s ears. 

“Me?” Nothing made any sense anymore.

“I’m afraid so,” Lowry said. “Evelyne was wearing your lab coat and nametag.”

Aliesa’s ears began to ring and her vision tunneled. Her throat scorched with the remnants of bile she forced herself to keep swallowing.

Up until a moment ago, Aliesa didn’t think there could be anything worse than losing a good friend. But she’d been wrong. Her best friend lay dead on a stainless steel slab in the morgue because of her.

Who would have done such a thing and why? Had someone found out about her research? Three people in the entire world knew about her work—besides herself, Grayson, and Evelyne. Now there were only two. 

If someone had mistaken Evelyne for her, they really weren’t very smart. Why would they kill anyone before they had a working vaccine and could claim the spoils for themselves? 

Grayson wouldn’t have been so stupid. He threatened to cut her funding at their meeting and she never really trusted him, but she ruled him out because they’d been together at the time of the murder. Besides, he was too weak-willed to kill anyone. 

Soon Aliesa couldn’t swallow the growing knob in her throat and she charged to the ladies bathroom at police headquarters. Only this time, she suffered a fate worse than retching, the dry heaves. By the time she returned to the interrogation room she felt like a martini, shaken not stirred.

When the detective spotted her he helped her over to the chair. “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’re a weird shade of green.”

“As far as days go, I’ve had better,” Aliesa said.

Lowry went out in the hall. She heard coins drop into a machine and the detective popped the top of a soda and placed it in front of her. “Drink it. It’ll make you feel better.” Ginger ale. It would settle her stomach.

Aliesa almost refused on the grounds she preferred diet soda, and then she thought better of it. The sugar boost would do her a world of good right now. “Thanks,” she said.

“I’m sorry about blurting out the truth like I did,” the detective said. “It was cruel and uncalled for.”

Her color must have been bad because the detective was actually being nice to her. She studied his face for any outward signs of his compassion. His eyes were void of any and the way he played her made her wonder about the reason for this game. 

“I’ve arranged for an officer to escort you home.”

She closed her mouth because it dropped open. 

Lowry’s abrupt change toward her didn’t make any sense either. She thought she would be here for hours trying to convince him she had nothing to do with Ev’s death and now he couldn’t wait to cut her loose. Odd about face, to say the least. 

“It’s not necessary,” Aliesa said. “I’ll grab a cab home.”

“Nonsense. The least I can do is get you safely to your door.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Am I no longer a suspect?” 

Lowry shook his head. She got the distinct impression orders were being followed. “But don’t leave town.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of cardboard. “Call me if you think of anything to help resolve this case.”

Aliesa took the business card from the detective and dropped it into her bag.

Like an automaton she let herself be led outside and into a waiting car. The female officer never said a word to her as she wove her way through Boston’s downtown core and pulled to the curb of her building—Bayfront Towers. “Did you want me to escort you upstairs?” 

Aliesa shook her head. “That’s not necessary. My building has a state-of-the-art security system.” She reached into her purse and pulled out her key card and her phone. She never turned back as she walked inside the building’s vestibule and swiped to open the inside door. In all of the earlier confusion, she hadn’t powered on her phone, she always switched it off whenever she met with Grayson.

She watched the officer pull away from the curb, then she switched on her phone and swiped for the elevator.

Her phone beeped indicating she had one new voice mail. Absentmindedly, she retrieved it.  

“Hi, it’s me, Ev…”

Aliesa gasped and nearly dropped the handset. She wobbled on unsteady legs and jammed the phone back into her bag like a burning ember. 

Oh, God, this couldn’t be happening.    

Her heart raced. She reached out to steady herself—leaned against the wall and took several deep breaths. 

Ev called her and since there had been such a limited window, Aliesa wondered if Ev knew she was in trouble and called her for help. No, she finally decided. Evelyne knew better. She’d call nine-one-one, not her. And based on the time stamp, she must have been attacked shortly after. Please, God, let it be before, she didn’t think she could bear a call during the attack. 

Aliesa had been so preoccupied with her thoughts she boarded the elevator in a trance. She needed to set her fears aside to listen to the message. There might even be a clue to Evelyne’s murderer in the message, but the idea of hearing her friend’s voice from beyond the grave really freaked her out.

Aliesa slid her card key into the automatic reader and nothing happened. Another first. 

Welcome to her day. 

She withdrew the key card and tried it again. Suddenly the lift began its ascent. The elevator key went back into her bag and she removed the card for her door.

Bayfront Towers had been designed with two penthouses on the top floor—hers, and a corporate suite, owned by the Largo Bank. The elevator opened and she stepped onto the marble tile in the short hall. When she went to slide the card into the slot, the unlatched door to her suite silently slipped ajar.








  
  
Chapter 5



Aliesa stood frozen, struggling to remember if maybe she’d forgotten to lock it. When had she been home last? 

Two days ago. 

Surely she couldn’t have been so absorbed she’d neglected to pull the door closed. Stanger things had happened. She’d forgotten before. The lack of assuredness stung. She’d been juggling too much. With trepidation, Aliesa stuck her nose through the opening and peeked inside. Everything seemed to be in place. The seven-foot gilded mirror leaned against the wall, a collection of pottery crocks squatted on the floor at the end of the hall.

She shrugged off her unease and decided everything remained exactly how she’d left it. She swung her purse to the floor and went to snag a hanger in the closet when a loud crash in the bedroom startled her. 

Fear stabbed her. 

She turned to bolt and slammed full bore into a solid wall of muscle. A man grabbed her and whispered in her ear. “I’m not going to hurt you. We have to get out of here.” Silently, he slid the closet door shut, handed Aliesa her purse. Black piercing eyes stole her breath and kept her quiet. She didn’t have a lot of options. Besides, if this bruiser meant to harm her, she’d already be dead. 

The precinct detective had been right. 

She’d been the intended target after all. Her knees buckled. Strong arms supported her as he maneuvered her back out the door. 

Aliesa’s phone bleated. 

Until this moment, Aliesa never realized how loud cell phone chimes were. The ring tone signified she had one unheard voice mail. The ding pierced the silence like a trumpet. 

She could have cried.

The man pulled her out into the hall and stealthily closed the door. Aliesa dug inside her purse, searching for the elevator key. In a flash he sped in front, dragging her along with him. They passed the elevator call button and he flung her inside the other penthouse suite. He swung the door shut and closed it as quietly as possible. Then he braced both hands on the door as he peeked through the peephole. 


      [image: ]Déjà vu.

Van watched the same two South American men burst into the hall. One brandished a Glock, the other slid a custom blade out of his pocket about eight inches long. He’d seen both of them in Peru not even a week ago. They were Cartel henchmen who went by the names Jorge and Axel.

Next time Van would make sure his informant gave him exclusive rights to the intel. He’d barely had enough time to find a good place to hide before Jorge and Axel arrived and shit hit the shredder.

Jorge and Axel’s orders had been to shut down the small independent manufacturer and they arrived not long after Dr. Marcus Hernandez came to say goodbye to his classroom at the Universidad Nacional de Trijillo, his home during his fellowship for the past five years.

Van ducked inside a storage cabinet and watched as Jorge and Axel did their job. 

“May I help you?” Hernandez asked. 

“Where is it?” Jorge asked.

“What do you want, señor?” Hernandez asked.

Jorge had six inches on Axel. Both were neatly attired in long pants and short-sleeved shirts. Jorge could have been a professional dancer, lithe and sinewy, with a scar deeply etched on one cheek. Axel—a bar-room bouncer, short and stubby, with a nose flattened flush on his face. 

“Are you lost?” Hernandez asked.

Jorge tipped his head toward Axel. The unspoken instruction received loud and clear. Axel retraced his steps to the classroom door and locked it.

Hernandez became quiet and held onto the counter. Then he puffed out his chest. “You’re making a big mistake. If you don’t leave right this minute I’m going to call security.” He stepped over to the telephone on the wall and snatched the receiver.

Jorge smiled and sidled over to the doctor. His toothy grin seemed to put Hernandez at ease, until he reached right around him and tore the phone off the wall. He shoved Hernandez out of his way and began rummaging through the base cabinets. 

Glass beakers exploded as they hit the floor. Test tubes shattered and pipettes clattered as they dropped. 

Hernandez backed away, inching toward his office, likely an attempt to barricade himself inside.

“Where is it?” Jorge’s patience had worn thin. He toppled chairs and desks. 

Hernandez continued to slink backward.

Axel leapfrogged over the fallen desks and nabbed Hernandez by the scruff of his neck. 

“I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hernandez whimpered. 

That’s when Axel hauled off and sucker-punched Hernandez square in the gut. The doctor doubled over and winced as he tried to draw air into his lungs. 

Jorge grabbed Hernandez’s head by a shock of hair, tilting it back. Hernandez’s eyes were pained and unfocused.

Axel folded thick arms across his chest. “We can do this the easy way or hard way. It’s your choice.”

Hernandez couldn’t draw a steady breath and Van doubted he could speak. Somehow he pursed his lips and words came out. “I have money,” he rasped.

“Are your ears painted on? We don’t want your money.” Jorge grabbed Hernandez and threw him against the wall. Then he slid a butterfly knife out of his pocket, flipped it open, and pressed the edge to Marcus’s throat.

“But you don’t understand. I’m a scientist. I produce an anti-leukemic from periwinkle.” 

Jorge moved with choreographed precision. Silver gleamed. There was a whoosh and a sickly scream. When he brought the blade of his knife to eye level, Hernandez’s eyes widened as a hunk of flesh dropped onto his shoulder and tumbled to the floor.

Hernandez wailed and covered the mangled remains of his ear with his hand.

“Each time you answer incorrectly I will remove another body part,” Jorge said. “Let’s try one more time, shall we? Where is it?” 

“FedEx collected it this afternoon,” Hernandez said. “I forwarded it to my processing contractor in Quincy, Massachusetts.”

Jorge shrugged. Once again he nodded to Axel who grabbed Hernandez’s hand, pressing it flat to the wall.

“What are you doing? I told you, it’s gone,” Hernandez said on a whimper.

And with as much effort as slicing a manioc root, Jorge lopped off Hernandez’s pinky.

Another shriek. Spittle dripped from the doctor’s lips as he regarded the bleeding stump. 

“Good thing we know someone who works at FedEx,” Jorge said. Axel pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed a number. “It’ll only take a moment to corroborate your story.”

Check mate. 

Van shook his head. 

Hernandez’s head bobbed up and down. His cheeks flushed and he began to shake uncontrollably.   

“Would you like to change your story?” Jorge asked after listening in on Axel’s short telephone conversation. 

“I shipped it to a colleague at Boston University.” 

Jorge held a knife to Hernandez’s throat. A puddle, Van guessed was urine, pooled beneath Hernandez’s feet.

“What’s your colleague’s name?” Jorge asked, examining his nails.

“Dr. Atworth,” Hernandez said.

“The truth can be very messy.” Jorge tossed his knife into the air. In one fluid motion he grabbed the handle and pirouetted, dragging the edge across Hernandez’s carotid. 

Arterial blood spurted. 

Hernandez’s lifeless body dropped to the floor like an unstrung marionette. 

Jorge and Axel fist pumped each other and grinned. 

Hernandez’s desk computer pinged. 

Incoming email, most likely.

The pair stepped over Hernandez and walked into the adjacent office. Jorge used his handkerchief to mop the blood from his face. He sat at the desk and Axel leered over his shoulder at the computer screen. 

“Maybe he was telling the truth,” Jorge said, wiping the blood from his knife with his handkerchief before he folded it and put it in his pocket. “Guess there’s really only one way to find out.”

“Better let the boss know,” Axel said.

Van waited until both men left, then he hurried over to the computer and opened the email. Van read the last message from a Dr. Aliesa Atworth. 

Interesting to say the least. So much so he decided to export all of the messages onto a flash drive so he could go over them later. 

With three minutes left to complete the download the classroom door thudded open and a female caretaker wheeled her cleaning cart inside the classroom. Van ducked below the edge of the desk to wait for the files to transfer. 

Two minutes.

The woman righted the desks by the door and began what Van guessed was her nightly ritual. She dunked the mop into her bucket and backed down the center aisle. 

One minute. 

Glass crunched under her feet and the mop slowed when the floor became streaked and sticky. “Slobs,” the woman said, shaking her head. She crouched and collected the larger shards. 

She dunked her mop again, and before she set to work she turned to survey the rest of the aisle. Her eyes drifted to Hernandez’s mangled body in a heap a couple of feet away. She let out an ear-drum shattering scream, dropped the mop and flew from the classroom waving her arms.

Download complete.

Van ejected the drive and slipped through the back door to the emergency exit. 

Dr. Aliesa Atworth’s email emblazoned in his memory

Marcus,
Need one more shipment. Promise to go through proper channels next time.
Aliesa

Van had been hot on the heels of Jorge and Axel ever since. The pair had killed two people. They had no way of knowing they’d found the right lab but killed the wrong gal, but it wouldn’t take long for them to figure it out if he didn’t make some calls. He needed to step on it. Accidents like this didn’t happen often, but when they did, time mattered. 

First Van got the real identity of the victim suppressed. Once he knew the size of the cocaine shipment and had it in his possession he would arrest Atworth for manufacturing and distributing cocaine.

When Detective Lowry took Atworth to the station, Van set his plan in motion. He called the only person he could trust—a man with enough power to make it happen. 

The Admiral. 

Van had saved the Admiral’s life a couple of years ago and had gotten a few lifelong privileges. Phone calls were made. Rules were bent. Others were broken. 

Van had two weeks. 

Damn the Admiral worked fast. 

Van expected Dr. Atworth to be waylaid in the Boston PD’s red tape for at least another hour. He hoped she would arrive after Jorge and Axel finished ransacking her apartment. He’d conducted surveillance in the adjoining penthouse, just in case.   

When nature called, he left his post. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he glared though the peephole and saw Dr. Atworth entering her apartment.

Sure they’d made it safely back into the other penthouse but Van knew they weren’t in the clear yet. 

The easiest solution would be throwing the dead bolt, but not if he wanted Aliesa to remain dead for the next two weeks. The door lock of this condo happened to be the noisiest mechanism he’d ever heard. If Jorge and Axel heard a thunk now they’d come running. He wedged the toe of his boot against the door and grabbed the doorknob with both hands. He’d have to manually simulate a locked door.

When he faced the doctor, he noticed her eyes were tightly closed. She stood as stiff as a two-by-four, leaning against the door—purse tightly clutched beneath her chin, knuckles white. 

“Pssst.” Van’s soft barely audible hiss got her attention. Her eyes sprang open and she watched him. 

He mouthed, “Move away from the peep hole.”

Immediately she tucked into the corner. Both of them glared at the peephole.

Suddenly, the glass in the hole darkened. 

Van braced himself. It would play out one of two ways. Jorge and Axel had seen Van and Aliesa dart into the other penthouse and were preparing to attack, or they saw nothing and were simply being thorough. Van centered all of his strength on keeping the doorknob immobile.      

The knob wiggled back and forth. Van didn’t budge. The peephole remained dark. He held the knob so tightly his hands had gone numb. Then he had a sickening thought. The doctor’s cell phone had alarmed minutes ago had already begun its next countdown. The darn thing would beep at regular intervals until she discarded the voice mail. Since the doctor’s eyes were still watching his every move he mouthed, “Fix your cell phone.”

She caught on right away and rooted around in her bag. 

Then came another harrowing thought. 

He had visions of the doctor shutting the damn thing off. Some android cells played a parting tune before powering-off. A tune would be ten times worse than a solitary beep. Before he could issue any more instructions, Dr. Aliesa Atworth withdrew her phone from her purse and shucked the battery like a corncob husk.
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