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Chapter One
Kit Alexander looked at her watch as she stood in the pool of light cast by the street lamp. It was five minutes after midnight on Tuesday morning, the first day of October. She had plenty of time. The appointment for her job interview wasn’t until twelve thirty and she was only about a mile out from the research center. She should be there by quarter after.
The night air was chilly. It wasn’t yet truly cold. Autumn was definitely here. She resumed walking. At least when she was moving she felt the chill less.
If she had possessed more than twenty dollars to live on during the next week, she would have taken a taxi for this three-mile trip from her efficiency apartment to the private research center. Yet, she had better things to do with her money than to spend it on luxuries like rides in taxicabs. She could spend it on luxuries like food, instead.
Her car was one of the many things that she had sold to raise money for her doctoral studies after her marriage failed more than three years ago. The public transportation system’s buses didn’t run at this time of the night. Riding her bike or rollerblading—two of the ways she normally got around in good weather seemed suicidal at this time of the night. Running would leave her too sweaty to be presentable for this interview. That left walking as her only option.
A three mile walk wasn’t going to kill her. She walked at least that much every day anyway.
Agreeing to be at a job interview in the middle of the night before she was to sit her preliminary examination for her doctorate was not the smartest thing she’d ever done. But, she understood why she had jumped at this. Carl Roddenberg had a Nobel Prize to his name. Working in his lab would be a dream job, especially for a doctoral candidate. She would have met him anywhere, anytime, he had asked.
Kit felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle in warning of danger. She didn’t stop walking. She didn’t slow down. She didn’t want to telegraph any signal that she was aware of them. She listened carefully for footfalls as she continued walking. The closest set of footfalls behind her were light, almost too light, as though the man—she didn’t know how, but she knew it was a man—didn’t want to reveal that he was following her. He was behind her about ten feet back, looking at her, and plotting nothing good. There was another set of footsteps about three quarters of a block behind the first man.
She could smell the guarded elation, the scent of anticipation, belonging to a predator on the hunt. She knew, without a doubt, she was the prey. She forced herself to be calm. The last thing that she needed was to give him the scent of fear. Letting him know she was aware of him would just give him more satisfaction. She needed to keep her wits about her and keep moving.
If push came to shove, she was sure she could defend herself against one man. Two would be tricky, at best. There was no doubt in her mind that both people following her were intending her serious harm. She had learned over the years to trust her instincts. She wasn’t going to second-guess herself now.
The words of her old martial arts instructor came back to her, “The best defense is just not to be there. If you can, run! If you can’t run, then do more damage to the one who means you harm than he does to you.”
The black lace-up leather oxfords she was wearing weren’t the best shoes for running, and they definitely weren’t her choice of footwear for fighting, but they’d have to do. Fortunately, she had decided to wear fairly loose-fitting slacks for this interview so she’d be able to move freely. Her coat closed with a simple wrap construction, so it wouldn’t get in the way when she ran.
She picked up the pace substantially, but she was still walking. She brought her shoulder bag around to the front, opened it and removed a zippered case. Opening the set of dissecting tools, she removed a scalpel. It was, like all her knives, extremely sharp. If this man thought to cause her trouble, she’d give it back to him in spades. She only wished she had a proper knife—something long, strong, and lethally sharp—one like Grandfather Alexander had used in his butcher shop!
The footfalls continued to follow her, maintaining the same distance. She passed beneath another street lamp. Then as soon as she was outside of the halo of that light, she took off running.
A man’s hand closed on her shoulder with bruising force about a half a block later. “You can’t outrun me, woman!” a deep male voice said. “But the fact that you tried adds to my amusement.”
She reached up and, with the scalpel, stabbed the man’s hand and dragged the small knife down through his skin stopping at the knuckles. He didn’t make a sound of protest at the pain. She pulled the scalpel free and ran as hard as she ever remembered running in her whole life.
His hold hadn’t loosened, at all. Her shoulder had simply ceased to be solid and within his grasp. That wasn’t possible—to simply melt away out of a hold. Yet, she had done just that. She filed it away to worry about later. Right now, she just needed to get away from this predator.
The man cursed and kept coming after her. “You’re going to pay for that, bitch!” he said from just a few feet behind her.
She kept moving. The research center was straight ahead. She could see the lights several blocks away.
He caught her again, and again, her shoulder just melted away under his hand leaving him holding nothing.
He grabbed her by her shoulder bag. She simply shrugged that off her shoulder and kept running. Chances were this wasn’t a simple robbery. But in case it was, the purse might satisfy them, until they looked inside. Her wallet and keys were in her pants pockets. Kit mentally ticked off the things she knew to be in the bag. They amounted to little more than a collection of tools and personal care junk. There was nothing in the shoulder bag to identify her. Nothing she couldn’t afford to lose, if losing it meant saving her life.
She heard him drop the purse, then pick up speed. She felt him grow closer to her.
His hand grabbed the back of her coat and jerked her to a stop beneath the halo of a street lamp. She heard the fabric of the coat rip. His right arm went around her throat in a chokehold with bruising force. She found herself gasping for breath as he gave a satisfied laugh.
“Got you!” he said triumphantly.
She raised her right hand and tried to jab the scalpel into his shoulder.
As her arm was coming up, he reached around her with his left hand and jerked the surgical instrument out of her hand.
He laughed again. She really was coming to hate that laughter of his.
“Like knives do you, woman?” he asked as he cut her just below her cheekbone on the left side of her face.
She wanted to scream, but wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.
“Like the taste of that one?” he asked her, glee in his voice. “It’s the least that I’m going to do to you.”
He tossed the scalpel away. She heard it clatter onto the sidewalk. Then she felt the wetness of his tongue licking the cut he had made on her face.
“Delectable,” he whispered to her. “Your blood is wonderful. I’m going to enjoy you.”
Reacting, working on a combination of survival instinct and training, not giving herself time to think, she reached up and grabbed him by both his right thumb and arm. She dug her nails into his hand. She peeled his right thumb away from her. His hand followed the thumb. This gave her some room to move. As she did that, she shifted her feet and twisted her body sideways. As an extension of that move, she threw him over her shoulder and onto the sidewalk.
She looked at him for a brief moment. This was the man who had been chasing her? He was tall and muscular, dark-haired, with an oval face and a narrow nose. Kit guessed his age as somewhere in his early thirties. She wouldn’t have looked twice at him on the street, had they met in daylight. How could someone who looked so normal be such a monster?
He lay on the concrete, obviously stunned by the impact of the throw. Footfalls were approaching with urgency from behind her.
The stunned state didn’t last long. He grabbed her left leg.
“You’re going to die,” he told her.
Stopping this man was no longer an option—it was absolutely necessary. She couldn’t fight both of them at once. She brought her right leg up, then brought the heel of her foot down sharply in an ax kick to his throat.
Kit heard a short, low, wet gurgle as he tried to draw a breath through his crushed trachea and the distinctive cracking of bone as her foot traveled through his throat to the cervical vertebrae. Blood and body fluids splashed on her ankle and onto her trousers. She fought back the wave of nausea that threatened. She didn’t have time to be sick.
His hold on her left leg loosened.
From a half block back, a man cried out with an anguished, “No!”
She took off running, stepping on and over the lifeless form of the first attacker. There was no way that he could have survived that blow. She had broken multiple concrete paving blocks in belt tests and demonstrations with less power than she had applied to his throat. She knew only one thing: he would never harm anyone again. Make that two things: she knew she had to get away from the second man whom she felt to be a larger threat than the man she had just killed. She was certain the man chasing her would make the downed man look as threatening as a household pet.
The footfalls behind her hesitated only a moment as they reached the fallen body of the first attacker. Then the speed of the second man increased as he closed on her.
She simply ran for her life.
In less than half a block, the second man had caught up with her.
“I’m going to kill you!”
She knew that he’d have to catch her first. She ran as fast as she could.
But it wasn’t fast enough.
He ran past her. They were under the light of a street lamp. He whirled about and struck out at her.
She blocked his blow and assumed a fighting stance.
He wasn’t an attractive man, by any stretch of the imagination, she decided as she looked at him. His face was thin and oval-shaped. His green eyes were deeply set into his face. His cheekbones were high. His lips thin and tightly pursed. His nose was hooked. She assessed him to be somewhere in his mid forties by his physical appearance, yet there was an air, a sense of great age and power coming from this man. She dismissed that thought as pure panic.
Then he laughed, showing his teeth.
She felt the fear well up within her. He didn’t have human teeth. He had a mouth full of animal teeth; razor-sharp fangs and sharply ragged teeth meant for ripping flesh.
“You shouldn’t have killed my childe,” the second man said as he struck out at her once more. “You shouldn’t have ever harmed Edward. You will pay for that.”
She blocked his blow. But she felt his strength and knew he was as strong as, maybe stronger than, she was. That frightened her. The only thing standing between her and death were her own strength and ability. Given the sloppy way he was delivering blows, she knew that she had more mastery than he did. Either that or he was trying to force her to display her skill level while hiding his own until he could determine her ability and style. She couldn’t dismiss that possibility. Paranoia could be the only thing to save her life.
“For Edward’s death, you will die slowly and painfully,” he told her angrily as he took more swings at her.
“Leave me alone!” she said as she deflected each of his blows and got in several of her own. Yet for all the abuse she was handing out, he kept coming.
They danced around each other. The only thing that was going to stop him, she knew, was to kill him as she had killed the other one.
He backed her against a building during their struggle. She was pinned between him and the brick wall. The light was low. She could barely see anything. Then her eyes adjusted.
The only way out was to seriously injure or kill him.
“Beg me for your life. Beg me nicely, and I might not kill you. I might give you the gift of immortal life, instead,” he said in a silky voice. “Beg me nicely for your life.”
Immortal life, indeed! she thought angrily but without saying anything. Maybe the best way of getting out of this would be to play along with him. Yet, she’d done more than enough begging favors from men during her life. She wouldn’t give another man the satisfaction of hearing her beg for anything. However, she would gleefully go down fighting.
“Would you please...go to hell?” she asked firmly as she brought the heel of her hand up sharply with as much force as she could muster and connected with the bottom of the man’s nose. The fresh spurt of his blood told her that she had hurt him.
She fought back the surge of pleasure at that. There was no time at the moment to do anything except survive. To survive, she needed to give him enough pain so that he would back away, or she needed to overtake him if he wouldn’t back away.
He staggered, backing up two steps. That was all the opening she needed both to stop him and to escape. She twisted her waist to improve the power of her blow, then hit him again with the heel of her hand to his chest. She heard the sickening crack of bone and knew that she had broken at least one rib, maybe more. How seriously she had hurt him she didn’t know and didn’t really care. He stumbled backwards.
Quickly, she moved laterally away from the building before she turned and ran as fast as she had ever run.
It was hard to miss his cursing from behind her. Her fear level escalated as she ran from him when she realized he was still following her. She could feel her heart beating. She could hear her blood rushing through her veins. She willed herself to run faster.
“When I catch you, I’m going to enjoy watching you die,” he called after her. “I’m going to drain every last drop of blood from you and watch you die. But only after I teach you the true meaning of suffering.”
In order to kill her, he’d have to catch her again. She wasn’t going to let that happen.
The laboratory building and the well-cared-for grounds surrounding were as bright as day when she got there. This windowless brick-and-stone structure wasn’t a particularly large building. There was a flight of eight steps from ground level to the front portico. A wheelchair ramp curved gracefully around from the north side of the portico down to the front sidewalk.
Still hearing him still behind her, and knowing she needed to be in the building as soon as possible, threw herself from the ground up the several steps onto the landing just in front of the main secure door. She landed lightly in an all-fours crouch upon the stamped concrete pad, just before the door. That was one more thing to file away to think about later. She’d always been able to jump. Ballet classes and basketball had both helped teach her control of her movements. Never had she been able to jump as long and high as this. She filed that away to think about later.
She rose quickly, rushed to the door, and rapidly entered into the six-digit security code that would allow her access to the building. Then she slid sideways through the partially opened door, and ran into the lobby, after pushing the door securely closed behind her.
That door hadn’t been open more than an inch and yet she managed to slide through it. What was happening to her? This was one more thing to think about later, when she was safe from that monster following her. She could only deal with saving her life right now. Everything else could be resolved later. She could only deal with one crisis at a time.
Kit didn’t begin to relax until she had heard the lock click into place behind her.
“My God, what’s going on?” the night guard at the desk demanded as she rushed as far away from the steel security door as she could get.
She hadn’t realized until that moment how sore her throat really was. “Call 9-1-1. Now!” she demanded. Her voice broke under the stress.
The security guard was a very young man, probably in his early twenties. He was a cute red-headed kid, complete with an abundance of freckles. But there was a steely resolve and calm about him. It was clear he was very much in charge. The name badge on his uniform shirt said his name was Fred.
“Sit down. I’ll call the cops and send for Doc,” Fred said, his voice firm and gentle.
“Just make the call to the police, now, please!” Kit ordered as she fought the weakness that was threatening to swamp her. Adrenaline was wearing off. Shock could set in. She knew this. She had to keep it together. But all she wanted to do was fall apart. The problem was that she couldn’t afford the luxury of breaking down. This wasn’t over. She had to stay strong, no matter what. “He’s out there and I don’t know that door will stop him.”
“No one is going to get to you here. I promise you that.”
She sighed heavily. She leaned her head against the pale marble wall and slowly slid down until she sat on the deep Grey slate floor. She held her knees tightly to her chest and let her forehead sink to her knees. The adrenaline rush that had gotten her through the attack was quickly leaving her. She felt shaky, unsteady. Her hands were covered in blood. She didn’t know if it was theirs or hers. Her coat was covered in blood. Shreds of flesh were beneath the broken nails of her left hand. She felt sick to her stomach.
“You’re covered in blood.”
“Call the police, please?” Kit demanded, hoping that she would be able to keep herself under control for however long it took for the police to get here. She felt the slow tremors begin in her hands and knew it wouldn’t be long until she would be shaking all over.
“Yes, ma’am. What do I need to report when I call 9-1-1?” Fred demanded.
She sighed heavily but did not look up. Kit forced her voice to be as strong as it could be. She only hoped that she sounded authoritative enough to get results. “Report an assault. Two men attacked a woman. One of my assailants lies dead on the sidewalk a couple of blocks east of here on Windsor. I killed him. There was no choice. It was self-defense. The coroner is needed to deal with that.”
Fred whistled through his teeth. “Okay.”
Her cheek throbbed painfully. She had been too hyped up with adrenaline before to pay much attention to the pain. She didn’t want to know how bad the cut on her face was. She knew better than to touch it considering the bloody state of her own hands. The last thing she needed was to contaminate the cut.
It was obviously some cut, she thought with a sigh. But then again, she had never been a beauty, by any stretch of the imagination. What was one more scar to add to her collection? Scars generally faded fast on her, anyway.
How in the world had she managed to enter the building through a barely opened door? She was certain that Fred had seen her entrance into the building. Perhaps, given the security level of the building, it was even recorded on video. She would have to explain this. How could she account for something that she didn’t even understand? What was happening to her? She could rationalize the leap up the stairs with high levels of adrenaline, maybe. But compressing her width to squeak through a one-inch opening? Now that was beyond any rational explanation. Accepting that it couldn’t be explained rationally, how was she to explain it?
All of this was giving her a massive headache.
It could have been a moment, or an hour, later when another man sank to his knees beside her. She felt his presence. It was a concerned, not a threatening, presence. She just couldn’t summon the energy to look up.
* * * * *
Carl Roddenberg opened the black leather medical bag he placed on the floor. He always kept a well-supplied medical bag, never knowing when he’d have to use it, but always hoping that he wouldn’t have to ever open it. Unfortunately, he needed it all too often. “Let’s have a look at you, shall we?”
“Leave me alone. I’ll be fine. Please leave me alone,” she told him, her voice low and painful.
“You are not fine. Let me see those eyes,” he said.
“I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”
“Look at me. Let me see those eyes,” he commanded.
“I’m not shocky. I’m just dealing with the aftermath of a major adrenaline rush,” she said not looking up, hoping that she didn’t sound as weak and scared as she felt. The last thing she knew she could afford was to sound either of those things. “I’m shaky. But I’m not shocky. I do know the difference.”
“I’m sure that you do,” he said in a gentle tone. Then he commanded, “I said, look at me, woman! Let me see your eyes.”
“Leave me alone. For heaven’s sake, leave me alone. I’m so on edge, I might hurt you,” she insisted, still not looking up. “Just let me calm down. I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”
“You won’t hurt me. I guarantee that. Now, let me see your eyes,” he told her, his voice gentle, but holding an edge to it.
Kit couldn’t help the soft sigh that escaped her as she lifted her head and saw his face. Carl Roddenberg. She would have known him anywhere from the one photo she had seen of him. Of course, he was probably used to women sighing over him, worshipping him, throwing themselves at him. He was a beautiful man; tall—probably her height or taller—lean, silver-blond, and muscular.
He looked substantially younger than his fifty-nine years. But avoiding the sun would have a good deal to do with staying young looking. Doctor Roddenberg had a rare genetic condition that made sunlight dangerous for him.
He wore an off-white, button-down shirt, the fabric of which appeared to be very fine linen, and a pair of dark worsted silk and wool-blend dress slacks. For the price of the wristwatch he wore, she could have bought groceries and paid her rent for more than a year. His shoes were Italian, handmade, and extremely expensive. Although dressed casually, the man literally oozed both class and sex appeal. There ought to be a law against any man being so utterly gorgeous.
How she could be so drawn to this man, now, astonished her. It had to be some deep-seated biological programming to reaffirm life in the face of death. The rational part of her mind knew that. The woman in her didn’t care. She wanted him more than she could ever remember wanting anyone.
Her eyes drifted over his body, imagining him naked. He was quite a man.
Maybe too much of a man, a small voice of caution in her head warned. He was clearly more man than she could handle. Of course, according to Greg’s parting shot, she wouldn’t know what to do with a man if one ended up in her bed gift-wrapped and had detailed instructions taped to his chest. Even after three years, that hurt remained.
* * * * *
It had been a very long time, Carl mused as he took stock of his reaction to her, since any woman had interested him so thoroughly on first glance. He knew himself too well to doubt this feeling. He would need to have this woman in his bed—and the comfort of a bed was entirely optional. He’d take her anywhere he could as often as she might welcome him. The need was there, on both their parts—strong, fierce, and undeniable.
It wasn’t often these days that he found a woman like her, a tall Rubenesque beauty, someone who was obviously not ashamed to be such, soft and rounded in the places a woman needed to be softly rounded.
“Who are you?” he demanded.
* * * * *
“Kit Alexander. You were perhaps expecting someone else at this hour?” she asked, hoping that her voice sounded amused instead of bone tired, fearful, and frustrated. “Or do you give out security codes for your door to one and sundry?”
* * * * *
She was a bit older than the average doctoral candidate. He had seen that from her curriculum vitae. He wondered what her raven-black hair would look like streaming down over her naked, full breasts.
He forced those ideas from his head. She certainly was covered in enough blood. A cut on her cheek needed closed, quite badly. That was obvious. Also obvious was the fact she needed a plastic surgeon, not a researcher. He wondered what other injuries she had.
Carl fought back the rage that was building inside him that anyone should have hurt this woman. He felt as though someone had damaged something precious to him in hurting her.
“I didn’t expect you to arrive in this condition, Ms. Alexander,” Carl said, his voice sounding as concerned as he felt.
“It wasn’t my intention, either,” she said on a sigh. “But at least I made it here instead of lying dead on the street.”
“Yes. I am deeply grateful for that mercy. Where else are you hurt?” he asked, sounding all doctor.
“I don’t know...I’m still too full of adrenaline to feel much. My throat and shoulder, definitely have to be hurt. Bruises from where he choked me and grabbed me. Nothing to be done for them. It hurts to talk. But that will pass. I’m sure I’ll start to feel all the rest of this as soon as the adrenaline wears off.”
“Let me see your throat.”
She bent her head back slightly and moaned at the pain.
He thought that she was very lucky to be alive, given the degree of bruising on her throat. A seduction scene was the last thing she needed at the moment. Yet the idea would not leave him. He wanted this woman more than he could remember wanting any woman since his Trude had died. The strength of his desire for her stunned him.
“Looks like you had quite a problem tonight,” he observed as he assessed her other visible injuries with a professional eye.
She sighed. “You could say that. Two men came out of nowhere.” She bit her lip. “They decided to kill me. I decided they weren’t going to accomplish that.” She sighed. “I proved the superior decisionmaker.”
“Well, at least you still have a sense of humor about this,” he said with a smile.
* * * * *
She moaned. Her mother and sister would read her the riot act, she knew, for talking to the police without one of them, or at least a good attorney present to protect her interests. In that, they would be right. She needed an attorney. But whom should she call?
Kit replied, “What good would it do to lose perspective tonight? I survived. I’m going to need all the resources I have to get through this, especially my sense of humor. I also need a good lawyer. Do you know any? I could call my mother for a referral. But, I really don’t want to involve her at this point.”
“Why do you need a lawyer?” Carl demanded.
“I left one of my attackers dead on the sidewalk. I really don’t want to be charged with any form of homicide. So I need an extremely good, sharp criminal defense lawyer to be here before the police come to question me. Do you know anyone who would come at this hour?”
“I’m sure you acted strictly in self-defense,” he said, his voice so gentle it made her want to cry.
Kit shuddered as she recalled the encounter. “I did! He said he was going to kill me!” She forced her voice back to some semblance of normality. It would do no good to scream at the man, not that she had enough voice to scream anyway. Carl Roddenberg had done nothing to deserve her anger. She drew a ragged breath and fought for control. “I honestly believed that to be his intent. So I stopped him. I used what force I needed, in my best judgment, to use to preserve my life and nothing beyond that. Excessive force wasn’t an issue here.”
“I believe you,” he said, his voice accepting.
“Thanks,” she answered as a shudder ran through her at the contemplation of what might have happened had that pair encountered someone less trained in self-defense. The thought of how she had just barely escaped with her life wasn’t anything she wanted to contemplate. But it was good to know that someone believed her. Now, it was a matter of defending herself in another way. “I still need an attorney.”
Carl took his cell phone from his belt. He punched in a number. “It’s Carl Roddenberg. I need you at my lab, immediately. My newest assistant was attacked by two men on her way in to the lab tonight. She left one of them dead on the sidewalk. She’s going to need representation when the police get here to question here...Thanks, George. I appreciate the effort. See you in a few minutes.”
“Thank you,” Kit said on a sigh. “George who?”
“George Greer.”
“Of Greer, Wynn, Shelby, and Fitch?” Kit asked, her voice disbelieving. George Greer was the best. But she didn’t know that he was still taking clients and actively practicing law.
“You know the firm?”
“I know of them. My mother is, or rather was, a judge. I have met Mr. Greer. He and my mother were in law school together. I thought he’d simply become a rainmaker for his firm, instead of continuing to actively practice law.”
“George still takes a few special cases.”
“I never would have thought to call him. Thank you,” Kit told him, her voice full of genuine gratitude and relief. With George Greer on her side, there would be no problem.
“You said two men attacked you?” Carl demanded.
Kit wished she could control the shudders running through her. But she couldn’t. “Yes. There were two men. The second one chased me here. He attacked me after I left the first man growing cold on the sidewalk. Said that I killed his child. He didn’t look anywhere near old enough to be father to the first man, who I thought was about my age. The second man appeared to be only in his forties.”
“You’re covered in blood. It’s too much blood to have come from your cheek. It had to come from somewhere.”
She looked away from him and pressed her lips together tightly as she blinked back tears. The last thing she wanted was to be a crying mess. But she couldn’t stop the hot tears that ran silently down her face. “My attackers. I really didn’t want to kill him. Anyone else would have backed off from the first sign of resistance. Not him. He grabbed me and I stabbed him in the hand with a scalpel. He kept coming. He had me in a chokehold. I thought he was going to either break my neck or render me unconscious. Then he took my scalpel away from me and cut me. Then he licked the blood from my cheek and said it was delicious.”
* * * * *
“What did he look like?” Carl demanded harshly, not liking the picture forming in his mind. If what she said was true, there was trouble here, far more trouble than one woman being assaulted. Well, at least, she had come to the right place for help.
* * * * *
She forced herself to speak slowly and distinctly. “He was tall, about six-five or six-six, a bit taller than I am. Hundred and ninety, maybe two hundred, pounds. Well-developed muscles. He was strong, almost too strong, a lot stronger than his appearance indicated that he’d be. He reminded me of a jaguar on the hunt—sleek and stealthy. I felt his presence before I heard him come up behind me. But this man is dead. I threw him and then crushed his throat with an ax kick. I’m fairly certain I severed his spinal cord at the fourth or fifth cervical vertebrae. There’s no way he could have survived those injuries. I’m sure he was dead before I ran on. No one could have survived those injuries.”
* * * * *
“You felt his presence, you said? What do you mean you felt his presence?” Carl echoed as he wondered exactly who—what—this woman was sitting before him. To kill one of the Community in hand to hand combat was not something most Normals would even begin to be able to do. That she picked up on the presence before her regular senses informed her brain was just one piece of the puzzle.
* * * * *
“Ever just feel someone looking at you? You know, the hair-standing-up-on-the-back-of-your-neck type of feeling?” she explained, not wanting to raise the issue of scent. No one had ever understood her sensitive nose. She wasn’t really certain that she understood it herself. But she knew herself too well to doubt her own abilities.
“Yes. Yes, I have felt similar things.”
“That’s what this was. I knew they were following me. I could sense them. I can’t really explain it any more than that.” So, please don’t ask, she mentally added. Don’t ask me to explain the inexplicable. I don’t know how I do these things. All I know is that this saved my life tonight.
“We caught him on the security cameras, Doc. I’ve printed the images. The police will have them when they come,” the security man, Fred, said. “His face was bloody.”
She sighed, her voice heavy. “He was going to kill me. He told me so. Then he wanted me to beg him not to kill me. The man is crazy. He was talking about granting me immortal life, instead of killing me.”
Carl’s expression hardened slightly. “And what did you tell him?”
Kit didn’t like the look on his face. It was clear that he was angry. “I told him to go to hell. What else would I tell him? He wanted me to beg. I don’t beg any man for anything, ever.” Kit heard the harshness in her own tone and cringed. She didn’t like to display that much emotion.
“No, Ms. Alexander, you wouldn’t be the type to beg,” Carl acknowledged after a moment.
“Putting it mildly. I won’t beg. Ever. For anything.”
“Not even to save your life?”
“I’d literally rather die than to beg any man for anything,” she told him, her voice flat.
“An extreme position. There’s a story behind that.”
She shrugged. The last thing she wanted, especially with this man, was to display old hurts. Kit felt she was entirely pathetic enough sitting here coated in blood, cut open, and bleeding. She didn’t want or need him to poke around at the emotional bruises and half-healed scars as well as her current physical bruises and scars. There was no doubt in her mind that he’d try to heal any injury, physical or emotional, he saw in her. There were some people who were natural born healers. Her sister was one. This man was another one. “There’s a story behind most of the things in all of our lives, Doctor Roddenberg. Most of those stories are as boring and twice as long as a bad sermon. They’re best left in the past.”
He chuckled at her dry phrasing and tone. “True enough. So, tell me, what happened after you refused to beg?”
She looked at him. This part of the story, she didn’t mind telling. “I hit him, breaking his nose with the blow. There was blood all over. But that wasn’t enough to make him let me go. Since he wasn’t wheezing and since he could still run after me, I’m assuming I didn’t puncture his lungs when I broke at least one of his ribs with the next blow. I heard the bone crack, so I know I did damage to him. More’s the pity, a perforated lung would have stopped him in his tracks.”
Carl laughed. It was a sound that mixed relief with genuine approval. “Woman, you’ve got guts. I’ll give you that. Most people would have been too frightened to fight back in that situation.”
Kit shook her head in denial. “It wasn’t guts. It was necessity. The only other choice was to die. I’m not ready to die. And I didn’t say I was unafraid.”
“But in spite of the fear, you fought back.”
She shrugged. Kit needed to make him understand. Somehow, it was important to her that he did understand. “It was him or me. I only wish I had stopped him permanently. I don’t doubt he might come after me again. He seemed determined. This may have begun as a random occurrence, but I believe it’s become personal for him now. I have no doubt of that. This frightens me, beyond words.”
“Fear is a good thing. It will keep you sharp. You are now under my protection. No one will harm you here, or anywhere else,” he said firmly. “I guarantee you that. You will have full- time bodyguards when you leave here.”
“Kind of you. But I take care of myself.”
He smiled at her as he patted her shoulder.
Even that gentle touch hurt. She cringed away from him. “I’m bruised there.”
“Let me see. Take off your coat. And unbutton your blouse.”
“No. Just leave me alone. I can take care of myself.”
“I can see that. A lesser woman would have been lying dead on the street. Yet you will take my assistance, now. One way or another, with or without your cooperation in this matter, I will keep you safe. No one is going to harm you further. On that, you have my solemn word.”
She shuddered. But she stood and removed her coat. She hung it on a hook and got a good look at it for the first time. She’d known that the coat was ruined. The blood would never come out of it. It was the only warm coat she had. She really didn’t have the money to get a new coat. There was no choice. Even if it hadn’t been ruined, the police would take it for evidence, as it was covered with her attackers’ blood. Maybe she could get something from a thrift store.
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