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To my husband…still going strong.
PROLOGUE
Cora bumped the door open with her hind end, ignoring the door attendant. The flat wooden obstacle gently smacked the inside wall causing a sign that read, “Jacket and tie required” to fall from its poorly placed nail. Paying little attention to the posting, or the gasp of a plump old woman in a hideous taupe gown, she nonchalantly strolled past the uneasy hostess.
Baggy cargo pants that dared to tumble from boney hips kissed the floor near the heels of heavy boots, while strings of loose cloth swept the Spanish tile. Each step brought her closer to the posh bar that bustled with social lights, politicians and others who deemed themselves worth enough to drink Cosmopolitans at $15 a pop.
Casting one long leg over a stool, she slid onto the seat next to a businessman in fitted Armani. Maybe it was the unkempt odor that filled the air around her, but the man quickly vacated his seat with a scowl. With an elbow on the mahogany countertop, she cupped her chin in her hand, waiting for service.
A young bar tender with a trimmed goatee and manicured nails hastened to the lone woman who was drawing a substantial amount of attention and upsetting many of the patrons. “Miss,” he leaned in, attempting to keep his voice low. “You need to leave.”
Her rich green orbs swept to his name tag. “David, is it? How ‘bout you get me a whiskey sour.” It was not a question.
The man’s eyes widened, confused by the request. “I don’t think you understand. You should leave before I have to call security.”
Nearby, a handful of nip-tucked women, in search of deep-pocketed men, were mumbling under their breath and pointing at the strange woman in men’s clothing.
A hint of excitement glittered in Cora’s eyes as David waited impatiently. “I recognize that a job like this involves you having to put up with rigid ass holes and in-bred bitches.” She spun in her stool and glared at the women who fell silent. “But, ya see, David, my money is just as good as plastic tits’ over there.” She was referring to the size 2 lady with double D breasts that were heaved up into flowing masses toward her chin. Cora rifled around in a pant pocket and withdrew a wad of hundred dollar bills, slammed them onto the counter, then shot a glare back toward David. “Now get me my damned drink.”
The tender rushed off to the end of the bar toward a phone.
While she waited, she plucked out a Swiss Army pocketknife from between her full bosoms, pulling the blade free with her teeth. Sinking the honed edge into the well polish0ed bar, she carved the following, “C L.” The weapon was stowed between the deep crevice of flesh as her lithe 5’7 framed lifted off the stool.
At this point, three large bouncers, guided by David, were approaching her with determination on their minds
Casually strolling toward the women who had yet to take their eyes off her, Cora inched up to the one she referred to as ‘plastic tits.’ She eyed the cowering boy toy coolly, those green eyes defiantly boasting confidence. Her filthy long fingers lift to the woman’s face…everyone watching gasps in anticipation. But instead of hitting her, she merely clutches a misplaced auburn strand of hair and tucks it behind a diamond-studded ear. The nervous woman sighed as a bead of sweat trickled down her lined brow.
And then Cora grabbed her own ample breasts and grinned. “Ya know how much these cost me? Not a damn thing.” She walked off chuckling about plastic tits as the bouncers finished closing the gap.
As she neared the exit, she paused and said to whoever might have chosen to listen, “I need to start killin’ more.”
TUESDAY
CHAPTER 1
The phone released three obnoxious bursts. But a hand yanked up the receiver in time to prevent a fourth ring. The number was blocked. The number was always blocked. Most would be concerned about an unknown person calling in the middle of the night, but this man was not at all apprehensive. He expected phone calls from phantoms at all hours. That was the only safe way to do business. You must never establish a pattern that is recognizable. That’s how you get caught.
“What do you want,” he grumbled into the receiver, too tired to sit up.
“We have a situation.”
The man positioned his weight on an elbow, shaking the remaining cobwebs from his head. “What sort of situation?”
“There is a leak.”
“A leak? What do you mean a leak? You have got to be kidding me.” It was too close for this to happen now. They had come too far. How could a leak occur now?
“I don’t know what to say but someone, somehow found out.”
“Son of a bitch. Who? How much does this person know?” He could tell his heartbeat had increased which would no doubt cause his blood pressure to rise. He concentrated on his breathing, trying to remain calm. The last thing he needed was a heart attack. They had measures in place to deal with this sort of thing, didn’t they?
“I’m not quite sure how much is known yet. I’m sending you the information now.”
He knew that meant he would have to check his email. He reached over and flicked on the small lamp, blinking a few times to adjust to the sudden yet dull light. “Does this individual need to be dealt with?” It was his way of asking if the leak should be killed.
“I think it more wise to watch his actions to figure out how far and deep the knowledge goes. Follow the fox into the den, if you know what I mean.”
“I trust your opinion. But to be on the safe side, we need to move the timeline up.”
“Agreed.”
“I will be sending out information within the hour. I want this little problem kept between you and I, do you understand?”
“Not a problem.”
“Do not let this get out of hand.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t.”
The phone went dead. Removing a cell phone from the nightstand drawer, he typed in a short message and sent it out to over one hundred recipients. Those recipients would then contact their subordinates and so on and so forth until the entire chain had been connected and redirected.
Date moved by 5.
It was a phrase that everyone on the receiving end would understand. There would no doubt be a thousand questions directed his way, but he would simply have to deal with them later. Now was the time for action. There was no room for mistakes. Everything had to be perfect and everything had to start now.
There would be no more good night sleeps. He only hoped that they could get everything done in a handful of days. This had been planned for over a year, but the execution wasn’t as simple as it had seemed. It had involved numerous under-the-table dealings, countless hours of studying blue prints, city plans, and a ridiculous amount of coordination across the globe.
If one small thing fell out of place, the entire plan collapsed. The implementation was critical and every single person involved had to do his or her part. Only time would tell of their success or failure.
He glanced to the overstuffed down pillow wrapped in a green silk casing. The love of his life had purchased the sheets while visiting France two years ago. They were supposed to be the finest linens in the world, and he only wished she was there to experience them with him. He squeezed the object, enjoying the soft yet smooth sensation in his hand. He could not smell her perfume, but he longed to.
“Hon?” A female voice drifted to his ears. She snaked a slender arm over his chest, tickling the small curly hairs. “Everything alright?”
“Yes,” he said with a straight face. “Go back to sleep. Everything is fine.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, turned off the lamp, then slipped out from under the thick covers. With the timetable moved up, he had to work efficiently and fast.
There was already an email waiting for him when he turned on the laptop. The picture of the man responsible for a possible breech stared back at him. He cursed under his breath, knowing that this could screw everything up. Turning to the kitchen, he decided to make a pot of coffee. It was going to be a very long night.
WEDNESDAY
CHAPTER 2
If Coralynn had been born into wealth, she still would have preferred to shop at the thrift store. There was something unique about used clothing. Every shirt and every shoe had traveled and seen places she had not gone, but the story remained in the fabric and in the laces. Even the books, with their dog-eared pages and coffee stained covers, displayed their past adventures. On occasion, she could find a mixed cassette tape or compact disc. She much rather preferred to listen to these because they were made with intent and put together by emotion.
Cora enjoyed studying people. Their behavior fascinated her immensely and she kept a detailed journal about her exhaustive observations. The dates and times were recorded as well as the weather and associated sounds and smells. She would meticulously adhere newspaper clippings and magazine articles to provide authentication and evidence to her input. Her attention to detail was impeccable and if she could not adequately describe something with words, she would simply use a picture.
On a cool Wednesday morning, at 4:34 a.m., Cora sat in the same coffee shop, at the same booth, drinking the same coffee, and writing in her journal just as she did every single Wednesday for the past six years. She had just finished taping down an article about a single engine Cessna crashing into the Atlantic Ocean, when a man slid across from her with a venti Starbuck’s brew in one hand, a medium sized paper bag in the other, and a newspaper tucked under his arm.
She did not have to lift her gaze to know it was him. His footsteps always gave him away. He favored his right foot, compliments of a ligament tear to his left knee during his high school soccer years. She jotted down a few more notes and thoughts then closed the journal.
“You’re late.”
“By five little minutes,” he responded in a smooth British accent.
“You’re slowing down in your old age.”
“I’m not old. I’m just starting to ripen.”
A sort of snicker crawled on her lips as she glanced up to visually greet the man. He was a gangly sort of being, standing around six feet, with salt and pepper hair and a large crooked nose. He was not much to look at, but his mind was sharp and his conversation was beyond intriguing. His rich brown eyes carried a lifetime of knowledge and stories, and over the past few years, Cora had heard many of them. “If you say so, Ben.”
Ben Jacobs, born Benjamin Henry Ingram III, placed a cup of coffee and folded newspaper in front of her with the article of the Cessna facing up. “It’s a shame about that plane.”
Cora took the cup, removed the lid and poured in some sugar. Starbuck’s coffee was always too strong to take without a touch of sugar. She swirled then took a sip. Unfolding the paper, she flipped to the crossword puzzle. “Hmmmm. So many things can go wrong while in flight.”
“Inexperienced pilots?”
“I suppose so,” she responded, using her ink pen to fill in the puzzle. “The newspaper said something about engine failure, but those little planes are just prone to all sorts of problems. What is an 8-letter word that means new and ends with an ‘e’?”
Ben rubbed his chin then nodded firmly. “Pristine, of course.”
She counted the spaces then filled in the letters. “Nice.” She folded the paper up again, leaving the pen inside, and handed it back. He set it on the bench next to him and sipped his steaming coffee.
Cora pulled up her legs and sat Indian-style in the booth. She was wearing the same dark tan cargo pants from last week. Her dirty blonde hair was still in two long braids that gave her a child-like Pocahontas look. The undershirt she donned was more eggshell now than white and hints of pit stains could be seen.
Though she looked rather unkempt, and borderline transient, underneath the grime was a shockingly intelligent and possibly beautiful woman. But there were no pictures that existed that could provide solid evidence of her in a dress, and if there had been, she would have destroyed them.
“Have you noticed the weather?”
“Yup,” she pointed to her empty cup of what was once water as the waitress passed by.
“Good morning, Anabeth,” Ben stated with a smile.
The chubby server blushed and pushed fistfuls of curly red hair behind her ears. “Good mornin’, Ben. Bagel and cream cheese?”
“Yes, my dear. And a glass of water as well,” he answered back.
“No problem. You want some more toast, hon?”
Cora shook her head. “Nah, but I’ll take a piece of that apple pie.”
“One piece of pie, water and a bagel,” she repeated. Before she walked off, she winked at the old man with the handsome accent.
“She’s weird,” Cora stated, glaring at the middle-aged waitress’ backside.
“No she’s not, Cora. She is a lovely lady.”
“Whatever.”
“Says the girl who has not brushed her hair in over a week.”
Cora rolled her eyes and sighed. “What does brushing my hair have to do with anything? You are like twice her age and she’s always hitting on you. Plus, she’s all like, well,” she held out her hands around her to insinuate a large being. “She’s all biggish and stuff.”
“Cora that is simply not nice. Besides, I can’t help the fact that women want me for my rugged good looks.”
Cora laughed aloud, unable to contain her amusement. “If you say so.”
The waitress returned with the items, glared at Cora, then ambled away. “So, it’s startin’ to get cold out.”
“Yes indeed.”
“People are gonna have to start wearing jackets.” Cora pushed her fork into the pie, removing a piece then dipped it into the coffee. She then plunged the dynamic concoction of flavors into her mouth and chewed.
“Yup.” He removed the lid to his coffee and added more sugar. “I got a new jacket just yesterday. It’ll take me a few days to break it in. There’s lots of buttons and zippers to get used to. But I’m thinking this jacket just might end up being my last.”
Cora’s brow lifted. “Really?”
“Yes. It is a nice article of clothing and well made. American made. It should last a lifetime.”
Cora stuck her thumb into her coffee to check for temperature, then rubbed it on her pants. Taking a hearty chug, she shot her green gaze back to the man. They always talked in code, a code that only they seemed to understand and made up while they went. “Are you sure? I mean, really good jackets are hard to come by. And usually a good jacket costs a lot.”
“You’re right. This one cost quite a bit.”
She chewed on her bottom lip, a nasty habit she could not release. “What about variety. Variety is important.”
“Yes, but at my age I really don’t need much variety anymore. Besides, this jacket can go with anything.”
She drummed her fingers uncomfortably on her knee. “But, what if, maybe I were to get you another jacket. Would you wear it?”
Ben shook his head, the wrinkles on his face evident with his smile. “Don’t waste your money on a man like me, Cora. And stop doing that. It is really quite gross.”
“What,” she asked mid-chew.
“That,” he responded while delicately smearing cream cheese onto his stale bagel.
“You mean dipping my pie?”
“Yes. Dipping your pie into coffee is simply foul.”
She rolled her eyes then did it again, slamming an even larger piece into her mouth. She smacked the item childishly, speaking with her mouth full. “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”
“I do not wish to try it. It makes the crust all soggy and causes the filling to lose its flavor. I prefer the crust flaky.”
Cora shrugged her shoulders. “Well, you’re old and stuck in your ways. Maybe if you tried it, you’d like it. But you don’t even wanna buy another coat. So maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that you don’t wanna try pie dipped in coffee.”
“You do not have to be rude, Cora.”
“I ain’t bein’ rude.” She ran her finger along the now empty plate, picking up crumbs and inserting them into her mouth. “I’m bein’ honest. Maybe you can’t handle honest, old man.”
He placed his knife down gently next to the small white plate and held out his wrinkled hands. A hint of tremor could be seen in the elongated digits of his right hand, but not in his left. “It’s funny what age can do to a person.” He nodded towards his hands then pulled them back. “It’s funny and ironic.” He picked up his knife, with his right hand, and began dabbing more cream cheese onto the bagel.
They sat in silence, him eating his bagel, Cora drinking her coffee.
“Well my dear,” he stated as the last bit of food found its way down his throat, “I must be off. I have an early engagement in the city.”
Cora reached across the table and grabbed Ben’s hand, something she seldom did. Their eyes met and locked in place. “Ya know, Ben, I hope you like your new jacket.”
“I will,” he replied with a wink.
“If you don’t….”
“I will. I promise you. It is a good one to end with.”
He lifted out of his seat, snatching the newspaper and shoving it back under an arm. He gestured toward the paper bag in the booth. “I got something for you. I hope you like it.” He was about to leave but found himself merely staring toward the woman he had known and trusted for five solid years. “You are a good person, Cora. You will do the right thing.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing.” Ben smiled then planted a loving kiss on her forehead. He casually spun around and walked toward the door, waving his free hand in the air.
Cora stared at him blankly for a few moments, confused. She then reached across the table and snagged the brown bag. She casually opened it up and peeked inside. An ear-to-ear grin split her face as she crumpled the top of the bag and eased out of the seat. She rammed a hand into a deep cargo pant pocket, rustling around for money. She tossed a $20 bill on the table, grabbed her journal and the bag then strolled out the door.
THURSDAY
CHAPTER 3
“You have got to be kidding me with this nonsense,” Senator Lloyd Brunsen said as he kicked his feet up onto the antique European oak desk. He had heard so many incredible stories in his time, but this one definitely took the cake. “I mean, this is some crazy shit you’re talkin’ about.”
Brunsen was a member on the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs committee. He was a Democrat from Florida with very conservative viewpoints, which made him a swing vote on numerous issues. He was known for his abrupt behavior, straight talking and extramarital affairs. There was talk that he would be the next presidential candidate, but it was only talk.
“I assure you all of this is true,” the voice cracked back over the speaker phone.
“These allegations are pretty damn serious, boy. Do you have any evidence to back up what you’re saying’?”
“Not anything tangible yet. We felt this was important enough that action should be taken in lieu of hard evidence.”
“And who, exactly, is we?”
“You know I can’t tell you that.”
This was not the first time Brunsen had spoken to this man, the man with no name and no face. He had successfully handled sticky situations for the Senator in the past, situations that no politician would dare have touched or cast a verbal opinion on. They were the type of scenarios that could not be ignored and had to be handled delicately. This man delivered every time without fault or question.
“You want me to take what you’re sayin’ on blind faith, with no evidence, and bring it to the senate sub committee for immediate action? Well, that’s just insane. It doesn’t work like that. Even if I believe you, which I don’t, that committee won’t do a thing without solid evidence. Hell, they’ll probably laugh me right out of the room. My credibility as a member of this great United States government would be brought into question.”
“I understand you’re concern sir, but it is your credibility that will force others to see the seriousness of this situation. You are a respected member of congress with a voice that everyone will listen to.”
“I think that you might be kissin’ my ass right now,” the Senator said with a chuckle.
“No sir. I would not pretend to insult you like that.”
“How about we meet in person?”
“Not possible, Senator. That’s not how I work.”
Lloyd could tell that the man was not happy by his choice and did not want to lose this man’s trust. “Look, I have no reason to think you are lying to me. You have been dependable and you always deliver time and again for me. Get me something, anything by the way of evidence and I’ll see what I can do. But until then, my hands are tied. You know this.”
“I understand. Thank you for your time, Senator. I’ll be in touch.”
Three doors down, Senator Marlene North, a Republican from West Virginia, was dealing with a similar phone call. Her response was not much different.
“The Health, Education, Labor and Pensions committee does not meet for another week.”
“I understand that, Senator North, but this is an urgent matter.”
“I’m sure it seems like it could be an urgent matter, but to me it sounds ludicrous. If this was real, the United States government would already know about something like this.”
“That’s just it. They don’t. Please, the time for action is now.”
“Action is for people who bring facts not delusions. I don’t know how you got patched through, but consider this the last time you call this number.”
The line went dead.
In a Los Angeles newsroom, an editor at the LA Times noticed a flagged email pop into his inbox. The title said Urgent but every title in his inbox seemed to be marked urgent.
He was on a deadline for an incredible story about salmonella poisoning in grape jelly and had only twelve hours to get his sources verified and the article finalized for print. He hit the delete button, knowing he wouldn’t have time to get to it today, tomorrow or at least another week. Besides, if it really was important, they’d email back. They always do.
The same thing happened at over fifty major newspapers across the country. No one had time for an ‘urgent’ email or a phone call about possibilities. No one had time to listen to what was coming. No one wanted to hear the truth no matter how fiction it might sound.
***
The man with serious dark brown eyes and matching dark hair hung up the phone and shook his head. He had spent all day reaching out, trying to find someone, anyone to believe him. Without hard and true evidence no one would listen. He had nothing to give by way of proof and he knew it. In this day and age, it was too risky for a news agency to run a story without images, data and cold hard facts. He had none of it to offer, yet.
Not a single politician was willing to touch this without something that resembled undeniable truth. ‘If I can’t see it, I ain’t gonna believe it,’ the congressman from Oklahoma had said right before hanging up.
It was understandable. To put their neck on the line for such a preposterous idea was extremely risky and could ruin a career. But to not take that risk could make a permanent mark on history. He only wished someone would trust him.
Picking the phone back up, he dialed another number. When the other end picked up, he simply asked, “where are we with supplies?”
“Loading up now. Should be back at 1900.”
He wanted to ask, ‘are we sure about this’ but he knew he didn’t have to. This was as serious as it got. His team had to be ready. “I’ll be back no later than 1950. I need to talk to you.”
“Okay. See you then”.
FRIDAY
CHAPTER 4
The metal Scooby Doo lunch box smacked the wooden frame with a clang as the energetic second grader darted through the door. “Dad’s here,” the wiry girl squealed, springing down the steps toward the silver 750i BMW sedan that waited patiently at the curb.
Kylie Garrison waved emphatically to her father, her blonde pigtails bouncing about her head. She yanked open the front passenger door and jumped inside, throwing her thin arms around father’s neck. “Dad!”
Neil could not help but smile. His daughter was not only a light in the dark, but was also a reason to wake up in the morning. He kissed her tenderly on the cheek and inspected her school uniform: khaki skirt, blue collared shirt and white tennis shoes.
The clash to the perfectly starched ensemble was the Scooby Doo lunch box and the Transformers backpack that he had bought her at the beginning of the school year. He had insisted on a more girly bag, but she had demanded that ‘Bumblebee could kick Dora’s butt.’
“Do you have Mr. Jack?”
She nodded. “Yup. See?” She unzipped her bag and exposed a stuffed brown monkey that physically manifested the love and tears that every child bestows to their favorite toy.
“Where’s your overnight bag?”
“Inside.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the beautiful woman who was standing at the front door. She dropped her voice to a lower tone. “Mom wants to talk to you.”
“Uh oh. Am I in trouble?”
“Probably.”
Neil sighed knowing that any time Karen wanted to talk, it ended up in heated words and doors slamming. One time it involved a rather expensive crystal flute flying toward his head. He had ducked in the right amount of time to avoid any serious physical injury. “Give me a second, okay?”
“Okay, but be careful. She’s in a crappy mood.”
“Hey. You’re not supposed to use language like that. People without self confidence cuss for attention. And you don’t need to do that. Fork it over.” He opened his palm and wiggled his fingers.
“Aw man.” She dug into a pocket until she found a quarter and placed it in his palm. “But mom cusses all the time.”
Neil took in a deep breath, calming his nerves and whispering between clinched teeth. “Yes. Yes she does. But you don’t need to use those words, okay?”
“Fine.” Kylie slouched in the chair, pouting. At this rate, she would be giving all of her allowance to her father, yet again.
Neil patted her leg and winked. He dropped the quarter in a cup holder. “Don’t worry. I still love ya. And don’t touch that quarter. It belongs to me now. Give me a sec.”
He popped the trunk, opened the door and walked toward the woman he used to love and happily call wife. Karen had once been a warm, caring, down-to-earth lady that wanted nothing but a family and to make a positive impact to the less fortunate. And then, like so many, she changed.
For the first few years of their marriage, she had worked two jobs while he finished post-doctoral work in the biochemistry department at UT Southwestern Medical in Dallas. In her free time, she would help at local clinics.
The long hours and bleak paychecks never damaged their relationship, though it continued to serve as a detour for purchasing a home. Finally, Neil was hired by a private biotech company called Genetodyne. He had never submitted a resume directly to them, but was grateful for the opportunity to get a paycheck that would help to repay some debt. The company, located in New York proper, was still small and in the development stage. They were a risky start-up, but all new biotech companies are.
Roughly a year after he started working at Genetodyne, Karen gave birth to Kylie. They were still working to make ends meet, and when Neil got home from work, Karen would wait tables in the evening. Within another year, their patience with the company paid off. Neil began reaping the rewards from what quickly became a cutting-edge biotech giant.
His near seven-figure paycheck allowed Karen to stay home with Kylie. But the increased salary caused a drastic change in Karen’s attitude. She no longer wanted to be the homemaker that raised babies. She wanted to live a lavish life of the rich and elite. She relocated them into a town home near Central Park, making Neil’s commute an hour each way if traffic was in his favor. She enrolled Kylie into a private school, accusing public education of dumbing down society.
Karen then hired a housekeeper, which baffled Neil because she no longer worked. At some point, she refused to buy off the rack and hired a stylist. The woman that he had once loved and admired for her frugality and kind soul became a bitter and demanding snob.
Regardless, he still found a place in his heart for her. Besides, she was the mother of his child. It wasn’t until he came home from work early one summer day and caught Karen in bed with another man while Kylie was watching cartoons just two doors down that he realized it was over. He refused to expose his child to such infidelities. On that day he listened to no excuses, no whining. He took his daughter and asked for a divorce.
That had been three long months ago and in that time, they had not stopped fighting. Every encounter involved name calling and finger pointing. Karen had demanded to keep Kylie during the weeks and allow Neil to have her on the weekends. But this was so that she could spend time with her lover in privacy and Neil knew it.
“What do you want,” he blurted out with a bitter edge as he approached the front steps. It still surprised him how lovely Karen was, with her slender, petite frame and perfectly structured face. Of course, $50,000 in plastic surgery and an obsessive workout schedule would make a hump back gorgeous.
“I need you to keep Kylie until Tuesday.”
“Fine.” He snatched the small red suitcase. “Are you coming to her game tomorrow?”
Karen nervously brushed strands of bleached blonde hair behind her ears, exposing the new diamonds that he had bought for her. “I didn’t realize she had a game.”
“Karen.” Neil tossed up a hand in defeat. “You’re kidding me. This is the last game of the season. You haven’t made it to a single one. They have been playing every single Saturday for the past two months.”
“There’s nothing I can do. I’ll be out of town.”
“With him?”
“Damnit, Neil. Don’t start.”
“What? Look, I know you’re gonna be with him. Fine. Whatever. But she is your daughter. You made a promise to her and…”
“…it’s none of your business.”
He paused, forcing himself from explaining to her that it was his damn business. When she said ‘I do’ fourteen years ago, she had made a promise and for the past two years she had broken that promise. And now she wanted their house, their possessions, their child, and his hard earned money. It disgusted him.
“You had better show up to that game.”
“Or what?”
Neil leaned in and stared into her cold, brown eyes. “Or you will break that little girl’s heart again.”
She folded her thin arms over her faux bosoms. “I wasn’t the absentee parent, Neil.”
“It’s called work, Karen. Are you familiar with the term? Work? You haven’t done any of that in years.”
“Fuck you,” she spat out between pursed lips.
He wanted to tell her what a useless wife and even worse mother she had been. He wanted to tell her that there was no way on God’s green earth that she would ever get custody of their child. But he knew that now was not the time or the place. “Be at the game.”
“Go to hell.”
Neil passed her an immature wink and waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Right after you.” He jogged down the steps to the car, tossed the bag in the trunk, then opened his door and slid inside, smiling to Kylie. “Hey sweetie. Say goodbye to your mom.” He rolled down the window.
“Bye mom,” Kylie said half-heartedly accompanied by a nonchalant wave.
“Goodbye, my darling. Be a good girl and no sweets.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the girl responded in defeat.
“Tell your mom you love her,” Neil prompted.
“Love you, mom.”
“Same here, darling. I’ll see you next week.”
The woman could not say the words that every child needs to here, I love you. He rolled up the window and put the car in gear. One of these days he knew she would regret her actions, but until then he would have to be patient and let karma do its work.
They drove down the road for about two miles, but instead of taking the left turn required for Kylie’s school, Neil kept going straight. “Dad? You missed the turn. My school is that way.” She pointed back over her shoulder.
Neil glanced toward his daughter and smiled. “I know. I figured we could have a daddy and Kylie day.”
“What does that mean,” she asked, knowing that she was not allowed to miss school. Ms. Bentley would not be happy if she did not take her spelling test.
“It means we are going to have a lot of fun today.”
SATURDAY
CHAPTER 5
The subway rattled down the long, dark tunnel, shuttling the handful of individuals to their next destination. Most of the people on the rail this time of morning were either drunk or looking for a warm place to sleep. When winter approached the city, public transit often times became a safe haven for the homeless.
Cora was not there to sleep. Nor did she require warmth. She was busy doing homework: listening to the sounds of the tracks, timing how long it took to get from one subway emergency exit to the next, analyzing the distance between stops, monitoring the time it took for the doors to open after each stop. She had been on the same train for five hours, changing cars after every major loop. She only had one more lengthy lap to take on the blue rail before she would be able to call it a night.
Sliding open the divider to enter into the last car, she rolled her eyes when she saw a group of five Hispanic males draped on the seats and making quite a ruckus. They were all in their early twenties and the obvious gang affiliation was evident by their attire and excessive tattoos.
Trying to ignore their instantaneous, drunk catcalls, she sank on a bench near the front and flipped open a small spiral notebook. She popped in her iPod, preferring to just mark the times as opposed to listening to the rail. She doubted she would even be able to hear the sounds over the loud men. She had to know this pathway by Wednesday night and was not about to let some horny drunk ass hole distract her from the important task at hand.
But the morons toward the back did not appreciate her unwillingness to talk. One of the men, boasting a trimmed goatee and a red bandana, veered into the seat to her right, facing Cora. “Hola, chica. What’s a sweet lookin’ ting like chu doin’ on dis train all by choself?”
Cora planted her green gaze outside the window, pretending to not see him, wishing she had not heard him. His thick accent was annoying but it was the scent of cheap liquor, and even cheaper cologne, which made her skin crawl. Why did men find it necessary to mix scents?
“Chica.” The man leaned forward and popped out one of her ear buds. She could hear his friends giggling from her left. “I’m talking to chu, girl. What’s chur name?”
Cora still did not turn to look at the man. Instead, she jotted down the time and the location of the small exit sign that just passed her window. She then picked up the ear bud, placed it back into her ear and turned the volume up.
The man snorted and gawked at her bold move while one of his comrades slid in to sit on her left side. His hairy arm draped over the top of the chair, allowing for the putrid scent of body odor to lift from his pit stain. She scooted closer to the window, knowing that this was not going to turn out good.
The man with the strong accent whipped out a knife and waved it in front of her face. “Chica, if someone talks to chu, chu should listen. Do chu wanna get cut, bitch?”
Cora did a fine job of pretending nothing was there. She didn’t even blink at the sight of the blade. All of the men were perplexed. They had never seen someone that did not respond to the bantering and threats. They would have thought she was deaf and blind, but she was clearly listening to music and writing stuff down.
He grabbed the cords leading out of the iPod and cut clean through them, deafening the music to her ears. “Chu are one dumb bitch,” he laughed out loud. “Chu should listen when a man is talkin’ to chu, bitch.”
Cora slowly removed the now useless earbuds and rolled them up around her iPod. She placed the small device in her pocket and flicked her green gaze toward the men. “I’m sorry. Were you saying something? No hablo dumb fuck.”
The man’s grin turned into a tough grimace as he pointed the knife toward her face. “Chu think chu funny? I’ll cut chu. I’ll cut chu in a heartbeat, bitch.”
The man next to her was giggling and making kissing noises. Cora, not showing even a hint of fear, rose to her feet in order to get away from these adamant idiots.
But the five men quickly flanked her, the predators upon their prey and ready for attack if necessary. “Where are you going, baby,” one of them said.
“Come on, honey. We just want a taste of that sweet mouth. Just a lick.”
They continued their inappropriate phrases, but Cora kept her attention on the man with the bandana. “Chu are one nice lookin’ gringa. Chu know what I do with gringas like chu?” He paused, allowing the moment of silence to instill some sort of power. “I cut chu and then I fuck chu.”
The men laughed aloud, encouraging their leader to progress with the harassment. But Cora did not turn away. She did not evoke any emotion. Nothing about her body language would lead them to think that she had any idea she was in trouble. She merely stowed the pad of paper in another pocket along with the pencil before placing her hands on her hips. “Exactly what do you think is going to happen here?”
“Whatever I want to happen, bitch.” He placed the blade of the knife to his tongue and lazily pulled it across, bringing forth just a smidgen of blood. Apparently, this parlor trick had worked on other women, because he was visibly upset when she did not react.
“Wow. Was that supposed to scare me,” she prompted, feeling her inner agitation beginning to rise. “You just cut your own tongue. Do you have any idea how dumb that is? Were you born this fucking stupid or did you take classes?”
“Are chu hearing this cunt,” the ring-leader said, promoting laughter from his friends. “Chu have a big mouth. I’m gonna have to put something in that mouth so I don’t have to listen to chu.” He reached out with his free hand and grabbed his crotch, insinuating his choice of items to enter her mouth.
Cora merely glanced down and laughed. “Really? Do you honestly think that little thing will fill me up?” She giggled.
“What?!”
The men fell silent, unsure exactly how to respond. She had no weapon, she was maybe 135 lbs soaking wet and was outnumbered five to one. There was absolutely nothing in her favor yet she stood there as if she had the power to shut them all down.
“Are you done? I mean, is there anything else you wish to say or threaten, or can I go? Because right now, I’d rather go douche my ass with a bottle of acid than continue this conversation with you dumb mother fuckers.”
The man released his crotch and sent a powerful punch into her stomach. Cora took the blow, blowing out a deep breath and tightening her abdomen just as his fist met her flesh. She bent at the waist to weaken the impact but give the illusion that she was in pain. The other men cheered him on and taunted the woman who was now grabbing the support bar in front of her.
After a few moments, Cora lifted her head and rolled her neck from right to left, listening for the pop. Then she whipped her gaze to the very foolish man. “Wrong move.”
With unimaginable speed, Cora slipped her left hand around the wrist that held the knife, twisting slightly to cause him to lose his grip. She then slid her other hand inside the cuff of her sleeve and snatched the knife by the blade. She began pounding him relentlessly in the head with the handle.
The man standing next to her was reaching for a poorly hidden gun. But she beat him to it by grasped his testicles firmly and crushing them with a vice-like grip. He clawed at her hands, screaming in agony.
The other’s did not know what to do and began cursing and screaming in a mixture of English and Spanish, as she continued to beat down their friend with his own weapon. Blood poured from his split nose as he held up his hands trying to fight her off. A few shattered teeth sprinkled from his mouth, mixed with mucus and more blood. He begged for mercy.
Cora released her grip on the man’s testicles and stopped hitting the other long enough to let him find his breath. She pushed the man with the red bandana to the floor and held him in place with a foot on his neck.
One of the men behind her found the courage to charge Cora, but she had sensed the sudden movement and greeted him with a firm and fierce elbow to his chest. The blow was strong enough to crack a few ribs, which sent the man reeling back in pain. She looked at the others who backed off and dropped whatever petty weapons they had produced onto the floor of the train.
Cora’s sleeve was covered in the man’s blood, but blood didn’t bother her. It was an indication that the job was getting done. Most of her victim’s teeth were now missing, one of his eyes was already swollen shut and his nose would no doubt forever hold a permanent reminder of this beating.
“Por favor,” he begged, making the sign of the cross. “Please? Stop.”
“No.” She placed the knife between her thumb and forefinger and with a quick flip of the wrist sent it end over end toward the beaten man. It pierced deep in his left eye socket, exploding past the thin bone behind the eye and punching into the soft brain. His body shook as a spastic seizure manifested from the sudden brain injury. At long last, the final convulsions of life rattled through his muscles, and then he went limp.
Cora hocked a loogy at the individual then sent a firm kick into his crotch. Satisfied with her work, she walked to the front of the rail car and passed through to the next, ready to get off when the train stopped. None of the other men chose to follow.
CHAPTER 6
Neil steered away from the crowded McDonald’s drive thru and joined the rest of the traffic that was at a sluggish crawl. Heavy rain clouds had rolled in from the east but had yet to drop their fury upon the city. He glanced to the passenger’s seat and smiled. Kylie was busy making Mr. Jack dance to the music on the radio, flailing the monkey’s arms and legs about in an imperfect and rather odd rhythm. He could not help but laugh as he tossed her Happy Meal on her lap. “Eat your food, dancing queen.”
Kylie glanced up, immediately embarrassed. “Dad? Don’t make fun of me.”
Neil recognized his error a bit too late and realized the necessity for a quick recovery. “I’m not. I’m laughing at Mr. Jack. He dances like your old dad. Come on, Jack. Get it together. All the other monkeys are gonna make fun of ya. Find some rhythm buddy. Don’t be a crusty old white guy like me.”
Kylie giggled while shoving a greasy French fry into her mouth. “Dad. Mr. Jack can’t help it. He’s just a monkey.”
“Well, even monkeys need to find some soul. Wow. Do you see that rainbow?” While Kylie searched the sky, Neil popped off the plastic lid of her Hi-C orange drink and slipped in a small blue capsule. He swirled it gently and quickly secured the lid.
“I don’t see it. Where?” She kept examining the clouds but was unable to locate anything that even looked like a rainbow.
“Weird,” Neil lied, acting as if he was looking for the phony apparition. “It was just right over there.” He flicked a finger toward the west. “Here.” He fiddled with the radio until he found a mainstream station playing a hit song by the newest teeny bopper that was riddled with heavy bass and indiscernible lyrics. “What about this?”
“Oh my gosh!” She squealed and clapped her hands. “Yin Young! I love her. Come on, dad, dance.” The young girl began singing along, making up most of the lyrics and bouncing in her chair.
“Um, sure.” He attempted to hum along with the noise but struggled. He had not listened to mainstream music in years. He just could not get used to the new style. He missed simple beats and lyrics with a meaning. Now, most of the singers promoted sex, drugs, violence, or a combination of the three.
Twenty more minutes of confusing teenage music and filling themselves on unhealthy fast food combined with monkey dancing brought them to a left turn. When they reached the corner of Central Park Avenue and Clifton, the sun was slipping to the west and tucking beyond sight but the black clouds prevented the sunset from appearing on the horizon.
Neil pulled into an almost empty parking lot outside of the Genetodyne building. It was a massive multimillion dollar structure that was known for the creation of the best and most effective drugs on the market. The best of the best worked here and those with any financial sense invested here.
“Alright, kiddo.” He turned and smiled at her. “I’m gonna be super quick, okay.”
“Okay.” She made the monkey wave his furry paw. “Hurry.”
“Give me a hug.”
“Dad,” she pleaded.
“Come on. Pretend for a moment that you love your old man.”
“I don’t have to pretend. I do love you.”
“Well then, give me a squeeze.” He leaned across and wrapped his arms around the little girl’s frame, cozying up to his only child. He could not understand why Karen would avoid this sort of affection from their daughter. Nor could he understand why she chose not to show up to the soccer game. “I love you, Kylie.”
“I love you too,” her muffled voice squeezed out against his chest.
He pulled her closer and held her tightly, gently stroking her hair while resting his chin on the top of her head. He was struggling with the action he had to make, a deed he felt obligated to follow through on though wished more than anything he could avoid. He could feel the tears starting to spring to the surface and had to force himself to regroup.
Kylie pulled back, immediately aware that something was wrong with her father. “Dad? Are you okay?”
He latched onto her eyes and forced a warm smile. “Of course. I think that a piece of your hair got into my eye.” He rubbed his orbs fiercely, giving the illusion that something had agitated them. He planted a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I love you, Kylie-bug.”
“I know. I know. Hurry up.”
“Alright. I’m gonna leave the car running so you can keep warm. I love you.” Neil had to force himself to open the car door and walk away. He turned back around once, only to witness her making Mr. Jack wave goodbye. She then blew him a kiss followed by a yawn. He caught the kiss and blew one back. He would forever remember that moment, how happy she looked and how complete he felt. He knew what he had to do.
Spinning on a heel, he walked briskly to the front of the massive research facility. The glass and metal monstrosity was not only a work of art but it was also full of cutting-edge scientific researchers and some of the most high-tech laboratories and equipment. Not a penny was spared in the construction, and it was more than obvious when walking down the halls.
The sliding glass doors parted to allow him to enter into a light filled foyer with high ceilings and marble floors. The information and sign-in desk was carved out of English Oak and stained with a clear varnish to reveal the richness of the tree’s true colors. Two security guards stared at the man as he approached.
Neil had flashed his badge but neither of the men really required his identity. “Good afternoon, Dr. Garrison. Going to be working late tonight?”
“Nope. Just in to follow up on a last minute experiment and grab some files.”
“Looks like it’s about to drop some serious rain.”
“I’m hoping to be in and out before the downpour.”
“People drive crazy when it rains. I just hope it ends before I have to leave tonight.”
One of the men behind the desk activated the elevators for the Garrison to enter and jotted down the time and date: September 21, 2009 @ 1836 hours. “Well, you’re gonna want to move quick because it looks like it’s starting to sprinkle.”
Neil did not even bother to look over his shoulder. “Yeh, well, I find that New Yorkers drive crazy all the time. I think it’s in their DNA.” The guards chuckled. “See ya in a bit.” He stepped into the elevator, swiped a keycard, then punched for the twelfth floor.
The security guards returned back to their work, one of the them monitoring the video feeds on the various floors while the other went about finishing the current crossword puzzle from the newspaper. He watched as Neil Garrison exited the elevator and strolled down a long corridor only to enter another room. Once in that room, he could see the doctor swipe his card and perform a quick retinal scan before disappearing behind yet another door. After that he could no longer follow the man’s movements. The security guards did not have video access inside certain labs.
A hint of soft jazz lifted from the ceiling as one of them hit the switch for the music to come on. “Station?”
“How about classic rock. I think it’s 98.3.”
The other man turned a knob and a series of random sounds emerged from the ceiling until finally he ended up on 98.3. Led Zeppelin screeched across the intercom as both men kicked back and nodded in beat with the music, mentally traveling back to their high school days.
Rain now spilled from the clouds and covered the glass panes with thick streaks. Shortly after 6:48 a large rumbling erupted from 11 stories above their heads, followed by the walls shaking and a solitary sign on the wall that read No smoking flopped to the ground.
Both men braced themselves then sprang to their feet once the shaking subsided.
“What the hell was that?”
“I don’t know. Earthquake?”
They scanned the screens and noticed that the video feed was blank on floors 11 and 12. Both of the security guards rushed outside the building and looked up. Flames poured out of the windows from the twelfth floor, while burning papers fluttered through the rain-filled air.
SUNDAY
CHAPTER 7
Gregory Barnes was a strong willed, hard working man in his mid sixties. He had a MBA from Harvard business school, graduating top in his class in 1973. He had piddled with small companies at first, making appropriate connections and learning the terminology of technology. After working as middle management for a while in businesses that were destined to go nowhere, he realized he no longer wished to work from the ground up. He wanted his own empire, his own dynasty and he wanted it as soon as possible.
In the early 90’s, he found an angle that would set him apart from all others. Though the human genome was still a handful of years away from being sequenced, Gregory knew that the real money to be made would be in genetic analysis and development.
Barnes sought out a few bright yet naïve talents fresh out of graduate school. He then paid top dollar to find out what the other companies were developing. Then, him and his small team of scientists went and sweet-talked a few high dollar investors. They convinced the money holders that they could not only out perform their competitors, but they would do it better, faster and cheaper: that age-old formula for success. Thus, Genetodyne was born.
Since its inception, Genetodyne had continued to release one new cutting-edge drug after another. Their name was associated with most huge discoveries in molecular genetics. A large number of the newest and most effective techniques were developed by the company. Within recent years, they had even brought on a Nobel Prize winning chemist.
Barnes was results oriented. He worked the staff hard, and demanded loyalty and long hours. However, he paid top salaries and led by example, putting in as much time as his scientists.
He was a clever businessman. He always paid top dollar for insider knowledge, to find out what other biotech firms were up to. But he was never caught wheeling and dealing. His private security staff made sure he was untouchable.
Barnes was considered ruthless. He would wait until an opponent was about to release a new product, and would call a press conference to introduce their newest item that would be just a bit better than the competition. Without a doubt, stock would go up for Genetodyne while his competitors folded one after another.
Now he sat, his grey eyes glued to the monitor wondering what was happening to his beloved company.
Channel 8 News broadcast
“Explosions were heard early last night at the Genetodyne building in the suburb of Hartsdale. There appears to be only one fatal injury and no others were wounded. Doctor Neil Garrison was the only person on the floor at the time of the explosion. He was a well-known and highly regarded biochemist that had worked for the company for over ten years.
At this time, the cause of the blast is unknown but according to a preliminary report, it is believed that this could have merely been a laboratory accident that ended in tragedy…”
“Can somebody please explain to me what the hell is going on here?” Gregory growled, his flushed cheeks contrasted greatly with his grey bushy eyebrows and matching trimmed beard. Hurling the remote into the wall mounted plasma television he was unable to crack the screen but managed to mute the solemn-faced female reporter.
The two security guards at the table cringed at the thought of continuing the most severe ass chewing they had ever received.
“Sir,” one of them pleaded, “he was the only person on that floor. He checked in at 6:36 and fifteen minutes later that entire floor was gone. No one else even went to that floor. Not even the cleaning crew. We were…”
“I don’t want your excuses. I don’t want to know who didn’t go to that floor. I don’t want to know who was supposed to go to that floor. What I want to know is how an entire research and development floor with over twenty million dollars of equipment and priceless information got destroyed. And since you cannot give me that simple answer I will need you to get the hell out of here and return tomorrow with your resignations.” The old man fixated his fierce deep grey eyes on the man with the black slacks and matching black turtleneck while the two tired and stressed security guards swiftly retreated from the office. “Mr. Kearns?”
Eric Kearns was completely bald but not because of age. The clean cut hairdo accentuated the man’s broad chest and chiseled facial features. He stood a solid six foot four, easily towering over most men. His presence was not only felt, it demanded attention. There was no doubt that a man of his physique could get any woman in the room. And he usually did. “Sir?” His thick, rich voice easily penetrated the heavy atmosphere.
“Tell me something, anything.” The old man was pacing nervously and was now chewing on a rather expensive Cuban cigar.
“A quick sweep of the room showed no signs of immediate tampering, but a residue of acetic acid, hydrogen peroxide and peracetic acid was found on what was left of the incubator in Garrison’s lab. All are normal laboratory chemicals, but peracetic acid has an extremely low flashpoint and when heated, makes for a violent explosion. And, of course, all the labs are walking time bombs, with all the chemicals within them. It just needed one good spark.”
“Are you implying sabotage?”
“I believe so.” The ex-marine handed a file folder to Barnes then stepped back, folding his arms across his massive chest.
“Do the police have any idea?”
“Not a clue. Their forensics division is back-logged and their explosives expert is a bumbling moron. I wouldn’t be too concerned.”
Gregory opened the file and stared at the picture of Neil entering the building, another of him in the elevator, a few of him in the laboratory and one telling image of the man turning on the incubator. “Did the sprinklers turn on?”
“Yes. But by then the damage had been done.”
“Mhm.”
“I can only assume that when I look at the rest of the tapes, we’ll see Dr. Garrison loading the necessary ingredients into the incubator on Friday.”
“I don’t understand.” Gregory plopped into his $10,000 dollar handcrafted, leather chair. He felt helpless. “Why destroy the lab? Why kill himself like this?”
“Maybe he found out something he wasn’t supposed to know.”
Gregory lifted a brow, considering the possibility then tossing it out. “Couldn’t have.”
Eric shrugged. “He is one of the world’s leaders in biochemistry. He’s a smart man. He might have put two and two together.”
Gregory continued to chew on the cigar, considering the possibility. “If he knew, do you think he might have told someone else?”
“If he did, he has no proof. He doesn’t have the access to any of the information he would need. He could only provide bits and pieces. Nothing sound. Nothing damning.”
“You’re right. He couldn’t do any serious damage.” Gregory pushed up in the chair, squaring off his shoulders, already feeling better.
“You need to look at this. This could cause an issue.” Eric stepped over to a computer and entered a series of commands. The screen on the wall switched from the news to a picture of a car in the Genetodyne parking lot. It was a streaming image but was somewhat blurred because of the rain.
“This is Dr. Garrison’s car on the night of the explosion. Here you can see him leaving the car. At first I thought nothing of it until I zoomed in.” Eric paused the clip and zoomed in on the back window. He pointed to a dark outline in the vehicle. “Look right there. Do you see that shadow?”
“Yes,” Gregory said, scooting to the edge of his seat.
“It’s a person.”
“Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. Just watch.” Eric zoomed back out and put the image back into motion. “You can see the individual moving around a bit and then nothing. The movement stops. And here is where it gets interesting. For the next five minutes the car sits quietly until 6:47 when this guy shows up from out of nowhere. He opens the door, removes the keys, goes to the other side, removes the person and just walks off with the body in his arms. Thirty seconds later the twelfth floor blows.” They both sat in silence as the mysterious man carried the small person in his arms and disappeared off the screen.
“Who was that?” Gregory scratched his head, unable to determine what exactly he just saw.
“I believe the person in the car was Dr. Garrison’s daughter. The person is obviously of small build and it is his car. The other person has yet to be identified. I have one of my men scanning the rest of the tapes now to see how far we can follow him. I’m hoping we can get a picture of his face, or a license plate, something.”
“I don’t understand. Why would Garrison bring his daughter here? And who would want to take her?”
Eric sat across from the man and crossed one leg over the other, pushing the wrinkles out on his pants. “Oh. I think I have an idea what is going on.”
MONDAY
CHAPTER 8
“Logan!” If she had to scream his name one more time, Diana just knew she would end up breaking down the door and throttling him. She pounded on the wooden obstruction again, her knuckles a stark white in comparison to her pudgy pink fingers.
The door opened an inch and sparkling hazel eyes peered out. “Give me a second, geez.”
“No, no, no…” but the door shut again. “Open this door. I swear. You had better open it.” She pounded on it a few more times then stormed away only to return within a minute with a chair in tow. She picked up the item and precariously perched it on her shoulder. Putting her weight behind it she was about to swing it with full force when the door whipped open.
Logan stepped out, his 6’2 frame towering over her. “Here,” he said with a wink and tossed the cell phone in her general direction. Diana had to drop the chair in order to catch her rather expensive electronic device. “He wants to talk to you.”
“What? But…what?” Immediately the rouge splashed across her cheeks as she attempted to gather her composure. She covered the receiver. “What did you tell him?”
“Nothing much.” Logan placed a firm hand on her shoulder and smiled wide, producing a toothy grin that was boyishly charming. “But, I think you’ve got a date for Friday.”
Diana’s jaw dropped. “No way. You’re lying.”
“Yes way. Take pictures. I want all the dirty details in illustration.” As he walked away, he could hear Diana giggling.
Logan was far from matchmaker, considering his own issues with women. But Diana was so sweet and he was tired of seeing her alone so he had taken the initiative to set her up with a mutual friend. Satisfied with his work, he zigzagged back to his desk and plopped into the faux leather chair that squeaked at the hinges. Why couldn’t he ever remember to bring in WD40?
Tapping the mouse, a box appeared on the computer monitor requesting a user name and password. As his fingers were about to grace the keyboard, a nine by twelve inch cream colored enveloped plunked on top of the keys.
“Merry Christmas,” the pimple-faced mailroom courier spouted out with a smile. It was obvious that the rather unattractive intern had a serious crush on Logan and the soft spot in his heart would not allow him to completely ignore her.
“Thanks, Tabby.”
“Hey, so, a couple of us are going to the tavern after work. Wanna come?” She hovered over his computer, her matted brown hair dangling down the cube wall.
“Damn. I’ve already got plans,” flossing until my gums bleed, he thought. “But thanks for the invite,” he added with a wink.
“Sure. If you change your mind just show up, or call me. You still have my number, right?”
He nodded yes, but he was lying. He had purposefully lost it the second she gave it to him over three months ago. He had continued to lose it every time she left it on a sticky note or via email. “Sure, yeh. I’ll call if my plans fall through.” Never.
“Cool. See ya later handsome.” She lifted off the cubicle wall and waved candidly then pushed her cart down the row of desks, distributing more mail.
Logan shuttered at the thought of her even coming close enough to smell his cologne. He feared that her zits would attack him. Trying to force his thoughts to something that would not cause him to vomit, he turned to his package. He lifted the large envelope and stared at his hand written name on the front. There was no return address. He held it up to the light, but none penetrated through. The item had been postmarked on Friday from a local post office. He ran his fingers over the envelope and could feel that there was something that was small and rectangular within the package.
This was his routine whenever he received a package. He would peruse over it meticulously, trying to profile what was likely to be inside before tearing into it. It was important to note where it came from and when. The lack of a return address often times indicated that someone did not want to be found. The type of envelope was equally as important: whether it was the type that required to be licked or taped, if it had the lining to protect the contents from peering eyes, the color of the envelope, the overall condition.
This envelope was in good condition, good quality, had double the necessary postage and was from someone who was attempting to be rather clandestine. His curiosity was definitely peaked.
Ramming a pen under the lip of the letter, he was about to break the seal when his cell phone rang. “Yeh?” He paused to listen to the caller, nodding and jotting a few notes onto a scrap of paper. “Fine. I’ll look into it. Okay. Bye.”
He hung up the phone and continued opening the envelope. He peeked inside then poured out the contents onto his cluttered desk. A small sealed letter spilled out as well as a 5 gigabyte flash drive, and a few papers that had some sort of chemical gibberish scribbled all over them. He stared at the contents, curious as to their meaning.
He was completely unable to interpret what the random chemical drawings might signify but was aware that they were probably important. Holding out his cell phone, he snapped a quick picture of each of the pages then sent them electronically to a personal email address.
Gently lifting the flash drive, he removed the lid. A small blue capsule fell out. He picked it up, delicately turning the pill in his hand. He then held it up to the light that was able to penetrate slightly through. There was a Physicians Desk Reference somewhere in this building. Maybe he could try and match the pill shape and color to its origin. He put the pill to the side.
Logan placed the flash drive into the USB port on his computer and waited while his antivirus system did a scan of the device. He then opened up the letter that was hand written on Genetodyne letter head. He took a mental note of the company name, assuming it must be a biotechnical firm or pharmacological entity. Finding a nearby pencil and sticky note, he scribbled the word Genetodyne then read the rather short message:
Mr. Hendrickson-
You do not know me nor have we ever met but we do have a mutual friend, our father. I recognize that this might come as a surprise to you, but I can guarantee that we are family. And because you are family, I am trusting that you will take this information and use it as you see fit.
I tried to gather as much as I could without generating any suspicion, though they have found out and my time is limited. Please know that my role in this will forever damn me. I am sorry to do this to you but I am hoping that this might keep you safe. I put full faith in you, brother. I am just sorry we never got to meet.
I need you to find my daughter, Kylie. She is the key. Tell her that I love her that I will never forget her. She must know that I did what I had to in order to save her.
May God bless you.
“I have a brother,” Logan whispered out, unsure as to whether he should even believe it. There was a full signature but the penmanship was so poor it could not be read. Likely the first letter was N and the last name started with a G, but beyond that he didn’t have a clue. Logan assumed that a man had written it, possibly a doctor. All doctors had bad handwriting, at least according to his belief.
The computer chimed to announce that the drive was virus free, bringing Logan’s attention back to the monitor. He opened up a file folder titled Images which contained fifty five pictures. He double clicked on the first image to bring up a scrolling view, not knowing what to expect, and clearly not prepared for what he saw.
The first image was that of a Rhesus monkey, more commonly known as a spider monkey. The primate had a bright red collar and a tag clipped to his ear. The date of the photo was 6/13/98. The next picture was of the same monkey but this time the animal seemed to be injured or sick. It was visibly bleeding from the eyes and nose and just had an overall look of malaise. The date was 6/14/98. “What the hell?” The third picture was the same monkey but it was obviously dead. The date was 6/15/98. Blood had pooled around its mouth. Its body seemed taut as if it had gone into some sort of convulsion.
Logan allowed the scrolling photos to continue for awhile. All of them were of monkeys that were clustered in sets of three dated one day apart over an 18 month span. All of the animals displayed similar bleeding patterns and death. He paused the picture display. Ironically enough the images were not horribly disturbing for him. As an investigative reporter for CBS’s 48 Hours he had seen his fair share of gruesome images, from war victims to animal torture. Though the current images were highly disturbing, they did absolutely nothing to turn his stomach.
Logan reached under his desk and opened up the small refrigerator and yanked out a Dr. Pepper. The compressed carbon dioxide exhausted out of the container as he popped the top and took a healthy chug. He stared at the ceiling for a few moments before turning his attention back to the computer screen.
The next few photos boasted the same monkey imagery until finally a picture of a Caucasion male popped on the screen. He was probably in his mid twenties, seemingly healthy and standing stark naked in front of an off-white wall. Logan tilted his head, noting the date stamp was 3/12/01. Sweat immediately developed on his brow and his hand shook as he waited for the next photo to scroll onto the monitor.
The subsequent view was dated two days later and was of the same man. He was no longer standing. Instead he was slumped against the wall, blood flowing from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth. His skin seemed horribly pale and bruised as if he had been beaten.
The soda can slipped from Logan’s grip and banged on the desk, splashing hints of brown sugary fluid onto the keyboard. “What the…?” His mind raced. What he was looking at was no longer safe to view in the office.
Using his sleeve, he quickly wiped off the sprinkled mess and then paused the picture gallery. He fumbled in his drawer for a disc and slid it into the computer. He copied and pasted the entire file set and burned it to CD. He then emailed the entire lot of images to another non-work email address. Yanking the flash drive out of the port, he slid it back into the envelope with the sheets containing chemical formulas. He dropped the pill next to those items. The CD was placed into a protective sleeve then dropped into his bag. The envelope was slipped into his desk drawer which he secured immediately with a heavy sigh.
“Logan?”
He jumped slightly as he whipped his head around, shutting down the screen and covering the letter in one fell swoop. A fellow coworker was standing at the cube entrance with a coffee cup in one hand and a steno notepad in the other. “You okay?”
“Sure. Just a little too much caffeine.”
“You look like you saw a ghost.”
Logan forced a meek smile. “No. No ghost. Just not sleeping well, ya know. Girl problems.” It was a default answer but obviously one his coworker seemed okay with.
“Conference room. Harry wants us all in there now.”
“Alright. I’ll be right there in a sec.” Logan grabbed his cell phone, the remainder of his Dr. Pepper and headed out toward the conference room his head still spinning with disbelief.
CHAPTER 9
“So, this is happening now,” Paul Jenkins stated rather than asked. He pushed a calloused hand through his short bleached blonde hair as he strolled toward his childhood friend.
The two men had met because of their parents but their friendship developed because they were two peas in a pod. Always traveling as a duo, there was very little that one could do without the other getting the blame for it. They were like brothers and had a bond and loyalty that was unbreakable.
Josiah sat behind three glowing computer monitors, flipping through stories on the various screens. He didn’t bother to move his brown gaze toward his friend…he knew the man’s voice and gait. “Yup.”
“I thought we had another few days.”
“So did I, but it looks like we weren’t told everything.” Josiah scribbled down some notes then spun in his chair to face Paul. “Garrison was obviously up to something.”
“Deliberately throwing us off?”
“Maybe.” Josiah began chewing on a nail, a bad habit he could never quit. “Maybe not. I’ve got to assume the man knew what he was doing.”
“But to blow himself up?”
“Maybe he didn’t.”
“Hmf.” Paul never did trust Genetodyne, and as far as he was concerned Garrison was only loyal to the highest bidder, just like all of the employees at the company. “He can’t be trusted. We should never have trusted him.”
“We didn’t really have a choice. Besides, maybe they caught wind of what he was doing and he had to act quickly. Anything’s possible.”
“Sure. But now he’s dead, Josiah. Dead. And his lab is gone. How the hell can we move forward? What the hell are we going to do?”
“We can only hope that he follows through with what he promised.”
“Even in death,” Paul asked.
“Especially in death. I have to trust that Garrison was working with us and not against us.” Josiah processed the situation a bit longer then spit out a nail remnant.
“This is stupid and dangerous. Are you seriously willing to put all of our lives on the line for this guy? This dead scientist who has yet to deliver?”
Josiah stood to his feet, hovering just one small inch over Paul. Now was not the time to show weakness, even in front of his best friend. He was a leader and had to start acting like one right now. “Dr. Garrison will pull through. Get four teams ready to roll. Contact all of our feelers. I want eyes and ears on every single police frequency from the northeast. Get on the horn and pass on that we’re closing down shop this Friday.”
“Friday? Are you sure?” There was no doubt of the sudden surprise in Paul’s voice.
“Yes.”
“But that’s impossible. We can’t be ready by then.”
“Nothing is impossible, Paul. Friday. It’s gotta be Friday. No exception.”
“Do you know something you’re not telling me?” Paul popped a piece of gum into his mouth, folding the metal foil into a miniature airplane.
“Nope. Just gut instinct.”
“Are you sure it isn’t gas?”
Josiah smiled. “Well if it is, we won’t be around long enough to smell it.”
Paul chuckled. His friend always found a way to bring out humor in a sticky situation. “Alright. Friday it is. I hope you’re right.”
Josiah lowered his gaze, wishing he did not have to make such tremendous decisions. It was not what he wanted but it was needed. “Me too.”
They stood is silence for a few minutes, both realizing the gravity of the situation. “What are you going to do?” Paul flicked the small silver plane toward Josiah. It bumped helplessly into the man’s thigh.
Josiah plucked it up and reengineered the item to take on the shape of a more streamlined plane. “I’ve got a lead I have to follow.” He flicked the foil item toward his friend. It traveled farther and on a more direct path.
***
Gregory flipped through the mail, one piece at a time. It was not at all uncommon for him to receive twenty letters per day. Usually his secretary siphoned out the material she could directly handle. The rest were given to him, unopened. She had learned how to recognize what was for his eyes only.
As he shuffled through the stack, he noted one that was hand written to him. This was very uncommon. Most professional letters were typed. Turning it over, he rammed in the silver letter opener he had received as a gift from the mayor. Sliding it quickly, the paper ripped smoothly at a sharp seam and allowed him access.
He blew a stream of air into the envelope, a habit he had formed after watching Johnny Carson on the tonight show. Johnny had played a character called Carnac the Magnificent. He would hold an envelope to his head, guess an answer to the unknown question on the letter, open the envelope and blow inside. He would then pull out the letter to read the question.
The skit was rather hilarious, but as a young man Gregory had thought that the blowing in the envelope to make it open up was genius. He had been doing it since he first saw the swami sketch in the 1980s.
He easily pulled out the letter. It was on Genetodyne letterhead, which was a bit surprising.
Mr. Barnes
For the past eleven years, I have been a loyal employee of Genetodyne. But now I am ashamed to have discovered the role I have played for this company. You will not get away with this. None of you will. Enjoy your time in hell. I’ll be waiting for you.
Neil Garrison, PhD
It took him a moment to realize who the note was from because the signature was a bit difficult to discern. And when the point of clarity hit him, the letter opener fell from his grip, plummeting to the desk and causing Gregory to snap out of a temporary trance. “Damnit”
He plucked the phone off his receiver and dialed a number. “I need you in here now.”
No more than ten minutes later, Eric Kearnes sat across from Barnes, noticing the rather bothersome look on the his boss’s firm face. He had been in the midst of reviewing more security tapes. He had utilized feed from other nearby business to follow and isolate the individual who had taken the person from Garrison’s car. They had been able to identify a license plate and were narrowing in on the person when he had received the call from Barnes.
“This is not good.” Gregory tossed the letter to the head of his private security staff.
Eric glanced over it then set it on the table. “I understand your concern, but…”
“My concern? Eric, this is bad. This could destroy this company. We don’t have a clue what he knew.”
“Even if he knew everything, he obviously has been unable to do anything successful about it.” Eric knew that Gregory had a tendency to blow things out of proportion. He was used to that sort of behavior from people who lacked good self discipline. He had been taught a long time ago by his special forces’ instructor, ‘You can only control certain things. For everything else, go get control.’
Nothing was beyond control, nothing. Eric had been given a script that was almost impossible to screw up. He knew that he was not only the right person for the job, but the only person who would get the job done right.
Eric was convinced that he could silence whatever Garrison might have done. He had dealt with his fair share of breech of proprietary information. He had yet to deal with a case he could not handle, which was why he had a hefty salary and a perfect record.
“How do you know he didn’t do anything about it?”
“I’m not saying he didn’t do anything, I’m just saying he hasn’t had any success or it would be all over the news.”
Gregory nodded his head. “Yes. Of course. But we cannot take any chances. I want every single person that Garrison has talked to in the past three months contacted. I want every single person in his lab taken care of.”
“Of course.” Eric jotted down a few mental notes. He would go back one month, tops. He had already started interrogations with the people in Garrison’s lab. They would all be disposed of shortly. He assumed his people would locate Garrison’s child and the person with her within the next twenty-four hours. This was hunting and he was the best hunter out there.
“How could he have found out anything?”
Eric wanted to roll his eyes at such an absurd question but held back. “Look, there are only two people at this facility that even know the plan. That’s you and me. I didn’t talk and you didn’t talk. Wherever the leak might have been, it will be dealt with shortly.
“Thanks to Garrison we can’t do our original plan for dismissal of personnel so instead we go to plan B. Which is exactly why we have contingency plans.”
Kearnes had originally decided that the best way to kill off the Genetodyne employees that worked on the project would be from a laboratory accident that caused a massive explosion. But when Garrison died in his own lab, there was no way that a secondary explosion to kill over one hundred and twenty employees could be performed without causing lots of eyes to turn and question. The man was smart. Kearne’s didn’t know how Neil had figured it out, but he had.
Though Garrison’s efforts had been noble, they had also been stupid. His coworkers would still die. He had merely delayed their death by a few days and the manner by which they would die. Simple deaths like a car crash or an unexpected heart attack would take care of most of them. Or, he just might let fate rear its ugly head and treat them to a dose of their own making.
“The clock is ticking. The client will not be happy.”
“I can guarantee you that every measure was in place to prevent leaks of proprietary information.” Eric lifted out of his seat, annoyed that he had been called to this impromptu meeting that was, as always, a time waste. “I have work to do.”
CHAPTER 10
Daniel Prescott walked past the large vats that served to aerate and mix the water. He waved casually to a few of the work crew and nodded politely toward another as he stepped up to the office building.
Daniel loved his job as plant owner and supervisor. He would have taken great pride in doing his job even if he wasn’t beyond wealthy because of it. He felt that what he did was just as important as any doctor or engineer. It was his responsibility to ensure the safety of the water and his water kept hundreds of thousands of people hydrated. He was proud to play such an integral part of their lives.
This was one of three bottling plants that he owned for his line of water: HydroPure. Since coming onto the market eight years ago, HydroPure was more lucrative than Evian and other main-stream bottled waters. At his northeast plant, they had a distillation process that scored them huge contracts with research facilities and hospitals.
HydroPure did not claim to get its water from a glacier or a mountain runoff. No. HydroPure came straight from American rivers and lakes and Daniel stood by his product saying, “We should take pride in what our planet can give us. I’m just borrowing it and sharing it with the people. We’ll give it back to Mother Earth so that she can use it again.”
“Good afternoon, Daniel,” his secretary of four years said as she gathered her belongings into a large bag that she considered to be a purse, but most would call luggage. “Gonna be working late?”
“No,” he lied, picking up some paper from the inbox and strolling toward his office. “Just got to get my things and send a fax.”
“Would you like me to send the fax for you,” she offered, batting her eyelashes toward the man she couldn’t help but find irresistible.
Daniel was a stocky 5’10, in his late 40s, with blonde hair and deep set dark blue eyes. His years as a defensive end at a small private college had left him with the firm build of a football player. Thankfully, time and age had done little to damage his physique. He was a successful businessman who loved the environment and respected his coworkers and she was drawn to him.
“I’d be happy to stay.”
“Don’t be silly. I can manage. Have a good evening. Say hello to the husband for me.” He waved at her before stepping into his office.
“Will do,” she said, but would not. She couldn’t stand her lazy husband who refused to get a job and spent the majority of his time playing computer games. She would willingly start an affair with Daniel if the opportunity became available.
Daniel waited for her to leave before pulling out his cell phone and making the call. It rang only twice.
“Sir?”
“Yes.” He walked over to his window and pulled the shades open, staring out over the facility. “I heard there was an incident.”
“Nothing that we can’t take care of.”
“There can be no loose ends. You know this.”
“Of course. There has been no breech. Everything is set and expected to be on schedule.”
“Good. We cannot deviate from the plan.”
“I know. Things are going as expected. Not to worry.”
“Good. Keep it that way.” He hung up and dialed another number.
This time a woman answered. “Hello?”
“How are things on your end?”
“Perfect. I heard something about an explosion at Genetodyne? Are things okay?”
“Yes. Nothing to worry about. Everything is set.”
“Alright then. So the next time we talk, it’ll be in person.”
“Good luck.”
“Same to you.”
CHAPTER 11
Logan kicked back in the plastic lawn chair and stared longingly into the perfectly pitch black sky littered with thousands of twinkling stars. He hunted for the constellations that he could remember and monitored the blackness for shooting stars. Every so often he could spot a satellite moving like a blinking dot on a specific trajectory. But he most enjoyed the stillness of space, the quiet solitude that he was sure the beyond had to offer.
He felt at peace on the roof of the ten story apartment building. It was the only place that truly gave him a sense of aloneness and tranquility. Sure, he could still hear the horns of the rushing traffic, music from the nightclub three blocks away, and the occasional gunshot. But it was New York. Such sounds were expected from the city that never sleeps.
Not many people in his building ever ventured to the roof. The old woman from the first floor kept a few plants in a make-shift greenhouse that the owner let her husband build for her over twenty years ago. On a rare occasion he would catch the teenage boy from 3C making out with his flavor of the week. It always disgusted him when he found a used condom lying near his chair. Logan could only hope and pray that the little pervert had not used his plastic furniture to fornicate with his love tart.
Downing the rest of the ice cold Coors, he crushed the can between long fingers and dropped the empty container into a bucket next to him. It was the fifth one that night, but his mind had yet to calm from his hectic day.
After the two hour, all-hands meeting let out, Logan began fact checking and researching without his boss’s approval. Normally he would clear his stories through his superior, but on occasion he would do a little bit of homework to make sure he wasn’t on a wild goose chase designed to make 48 Hours look stupid. And to make matters worse, this case apparently involved a possible family member.
He started with a Google search of Genetodyne. He read stock reports that boasted the company’s continual rise in the market. It was considered to be a Fortune 100 company and most investors were itching to get as many shares as they could afford. A few articles about impressive drug releases were found on all sorts of sites ranging from diabetes to breast cancer.
The company had even donated a hefty amount of profit to build a children’s hospital near the Bronx as well as providing funds to local schools and other charitable organizations. For the most part, Genetodyne appeared to be doing cutting edge research for the benefit of mankind while giving back to the community it served.
Logan was so lost in reading the articles about how fabulous the company had become that he almost didn’t notice the one that was titled “Explosion at Lab Kills One.” After reading that story, he realized that the incident had occurred Saturday, two days after the letter had been sent. And immediately something tickled his mind to go with it.
Logan redirected his research on the man in the article, Doctor Neil Garrison. The initials fit and the timing was almost too perfect. He was able to find out that the man was married, had a kid, had worked for the company for over ten years and was highly successful. He had no brothers or sisters and his parents had been dead for at least ten years. One had died from cancer and the other passed away from a sudden stroke. Maybe they weren’t brothers. He found a few pictures on his wife’s FaceBook page. Both he and Garrison had the same eyes. Maybe they were brothers.
Numerous scientific articles written by the doctor popped up on an internet search. He could understand very little of the science in the abstracts of the texts, but he quickly realized that Garrison was a smart man working on something called molecular vectors and genetics, whatever that meant.
He scribbled the man’s full name down with a few more random notes before he finished looking at the rest of the disturbing photos in the clandestine file. The remaining ten were of three different people who clearly died from some sort of weird sickness. He decided to burn another CD of the pictures and the chemical formulas. Always good to have extras, he had thought.
Was it possible that this man who died in a horrible laboratory accident was the person who sent him the letter? If so, was it really an accident that killed the doctor? If it wasn’t an accident, what was the reason that he was killed? Were they really related? Is Genetodyne performing human studies that could kill a person? Why would this be sent to him? What was he supposed to do with it? Where was this guys kid? How did she tie into it? And why was he supposed to find her?
Logan left work after hours of hunting with loads of unanswered questions and his investigative imagination on excessive overdrive. He still had the papers with the weird chemistry writing all over them. He would have to find someone to analyze them tomorrow. They had a man on the staff that was supposed to be a scientific guru. Maybe he could point Logan in the right direction. He would also seek out the widow to chat with her.
Until then, Logan was desperately trying to numb his mind so that he could sleep. Glancing to his watch, the glowing LED was an evil reminder of the extreme late hour. Stretching his arms above his head, he let out a lion-like yawn then rose from the plastic throne. Grabbing his bucket of empties, he plodded toward the fire escape and descended back to his apartment.
TUESDAY
CHAPTER 12
Cora’s cell phone vibrated next to her ear, creating an annoying hum that caused the woman to snap her eyes open into a ready alertness. She popped up on the cheap cot and snatched up the small item. She did not recognize the number, which was not at all new to her. “The weather…”
“…is chilly,” the voice on the other end finished.
Her lips parted into a half smile as she yawned and stretched. “Good morning,” she responded to the accent-laced voice of Ben.
“The cat has gotten out again and I can’t find her.”
Cora jumped up and darted to the wall, flicking on the small light in the dark room. She knew what this meant. She shimmied into her jeans and slammed her feet into worn out combat boots. “Is she in heat?”
“Yes.”
Shit, she thought. He was in imminent danger and would likely die within the next few minutes. “Should I come to your place or just go straight to the park again?”
“Go to the park,” he stated more quietly with a bit of concern.
And then she heard the tell-tale sign of gun shots ringing out from the cell phone. “Fuck. I’m coming. Where are you?”
“No. Go to the park.”
Before she could say anything else, the line was dropped. “Son of a bitch.” She quickly laced the boots on her feet then darted through the small efficiency to grab a half-empty backpack. Tossing the blue bag onto her shoulders, she turned off the light and headed out the door.
Avoiding the unreliable elevator, she dashed to the stairwell and jogged down them, skipping every other step. At the bottom, she began disassembling her cell phone and tossing the parts into the bushes and street gutter. She snapped the SIM card in half and discarded the pieces in different locations.
Cora began jogging down the street until she found a cab to hail. “Fifth street station,” she demanded of the driver while she bunched up her long, tangled hair into a loose ponytail on top of her head. She tossed two twenties into the man’s lap and added, “Let’s get there quick.”
The yellow cab sped off down the vacant roads and got her to the desired location in less than ten minutes. Climbing out of the cab, she rushed into the nearly empty train station that had a few vagrants loitering on heavy, wooden benches. She retreated to the back wall that was lined with dilapidated lockers and found number 193.
Pulling a filed down key from out of the backpack she placed it into the lock. Once opened she emptied the contents into her bag. There was a small zippered container, a wad of rolled cash and a plastic case measuring ten by eight inches and was roughly four inches in depth. Securing the items, she closed the locker and left the key in the lock.
She then took two steps to her left and dropped to her knees to open up locker 144. There was a folded sheet of paper within the metal confines and nothing else. She plucked the simple item out to reveal a small silver key that had the word Toyota stamped onto the key plate. The metal item was retrieved and shoved into a pocket as she read the brief letter:
I need your help on this one, my dear. Trust me. Trust your instincts. Kyle Garrison. Protect at all costs. I will forever be in your debt.
Rising to her feet, she pulled out a lighter from between her bosoms and flicked it to life. She then held the small yellowish orange flame to the paper and watched as it turned to delicate ash.
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