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Penetrating so many secrets, we cease to believe in the unknowable. But there it sits nevertheless, calmly licking its chops.
-H. L. Mencken
To my family.
My foundation dictates me.
Thank you. I love you
PROLOGUE
To whomever finds this-
I do not know how to describe what exactly is going through my mind. Nothing seems real anymore.
I am at a crossroads and, quite frankly, I’m tired of being lied to. What I have gone through is beyond any scope of normalcy. No one would believe the things I’ve seen or done. I barely believe it. The complexity of this situation is beyond my comprehension. But, I do recognize that everywhere I turn death is staring me in the face.
All of you are to blame, even the one’s I have not met. I did not ask for any of this. Maybe someone else would feel a sort of great responsibility and pride, but I am disgusted and offended.
There are too many loose ends and I do not want to live in an eternal state of fear. I cannot be responsible for all of your lives. It is simply not fair for one person, to carry this burden.
I am not willing to be anyone’s pet project or savior. I’d kill myself but I am just as dangerous dead as I am alive. If my body gets in the hands of the wrong people…well, I can only imagine what would happen.At this moment I am taking what is left of my life back. I figure the only thing I can do is run. I will do what it takes to maintain a sense of freedom. Don’t come looking for me. I do not want to be found.
- A. G.
CHAPTER 1
“I’m on my way. No. I’m stuck in traffic.” And as if on cue, the cabby laid on his brake and horn simultaneously. He cursed a series of indiscernible phrases in Arabic as someone cut him off. She flung forward then back, unable to brace herself against the sudden assault of inertia. “Ouch. What? Nothing. How long is the wait? Oh, you’re on a list. Must be nice to know people. Well, give me like five more minutes and I should be there. Bye.”
She slapped the thin cell phone closed, stowing it cleverly within the left knee-high brown boot trading it for a compact and gloss. She inspected her appearance to ensure that everything was in place. Light brown hair was delicately swept off her shoulders and resting comfortably in a pony tail. Hazel orbs blessed with long daring lashes gleamed with the assistance of the proper combination of eye shadow and liner. A muted blush suitably kissed well-structured cheekbones. She administered a final layer of mauve gloss to those full, soft lips, smacking them together once.
At long last, the cab pulled to the curb next to a line of haute couture men and women posing and chatting about how important they are. She stared at them for a few moments, recognizing that her half-priced Target ensemble did not even compare to this runway extravaganza. Hesitantly, she exited the automobile, pushing down her mid-thigh skirt as a gust of wind dared to bare her more girlish attributes. She gradually strolled toward the front of the line, scanning the dolled up faces for her friend. The rumbling boom of the hypnotic bass leaked out the double-doors and tickled the night air with questions as to the ambience within. Snickers from the more scantily clad women caused her cheeks to grow red. Clearly, the short-sleeved V-neck she had chosen did not expose enough flesh for this crowd and the gossiping tarts were ready to make her their fashion victim topic.
“Alena!” The voice ripped through the horde like a life-saving mirage. “Alena, up here!”
At the crowded entrance, behind the thick bouncers, she located her friend Mandy who waved frantically. Dressed in Chanel from head-to-toe, the waif-like model grinned that thousand-dollar-an-hour smile as she exchanged words with one of the large men at the entryway. Alena’s stride quickened, trying to close the gap between the hypocritical crowd and into the sanctity of her famous friend. Swapping hugs as the bouncer removed the rope, they retreated into the newest attraction on the strip, Club Obsession.
“Oh girl, I am so glad you decided to come. You are going to love this place. And the men…the men are to die for,” Mandy squealed as she led Alena through a maze of people. Dark walls were lined with heavy, black cloth. Torches, with actual flames and positioned just out of arms reach, provided an eerie and shadowy arrival into the deceptively large building. As the music grew louder, so did the movement of lights and people. Finally, they emerged into the actual club. Laser lights splashed the walls in cadence with the drumming music that produced a resonant and commanding bass. The intense sounds were felt on the flesh of every partygoer. Cages with exotically dressed men and women were sprinkled about the establishment, their bodies seductively gliding against one another.
Mandy escorted Alena past the packed dance floor and to a helical staircase that led to a second story balcony. A hefty man, with the words “VIP Security” scrawled across his black t-shirt, replaced his gruff glare with a nod as he let the two women go by.
“I didn’t realize we were VIP tonight.”
Mandy beamed to her friend that stood four inches shorter. “Oh honey. Did you see my Glamour spread? I am VIP everywhere right now. Come on. There are some people here I want you to meet.”
The VIP room was beyond lavish. The entire suite took on a rich blue color. Glass retro-style tables, that had exotic fish swimming within them, were perfectly nestled between a sea of black leather couches. Over four hundred glass tubes, with a diameter no less than six inches, lined the walls. Each was filled with water than churned bubbles from floor to ceiling and changed colors from veiled lights. Sculptured men, wearing no more than a daring thong which left very little to the imagination, took orders for the private bar that was stocked with the finest of liquors from around the world.
Behind the bar was an enormous tank of water, decorated to give the appearance an underwater Atlantis. Topless women clad as mermaids fluttered charmingly through the liquid, enchanting the men and creating wicked jealousy in the women. The opposing side to the bar was a large pane of glass that served as a one-way mirror, for the VIPs to watch the party below, but maintain their clandestine status. Everyone wanted to be in the VIP room, but only the prettiest and richest were allowed.
After being introduced to a series of uptight models, high-end businessmen, and a few spare television actors and actresses, Alena and Mandy finally wound up at a table near the large window. A man with dusty blond hair glanced up as the two approached and motioned for them to sit. He was thin and rather pale with a slightly crooked nose, but he carried a unique attractiveness in his John Galliono shirt. The red-headed woman who was nibbling on his neck, continued to lick his ear even as he spoke. “I see you found your friend.” Mandy slipped next to man whose arm outstretched to shake Alena’s hand. “You must be Alena.” He eyed her casually as a smirk etched its way onto his lips.
She felt even more out of place, her faux leather boots already forming blisters at her heels. She reached out and clutched his hand, expecting his grip to be slack, but was pleasantly surprised. “Yes.”
“Devon Hirsch. Have a seat. Something to drink?”
“Amaretto sour?”
“Amaretto sour,” he chirped at a waiter whose endowed crotch hovered mere inches from Alena’s face. Devon’s attention swung back to the window as he dazed upon the patrons gyrating to the thumping music below.
“Devon owns the club,” Mandy whispered into her ear. “The eye candy licking his neck is none other than the Lyla Dunlap. She is the hottest model in Europe right now.” Mandy glanced at the woman’s perfect body longingly.
“And you’re the hottest model in the U.S. right now,” Alena whispered back, nudging some confidence into her friend.
Small talk filled the air for the next two hours as people drifted to and from different tables. Alena mainly listened, not really having much to add to the conversations about Milan fashion, the fall line, and who’s dating who. People came and went. A turnover of the elite seemed to occur every 30 minutes. At one point, Alena was tempted to run over and request an autograph form the gorgeous brunette stud from her favorite Friday night crime show, but she reluctantly refrained. She nursed one amaretto sour after another, until finally she knew that she had reached her limit.
Lyla Dunlap had developed into quite the nuisance as the night progressed. Her ego could only be outmatched by her insufferable mouth. She had complained about the wine being served too warm, the guests in the room being too common, and at one point she had made a sneering remark about how “those that buy off-the-rack should not be allowed in this club.” She was a staggering drunk that had inhaled two lines of coke within one hour then yelled at Devon for buying the, “cheap shit.” Though everyone was inwardly annoyed with the high-maintenance, over-paid model, no one would dare challenge her. The unfortunate truth was the Lyla knew just enough people to make her a dangerous enemy.
Alena chose to ignore the intoxicated woman’s comments and was now watching the dancers on the main stage. “Do you like the club?” The words seemed to emerge from thin air, but as she turned her head she saw Devon standing right behind her.
“Oh, hi. I didn’t see you there. It’s, um, well it’s not really my type of thing. Sorry to say.”
“At least you’re honest.” He held up a fresh drink for her.
Knowing she was well past her limit but not willing to be rude to the host, she wrapped her fingers around the cool glass. “Thanks.” She took a sip, surprised that he had remembered what she had originally ordered. Feeling a bit awkward and unsure of what to say, she sputtered out the first words that fled to her lips. “Do you ever go down there and dance?”
“Ironically, no.” He took a swig from his microbrew. “Believe it or not, I don’t really like to dance.”
She couldn’t help but laugh at this statement, a bit of her drink splashing onto her chin. She wiped it away carelessly with her palm. “You own a dance club and you don’t like to dance. Irony is an understatement.”
“Yes,” he smiled back, enjoying a conversation that wasn’t about the who’s who for once. “I suppose you’re right. But it’s just a business. And when you are in the market to make money, you give the public what they want. And they,” he pointed to the crowd below, “like to dance. What about you? What do you do?”
“Nothing as elaborate as this,” she waved her hand in the direction of the spinning lights and sweating bodies. “I am a co-owner of a very modest coffee shop. And unlike some people, I like to drink the coffee that I serve.”
Devon chuckled lightly, finding this young woman rather interesting in a crowd of pretentious, spoiled people. Unfortunately, Lyla did not care to see her beau flirting with the wannabe VIP. She hoisted herself off the plush couch and sauntered toward the pair, her thin legs wobbling under her. Intertwining her arm around Devon’s body, she spun about to kiss him, while brusquely using her free hand to smack the glass away from Alena. The item flung to the window and hit at such an angle that the cup shattered on impact. The liquid harmlessly splashed onto Alena’s blouse, but a small shard of glass happened to sink into the vulnerable flesh on her right forearm.
“Oh. I’m so sorry,” Lyla sputtered in a heavy English accent laced with toxic sarcasm.
“Lyla,” Devon groaned, pulling out a silk handkerchief and placing it over the cut that produced only the slightest hint of blood.
“Come on, darling. Let us go into the back room.” She tugged on the man, trying to break him away. “It’s just a little scratch. Besides, she doesn’t belong in here.”
Alena pushed his hand and the handkerchief away. “I’m fine, really.”
“Please, let me get you a fresh drink,” he pleaded.
“Thanks, but I’ve gotta go anyways.” She knew that staying any longer would prolong the hell that Lyla would put her through.
He mouthed “sorry” as she pushed past an editor to some random fashion magazine causing him to spill his drink, but she did not notice. Mandy had missed the entire encounter due to a 6’3 Calvin Klein distraction with the body of a Greek god. When Alena said she was leaving, her friend was in the middle of investigating his mouth with her own, and could only respond with a thumbs-up.
Meanwhile, Lyla vigorously pushed Devon into his personal office. He found himself sprawled across the oak desk with the topless waif ravishly tearing away his Galliono. Allowing his body to succumb to the magic of Lyla’s gifted tongue, he gingerly lifted the tainted silk handkerchief to his mouth and licked the small red spot provided by Alena. Immediately his eyes widened, his muscles tensed, and his back arched furiously.
CHAPTER 2
3 Hours Post Discovery
The phone only rang twice before Gregory Barnes lifted the receiver. “This had better be good. I’m in the middle of something important.” The elderly man spun his chair to give him a view of the slumbering city, his piercing green eyes nearly masked by bushy grey brows. He was likely the only one left on the thirtieth floor at this late hour, though there wasn’t even a hint of exhaustion on his face. He listened intently, giving the occasional “mhm.”
“Are you sure about this?” He slapped a fistful of papers into a leather folder then shoved it in a bottom drawer. He rose out of his chair and paced the expansive office. After a few more moments of simply listening, he crossed over to his personal bar and poured himself a single malt into a crystal goblet with a few cubes of ice. “I will wire you the money to the prearranged account. My people will take it from here.” Without even the cordial good-bye, he simply hit the end button then lifted the scotch to his bearded face.
He pressed zero and waited until the operator picked up. “I need a secured line.” After the dial tone was received, he meticulously punched a series of numbers into the hand-held device. Waiting for someone to pick up, he strolled back to his desk and sank within the comforts of the leather executive chair, chewing on the ice.
“Neil? Greg here. I’ve got a job for you.” He pulled a laptop toward him and began entering a series of commands. “Do you remember that little task we talked about a couple of months ago? Yes, that one. Well, we are a go. I’ve got a name and a location. I need your team doing this one. It needs to be quick and quiet. I’m sending the encrypted information your way now.” His thick thumb smacked the enter button, taking the essential data into cyberspace. The screen displayed the following words Alena Graham, New York then went blank as the man deleted the text.
***
6 Hours Post Discovery
The dim room bore a peculiar silence to it, the only noise daring to tempt the stillness arose from the fireplace as the sap within the wood hissed with resistance to the heat. Before the immense throne, Devon kneeled reverently, his crooked nose mere inches from the ornate rug. Both hands were positioned palm upward in a display of peace and respect. “My lord, I bring important information for your ears only.”
The master nodded, his wrinkled face bestowed an extensive wisdom that few would ever experience. Blue, downcast eyes were offset by pasty skin, but there was something alluring about his thin mouth. A heavy crimson robe, lined with the fur of some an extinct species, draped nobly over his broad frame. His salt and pepper hair was loosely pulled back into a smooth ponytail, clasped by a golden pin. Long fingers, with manicured nails, rested calmly on the arms of the hand-crafted ancient piece of furniture. Each finger boasted a jewel encrusted ring, save for both thumbs. When he spoke, a room would inevitably fall silent, his words thick and chosen. “Leave us.” Two men armed with modified XM8 assault rifles exited and secured the door behind them. “Rise and speak.”
The bowing man stood to his full height of 5’9, having to force his gaze upward. “A young woman came into the club last night. She is a 47.”
The master’s fingernails dug into the oak armrest as he began to lift from his seat. “A female 47? Are you absolutely sure?”
Devon’s eyes fixated upon his master, not wavering in the slightest as he held out the silk handkerchief. “I am positive.”
The elder descended the polished marble steps to stand closer to the man, his mere presence forcing goose bumps to emerge on Devon’s skin. The robe moved fluidly with the man’s body, accentuating his form and dignified grace. As he approached, he noticeably sniffed the air then sighed heavily. Snatching the cloth he lifted it to his face as his tongue darted out momentarily. Much like Devon, his eyes widened and his fist clutched the delicate silk tightly. “Have you told anyone else?”
“Not even my own people.”
“Is she being watched?”
“I put my two best men on the job then jumped the red eye shortly after to inform you.”
“Her name?”
“Her name is Alena Graham. She is the co-owner of a coffee shop called The Brew Stop. That is all I know at this point.”
The master clasped his hands together around the silk, and lifted them to his pursed lips in deep contemplation. After a few moments, he finally spoke. “You will go with Kaiser immediately. You will tell him, and him alone, what you have shared with me. Contact your men and tell them to follow her every move until you both arrive. Once there, Kaiser will take over.” Placing a firm hand on Devon’s shoulder, he nodded appreciatively. “You have done a great service for our kind.”
CHAPTER 3
28 Hours Post Discovery
Kaiser stepped out of the cab, the long coat sweeping about his ankles as he stared at the ten-story building. His chocolate brown orbs detected no doorman, only a locked gate that could be opened at the mercy of the tenants. Thick brown hair loosely fluttered as a breeze crept by his smooth tanned skin. Hints of wrinkles were only revealed at the corners of his lips and eyes, making his age difficult to ascertain. A bit of scruff sprinkled his jaw line, giving him a somewhat unkempt but classically rugged appearance.
He shoved a crisp fifty dollar bill in the cabby’s chubby hand and waved off the change. The driver thanked him profusely for the hefty tip. As the car pulled away, Kaiser casually strolled to the entrance and traced his fingers along the panel that displayed the inhabitants’ names. He found Alena’s, confirming the apartment number, then hit the button below hers. It took a few moments until finally a scratchy female voice answered. “Keshawn, is that you?”
Without hesitation, he responded confidently. “Yeh.”
A series of hacking coughs were emitted before the voice spoke again. “You are three hours late, ya ass hole. You better have brought the fuckin’ stuff.”
“I’ve got it.”
Finally, a whining buzz sounded as the gate unlatched: he was in compliments of an easily confused woman.
***
Alena flopped over in her sleep, the blanket half on her, half off the bed exposing a long, toned leg that disappeared into men’s boxers. The knock roused her from a shallow slumber, erasing the dream that was about to commence. Her dry mouth opened and closed as she reached for a glass of water that was always kept on the night table. Quenching her thirst, she glanced at the clock grudgingly. The red numbers boasted 3:23 a.m. The knock erupted again, reminding her that she should take a Tylenol for the headache that was forming.
“Come on. It’s too damn early for this crap.” Kicking her legs off the bed she fumbled around in the dark as she gradually made her way to the door. She flicked on a hall light then placed an eye on the peep-hole, staring at a serious looking man in a black overcoat.
He knocked again which caused her to jump a bit. “What do you want?” She kept her eye to the peep hole.
“Ms. Graham?”
“Who’s asking?”
He produced a silver badge and pointed to it. “Police, ma’am. Sorry to bother you, but I need to talk to you about a robbery and attempted homicide that occurred in the building.”
“I didn’t see anything. I didn’t hear anything.” She had not heard of a robbery or assault, but it would not surprise her. She did not live in the safest of buildings, a problem she wanted to remedy as quickly as possible. One thing she had learned, since moving into the apartment, was to mind her own damn business.
“Yes, ma’am, I understand that. But my boss wants me to get statements from all tenants on this floor before open of business or it’s my neck. I know it is inconvenient and all, but I don’t have a choice. Please?”
Pushing away from the door, she unlocked the dead bolt, but kept the chain in place. The door swung open a few inches, allowing them to talk without the obstruction. “You’re boss is not at all considerate of people’s need for sleep,” she stated, eyeing the man who exhibited a sheepish grin.
“I couldn’t agree more.” He lowered the badge and shoved it into a jacket pocket. “May I come inside? It’ll only take a few minutes. Just some routine questions, really.”
She groaned under her breath and shut the entrance, unlatched the chain, then reopened the door. “Fine,” she stated as she waited for him to enter impatiently then relocked the door. She led him to the living room, twirling up her light brown hair into a loose bun. She switched on a lamp that cast soft shadows throughout the warm interior. “Have a seat. I’m gonna make some coffee. I’ve gotta be at work in 2 hours anyways. Ya want some?”
“That would be fine, thank you.”
Alena was on her way to the kitchen when the buzzer near her door sounded. She tossed her hands up in frustration and strolled toward the communication device. “Now what? It’s like this is grand central station all the sudden.”
Just as she was about to mash on the speak button, the officer caught her attention. “Don’t answer that.”
“Excuse me?” She spun around to note that the man was concentrating on something outside her window. He pulled the curtains taut then crossed the room and turned off the lamp and the hall light, throwing them into a world of blackness. “What the…why did you do that?” She frantically searched the room for a sign of him, but her eyes could not penetrate the dark. Growing steadily nervous, she inched slowly backward feeling for the wall, her feet sinking silently into the soft carpet with each step.
With her hands trembling and a sense of death hovering, Alena held her breath. The kitchen was to her immediate left. If she could just get in there, she could get to the phone and to a knife. Mustering her courage she flung her body from the wall and bolted toward the kitchen. Instead of the refuge of the open air, she managed to land hard into the man’s broad chest.
Her scream was stifled by one large hand, her wrists bound by the other. “Do not scream,” he whispered calmly, “and do not fight. I am not the one you should be afraid of. I will remove my hands from you but you must know that if you scream or run you will die. Do you understand?”
Recognizing there was not much of a choice, she nodded uneasily, her entire body enveloped in fear.
As promised, he completely released her then flicked on a small blue flashlight that provided enough illumination for them to see each other. She stared at him through frightened hazel eyes, her breath coming in spurts as she attempted to calm her nerves. “Are you going to rape me? If so, you should know I have herpes and Chlamydia.” It was a lie, but it was worth a try.
“No you don’t,” he replied, meeting her gaze with amusement. “And I’m not going to rape you.” He withdrew a SIG X-Five and slapped in a full clip.
The sight of the gun made her stomach drop. She must be asleep, this must be a very, very bad dream. She literally pinched herself then inwardly said, ‘wake up. This isn’t funny. Just wake up.’ But the smell of the gun oil was quite real as it lifted to her a nose, a scent she recalled from childhood. And for a brief moment she could see her father oiling and cleaning the handgun he kept beneath the mattress. “Who are you and what do you want from me?”
“You may call me Kaiser and I don’t want anything from you, Alena. I am merely here to ensure your safety.” Producing a silencer from within a coat pocket, he spun the item on hastily.
“I don’t care who you are, and I am a bit freaked out that you know my name. Regardless, I want you to march your fake cop ass out of here right now, or so help me I will be forced to hurt you. I’ve been trained in the martial arts.” The lies just kept coming.
“Let’s be honest with each other, miss. You are probably quite frightened right now, as you should be. You are not going to hurt me. Even if you tried, you wouldn’t be able to.” He released the safety on the handgun, pulled back on the slide, then listened for the sound for the chambering of a bullet. “The people down stairs will be here shortly.” He paused, looking her over as if she were the elusive grail itself. It was her innocent expression, the warm yet anxious glow in her eyes that made him yearn to keep the truth from her. But eventually she would have to know, eventually someone would have to shatter her world and the existence that she has known since birth. “Either you decide to trust me now or count your days. Your choice but we don’t have time to screw around. All of your questions will be answered in time.”
She instinctively nodded, not really agreeing to him, but too afraid to oppose.
Grabbing her by the wrist, he crossed back toward the window peering through the small slivered part between the curtains. “There are certain people that will never let you see the light of day. If you stay here, if you stay like this, you will either be dead or a lab rat within 1 hour.”
A sound, undetectable to human ears, spilled down the hallway as an elevator lifted to the fifth floor. With a forceful yet steady hand he pushed her up against the wall. He mouthed the term ‘quiet’ just as her lips parted to protest. He pointed to the window toward the fire escape then gestured upward with his hand. Releasing her from the wall, he held up three fingers and silently counted down.
Alena could now detect footsteps of many people approach the door. She realized that the situation was obviously awry and wanted more than anything to crawl up into a ball and cry, but something made her feel as this man was her only chance for survival. As his last finger lowered, she leapt toward the window, throwing it open and hurling her body onto the rusty fire escape. Jumping up the first few rungs without hesitation, the slick surface covered in dew made traction difficult, but she continued onward even as her arms began to ache. Kaiser waited until she was out of sight then he joined in the ascension. As she slowed he seemed to increase in speed and before long he had caught up with her.
“Move faster,” he hissed.
“I’m moving as fast as I can,” Alena snapped back, sweat already dripping from her brow. Then, a loud booming sound resonated from the open window, an indication that the intruders had broken down her door. Digging within and finding the strength, she finished off the last of the steps, stumbling onto the roof.
Before she could steady herself, Kaiser had snatched the back of her collar and was jerking her toward the edge at rapid speed. Alena was barely able to keep pace as he dragged her tired body, her bare feet scraping over the ground as she struggled.
“What the hell! That’s the edge ya know,” she pointed out.
“I’m aware of that.”
The perimeter approached quickly, and instead of slowing, Kaiser increased velocity. Yanking her slender body within his firm grasp, one of his hands slid over her lips to conceal the scream she would no doubt produce. Like a cat leaping from one countertop to the next, he easily hurled their bodies over the ten-foot expanse, their combined weight dropping them several feet during flight.
Alena glanced down, her hazel orbs dilating and searching desperately for the ground. She wanted to scream, she needed to scream, but the sound would not come. Squeezing her eyes shut, she waited for their looming death to arrive. It would be painful at impact, but with any luck her neck would snap and all pain would subside as she passed from this world to the next.
However, the crunch of gravel and a gentle jostling in Kaiser’s arms were all she experienced. Eyelids hesitantly fluttered open to witness that both of them now rested on a rooftop of yet another building. He removed his hand just as she sputtered out, “Oh my God. How did you…”
But, her statement was interrupted as he yanked on her arm, driving her across the narrow structure. For the time being she would have to contemplate silently how they had successfully made that impossible jump.
***
The first of the elite commando squad rushed onto the roof. He was barely visible against the dark sky with his black camouflage attire and mask. The MP5SP submachine gun swung to the left, the double magazine clamp prepared to dispel 60 rounds in less than twenty seconds. The weapon was designed for stealth missions and if the soldier had to fire, it would sound as if someone was shooting a pneumatic nail gun. It was silent and quite deadly.
More masked men funneled in behind him. Each of them expertly spreading in a grid pattern and sweeping across the roof is a highly ordered approach. Only a handful of roosting pigeons and scraps of useless trash were discovered.
All eyes then turned to one man, who strolled to the edge and glanced over the side, pondering the possibility of the prey jumping. Removing his night vision goggles to allow the dim moonlight to do its job, his brow furrowed over grey eyes. Lifting a hand to his throat mic, he gently touched the transmitter button. “Bravo 1, this is alpha leader. Commence search on this position. Start with a two-block perimeter then expand outward at my order. Alpha squad will be dining out. Situation red. I repeat, situation red.”
With that, alpha leader pointed at two men. “You two, back to her apartment. Comb it for any and all biologics. Bag and tag those items then create a gas leak. I want that place destroyed within ten minutes. Meet up with us at the rendezvous.”
“Yes sir,” they repeated in unison then dashed off back down the ladder.
“The rest of you back to the ground floor and meet up with Bravo 1. I’ll be along shortly.”
The remaining five men nodded affirmation then descended from the roof without question.
Alpha leader glanced toward the nearby rooftops in silent contemplation. He dropped his gaze downward and began searching around his feet. Believing he found a track on an old newspaper, he spun on a heel and retraced back to the ledge. Dropping to a knee, he ran his gloved fingers along the surface, investigating the edge. And then he found what he was looking for. A few small pebbles had been deposited on the outcropping of the roof. Glancing up and back, there were no other bits of gravel. The next roof was at least ten feet away. Most men would never attempt the jump, but someone desperate and on the run might very well try.
A devilish grin formed under his mask. With his hand back to his throat mic, he redirected his men. “Bravo 1, this is alpha leader. Concentrate forces toward the northwest.”
CHAPTER 4
Her feet had not stopped pounding-the-pavement since they descended the fire escape and entered into the dark alleyways between looming buildings. Alena struggled frantically to keep pace with Kaiser’s long stride, her bare feet brutalized by the filthy ground. At no point had he released her or the gun.
“Kaiser,” she pleaded in between oxygen-starved breaths, “I need a moment to rest. Please.” At which point her exhausted legs stopped churning and her knees buckled.
Kaiser felt her weight shift backward but he managed to pull her upright with great ease. She clawed at his shirt as she attempted to concentrate on inhaling slowly, her aching body demanding recuperation. Sweat poured over portions of her barren skin and as the chilled morning air licked at her flesh, she began to shiver. A tremendous rumble discharged from the immediate west, the unexpected noise loud enough that Alena’s fingernails burrowed into Kaiser’s chest. Both of their heads twisted toward the blast, unable to see the location or cause. She did not need to ask as her heart drummed faster. They both knew the explosion’s origin.
Kaiser immediately took off his jacket and handed it to her. “Put this on. We’ve got to keep moving.”
Lacking the energy to resist, she merely slipped on the heavy coat and nodded. “I can’t keep up this pace.” She was unaware that her feet were bleeding and Kaiser did not see the need to tell her. “I can barely breathe.”
“I know.” Wrapping one arm around her slender frame while stowing the gun with the other, he gave her a reassuring nod. He led them out of the dingy alleys and to a quiet street. They had to wait only a few minutes before an empty cab rolled by. Kaiser hailed it down and the two of them dropped into the backseat. “Waldorf Towers,” he mumbled to the driver as Alena flopped her weary head toward the window.
They drove through the barren streets for miles, no conversation passing between the two of them. Kaiser watched her in awe half expecting the woman to fling open the door and run at each red light. He found it difficult to believe that she was really sitting here, next to him, alive. Her body did not move, but he knew she was still quite awake and agitated. He attempted to comprehend what must be passing through her thoughts. Leaning in her direction, Kaiser whispered softly into her ear as he dug into one of his back pockets. “Alena?”
She rolled her head back toward him, her hazel orbs landing intently on his face. He could immediately see the distress etched across her brow. “What?”
He reached up and brushed a few loose strands of hair to expose her neck, letting his hand linger there. “Forgive me for doing this.” As her lips opened to question the statement, he produced a syringe, no longer than a toothpick, and injected the contents two inches above her collarbone. It took mere moments for her frightened eyes to glaze over. “Trust me.”
***
The repetitive clicking of the well-oiled gears resonated from behind the thick cinderblock and rebar-enforced wall. Watching from a television monitor, Randy tapped a pudgy finger on the screen after every rotation. When the machine stopped, he tossed a glance over his shoulder toward the two masked people waiting near the metal door. He still found himself rather amused with their white and orange body suits. It reminded him of a cross between a car mechanic and an astronaut. Pushing a round, red button on the control panel, he spoke into the microphone that hovered near his donut-encrusted mouth. “Ok, the time is here.”
Garrett, the taller of the two men, spun the heavy wheel that kept the door sealed from the outside while the other man, Brent, entered a pin number on the key pad. The sound of metal sliding on metal echoed in front of them as the locking mechanism released itself.
“All clear,” Garrett asked before yanking on the heavy obstruction.
“All clear.” Randy nodded, shoving a mini sugar donut between his teeth. The two men stepped inside as the door fastened itself behind them, locking firmly. Randy watched lazily as they strolled across the barren room toward the far wall. “Alright boys and girls, for today’s mission you are to collect another four vials, record the vitals, retrieve a sample from mark eleven, and do an overall assessment of subject Y39.” Randy played with the control board releasing a hidden panel inside the chamber to slide away and expose a supply of syringes, vials, and general medical items.
Garrett never took his eyes off the body of the nude man that dangled on the opposing wall. His thin wrists and ankles were lashed back by thick cables that disappeared into holes on the hard, white-washed cinder blocks. It gave him the appearance of being crucified in an X shape. His head was downcast with filthy black locks of hair concealing his features. The being did not seem to notice the technicians, but ever so often a twitch of a finger or flexing of a random muscle announced his existence. “Is he still refusing to eat?”
“Yup. He didn’t eat a single piece of last night’s entrée. But I can’t really blame him. It tasted like shit. He won’t even drink water. Doc Bloom was considering running an I.V. to him, but Doc Ramirez wouldn’t let her. Something about unwanted experimental error. Whatever the hell that means. Personally, I think the poor bastard wants to die. He sits there most of the time, staring at nothing, not talking, barely even blinking. It’s the weirdest damned thing.” Randy licked the candy coating off his fingertips, speaking of the horrendous torture as if it was the stats of the previous night’s football game.
“Still no blood?”
“Not even one drop.” He flipped through a chart in front of him. “It’s been a total of twenty two days without and he is progressively getting more pathetic. Just look at him. You could probably kick him in the balls and he wouldn’t respond.”
Garrett nodded, noting that the ribs were now easy to count and the overall loss of weight gave him the appearance of a dying refugee. “Brent, get the syringe while I inspect mark eleven.” When Y39 had arrived at the laboratory over two months ago, a series of experiments began. He was not the first to be caught, and would not be the last to succumb to the extensive testing. After the initial accidental prey, the researchers grew wise as to their methods and general conduct. Eight presumably innocent scientists had died due to careless behavior and poor security measures. After much trial and error, the lab personnel became highly trained and cautious, thus decreasing unnecessary accidents and increasing productivity.
When a new specimen is acquired, each victim immediately receives a two-inch diameter slash on an extremity. At the beginning of every week, following introduction into the program, another cut is strategically placed on the body in order to monitor healing properties. Specimen Y39 happened to have been present in the institution for only eleven weeks, thus his newest wound, which was located on his outer left thigh, was cleverly titled mark eleven.
Garrett approached anxiously, dipping low on one knee to inspect the wound. ”Record Randy.”
The obese man, protected behind a three-foot wall reinforced with rebar, smacked a button. “Ready when you are.”
Lifting his gloved hand with great trepidation, Garrett attempted to pry apart the wound with minor success. The bound man did not even alter his breathing pattern. “Wound is healing but only appears to be at stage three. No noticeable infection detected.” He produced a sterile cotton swab from within his suit and rammed it deep into the cut, rolling it around. Yanking it out, he placed it in a sanitary plastic tube then returned it to his pocket. “Sample from mark eleven retrieved. No bleeding occurred. Clot holding well.”
Rising to his feet, he did a quick visual assessment of the man’s body. He used a device that looked similar to an engineer’s calipers to pinch the skin on the man’s underarm. “Seven millimeters.” He moved locations and took another measurement. “Seven point four millimeters.” Doing the quick calculations in his head he determined that the body fat had decreased 6% since arrival. “Y39 seems to have lost more body fat. This could be due to lack of eating or lack of blood. Unknown at this time. Comparison of glucose and carbohydrate levels should be made between specimens.”
Brent strolled over with a unique looking blood pressure cuff specifically designed for multiplatform use. It was connected to the hidden panel. He placed it onto Y39’s arm then returned to the wall to start the machine. After a few moments, a series of numbers flickered on Randy’s screen. The man called them off in mid-chew. “Blood pressure 90 over 58. Pulse 43. Temperature 107 Fahrenheit, 42 Celsius.”
Garrett allowed these numbers to pass through his mind in order to analyze their meaning. “Blood pressure and pulse have remained stable but temperature has dropped. Interesting. It’s almost as if it is a fever in reverse. The metabolic rate of this creature, even without eating, is incredible.” He glanced briefly to his coworker who had removed the cuff and replaced it with a tourniquet. Carefully a needle was inserted into a thick vein on the pale man’s arm in order to retrieve the blood samples.
“Y39 has not resisted once. Body language makes me think he is despondent.” Garrett walked squarely in front of the specimen, shoved a pen light between his lips then clutched a fistful of oily black hair. Holding his breath nervously, he lifted the head. Slowly, he released a stream of air upon realization that the eyes were closed and the man was in a deep slumber. Clutching his other fist tightly to prevent it from trembling, he fought past his fear and raised his hand, gradually inching it toward the man’s eyelids. Just as he was about to touch Y39’s face, the lids whipped open and steely blue-grey eyes burned at the scientist.
Garrett’s lips parted frightfully, the pen light tumbling toward his feet. Before he could produce a word of protest, two viciously elongated canines materialized as Y39’s mouth sprang toward the man’s sheltered skin. The pen light smacked the floor as the sharp teeth stabbed past the supposedly protective cloth and sank into the man’s flesh. Warm blood was forcefully extracted at a high rate. No one was even aware of the incident until Garrett’s agonizing scream filled the room.
Brent was in the midst of popping in the last vial when he realized what was occurring. “Randy! Randy!” He dropped the glass vial, the contents exploding on the solid surface.
“I know. I’m all over it.” Randy was already drumming in a series of commands and sounding the alert. Within moments, a surge of electrical shock pulsated through the cables that bound the creature. Y39’s head snapped back as the electricity consumed his rigid body. Unfortunately for Garrett, this sudden jerk caused his tissue to be ripped away at the wrist, the wound now spraying blood violently down the white outfit. His horrific screams were drowned out by the creature’s wailing. “Brent, get out of there now!”
The younger scientist did not have to be told twice. He was already scrambling toward the exit, which unlatched as he arrived. He flung past the immense structure, swinging back around and throwing his body weight into it to force the door to shut. It wasn’t until he heard the lock slide into place that he ripped off his helmet and glanced toward Randy. The chubby man’s beads of sweat took on a hue of red, compliments of the warning light that now spun on the ceiling. They stared at each other in silent consternation before turning their attention back to the monitor. Garrett’s body convulsed on the floor, his moans of torment could be heard through the speaker.
A short, Hispanic man in a knee length lab coat rushed into the room, his stern weathered face was riddled with anger and confusion. He glanced at both men then flicked his eyes irritably at the screen while pulling on the corner of his brown mustache. “Stop the pulse and release him,” he demanded.
“Sir?” Randy was perplexed by the request.
“Do not question my authority. Release him.”
Randy swallowed the knot that formed in his throat then hesitantly entered the command. Immediately the electrical surge ceased and the gears that bound the creature to the wall slacked. Crumpling to the ground, Y39 lie still for what seemed like an eternity, but was barely a full rotation of the second hand on the clock. As the creature regained consciousness, the eyes landed upon the pool of warm blood that streamed from Garrett’s damning wound. With unfathomable speed, Y39 relocated above the man in the protective suit, feasting furiously upon the lesion.
Brent watched in horror, having to turn his head to vomit.
CHAPTER 5
“My children, welcome. I wish to thank all of you for coming on such short notice. It warms my heart to see your loving faces. I have invited you to my table to speak of an exceptional matter. It is imperative that after you leave, that you become the protectors of all words exchanged here.” The master lowered his hands, a request for all those gathered to sit.
Seven men and five women, varying in age but seemingly none older than forty, reverently bowed before sitting at an assigned position along the rectangular table. All of them shared the same rich blue eyes and pallid skin like the master, but each of them possessed their own unique physical attribute that would appeal to the opposite sex. Their current mannerisms conveyed a sort of obedient demeanor; however, their overall appearance and outward display of arrogance would no doubt command respect in front of others of their kind.
The refined atmosphere of the room was enhanced by an antique Victorian chandelier that dangled from the central dome above the small gathering. It was the sole source of light in the windowless room. It created a sort of awe-inspiring ambiance. There were no dishes on the 16th century northern European table, save for half-full crystal wine glasses that could well have been from King Henry VIII’s collection. Ancient tapestries on the walls described the fate of noble men in earlier days, each of them adding to the exclusivity of the room. The only visible door was locked from the inside and guarded from the outside.
The master gazed from one face to the next, a sort of elation continuing to form. His long salt and pepper hair cascaded over his shoulders, framing his authoritative face expertly. Finally, the looming silence was interrupted. “Two days ago a certain unexpected discovery was made. A female 47 was located.” Instantly, a soft murmur seized the gathering. He allowed them to discuss briefly before continuing. “She is currently being transferred to this location. Her origin is presently unknown by our kind and she is completely unaware of her calling. Unfortunately for us, the GAO is aware of her existence.”
A few gasps dispelled from the group. “How could they already know?” A dark haired man with an oval shaped face blurted out. This caused an elevation of words to erupt.
“Children,” the master spoke firmly and all sounds stopped. “We know that the GAO is desperate and will go to any means to achieve their goal. Carelessness has brought us to this point,” he scoffed. “By last count, a total of five of our own loyals have gone missing. There is no telling how many the other clans have lost. And now, it is apparent that there is still a traitor amongst our brethren.” Anger erupted in his cool eyes, a sort of orchestrated growl rising from his throat. “I task all of you to discover the identity of this spy so that we can seek proper justice. Senseless and gluttonous acts will lead to our demise. Beware of betrayal.
In the meantime, the girl will be kept here under the protection of my house.” He paused for a moment to ensure that he had captured all of their undivided attention. “No one is to speak of this to the other clans. No one is to speak of this without my permission. Her protection is vital and all of you are expendable.”
All heads nodded decisively.
“For those of you who have traveled, when you return to your dwellings you will tell no one of this finding until you hear word from me. You must put all those within your scope under close watch and protection. Be cautious.” The master placed his long fingers around the stem of his glass, raising it to the assembly. All of those gathered followed suit as a tingling excitement began to saturate the air. “A toast to the anomaly.”
“To the anomaly,” they chanted back in unison.
***
The Boeing 737 business jet sliced through the sky at 39,000 feet, cruising at a speed of mach 0.8. The luxurious aircraft boasted over 800 square feet of internal cabin space and was outfitted specifically to the requests of its current owner. The small kitchen, filled with Ming dynasty dishes, provided the passengers the capability to cook any exquisite meal during flight. The main seating area was dotted with ten black leather recliners each with their own table and outlets for various types of electronic devices. The executive suite featured a king sized bed, plasma television and a fully functional bathroom with a shower capable of holding two people. An office attached directly to the suite, complete with two computers, internet access, and a fax machine.
Alena thought the entire ordeal had been a horrible dream. It simply was not possible that she had been kidnapped in the middle of the night by a stranger and that her apartment had been destroyed, no, not destroyed…blown up. No, it simply was not possible. She felt the comfort of the soft blankets embracing her body, the down pillow cupping her face delicately. “I’m never drinking again,” she mumbled. Stirring, she rolled to her side and opened her eyes, expecting to see the glowing red numbers of her digital alarm clock and the half-empty glass of water. Instead, she gazed at a strange statue of a naked man carved out of some green stone. Blinking, she tried to refocus, sure that this would fix the odd illusion. But, the same nude figure stared back at her through expressionless eyes.
“What the hell is going on?” She squeezed the blankets, realizing quickly that she was no longer in her bed or her room. “No, no, no. This cannot be real. It can’t be. It was a dream, a really, really vivid but bad dream. Wake up. Wake up, Alena.” Scooting her body into an upright position, she sensed that something was on her feet. Peeking under the covers, she noted that all of her clothes were missing and her feet were wrapped in white bandages. Panic enveloped her mind as her eyes scanned the dimly lit room. “Damnit girl, wake up now. You’ll be late for work.” She heard the soft hum of what appeared to be some sort of motor, but could not identify the sound. Finding an egg shaped window next to the bed, she tugged at the little screen to no avail. She banged on it, frustrated. “Damnit.”
Kaiser stood at the doorway between the suite and the office, leaning casually on the frame, quite amused. “Good morning. Or should I say afternoon?” He did not wait for her to look up as he set a newspaper and a cup of coffee on the nightstand then sank into a chair facing the bed.
Alena’s head twisted toward the sound of the voice, soft brown locks following the sudden movement. “You!” She immediately remembered the man and his unwanted intrusion into her apartment. “Where are my clothes? Where the hell are we? And, and you better not have raped me.”
The scowl on her face made him chuckle. “Look at the paper and drink some coffee before you give yourself a heart attack.”
“Right. Drink some coffee so you can drug me again. That’s a super smart move.”
“Cross my heart and hope to die. No drugs in your cup.” He grinned, sipping from his mug, then held up his fingers in the traditional Boy Scout gesture. “Scout’s honor.”
Not at all amused with his antics, she shuffled over toward the end table and glanced at the headline. Gas leak destroys apartment complex in massive morning explosion. The picture on the front page showed fire workers hosing her building. “That’s, that’s my home.”
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