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Predetermined Endings
Did you hear the cries of labor,
the announcement of God’s favor,
to a man and woman,
for reasons you cannot summon?
Did you feel the sting of pain,
the continuum of sacrifice for gain,
to get a job and house,
for the sprint to success like a mouse?
Did you realize the price of life,
the philosophy from Adam’s wife,
to sample want and desire,
for the result of brimstone and fire?
Did you hope the pursuit of glory,
the manifest destiny of riches by story,
to have recognition and fame,
for a journey no man overcame?
Did you know the result of all,
the fate waiting beyond the gate so tall,
to teach every person and organism,
for a universal truth, not cynicism?
Did you hate the epiphany of time,
the uncomfortable psalm spoken in rhyme,
to justify the birth and beginning,
for setting a course with only one predetermined ending?
Destiny Booze
---------------
Prologue
He watched as she walked across the parking lot of Chappell Pharmaceuticals. It was 6:40 PM. She was due to work at seven. She was always early. Angelica Chappell was much prettier than her picture in the paper, a woman of exceptional quality and grace. She seemed to glide across the pavement with smooth, fluid movements similar to that of a ballerina.
Beauty.
Elegance.
Style.
Spellbound, he studied her, memorizing and learning. She was his subject, and he was a good student. He was mesmerized as he stared until she disappeared inside the door of the lab. He knew from his lessons that she was a true workaholic, that the lab was her home maybe first to her actual house. Nothing else existed in her life.
Passion.
Ambition.
Drive.
An article in the local paper called her an angel without wings. Six months ago the FDA had approved the release of a new drug that Angelica created called Krytonix. It slowed the spread of cancer cells. Though Chappell Pharmaceuticals cautioned everyone that it was not a cure, it was a gigantic breakthrough of sensational proportions with enough propaganda and media to overshadow even the War against Terror.
Already, the drug was showing outstanding results. 8% of the children on Krytonix reached remission within 90 days, while 78% reached a new estimated life expectancy twice as long as reported before the drug. Only 6% of the children on the medicine showed no progress; only 5% worsened, and only 3% expired. The paper called Krytonix a miracle, and indeed, the medical field praised this new breakthrough as ingenious and brilliant.
Chappell Pharmaceuticals further astonished the world when it announced that it would guarantee that no patients were denied the drug because of inability to pay. The company was willing to sell the drug at production costs, or lower when necessary. Insurance companies didn’t support the bold move, but everyone else did. Angelica Chappell turned into a star overnight, a warrior in the fight against cancer.
Humble.
Righteous.
Generous.
The world idolized, even worshipped, Angelica Chappell with an obsession-like quality despite the fact that she kept a strictly private life. The media buzzed with frustration that not a single interview had yet to be granted. The silence fueled Angelica’s fame, her mystery intoxicating and alluring.
People thought of her as divine, as an inspiration, as a sign of hope and love. Maybe some of them even believed she was an angel with no wings, indeed, a savior for them all. These were very dangerous beliefs.
“Thou shalt have none other gods before me.”
The truth was that Angelica was evil. He knew it. She was a fake, a fraud, a demon in disguise, luring the innocent by her beauty and grace. Her ploy was so deviously obvious. No mortal was truly capable of her accomplishments, not without divine assistance. She was demonic in nature for sure, accepting credit for works that never belonged to her, sent to confuse the people and lead them away from the one true God. She was no better than the golden calf the Devil used to lead the people of Moses from the Promised Land so long ago.
Tears misted his eyes for the pain this woman caused God. He had to kill her. But first he had to discredit the work that had caused so much damage to people’s faith. The people had to seek God for help, not man, and not a drug. The people had to pray to please thy Lord. This woman was false hope, a mirage of perfection and divinity that must vanish. She was evil.
He would stop her. A quiet voice spoke in his ear and laid out a plan. God told him what to do and how to do it. He would save the people, save the world from this woman.
The work of the Lord was his calling in life. He always answered the call. Angelica Chappell must be exposed. She must die. She must be the next sacrifice.
The man knelt to one knee next to the bench he had used to sit on as he watched Angelica. No passerby would consider his position unusual in his black robe and white collar. No one would question. He prayed out loud in a soft voice, confessing his sins and testifying his faith. He prayed for sinners to come to him for help and guidance. He wanted to help the people and guide them back to the Lord.
The people could not understand what he must do, or his prayers. He was among the few to reach the next spiritual plain. His prayers were in tongues of another language; only he and the Lord understood the conversation and what must be done. He was God’s warrior, not Angelica Chappell.
He had to kill her.
Chapter One
The blue flashing lights in his rearview mirror signaled for William Pierce to pull his car over. Great. He didn’t have time for this. He needed to get to the lab at Chappell Pharmaceuticals and scope things out for tomorrow night, July 4th. That was when he would break in. Only a minimal number of employees should be working on the holiday. He couldn’t let this opportunity pass him by. He may not get another one.
Chappell Pharmaceuticals had excellent security. William knew because he had kept surveillance on the company for three weeks. No expenses were spared in the three story building.
Around the clock staff kept the front lobby guarded where full-time monitors aired feedback from cameras placed in almost every room, hall and elevator. The guards were armed and well-trained to routinely make rounds of all three floors at least once every hour.
The only access inside was through the front lobby. The doors led to a metal detector and x-ray machine that all persons must walk through to enter the building. Higher security areas within required a computer generated pass code that was reassigned every three months. The fire escapes were set up as exit only doors. The windows did not open.
Breaking in was the last straw for William. On fifteen separate occasions, he’d requested a meeting with Bruce Chappell, the owner of the company, or his granddaughter Angelica, and all fifteen inquiries had been denied. Someone had the answers he sought. It was time to get more aggressive.
Fortunately, Angelica’s bodyguard had a secret. The man snuck out a side door every night at 9:00 PM to smoke a joint. He used his name badge between the door and the frame to keep from getting locked out. The other guards conveniently looked the other way.
There was no doubt in William’s mind that Angelica would work even though it was a holiday. She never missed work. So, when her bodyguard decided to make his exit, William planned to make his entrance.
The cameras would catch him, no doubt. He would have no way to avoid them. He would put a hat on to buy him a little time, but he would have to move quickly. He only needed to ask Angelica one quick question. One question, one answer, and he would be gone.
At one point in his life, even as little as five years ago, he would have been outraged by his plans to break into Chappell Pharmaceuticals. He was a man of strict code and honor, or had been. He had been a federal agent then, too. Times changed. That was then. This was now.
A bright spotlight shone through the back glass from the police cruiser. William watched his rearview mirror and saw the police officer walk slowly to his driver’s side window, a flashlight pointed at his car door. “License and registration, please.”
The officer at the window was definitely a rookie. He still had acne. If not for the uniform, he wouldn’t have looked like a policeman. William couldn’t hand over an ID for three reasons. The first reason was that he didn’t carry one and he didn’t want his identity known. The second was that there was an APB out for him. The third was that this car did not belong to him. He should have felt some shame for himself; his fall from grace was as far as it was steep, but he didn’t and couldn’t.
“Why did you pull me over?” William asked around a toothpick sticking out of the side of his mouth. He ignored the kid’s request for a license and registration altogether. He kept his tone easy and bored. He didn’t want any trouble. This new cop might actually want the added paperwork tonight. What better was going on in the wee hours of the morning?
“Rolling stop at the stop sign on the corner,” the kid said as he leaned closer to the window.
Damn rookies. William kept his face in the shadows of the car, far away from the open window. The kid would recognize him from the APB, for sure. Maybe if he kept his face hidden and played his cards right, he could convince this guy to just let him go.
A rolling stop? How ridiculous. William had to talk his way out of this stupidity. Intimidation wouldn’t work in this scenario, not with a new cop looking to prove himself. He needed to take things nice and easy.
“Listen, I’m sure you don’t want to go back to the precinct and tell the guys that your biggest excitement tonight was a ticket for a rolling stop. How about you just let me go?”
“License and registration,” the rookie said, his voice growing tighter.
“I just didn’t notice the sign. Don’t make this such a big deal. I have an excellent record. It shouldn’t be tainted over something so trivial,” William said, wishing he could just grab the punk through the window and punch him. This was just plain stupid.
“I’ll let you off with a warning, sir, but I still need to see a license and registration.”
Damn. Damn. Damn. “I left my wallet at home, and I never carry the registration with me. That’s not safe in case the car’s stolen.”
“Get out of the car, sir.”
“Come on, it was just a mistake. Let it go.”
“Get out of the car, now,” the rookie said in an angry tone, opening the door and stepping around it to wait for William to get out.
William stepped out of the car, biting back a curse. The street lamp lit up his face and he saw recognition in the cop’s eyes instantly. So much for his anonymity.
“Hands on the hood of the car, now.”
The rookie carried out procedure by the text book. He kept a good distance between them as he ordered the standard arrest positioning. Smart kid, but distance wouldn’t stop William. Without warning, he suddenly whirled around.
The policeman pulled the trigger, but missed even at close range. William grabbed the man by the throat, cutting off his circulation even as he grabbed the kid’s gun away from him and threw it across the sidewalk. It didn’t take long for the boy to pass out and slump to the ground.
William climbed back into the rental car and pulled back out onto the street, heading for the lab. He felt nothing by the fact that he had just assaulted a cop. He felt no guilt. For just a brief moment, he felt regret at his lack of emotion, but there was no changing the person, more like the thing he had become. He was empty inside, one of the living dead, not the zombie or vampire kind, but the real-life void of all human compassion kind.
He didn’t check his mirrors for traffic so he didn’t see the kid wake up seconds later and pull his backup piece. The noise of the gunshots didn’t startle him. He was too accustomed to that specific sound for even the volume of it to bother him.
Most of the shots aimed at the car missed in a big way. The rookie had bad aim. One shot, however, met its target by way of the back windshield and imbedded itself into William’s shoulder. His response to the pain was an annoyed grunt and a grimace as he bit down harder on the toothpick he chewed. Stupid kid couldn’t hit him when he’d stood right in front of him, but he’d managed to get him all the way at the end of the street. Now he needed a new car. Damn the luck.
* * *
At Chappell Pharmaceuticals the next day, Angelica Chappell stopped working to listen to the National Anthem on the radio. She didn’t have a flag to salute so she simply stopped and stared at the white wall of the lab, fingering the cross necklace beneath her shirt as she did so. All the walls were bright white; the tables were white; her lab coat was white, and the long skirt she wore underneath was also white. All she needed was a little blue and red to finish the trio of the nation’s colors, but all she had was white. The color was blinding at times because it was so bright, but it was by no means cheerful. It was sterile as the lab was supposed to be.
Sterile. She was just like the lab — uncontaminated, isolated, boring. Her life was her work and that was not how a young woman’s life was supposed to be, especially not in Nags Head, North Carolina, the most popular vacation spot in the Outer Banks. How depressing. It was July 4th, a Tuesday, and she was staring at a blank, white wall without family, without friends, without a date, and without a place to go to celebrate.
It was getting later, darkness having fallen probably thirty minutes ago or better, a detail she knew only by a clock on the wall because there were no windows in the lab. She could hear the first faint cracks of fireworks exploding in the sky outdoors. She glanced at her guard, standing just inside the doorway of the lab. He had his back to her. His name was Patrick. He was a sweet older gentleman that maybe would have been a friend under different circumstances. He sometimes joined her in conversation. She knew he was happily married with two sons. He was also very loyal to her grandfather. He probably wouldn’t let her go watch the fireworks no matter how she pleaded her case. The rule was for her to stay in the lab, away from media, away from people, away from a life.
She allowed herself a rare moment of self-pity that holidays sometimes produced. She dreamed of all the things most young women took for granted. She wished she had girls to hang out with. She wished she could go out to the movies, out for a drink, or down to the beach. She wished she had a male friend, a date, maybe even a boyfriend. Mostly, she wished she didn’t wish anymore.
Lord, please forgive me for my self-pity.
Patrick turned and watched her with a worried expression. He probably thought she was growing tired. Her last night off was what—nine nights ago? Twelve hour shifts took a toll quickly. But no, she wasn’t physically tired. On the contrary, she was ready for some excitement, some adventure, something to happen to let her live a little. What she was tired of was her life.
It was so sad and she would never reveal her secret wishes to anyone. She was a mature woman at age twenty-one with an IQ higher than the norm and more degrees than she could count thanks to her wealthy grandfather and an extensive home study program. She didn’t want anymore education. She wanted to live like a normal adult woman.
When her country’s song came to an end, her deep sigh would have echoed in the lab if not for her radio. She was the only one working. It was always that way. The other biologists worked during the day. She was the only one to take the night shift. That schedule was orchestrated by her grandfather without regard to her preference, but as usual, she would not argue.
The hiss of the lab door broke Angelica’s concentration and she looked up to see its cause. Patrick was no longer standing there. The door was made of glass and she could clearly see that he wasn’t anywhere in the hall. Perhaps he had gone to the restroom, though it was very odd for him to go anywhere without telling her first.
She looked back to her microscope, unworried. She wondered if he’d snuck away to get a peak at the fireworks. She wouldn’t have blamed him if he had. It wasn’t fair that he didn’t get to see them just because she couldn’t go out.
“Hands where I can see them.”
The unfamiliar voice made her jump in surprise, breaking a rack of glass vials when she knocked them to the floor with her arm. She did as the deep, velvety voice commanded as she stared wide-eyed at the man before her. She was terrified, her pulse taking a speed out of control, her breathing suddenly an effort rather than involuntary movement.
No one could just walk into the lab. It wasn’t supposed to be possible. This couldn’t be happening. Her brain just couldn’t process what she was seeing. What should she do? What could she do? He stood between her and the door.
He moved like a lion—slowly, muscles tense and almost twitching, eyes on his prey. This man carried no visible weapon, yet he still scared her easily. She knew he was dangerous by intuition and instinct. His body language spoke volumes. He was huge in both build and height, his presence towering over her with power and intimidation.
He sweated profusely and his face looked flushed, as if he had just run a marathon, or maybe he was taking some kind of drug. His animalistic, dark eyes held hers just below the brim of his hat with a steady, unwavering grip that conveyed his seriousness without voicing a threat. He intended to hurt her; she understood immediately. She placed her hands in the air and didn’t move, certain this man could kill her just as easily as a bullet.
William blinked sweat from his eyes, trying to clear his blurred vision. Angelica looked distorted before him, her all white clothing casting a white reflection around her like a halo. She looked like an angel. She was too beautiful for words.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized his perception was distorted. He was sick from the gunshot wound in his shoulder, running a fever evident by touch. He should have gone to the hospital. Instead, here he was breaking into Chappell Pharmaceuticals to talk to Angelica, except now he couldn’t talk. She literally took his breath away.
She glowed just like an angel, a real angel from Heaven. He felt an odd panic that he hadn’t felt for a long time. He thought his emotions were dead, but here they were coming to the surface at the worst possible opportunity. For one crazy moment, he wondered if she was there to punish him for all his sins. A strange flood of fear swooned over him and through him. The things he had done were awful, he knew. The FBI had sent him undercover into the land of the living dead for five long years. It had slowly killed him inside. He was a broken man, and the damage done was irreparable.
Would she tell him he was going to hell? He understood that he would and deserved to. No matter what had happened, he was responsible for his fate. He was a self-condemned man.
William saw her trying to glance around him to the lab door. She was probably hoping her bodyguard would come and rescue her. He simply looked at her for a long time, trying to break the spell he suddenly felt under. Her eyes widened and dropped to the floor.
She was obviously terrified and frozen by her fear. It would do her no good to scream. No one would hear her from the lobby. She must have also realized it was futile to run. He wouldn’t let her get away. He could see her visibly trembling and he felt an unusual pang of guilt for causing this angel such great fear.
He felt like the Beast standing before Beauty. She was trapped, his prey.
As he still stared, she quickly glanced back up, and then returned her eyes to the floor. He forced his weakening body forward, stepping closer to her. If he touched her, would God strike him dead?
Wobbling slightly, he planted one of his hands on the table between them to steady himself. He couldn’t show the weakness. Her fear was his control.
Angelica despised her immobility. She was in shock and frozen with fear. Why didn’t she do something? Run! Her body screamed at her to move, but there was just nowhere to go.
One of his gloved hands was planted on the table between them. He seemed to be leaning on it for support. Maybe drugs were making him dizzy. Maybe he was hurt. Maybe he was crazy and angry, just wanting to press something. Maybe he really was some kind of animal.
“Where is Alberto Palmetto?” he suddenly asked in a thick voice.
Her head jerked back up at the sound of his voice, again jumping. She wished she had the courage to shove him and run, at least try to escape even if it seemed futile, but she didn’t want to do anything to cause him to hurt her. Surely if she just cooperated with whatever he wanted he would leave her alone. Trying to fulfill that plan, she had to struggle to get her voice working so she could answer his question.
“I don’t know anyone by that name,” she managed softly, confused. Out of all the possible reasons that had entered her mind for him to be there, this possibility was not among them.
“Do not lie to me. Where is he?” he said sharply.
“I—I’m sorry. I don’t recognize the name.”
Her eyes stayed riveted on his this time, afraid that if she looked away he might attack. He slowly pulled out a photograph from his front shirt pocket and held it out. Never increasing pace, he walked around the table toward her, showing her the man he thought she knew. She stood unable to move just as a deer caught in a headlight, her body’s betrayal a dire threat to her life, even as curiosity held her just as still. She was a natural puzzle solver. It was instinct that held her ground so she could get a look at the picture. She wanted to understand what was going on.
The danger approached; her muscles were tense and ready to bolt, yet she did not move. Who was Alberto Palmetto and what did he have to do with her? Her eyes were wide and frightened as she watched the lion walk to her.
Then, she saw the photo. The man in the picture was a small, middle-aged man that looked of a foreign descent because of a dark tan and rounded eyes, though she couldn’t name a specific country of origin. He was wearing a lab coat in the photo and he was standing in her lab. She recognized her radio in the background. But she did not know who this man was.
Tingling sensations raced up and down her neck. What was going on? She made no more denials to the lion. He wasn’t going to believe her. He had evidence that the man he was looking for stood in the very lab she’d worked in since age five, and she’d never seen him. It didn’t seem possible even to her.
“I’m still waiting, Ms. Chappell,” the man said, his expression both intense and cold.
Her eyes fell back to the ground, in part because she couldn’t bear to face him any longer, and in part to hide her shock at his use of her name. The dizziness came on suddenly, making her feel faint and light-headed. She knew she was reacting to the adrenaline and drama on top of too many hours worked without enough sleep in between, but she couldn’t bring her body back under her command. She swayed on her feet and tried to catch herself on the table.
Her hands landed, not on the table, but on something just as solid. She felt the ridges and plains of the man’s chest move under her palms as his arms went out to steady her. An invisible fire she was unable to name the origin of scorched the bottoms of her hands, the feel reminding her of raw energy and stealth, and she tried to jerk away, unable to do so because the man held her in place. He would surely kill her now. No one touched a lion and lived to tell about it.
Lord, please help me to get out of this alive. This man is the Devil, himself.
“Look lady, I don’t have time for this. I’m not going to hurt you. Just tell me where Palmetto is and I’ll go,” he said with a huskiness to his voice that hadn’t been there before.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice sounding so soft she didn’t know whether he could hear it.
The door opening caused the man to jerk around, taking her with him, her back landing against him. His heat burned into her as she was swung around to face the front of the lab. Patrick stood there with his gun drawn and aimed high. Angelica again worried about fainting as the world seemed to spin around her.
“Let her go,” Patrick said.
The man’s hands left her arms and slid around her throat. He had gloves on his hands; the cool feel of the leather spread across her esophagus. The threat was easily communicated. He was either going to snap her neck or choke her. She went like stone, still needing to lean into him so she wouldn’t fall to the ground, vaguely wondering if she would be better off by doing so.
“Back away from the door.”
Patrick backed away as told. He probably didn’t have a choice. He was a security officer, not a marksman. He couldn’t shoot without the possibility of hitting her.
“Drop your gun and slide it this way. Get on your knees, put your hands on your head, and face the wall.”
She listened to the mesmerizing voice behind her and thought that maybe Satan would use that same velvety tone. Patrick, again, did as he was told. She still didn’t blame him.
They moved slowly to the door, only stopping long enough for the man to bend over and pick up Patrick’s gun, which disappeared from his hand to a place Angelica couldn’t see. Then, it was the lion to enter a security code into the lab’s keypad to let them out. How he had a code, she didn’t know.
The pace was increased as they headed out a side fire exit. Patrick’s gun was tossed onto the sidewalk. Angelica’s panic escalated as she realized she was being kidnapped. Quiet tears streamed down her cheeks.
“Please, don’t do this,” she pleaded.
He ignored her, of course, as he led her to a silver Lincoln and sat her in the passenger seat. It wasn’t a car she expected a man like this to drive. It wasn’t the kind of car criminals drove in the books she read. Oddly, she also took note that no fireworks lit up the sky. They were over for the night, at least up above anyway.
She put on her seat belt and tried breathing exercises to get her dizziness under control. She couldn’t get comfortable. Folders filled the floorboard of the car and it didn’t feel right to trample them with her feet. She realized it was pretty dumb not to want to trash this guy’s stuff, but she couldn’t help herself. He should have moved his stuff if he planned to kidnap someone.
The interior light of the car didn’t come on when he got in the driver’s seat. Was it broken or was that planned? Details were her forte. The papers on the floor might have suggested he had not meant to kidnap her, but the inconspicuous car without an interior light and gloves on his hands most certainly did. He was also wearing long sleeves in July.
The car smelled of stale cigarette smoke. She wondered if he’d been watching the lab. She watched him as he calmly tossed his hat to the backseat, then put the car in drive and smoothly pulled onto the street. He faced straight ahead at the road without looking at her. She fingered the cross under her shirt as they went. I’ll be okay. Everything will be okay, she tried to calm herself. If I just do as he says, he’ll let me go.
She distracted herself by studying her abductor. She could see his side profile from the soft glow of the dashboard. She could also see a shine of moisture on his right gloved hand. With his arm stretched before him, his sleeve came up enough to see a dark black substance on his arm just above his black glove. She knew it was blood.
“You need medical attention,” she said, her voice shaking despite her best efforts to find a brave face.
He closed his eyes firmly just once and reopened them as if he was just now remembering the pain. She worried that his wound would impair his ability to drive. What would she do if he passed out at the wheel?
“Where is Palmetto?” he asked again.
“I don’t know, and kidnapping me isn’t going to change that answer,” she repeated softly and shakily, fearful of angering him.
He didn’t respond, his expression maintaining a blank slate. He didn’t seem angry that he didn’t get the answer he wanted. She continued to study him, the dark making her brave. He had a strong jaw line, Italian good looks with dark brows, lashes and pupils, dark long hair that fell to just past his shoulders, the front threatening to fall in his face, and just the beginnings of a mustache and goatee. He looked the part of the villain in the thrillers she liked to read. He was handsome, yet his looks did not soften her fear of him. The details were impossible to deny.
His lack of emotion terrified her. It was as if he was just doing a job. A professional. A killer?
She closed her eyes against the tears and silently recited the Lord’s Prayer as she rocked herself back and forth against the seatbelt. It will be okay. It has to be. How could this be happening? She didn’t want to get hurt. She didn’t want to die! What should she do? She couldn’t jump from the car. They were traveling too fast.
She wasn’t sure how long they drove. It seemed like forever. Maybe twenty minutes went by before he turned into a solitary paved driveway and parked in front of a small, white house. No neighboring houses were in sight. No other cars were parked out front. They were all alone. No one was around to hear her scream.
Angelica wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and gulped back a lump of fear as he pulled her from the car. No light was left on to welcome them. She was partly dragged onto the porch when she stumbled on the first step, yelping as she scraped her leg on the cement. Because she was off balance, she offered no struggle. The front door wasn’t locked and they crossed the threshold faster than she had time to process.
The inside of the house was dark and she had to allow him to guide her as he turned on the lights. The first room they entered was meant to be a living room, she thought, though it resembled nothing of the like. One wall of the room was decorated with sticky notes, pictures, newspaper clippings and tacked notes so vast and thick that it seemed like a mural of a bulletin board. One corner of the room was stacked with piles of manila file folders. Another corner had a small sofa and table, perhaps the only sensible aspects of the room.
To her right she glimpsed a kitchen of complete contrast of the room in which she stood. It looked normal and spotlessly clean, though not unused. A chopping board and a knife sat in a drainer by the sink. A wash cloth draped the counter. A dish towel sat folded within easy reach. The appliances looked modern and state of the art quality. It was the type of kitchen a chef would keep, she thought.
He didn’t pause long enough for her to inspect further as he led her down a dark hallway with a no-nonsense shove and a guiding hand at the small of her back. They next turned into a bedroom that she saw as soon as he flicked the switch by the door. A waterbed marked the center of the farthest wall. A dresser sat adjacent the bed. Both were piled with stuff—papers on the bed and a lot of things on top of the dresser in a way that didn’t look as dirty as it did cluttered. This room looked as much like a bulletin board as the living room with maps spread out on the walls, markings drawn on each that she didn’t understand.
He guided her to the bed and forced her to take a seat despite her stiffened, uncooperative figure. She landed softly against the mattress though the quality felt firmer than water. Papers crunched beneath her. This room was maybe the most dangerous in the house for her to be in. What were this man’s intentions? She didn’t want to speculate.
“Don’t move,” he said.
“Okay.”
She felt oddly calmer now. He didn’t act like he planned to kill her, just talk. She could do that. Then, he would let her go. That made sense, didn’t it? She continued to finger her cross and rock as she trembled with fear, waiting for whatever came next.
He went into a bathroom connected to the room. She could see him from where she sat—his choice instead of hers. He took off his gloves and placed them on the counter. Next went his jacket. Her panic escalated. He was undressing! The only item that remained on the top portion of his body was a black tank top. Then, she realized what he was doing. He was looking at his injury. She could clearly see blood flowing down his arm. It was coming from the back of his shoulder.
An unprofessional bandage covered the wound. With one hand, he took off his tank top so that he could tend to the shoulder. Angelica’s eyes flew to the floor. Did he not care that she was there? Her eyes returned to him when she heard him moving, fearful he was heading in her direction, but he wasn’t.
His chest was fit and sculpted, a noted fact in the mirror rather than observation. His wound was finally uncovered and she could see that it was definitely ugly…and infected. The skin was aggravated and swollen around a bleeding area that she was sure was a gunshot wound. She had medical training. It looked raw and painful and she couldn’t believe he was standing on his own two feet with that kind of damage.
Acting on a stronger instinct than her fear, she got up from the bed and walked to him, keeping her movements slow and calculated, fully aware she was approaching the lion at her own risk. She just had to. There wasn’t a situation in this world where she could ignore someone hurt.
With trembling hands, she examined the wound. She did it without his verbal permission, though she considered his silence to be consent. Or maybe he was in too much pain to voice a complaint. As tenderly as possible, she explored the tissue.
As soon as her hands touched him, William’s skin felt in flames. He almost gasped by the sheer force of it, not of pain, but of her. His eyes closed and he pressed his lips firmly shut to keep from making a sound. He held himself tightly rigid, refusing to let threatening tremors come to the surface.
He couldn’t ever remember reacting so strongly to any woman before, but this wasn’t a woman; this was an angel. He was instantaneously overwhelmed with too many emotions to comprehend at once. It had been so long since he’d felt anything, and it all seemed to be coming at him at once. It wasn’t just his sudden arousal, though that was definitely one reaction he felt. It was her beauty, kindness, intelligence, or even her seeming naiveté. He had kidnapped her, and still, she was trying to help him. She had come to him. How long had it been since anyone had shown him they cared?
The sudden guilt and shame that pierced his chest was unbearable. He didn’t deserve for her to take care of him. He didn’t deserve her at all!
She smelled sweet, not of perfume, but of a flowery fragrance that filled his nostrils and beckoned him closer. He wanted…wanted… Suddenly, his eyes flew open and he stilled himself from obsessing anymore into these unexpected reactions. He had no right wanting this woman. He wouldn’t!
“The bullet is still imbedded in your shoulder,” she said, her voice trembling so much that she sounded as if she were crying.
Her voice made him ache inside. It shouldn’t be her tears. It should be his. Perhaps this was why an angel had been sent to him, to punish him and torture him. Opening the feelings inside of him was like opening Pandora’s Box. He was terrified he wouldn’t be able to make them stop. He longed to go numb again. The guilt would kill him! He couldn’t stand it. All his damn feelings belonged hidden in the black hole inside. He couldn’t let himself open up like this, not now, not ever again. He’d let himself die inside because he couldn’t handle it all. He couldn’t let this woman reawaken his soul! Please, stop. He wanted to beg her not to make him feel, to just go away, but he couldn’t say anything past the emotion within.
A groan escaped his tight lips.
Angelica jumped at the sound that came from him, partly from fear and partly because she thought she had hurt him. She was so scared! She looked up from the wound and found him looking down at her over his shoulder. His eyes shone glassily with dark intensity. The shock sent a jolt to her system.
She froze again with indecision. Would he retaliate because she had hurt him? She was foolish for joining him in the bathroom! Without speaking, he reached for a drawer, pulled out a pair of tweezers and handed them to her.
Her hands shook violently as she accepted the tool with a slow nod of understanding. She didn’t know if she could do this! She was shaking too badly! He needed a medical doctor!
Lord, please help me get through this alive.
She used a bottle of alcohol that sat on the vanity to sterilize the tweezers and her hands before beginning. She also took a moment to gather her nerves. She was terrified of him and of the situation, but also of further injuring this guy. The wound was really bad. Could she possibly live with herself if this guy died? She didn’t know if she could do this! She had some training, but… There would be blood… She hadn’t pursued a medical career for this very reason. She wouldn’t even allow Patrick to step on a bug in the house for crying out loud. Did this jerk want her to have a heart attack?
“Sit on the toilet, please,” she said, ignoring the inner voice that suggested she wasn’t strong enough to do this.
He did as commanded, straddling the seat so that he faced the back of the toilet. She went to work. If he noticed her further emotional breakdown, he made no comment. He showed her no emotion. She would have thought he would be terrified that she would hurt him.
The bullet wasn’t too deep, thank goodness. She felt his muscles contract as she performed the dissection and a wave of nausea almost forced her to leave the bathroom. He did not cry out, though she was sure Hercules would have. His silence made her question his status as a human. He had to be some kind of professional killing machine. Or maybe it was divine intervention because if he had made any sound of pain, she would have quit right then and there; she was sure of it.
At the moment of extraction, several things happened at once. The bullet fell to the floor, blood instantly free-flowed from the wound, Angelica cried out and jumped back, and the man went limp and slumped forward over the toilet. Her kidnapper passed out. Apparently, he was human after all.
Chapter Two
The relief was instantaneous and simultaneous with a release of other pent up emotions through loud gulps of air and Angelica’s tears. He was unconscious! She was safe! This was her chance to get away. Thank You, Lord! Thank you so much!
She ignored the blood on her hands and wrapped them tightly around her waist. She shivered uncontrollably in the aftermath of too much shock and fear. It all just didn’t seem real. Why had this happened to her? How could this have happened?
The man groaned in obvious agony even while passed out. The unexpected sound made Angelica scream and jump in surprise. She instantly retreated to the door, ready to bolt, but froze. She wanted to run, needed to run. She felt as if she couldn’t breathe, the air coming in and out of her too quick and shallow to fill her lungs completely. Was she hyperventilating? She looked out into the bedroom, longing to sprint away, even took a couple more steps out the door, but again, she stopped. He’ll die if you don’t help him, an inner voice said. Could you live with his death on your conscience?
The voice angered her. She recognized it as her own, and further recognized the truth in those words. This guy was in rough shape.
Lord, please don’t make me feel like I need to help this man!
The prayer went unanswered. She just couldn’t force herself to leave this unnamed man passed out on the toilet, bleeding on the bathroom floor. She just couldn’t. He would die if she did. She knew it to be true.
Tears continued to stream down her cheeks. She was scared to death to get near him. She really didn’t want to touch him. What if he woke up? What then?
She tried to take a deep breath in an effort to tame the panic that overwhelmed her. The panting sound of her breathing roared loudly in her ears. The air just wouldn’t get into her lungs. The room swooned and she squeezed her eyes shut.
When she reopened her eyes, her gaze landed on all the blood pooling on the floor beneath the man. He was dying right in front of her, right now.
She no longer tried to stop the sound of her breathing or calm down. Fear would not stop her this time. Her hands shook so badly that they were hardly controllably as she reached for him, her insides quivering and revolting at her decision to take this action. She allowed his weight to fall back against her and, more or less, dropped him to the floor rather than lay him, as was her intention. He was just too heavy for her to realistically support.
Several agonizing minutes crept by as she waited to see if he would wake up from his fall from toilet to floor, but he made no sound. The house seemed graveyard silent to her. The only noise she heard was the asthmatic sounds of her breathing and the thundering of her own heart.
She swiped quickly at her eyes to clear her blurred vision before carefully stepping over the man and leaving the room. Maybe if she just made a quick call for an ambulance before she left, she wouldn’t feel so guilty. The man was a kidnapper, darn it!
She raced through the small house at a fast walk in search of a phone, wishing she could just run away and go straight home, knowing she couldn’t live with herself if this man died because she hadn’t helped him. She checked the kitchen first, quickly eliminating that room after a quick scan of the walls and counter tops. Something in a basket on the counter caught her attention and she paused long enough to take a look. It was an electric bill addressed to William Pierce. Now she knew her kidnapper’s name.
She continued her search in the living room. Again, she quickly realized she was at a dead end. Morbid curiosity drew her closer to the huge wall of notes.
Her bottom lip quivered and her eyes widened when she was close enough to read some of the writings on the wall. Her name showed up in several different places. She also spotted Chappell Pharmaceuticals and her grandfather’s name—Bruce Chappell.
She saw pictures of herself as well. One of the pictures was a cutout newspaper clipping with a story about Krytonix. Most of the pictures were of her in the front lobby and parking lot at work. It was obvious that this man was stalking her. Dear God!
Bile rose to the back of her throat and she clamped one hand over her mouth to help fight the vomit from erupting. She needed to get out of this house and away from here! Right now!
She moved even faster than before as she continued her search for the phone. No phone was in either bedroom, or the bathroom. What kind of crazy person lived without a phone? She rushed back to the man, relieved to see he was still out cold, and gently patted his pockets for a cell phone. Again, she came up empty.
She still didn’t allow herself to run away, even though she desperately wanted to. She could handle this, she told herself. She could! She went to work on the wound in a squat by his side. She didn’t have much room to maneuver. His body occupied most of the bathroom floor.
She used peroxide to thoroughly clean the wound. Blood and puss oozed from the shoulder along with bubbling peroxide. Angelica worked as quickly as possible to scrape out all the infection. Her hands shook uncontrollably, further complicating the task. She didn’t consider how gross this was, or if this man could have some disease, God help her. It must have been an excruciatingly painful procedure because the man cried out from his fever-induced state and she bolted. No thought went into her actions this time. She ran as fast as she could all the way to the bedroom door, suddenly stopping when she realized no further sounds followed her.
The roar in the silent house really had sounded like a lion, but all was quiet again. Angelica shivered as a layer of sweat dried on her skin. Very slowly, she returned to the bathroom door and peeked back inside. The man’s eyes were still closed. It took every ounce of strength Angelica had to return to his side, but she did, and went back to work on his shoulder.
Next, she covered the wound with an antibiotic cream she found easily enough in the medicine cabinet, and applied a tight butterfly bandage. This guy apparently realized he lived life on the edge because he kept a well stocked first aid kit on hand. Considering he didn’t find furniture of much importance, it gave her good insight to his lifestyle.
He needed antibiotics and stitches, but the stubborn fool obviously didn’t plan to visit a doctor. Fortunately for him, he happened to kidnap a woman with a bottle of antibiotics in her pocket. She pulled out her own prescription from her lab coat, regretting that she had to part with the old bottle. It was a prescription written by her grandfather’s personal physician against her wishes for a cold she’d had about a month ago. She had refused to take the medication for obvious reasons. She knew the antibiotic would not cure the common cold. The physician knew that fact as well, but he wrote the prescription, regardless, at her grandfather’s demand. No one disobeyed Grandfather.
The unopened pill bottle had sat in Angelica’s pocket since that day. She could hear the pills rattle from her lab coat with every move she made. Her grandfather could hear it, too, and therein laid the pleasure of keeping it, and her regret at separating from the bottle now. It was such a small defiance, but a huge victory and defining moment in her life. It was the first time ever she had dared to disobey her grandfather, the first time she had ever taken up for herself, and the first time ever she felt a measure of independence.
After a small sigh of silent goodbye, she opened the bottle and slid a pill in the man’s mouth, forcing his throat to swallow it with some water. Then, she placed the bottle into his relaxed hand, wrapping his fingers around it to make sure it would stay. At least now he had a fighting chance against his infection.
He was shivering. She hadn’t noticed before because she hadn’t been able to differentiate between his shaking and hers. She left the bathroom, and shoved the junk on the bed to the floor to uncover the comforter. A loud thunk drew her attention and her eyes landed on the source of the sound among the papers. A badge sat face up on top of the pile. It stated Federal Bureau of Investigations Agent William Pierce. FBI. This guy was a federal agent?
Angelica froze with shock, indecision and confusion. Why would an agent of the FBI kidnap her? Was this something to do with her grandfather or Chappell Pharmaceuticals? Was this man really trying to hurt her? What was going on? A million times ten questions and possibilities raced through her mind at once.
With a deep frown, she shook off her confusion and jerked the comforter from the bed in one angry motion. She didn’t care who this guy was. She still wanted to get out of there before he woke up.
The comforter dragged the floor as she carried it to the bathroom and covered the man. As she did so, she found herself staring, studying him for a moment. She was still concerned for his health. She was also livid that he’d scared her. She despised what he had done to her. An ugly side to her wished him the worst, even hoped he would die. She honestly wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t. He looked in bad shape. Then again, this idiot had been running around earlier as if he wasn’t hurt at all.
Ignoring the urge to spit on him, she turned and left. At least she wouldn’t complain about her boring life anymore. An old saying came to mind—watch what you wish for.
* * *
An unnatural numbness overcame Angelica as she started walking away from her kidnapper’s house. There was no need for any further fear. That man was in no shape to come after her.
She didn’t consider stealing a dying man’s car. She wouldn’t, nor could she because she didn’t have a license and she didn’t know how to drive. She no longer shivered. The darkness hid the dried blood that stained her hands and lab coat. The cool air burned her eyes after having cried so many tears. Worst of all, she had no clue where she was, or whether she was walking in the right direction to get back to the lab. She had yet to find a road sign for help, or a passerby to flag down.
She needed to get back to work. News of her abduction should have reached her grandfather by now. He would be angry that she’d missed so much work. At least a couple of hours were lost, though she wore no watch to verify the estimated guess of time.
She kept a change of clothes in her office. She could use the bathroom to wash up and salvage what was left of the night. Maybe she could even work in a meal at her desk.
Trees along the sides of the paved road cast shadows all around and Angelica walked the double yellow line to guide her through the dark. The moon and stars lit the road much more brightly than she would have thought possible. A barking dog in the distance interrupted the chorus of the insects around her. The atmosphere was spooky indeed, yet she was not afraid.
On a normal night without so much excitement, she knew she would have worried about snakes. Her imagination would take lead and she would imagine vampires and werewolves behind every tree she passed. Grandfather was always telling her to get her nose out of the stupid romance and adventure novels she liked to read. It was the one hobby she indulged, and she truly loved it. She was sure the day would come when Grandfather would try to force her to give up the fiction books, as he had stripped her of everything else in her life. She hoped she would have the strength to stand up for herself then.
Just like you should be doing now, she thought. Instead of the lab, she should be going straight to the police station and pressing kidnapping charges against William Pierce. The problem was the bad publicity. Any negative publicity, regardless of whether it was her fault or not, would directly reflect on Chappell Pharmaceuticals and Krytonix. Her first priority was always her work. That was just the way it had to be.
Still, she couldn’t just ignore what had happened, especially given the circumstances. The events of the night had been no ordinary kidnapping. William Pierce wasn’t your average Joe; he was possibly a federal agent. And he hadn’t asked for money, he’d asked for information about someone named Alberto Palmetto.
She had no idea what was going on, but she knew she needed to find out. William Pierce could still be trouble for her or her work. She had to find out what he wanted and why.
She was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t hear the approaching car. She screamed when a loud horn blew behind her and the motor revved as the car swerved and screeched to an abrupt halt. It had gone by her so fast and so close that she was nearly thrown off balance. The shivering returned with full force. Her pulse again accelerated and her breathing grew more difficult as her numbness disappeared and the fear returned. Dear Lord, she could have been run over by a car!
“Holy hell, girl! You got some kind of death wish or something? You must have a guardian angel watching over you is all I got to say. What in bloody hell are you doing walking in the middle of the road this time a night?”
The elderly gentleman that climbed out of the dark-colored car looked entirely too old to be driving. His bifocals looked thick enough to be a possible joke from America’s Funniest Home Videos. He walked in a slouch and his hands visibly shook when he pointed at her in accusation.
“I’m so sorry, sir. I’ve been in an accident. May I have a ride?” she said, impressed that her voice sounded so calm.
“Are you on drugs?”
That will be in the tabloids by tomorrow, she thought, before saying, “Absolutely not, sir.”
“Where’s your car?”
“I wasn’t in a car accident.”
She walked closer to him as they talked. Black marks followed the path of the car where it sat in the road. Despite the near miss only moments before, she still walked in the center of the pavement.
The man’s magnified eyes widened behind his glasses. “Damn, girl. Are you hurt?”
“No, sir.”
“But, all that blood…”
“I just need a ride, please,” Angelica said firmly.
“You that girl from the paper. The one that cured cancer,” he said, a slow smile upturning his lips.
“Not cured. It’s…”
“I can’t believe my luck! You’re famous. Hey, can I get your autograph for my granddaughter? She wants to be a scientist just like you. My name’s Tim, by the way, Tim Shanks.”
“Sure, thank you,” she said and offered a fake, tight smile.
“Come on, girl. Get in. I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”
* * *
Rarely could a story pull at Jason Altarez’s heart strings anymore, not after all he’d seen during his nine years as a reporter. Most people thought he didn’t even have a heart. His colleagues called him Ice.
Wednesday morning, Monica Jackson’s situation was one of those rare exceptions. He watched helplessly as she stopped talking to wipe her brown, bloodshot eyes and blow a nose the same color as her bright red hair.
The house they sat in was a two-story split foyer brick home with 2,400 square feet including four bedrooms, a kitchen, dining room, living room with fireplace and den on a three acre lot that overlooked a gorgeous country club. On the market, the house would have easily listed for $650,000 or more, Jason assumed. Unfortunately, the Jackson family was sitting on a walking time bomb of debt with three mortgages against the house. The bank was threatening foreclosure at any minute.
Inside the home, the rooms looked bare and unlived in. Everything of value had been sold in order to pay for a stack of medical bills with totals ten times the family’s annual income. Isaac Jackson was never at home, working endless hours in a vain attempt to keep the family’s house. They were losing everything they owned.
Despite the above, Isaac and Monica had been happier than ever the past couple of months. Their little girl, Natalie, had been getting better. They said that nothing else mattered. It was time to celebrate. Little Natalie was going to live to see her eighth birthday, or so they had thought.
“Some lawyer contacted me at the hospital earlier this morning. He said nineteen other families have come forward this week with the same thing. All six were patients on Krytonix,” she said, her voice cracking as she struggled to keep her tears at bay.
Jason gave her another minute to pull herself back together. He hated this, hated it! The injustice of the situation burned at his gut in outrage for Monica and her family. Cancer was a mean and cruel disease, but it was not the illness that was so unfair. The injustice of it all was the false hope that had been given to this family and then ripped away.
“How long ago was Natalie diagnosed with brain cancer?” Jason asked.
“Eight months ago. It was inoperable. The doctors told us she only had a couple of weeks to live. They thought it best that we just take her home and let her go in peace.” Monica wiped at her eyes again before continuing. “But Isaac refused to give up. He made them keep her in the hospital and start radiation and chemotherapy right away.”
“And she started the Krytonix as soon as it was released?”
“Yes. They didn’t want to give it to her. They didn’t think she was a good candidate. Isaac listened to none of it. He said his little girl would have every treatment available.” She found a small smile through her tears and sniffles. “The Krytonix worked right away. She was getting better. The doctors called her a miracle child. They said she had every chance to live for several years.”
“When did she get worse again?” Jason asked. He strived to keep a professional detachment, but he knew he was not succeeding. He pictured sweet little Natalie in the hospital. Then, he pictured rich and snobby Angelica Chappell in her high and mighty mansion, and his outrage was impossible to deny.
“About a week ago. They tried increasing the Krytonix, but nothing is working. They don’t expect her to last much longer.”
“I’m so sorry,” he offered lamely.
Her tissue was too damp to catch the tears this time. “I shouldn’t be crying like this, but I just really thought she was going to be okay. And Isaac is the strong one. He’s always my strength. He never ever cries, but lately he’s scaring me. He’s gotten so distant from us, and he’s talking about giving up the fight. He doesn’t want her to have to go through it all again.” A sob escaped from her. “I’ll die without my daughter.”
Jason wanted to cry with her. He wished there was something he could do. This story was going to be huge. Krytonix, the nation’s miracle drug, was suddenly not working. Angelica Chappell would have to come out of her shell and give him an interview this time. There was no way she could keep her silence with all this new evidence against Krytonix. Nineteen families had come forward within a week and more were announcing the drug’s inefficiency everyday. This story was full of Pulitzer potential.
He glanced at his watch, nine o’clock. He still had plenty of the day left to beat his deadline that evening for Thursday’s paper. He wanted to talk to someone from Chappell Pharmaceuticals today. It was only fair to give them a chance to defend its “miracle” drug.
Monica handed Jason a picture of Natalie. It was a recent picture. Her head was covered with a thin layer of hair that was just beginning to grow again. Her large brown eyes reminded him of a puppy’s. In the picture, she smiled, and she was beautiful. Jason vowed he would give her a voice through his story. He would make sure that she had a place to leave her mark on this world.
* * *
“Hey! Wake up.”
William Pierce awakened Wednesday morning to a smoky voice in his ear, a slap to his cheek, a sharp pain in his right shoulder, and a puddle of sweat on the bathroom floor directly under him. He was on the floor. He was shivering, though he did not feel cold. A blanket from his bed covered him.
“You scared me. You look like shit.”
Sitting up was an Olympic defeat. He felt like shit. He ached everywhere, everywhere. His face felt flushed and his hair dripped with sweat. His fever was worse, he realized, though his shoulder actually felt a margin better. The bandage covering the gunshot wound was new and tight. The tape covering the gauze pinched his skin, but it felt good. His hand was wrapped stiffly around a prescription bottle as if it had been there awhile, though he hadn’t noticed it until just now.
“What’s that bottle?”
The prescription was taken from his hand and his eyes followed the bottle, the pain from his shoulder radiating straight to his neck. Jennifer Reid, his ex-partner and ex-lover, sat on the toilet lid, squinting at the label on the bottle she’d taken from him. She looked good, he noticed. How long had it been since he’d seen her last? Two and a half years, maybe.
Her blond hair was cut shorter now, a spiky punk style. She was still too thin, though she carried more definition than she had last he’d seen her. Her short nails were painted black and her makeup was a shade darker than she used to wear. The new look suited her even if it didn’t exactly compliment her traditional FBI suit.
Jenny was a bit on the wild side, to say the least, a tough as nails agent with a free spirit that had drawn William to her. She was one of the few people that maybe really didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of her. They’d met years ago in Quantico when they had trained together. Right from the start, she had earned his respect, though she hadn’t tried to prove herself to anyone. She did the job, was the job, to hell with anything or anyone else.
“Angelica Chappell? Krytonix girl? Do I even want to know how you got her prescription?”
The night before was like a fuzzy dream to William. He remembered breaking into the lab at Chappell Pharmaceuticals, remembered asking Angelica about Alberto Palmetto, and then…acting like a complete imbecile and kidnapping her, kidnapping the infamous Angelica Chappell. How stupid!
Again, he glanced around the bathroom. He assessed the details with a new eye—the comforter that covered him, the open first aid kit on the counter, the new bandage on his shoulder, the prescription bottle. A sudden pain fluttered through his chest and he went from sitting to standing. He had kidnapped her, and in return, she had helped him. How dare she do that! Why would she do that? Didn’t she know that he wasn’t worth her concern?
“Hell man, take one of these pills before I have to take you to the hospital. You look like you’re going to pass out,” Jenny said, and handed him the bottle.
He did feel dizzy, not that he would sit back down. To hell with his shoulder, he had things to do. He quickly popped one of the pills without water. Unconcerned with his audience, he stripped from his clothes and got into the shower.
“I see you’ve kept in shape,” Jenny said in her smoky voice.
“How did you find me?”
“Your mom. She’s worried about you. So am I. What the hell are you doing, man? I heard some green kid tagged you the other night. You have an APB out for you, idiot. They’ve considered you AWOL since you missed your deposition on Freddie Garrett’s death. IA hasn’t cleared you for that mess. Come to the office. Let’s get this straightened out and get you back on the job. My new partner is an idiot. Have a little sympathy for me.”
“I can’t come back in until the job is finished,” William said softly, ignoring her concern, noting that she hadn’t mentioned kidnapping charges.
“William, you were undercover for five years. Freddie Garrett is dead. You killed him. His organization is in pieces. Almost single-handedly, you took down the mob. His strip club is in the process of becoming a kids’ fun zone or something. You did the job. Come back with me.”
“Alberto Palmetto is out there. He got away. That was my failure. I won’t let the drug he made hit the streets. I have to find him.”
“Why is everything up to you? Come back to work, maybe you’ll get the case. This is crazy! Freddie Garrett was a wannabe mobster whose only real money was drug pushing. So what if some ass named Alberto Palmetto has a new drug? It’s the same thing every time. You kick one down and another meaner and greedier takes his place. You can’t get them all. If it wasn’t him, it would just be somebody else. It goes on and on. You can’t stop it by becoming some one-man Punisher. You know this!”
The sound of the shower turning off interrupted the conversation. William grabbed a towel to wrap around him and climbed out, feeling better than before. He didn’t look at Jenny as he went to the sink to brush his teeth. He knew most of what she said was true; he just had to do what he had to do. Five years under Freddie Garrett had changed him in ways she could never understand, and he couldn’t tell her.
“Speaking of Palmetto, have you contacted anybody at the bureau? Things are totally FUBAR on that case. All of our Intel was wrong. We thought Palmetto was hired by Garrett for some new monstrous drug, right? Well, wrong, so don’t go feeling all guilty just yet. There may not be a drug. He may not even be a chemist.”
Jenny gave a short pause. “And get this, but I want you to keep your cool, okay? The guy in that picture you’ve been flashing around is not who we thought. We haven’t been able to positively identify him, but we have confirmed that his name is definitely not Alberto Palmetto. The UNSUB you’re looking for is a total mystery man. We’re working on an ID. The big question is, why did he want us to think he was Palmetto?”
She clasped her hands in front of her as she talked. “For that matter, why did he want Freddie Garrett to think he was Palmetto? Is there really even a new hallucinogen out there somewhere? It hasn’t hit the streets yet. Another theory running around is that Palmetto and Garrett were working together on something else altogether that they didn’t want anyone to know about. Pretty screwed up, huh?”
William stood frozen with his toothbrush in mid-stroke in his mouth. This news changed everything, absolutely everything. Hell!
“Any leads?” he asked, his voice muffled by the brush.
“None. The guy’s a damn ghost.”
“Money trail?”
“Still working that angle. It’s not like Garrett used a legitimate bank account or anything. The trail hasn’t been easy to follow, to say the least.”
He was surprised when he turned around and was practically tackled by Jenny in a hug that was actually painful. Not so many years ago, it wouldn’t have been a big deal for him to return the contact. Today, he simply stood there.
“I’ve missed you,” she whispered.
Chapter Three
Angelica didn’t leave the lab until almost ten the next morning. She was absolutely exhausted. Her body ached, though she couldn’t clarify an exact origin for which the pain began. Her feet burned as if on fire. Her temples ached with a throbbing pulse that tingled through her hair to the end of her ponytail. She thought maybe her bones were sore; surely only your bones could cause such a deep ache everywhere at once.
Patrick had been in the middle of an actual anxiety attack when she had returned to work early that morning. He’d said Mr. Chappell was going to fire him because he hadn’t protected her from the kidnapper. He was most certainly right. Grandfather didn’t like mistakes. So, instead of heading straight back to work as planned, she had taken almost a full hour she didn’t have to calm him down and reassure him she was fine. She had worried he would give himself a heart attack or something. She didn’t tell him all the details about William Pierce. It wasn’t like she was going to press charges or anything, not like her grandfather would let her.
“I should call the police,” Patrick had said.
“No, we don’t want this in the press.”
“Right, right. Of course, that’s what your grandfather said, too,” he’d babbled. “It just doesn’t feel right. You deserve justice.”
Even though his words rang true, she lifted her chin and argued, “I’m fine, now. I deserve to just forget about it and move on.”
His look had easily conveyed that he didn’t believe her, but he’d also looked extremely relieved. “Okay, okay. If that’s what you want.”
After Patrick had calmed down, he’d clung to her side like glue, which had irritated her. Despite the strong front she displayed, her emotions were edgy, raw. She’d found herself distracted and work difficult to concentrate on.
She almost wished someone would just come along and wrap their arms around her and tell her everything was going to be okay. Foolish. Her grandfather had raised her to be tough, focused, controlled. She shouldn’t need the comfort. Still, she just felt so alone.
Now, she shuffled across the lobby of Chappell Pharmaceuticals at a faster pace than was customary for the business atmosphere. The faster she got off her feet, the better; they felt as if she were walking across thousands of needles. She disguised the wince she made after every movement with a frozen smile. Just keep moving, get to the car, and then collapse, she told herself.
Her progress slowed when she reached the x-ray machine and medical detector at the entrance of the building. She was ashamed of her impatience as she waited for the guard to wave her on, shifting her weight from one foot back to the other every few seconds at a sad attempt to at least balance out the pain. Her frozen smile slipped a bit as the seconds ticked by.
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