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Prologue
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Meadowlands, New Jersey

Mid-November, 2008

“SLANT RIGHT ON TWO,” Jesse Bradford said, clapped his hands, and led his offense out of the huddle.

Squaring up behind the center, he watched as the other team’s defense adjusted, linebackers, safeties, and linemen shifting positions in answer to his team’s offensive formation.  Glancing back and forth, he realized he was going to have to call an audible if they were going to have any chance of breaking through the defense for the last few yards to the goal line. 

He changed the play and barked out the new instructions and count.  From the periphery of his eye, he noted his wide receivers responding as well as his linemen.  The defense swung into action, attempting to compensate for his team’s actions. 

With a final call, the center snapped the ball solidly into Jesse’s hands.  He took the two or three steps back and turned in the direction of the fullback coming up from behind him.

Faking receipt of the handoff, his fullback plowed ahead toward the left, further opening the hole at the line of scrimmage created by his tackles and guards.  His wide receivers raced for the end zone, pulling the linebackers away from the line of scrimmage.  Seeing his opportunity, Jesse tucked the football tight against him, whirled, and raced for the opening. 

Feinting and dodging, he avoided the first hit at the line, lowered his head and plowed forward.  With his size and strength, he was a match for most on the field, so the first solid contact slowed him, but didn’t take him down. 

The goal line was now just a few feet away and with a powerful surge, Jesse launched himself toward the end zone. 

He was in midair when the lineman clipped his thigh. 

Pain seared up his leg and into his gut as he spun around from the force of the hit. 

When he landed, the impact drove the air from his lungs.  Lightheaded from both the lack of oxygen and the agony in his leg, the lights from the stadium whirled around in his vision before a shadow fell across him.

Black and white.  A referee raising his hands to signal a touchdown while more shadows came to dance in his vision.  Blue and gold this time.  Marauder colors. 

Suddenly a voice came from directly beside him.  “Jesse, man. Are you okay?” 

One of his teammates in the blue and gold, only Jesse couldn’t move.  Couldn’t think of anything but the blinding agony in his lower body. 

The referee started tweeting more loudly and waving his hands erratically.  The ground beneath Jesse shook from the thundering vibrations of people racing his way. 

Sucking in a breath through gritted teeth, Jesse finally focused, but when he did, the pain became overwhelming, filling his every conscious moment. 

Another shadow fell across his face.  Jesse turned his head and from beyond his faceguard he saw one of the trainers. 

“Don’t move, Jesse,” the trainer said, but as he touched his hand to Jesse’s thigh, pain exploded through Jesse’s brain, greater than any he had ever experienced.  Blinding him with its intensity until darkness overwhelmed his vision, pulling him to blessed unconsciousness.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Jersey Shore

Two years later

LILIANA CARRERA STARED over Carmen’s shoulder at the images her friend had brought up on the monitor. 

She studied the cells, smiling as she noted the results of the blood test.  “This is good, right?”

Carmen looked up at her. “Really good.  There’s a noticeable reduction in the white blood cells plus there are fewer signs of inflammation and an immunoresponse.” 

All good, Liliana thought.  It meant that the inhibitor complex they had been refining for the last several months was less toxic to Caterina’s system.  But less toxic wasn’t necessarily enough.  Liliana had to be sure the inhibitor was controlling the non-human genes implanted in Caterina’s body by the rogue Wardwell Laboratory scientists. 

“What about the gene replication?  Any sign that it’s slowing down?” Liliana asked. 

Carmen moved away from the microscope to the end of her work table where assorted stacks of paper crowded the surface.  “What did you notice during the physical?” Carmen asked.

“There was some evidence of the gene expression in spots, but I would say that the patient’s eye and skin tones had remained stable,” Liliana replied.

Carmen tsked and shook her head.  “Why, Dr. Carrera.  You sound downright clinical,” she teased. 

She had sounded way too distant, Liliana realized.  With a shrug, she explained.  “I`m trying to keep emotion out of this, but it’s hard because I can’t think of Cat as only a patient.  She’s my sister-in-law and I care for her a great deal.” 

“And your brother loves Cat beyond words,” Carmen added as she grabbed a sheath of papers and headed back to where Liliana was standing. 

As Liliana waited, Carmen flipped through the reports and said, “Now you know why I like my quiet little lab.  Dealing with live patients is just too damned hard.” 

Even though her friend lacked people skills, there was no denying Carmen was a dedicated physician.  Her work in the pathology lab routinely saved others and her assistance over the last several months in dealing with Caterina had been invaluable.  She placed her hand on Carmen’s shoulder and gave an affectionate squeeze.  “We wouldn’t have gotten this far with Caterina if it wasn’t for your help.” 

Carmen smiled and nodded, but her full generous lips thinned into a tight line as she flipped to the last test analysis.  With a shake of her head, she said, “Your physical exam might not show the glowing skin caused by the genes, but we’ve only made a little progress in slowing down the replication.”

Damn, Liliana thought, but tried to keep positive.  “Well, the good news is that our new inhibitor complex is taking less of a toll on her system.” 

“And it’s slowed the multiplication of the non-human genes somewhat,” Carmen said, also trying to sound optimistic.

“We just have to keep on refining,” Liliana said and patted her friend on the back. 

“What do you want to try next?” Carmen asked, but Liliana’s cell phone went off and as Liliana checked the caller id, she realized it was the number for the hospital administrator.  She lifted her index finger, asking Carmen to wait for a moment and answered. 

“Dr. Carrera.” 

In abrupt fashion, the administrator’s assistant said, “Dr. Hellman wishes to see you immediately.”

“I’ll be there in a few – ”

“Immediately, Dr. Carrera.  It’s quite important,” the assistant shot back before she impatiently ended the call.

Carmen had clearly overheard the exchange.  “What bug is up his ass now?” 

Liliana wished she knew.  She only hoped it wasn’t more blowback from her break-up with the hospital’s Chief of Surgery. The rumors had been rampant after she had ended their engagement and moved out on him, but she had kept silent about her reasons for the decision.  To admit that she had been about to marry a man who liked using her as a punching bag and mentally abused her would not have instilled confidence about her ability to judge people’s character. 

“Don’t know.  I’ll be back down later.” 

She hugged her friend and hurried through the twists and turns of the sprawling hospital grounds to the Administrator’s office.  His assistant jerked her head of bottle blonde hair in the direction of Hellman’s door as soon as she saw Liliana.  “Go right in.  He’s waiting for you.” 

Liliana knocked and at his command, entered quickly.  A stranger in a dark blue suit was seated before her boss. As she walked in, he rose and faced her, hands crossed in front of him in a way that screamed cop or military.  His short, neatly buzz cut salt and pepper hair and tall lean body completed the look. 

Hellman stood as well and swept his arm in the direction of the man.  “Dr. Carrera.  This is – ”

“Special Agent Hank Whittaker.  FBI,” he said, held out his hand and smiled.  It was a shark’s smile, wide and toothy.  No emotion showed in his flat grey eyes. 

She shook his hand.  A sandpaper grip was firm and dry against her palm. 

Liliana wished she could say the same of her hands.  Nervous sweat had erupted at the mention of his title.  As she sat down, she wrung her hands, hoping he was not here about Caterina or her brother Mick.  She hoped he was here about Edwards and Morales, the renegade Wardwell scientists who had kidnapped and genetically altered Caterina, and were still on the loose.

“How can I help you, Special Agent?” she said while keeping a wary eye on the man. 

“Four months ago your brother and Caterina Shaw were involved in an incident with Wardwell Labs.” 

If the murder of three people and kidnapping amounted to an “incident” in his brain, she wondered what he would consider to be a serious event. 

With a hesitant nod, she confirmed his statement.  “Wardwell illegally implanted a series of gene fragments in Caterina.  She’s currently under my care, but there’s little I can say about her condition due to patient-physician confidentiality.” 

Her administrator coughed uneasily and said, “Dr. Carrera.  Special Agent Whittaker needs our assistance.”

“I’m not interested in having you breach your fiduciary obligations.  But the FBI is interested in your assistance with a similar patient.” 

Liliana inched higher in her chair.  “A similar patient? You’ve found the missing Wardwell patients?” 

Whittaker shook his head.  “Unfortunately not, although we believe we’re close to determining where the Wardwell patients are being held captive.  Luckily, another patient did manage to escape – Jesse Bradford.  You may know him.” 

Liliana did know him, but as first impressions went, they had not been good.  “I was in the ER one night.  Gave him ten stitches after a local bar brawl,” she said and swiped her index finger along her brow to demonstrate where she had worked on him. Then she continued.  

“A year later he came to the hospital for rehabilitation.  After an injury if I recall, but I wasn’t involved with that.” But she had heard the rumors about his rudeness and temper.

Whittaker inclined his head and examined her through narrowed eyes.  “Don’t be so quick to judge, Dr. Carrera.  After all, the man had just found out his multi-million dollar career was over.”

Having faced adversity more than once in her life, she was certain it was still possible to do so with class.  And even if she mustered some compassion for the man, she was doubtful as to how his escape from the Wardwell scientists involved her. 

“I’m a little confused, Special Agent.  What does Jesse Bradford have to do with me?”

“We want you to treat him and continue to work on ways to control the hybrid genes created by Wardwell.  We understand you’ve made some progress with Ms. Shaw’s condition,” he said with a confident hunch of his shoulders. 

She turned her full attention to her administrator.  “Is this patient presenting the same health issues as Ms. Shaw?  If not, I’m not sure how I can assist.”

“You and Dr. Rojas are familiar with the gene therapies and inhibitor complexes that Wardwell developed,” Hellman replied, surprising her.  She didn’t realize he had taken such an interest in her day-to-day work load.  Normally Hellman was oblivious to the routine things in the hospital.

“Plus Mr. Bradford’s problem is bone-related.  As an orthopedic surgery resident, that’s your specialty,” Hellman quickly added. 

Shaking her head, Liliana faced the FBI Agent.  “What I can do is limited.  I’m not an expert in genetic engineering or its complications.” 

“But you are apparently familiar with the problems created by the Wardwell gene therapies and how to control that damage,” Dr. Hellman insisted. 

Before she could answer, Whittaker jumped into the discussion.  “We need to know if Bradford’s bone loss is continuing and if so, the extent of the gene replication in his body.  We may also need you to administer the inhibitor complexes and improve on them. I assume that this is similar to what you’re doing with Ms. Shaw.” 

Liliana couldn’t dispute those statements.  “I do have some familiarity with those processes, but again, it’s limited.  If Bradford isn’t presenting the same symptoms as Ms. Shaw, I may not be of any help.”

“The FBI can help you assemble a team with more expertise in the genetic engineering area as well as skilled lab personnel.  Since the FBI hopes to recover the other patients shortly, we’ll provide the facilities and supplies, plus pay for your time and all expenses.  Anything you do, however, will be ‘need to know’. No statements to the public or anyone other than your immediate team.” 

There was a tone in Whittaker’s voice that had a note of finality, as if this was a done deal whether or not she agreed.  Glancing at her administrator from the corner of her eye, she noted that he was nodding emphatically, as if he, too, understood there could be no argument.  His next words confirmed it.

“I will make arrangements with the hospital board so that you may revise your schedule here at the hospital.  Dr. Rojas as well if you wish for her to assist.” 

Heat blossomed deep in her center that she was once again being controlled by others.  By men.  Rising slowly from the chair, she inclined her head in Hellman’s direction and then faced Special Agent Whittaker. 

In measured tones, she said, “I appreciate the confidence you have in my abilities and know that this could also be a wonderful opportunity to assist Ms. Shaw.” 

Whittaker once again narrowed his eyes as he examined her.  “I hear a ‘but’ there, Dr. Carrera.” 

There was definitely a big ‘but’ there and it wasn’t just feeling as if she had no control over what she was expected to do.  She also didn’t like the vibe coming from Whittaker.  She suspected he was demanding and didn’t like differing opinions.  But on top of that, she wasn’t quite sure he was trustworthy.  

Because of her suspicions she said, “I have to think about this offer, Agent Whittaker.” 

Without waiting for their reply, she stormed from the office, determined to be in control of her own fate. 

* * *
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JESSE PACED THE SHORT width of the cage in which he had been imprisoned for going on nine months now.  It was where Edwards and Morales had taken all their former patients when they had left their facilities at Wardwell Laboratories. 

They had been caged like animals since the two scientists no longer thought of them as humans.  Or maybe they never had.  More than once Jesse had tried to escape, but he had never made it farther than the door to the warehouse holding the cages.  A combination of Taser blasts and the powerful mind-altering drugs used to control the patients had kept him a prisoner.  After the third attempt and an injection that had made his brain seem like grape jelly, Jesse had stopped trying to escape, focusing instead on surviving in the hopes that someone would set them free. 

And now it seemed like that moment might have arrived. 

Back and forth, back and forth he paced and went slowly mad as he waited for Morales to return.  He didn’t much care for the little man, but the scientist was the key to his freedom and to the safety of his little sister. 

So Jesse continued to pace, his anger growing with every second that passed until his rage was so alive that it became stronger than him.

Stronger than his will. 

With a blood-curdling scream, he stalked to the back of his cage where his captors had placed a heavy body bag and began to punch it, his big fists pummeling the inanimate object.  In his brain it was Morales that he was beating to a bloody pulp.  The first few punches stung his fists until he reminded himself of the damage such pain meant.  Every little injury produced bone, even in places where bone was not meant to be.

Somehow Jesse mustered control over the animal within and measured the force of his blows, relying on the quantity of them to drain him of the violence created by the genes Wardwell had implanted in his body. 

A fine layer of sweat covered him by the time he finished and deep depressions showed in the bag.  Glancing down at his hands, Jesse noted they were slightly reddened, but undamaged.  Of course, the almost imperceptible hardening of his skin across his fists had helped protect him from further hurt.  Unlike the harmful repairs on other parts of his body. 

Almost absentmindedly, he ran his hand over the dense hand-sized spot on his ribs – a byproduct of Morales’ little games, the assorted Taser blasts, and the wildly proliferating genes.  Genes he held responsible for his anger as well, although the little voice in his head – his father’s voice – chastised him for the lie. 

He had been angry before the experiments Wardwell had decided to do illegally. 

Angry at losing the one thing he loved almost more than anything else – football. 

Angry about his father and the way he had cut Jesse off from his family, claiming that he was protecting them from Jesse’s sinful ways. 

As Jesse paced the narrow width of the cage once again, he considered that maybe his father had been right.  It had been the sin of greed that had started him on the road to ruin.  All those millions thrown at him by an upstart pro football team had made him lose sight of who he was and what he stood for. 

It had been the sin of pride that had made him think he could do whatever he wanted since he was the best at what he did. 

Sin had been stronger than him.  Stronger than the values his family had instilled over the course of his life.  It was the reason his father had cut off contact, warning Jesse not to return until he had changed his ways and embraced a good Christian life once again.

But how Christian was it to turn away your own blood? he thought.

The rattle and groan of the warehouse door snared his attention. 

Morales and his creepy little assistant Jack entered the building.  As they stepped into their make-shift laboratory, an assortment of howls, grunts, and groans rose up from the other dozen or so captive patients in the cages scattered throughout the space. 

Jesse tuned out those almost inhuman noises, stopped pacing, and grabbed hold of the bars of his cage.  Rattling them, he called out to Morales, “You promised to let me go.”  A promise that came with a huge price tag – his little sister’s life. 

Morales smiled, a sly shift of his lips accompanied by a startling glitter in his eyes.  If ever there was a caricature of a mad scientist, Morales fit the bill, Jesse thought.  Especially when you put him together with Jack, his sniveling and kleptomaniac assistant.  Jack’s lab jacket pocket was filled with shiny tools and pens he had collected in their facility.

Morales strolled over, as casually as if he was taking a walk in the park, Jack trailing behind him, his hand on the precious treasures in his pocket. 

“Not yet, Bradford.  We have to make sure everything is in place before we can let you go,” he said, held out his hand and snapped his fingers.  After he did so, he peered around Jesse to the body bag at the back of his cage. 

“Good.  I see you’ve been exercising.  It’s important that you stay fit.” 

As Jesse watched, Jack wheeled another heavy bag into the large open area in the center of the warehouse.  Then Jack scurried over, bringing with him the cattle prod that Morales seemed to enjoy so much. 

There was only one thing the scientist enjoyed even more—the control he possessed over his captives.

“When will I be able to go?” Jesse pressed, fearful that with each day that passed, his sister’s illness would advance until the damage might be irreparable.

Morales raised the cattle prod.  “When all is ready.” 

“When will that be?” Adrenaline began to pump through his system at the sight of the prod and he felt as if his body was vibrating from within. 

Morales must have registered the change in him since he smiled and motioned for Jack to open the door.  But Morales made sure to keep the cattle prod ready and to stay beyond Jesse’s reach. 

After so many months, Jesse knew the routine.  He stepped up to the other bag and began to pummel it.  With each blow, he thought about the many months of his captivity.  About his family and all that he had lost, each thought increasing the strength of his punches until Jesse pounded the heavy bag with such force that a seam on the side began to split.  Another strike with his rock hard fists opened the tear even further. 

Morales egged him on.  “That’s it, Jesse.  Destroy it,” the scientist urged as he stood, the cattle prod in hand, just feet away from Jesse. 

Jesse remembered the sting of that device.  The deadened and hard piece of what had formerly been flesh along his rib cage had repeatedly experienced the bite of the prod.  He had first suffered the sting of it many months earlier, when he had been punished for interfering as another patient had murdered Morales’s colleague – Dr. Rudy Wells. 

Wells had seen the error of his ways and Jesse had hoped Wells would stop the experimentation and torture being done to him and the other patients. 

Now Wells was dead and Jesse was still a captive.  No one had come to save him and the others trapped alongside him in the warehouse. 

At Jesse’s delay, Morales picked up the prod and stepped closer.  “Destroy it.” 

Jesse needed no further instruction.  He marched up to the heavy bag, encircled it in his muscled arms, and imagining that it was his captor, squeezed the bag like a python constricting its prey.  As the seams strained, he dug his fingers into the gaps and yanked, ripping the bag open and spewing its innards along the floor of the cage much like he wanted to do with Morales. 

Releasing the mangled bits of bag, Jesse staggered back, breathing heavily. 

As he glanced at the scientist, Morales inched away, clearly aware of Jesse’s thoughts. 

“If my sister gets hurt . . . ” Jesse began, but didn’t finish. 

He didn’t need to for the men to understand they better not delay much longer.
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WHITTAKER TRACKED MICK Carrera through the lens of the binoculars as Mick ran along the boardwalk in the direction of Liliana’s condo.  He was surprised that an ex-mercenary like Carrera had become such a creature of habit.  It made him and his sister easy marks. 

“Follow them.  Listen in and make sure we didn’t make a mistake,” Whittaker said to his second-in-command.

“You think she’ll say something to him?” Howard asked, tugging the black knit ski cap lower on his head and slipping on a pair of sunglasses to hide his eyes. 

“Dr. Carrera is smart.  I’m not sure that she’s buying into this completely.  If she involves her brother we’ve got trouble.” 

“Trouble we can handle,” Howard said and with a nod, left the SUV to trail Mick. 

* * *
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THE LATE FALL MORNING was warm, the air refreshing thanks to a westerly breeze blowing in from the ocean.  The scent of leaf mold mingled with that of the sea and the dying remains of a rose bush sheltered from the cold by her condo building.  Liliana waited on the corner, watching as her brother approached. 

As he came up to her, he smiled and gave her a big sweaty hug.  He had already been running for miles. 

“Ready?” he asked as he did every morning they jogged together. 

“Ready,” she answered and fell into pace beside him.  Or rather it was safer to say he slowed to her stride as they crossed Ocean Avenue and jogged onto the boardwalk. 

They were silent for the first few blocks as she settled into the rhythm of the run, but as they ran through the derelict remains of the Asbury Park Casino, Liliana asked, “How is Caterina today?” 

“Feeling good.  Your new treatment seems to be working well,” Mick replied in between breaths and then glanced back over his shoulder, as if searching for something, before returning his attention to her. 

“That’s nice to hear.”  And if she accepted Whittaker’s offer, Liliana might be able to improve on the inhibitor even further and possibly fine a way to stop what was happening in Caterina’s body due to the illegally implanted genes. 

So why am I still having such doubts about the wisdom of joining up with Whittaker? 

“Can we stop for a second?” Mick said and pulled up, one hand pressed against his side before he immediately bent over as if in pain. 

“Are you okay?” She laid a hand on his shoulder, concern for her brother overriding all other thoughts. 

He stood up and grimaced, but as he did so, he watched someone pass by them out of the corner of his eye.  “Just a stitch,” he replied, but didn’t immediately begin to jog again.  Instead, he delayed for another couple of minutes, walking in a small circle as if trying to walk out a cramp.  After, he surprised her by saying, “Let’s head in the other direction for a change.” 

With a nod she followed as they reversed direction, heading southward, back toward Ocean Grove and Mick’s home in Bradley Beach. 

“What’s up?” she asked, puzzled by her brother’s sudden alteration of their months’ old pattern. 

“Why don’t you tell me?” he asked, peeking over his shoulder. 

“What do you mean?” For good measure she looked toward the ruins of the Casino from where they had come, but glimpsed nothing out of the ordinary. 

“We were being tailed.  One man.  Well-built.  Possibly dangerous,” he advised and then motioned for them to cross onto Main Avenue and off the boardwalk. 

“We’re too visible here,” he explained as she shot him a puzzled look. 

As they jogged up the central part of town, it was relatively quiet, devoid of the crowds the summer season would bring.  To apparently be on the safe side, Mick peered behind him once more and as they neared the coffee shop, he pointed to it and said, “Let’s sit and talk.” 

Given Whittaker’s “need-to-know” instructions, she was hesitant about what to reveal to Mick, but didn’t argue.  It would only raise more concerns with her ex-Army Ranger brother who had clearly observed that something was out of the ordinary.  They ordered coffees and then sat down, the table one row in from the window where Mick could safely see outside, but where it would be difficult for someone to see them. 

“I’ve been asked to work on a new project, but I think it may be a big mistake to do it,” Liliana said as she shifted the cup of coffee back and forth between her hands on the surface of the table. 

“You have to do what feels right here and here,” her brother said and tapped spots above his heart and temple with his fingers. 

“It feels as if . . . What if I told you that it would help Caterina?” 

Mick glanced away, picked up his cup and took a long sip, obviously hesitant at her revelation.  When long moments passed, she prompted him again with, “Well?  What would you think?” 

Mick fixed his gaze on her, his features intense.  “I can’t tell you what to do.” 

“That’s a first,” she teased, trying to dispel some of the gloom she sensed hanging over her older brother. 

It worked.  A hesitant smile came to his lips, but only briefly.  “I have a vested interest, but the bottom line is that you have to do what you think is best for you.” 

Mick’s answer was not unexpected.  In his entire life, her brother had been selfless, always putting family, friends, and country ahead of himself.  He had even been willing to sacrifice his life for both her and Caterina months earlier when a mercenary hired by Wardwell had tried to kill them all.

It was the realization of that selflessness which made Liliana’s decision a no brainer.

“Don’t worry about me, Mick,” she said.  A second passed and a big black SUV cruised by on the street, its presence surprisingly menacing. 

Mick nodded, but reached out and laid his hand over hers.  “You know you can count on me to help with anything.  Anything, right?” 

“Right,” she confirmed, but knew she wouldn’t call her brother.  He’d already had too much upset in recent months. 

It was time for her to take care of things, including finding out why Whittaker was having her followed.

* * *
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“THIS BRADFORD DEAL may be a mistake, Raymond,” Morales said as he stood before Edwards in their secondary lab facility.  He enjoyed the annoyance that flared to life in Edwards’ gaze at his use of his first name.  The superior Dr. Edwards considered himself above such familiarities which only increased Morales’s pleasure at goading him. 

Edwards leaned back in his chair and ran a long thin finger across his lips as he considered his partner’s statement.  “I know Bradford is one of your favorites, but this is too good to pass up.” 

“He’s unstable.  The genes create rage he’s barely able to control,” he said.  

Edwards laughed, the sound a rough cackle of disbelief.  “Seriously?  Seems to me he’s quite capable of control and given what we’ve promised him, he’ll be cooperative.” 

“What if he finds out about his sister?  That she’s not really ill?” Morales asked, truly unhappy about losing his star patient.  There was just something about Bradford’s anger that he enjoyed, possibly even more than his possession of the former celebrity. 

Or maybe it was just that – his possession of the jock.  For too long he had suffered at the mercy of such muscle-bound idiots.  Having Bradford as his plaything seemed like just compensation for all those years of misery, only his partner clearly didn’t think so. 

“Bradford has no contact with his family.  That distance only makes it easier for us to carry out this ruse.  Plus, Bradford is the most stable of all the patients.  More reason he should be the sacrificial lamb,” Edwards advised. 

Morales wondered how much family strife there could be if Bradford was willing to sacrifice himself to help his sister, but as he met his partner’s steely-eyed gaze, he realized his say would have no impact.  The plans had already been put into motion by Edwards and the new associates he had brought into their venture. 

“Whatever you say, Raymond,” he replied. 

“Don’t screw this up, Morales,” Edwards warned.

“Of course not, Raymond,” he answered and hurried out, smiling as Edwards’ annoyed gaze bored into this back. 

* * *
[image: ]


HOME, AND YET STILL a prison, Jesse thought a week later.  Located on Ocean Avenue directly across from the beach, his home was an immense Wedgewood blue colonial with a large wraparound porch that opened into a gazebo on one end.  Welcoming windows trimmed in white all along the front provided vistas of the beach and sea. Balconies on a second floor also allowed him to enjoy the multi-million dollar view.  All around the home were inviting lawns and gardens, winter dormant now, but he could picture their summer glory.

Despite feeling welcome, I’m still a captive, he thought as he walked around his Spring Lake residence, familiarizing himself with the things he had left behind nearly a year ago now.

The place had been kept up in his absence.  Surfaces dusted. 

Plants watered.  Lawns mowed.  Not even an old piece of mail, newspaper, or magazine was in sight to testify to his absence. 

Everything was in place as it should be which saddened him.  The trappings of his life had gone on without him, as if he had been the unnecessary part of their daily existence.  The expensive furnishings; the Game Day room with an assortment of monitors, oversized and overstuffed chairs; shelves filled with his assorted trophies and awards.

All just useless accessories in a life that had lost its purpose, Jesse thought, and within him came a dangerous spark of anger.  Sucking in a deep breath, he willed away the desire to smash the cabinets and the worthless items within that had cost him so much.

My family. My freedom. My humanity, he thought, staring down at his hands and the thick armor-like skin now covering his knuckles.  Rubbing at the similar patch on his ribs, he wondered how long it would be before the rest of him became as dead and hardened. 

But the pain in the center of his chest told him there was still something human left.  Something that he might be able to salvage with the bargain he had struck with the scientists and Whittaker, their new partner:  his cooperation in exchange for help in controlling the bone disease that was threatening his sister’s life.  Or at least that they said was hurting her, not that he trusted them.  But he couldn’t allow his doubt to jeopardize his sister Jackie’s health if what they said was true. 

The doorbell rang, pulling him from the playroom and back out into the lavishly appointed living area. 

Weird, he thought.  Whittaker had at least two men positioned on the grounds to ensure Jesse followed their rules.  He hadn’t expected any of them to be ringing the bell if they needed to enter. 

Throwing open the door, he was surprised to find a petite young woman there, looking rather prim and proper in a sedate navy suit, but impossibly high heels.  Fuck me heels, he thought, thinking them out-of-sync with the rest of her business-like attire. 

Her irritated sigh dragged his attention back up to her face. A very attractive face, although he had to revise his estimate of her age.  Maybe thirty, he guessed.  Her petite stature was responsible for that initial appearance of youth. 

“Jesse Bradford,” she stated, nervously swinging the black bag she held in her hands.  A doctor’s bag.  As he examined her features more carefully, he realized there was something familiar about her. 

“Do we know each other?” he asked, his gaze skipping over her features.

She released her death grip on the bag and pointed to his left eyebrow.  “Patched you up after a bar brawl while I was on call in the E.R.” 

He rubbed at the barely noticeable scar and nodded.  

“Thought you looked familiar.  Whittaker sent you.” 

She dipped her head to confirm his statement.  “I’m here to do an initial exam so we can decide how to treat you.”  He stepped aside to let her enter, but as he did so, he looked around outside. 

Stationed at the far end of the large wraparound porch was one of Whittaker’s men.  He was dressed casually and sitting in a chair reading a paper despite the chill in the air.  A wire ran from one ear down to what he assumed was a radio.  The man had been there all morning.  Jesse had been warned that someone would be in close range at all times and that any and all communications would be monitored. Protection against his telling anyone the truth about Whittaker’s operation. 

Not that he would. 

Without some kind of miracle from Whittaker’s medical team, his sister Jackie’s illness – supposedly a more severe form of his own – might not be cured.  Plus Whittaker had threatened to kill Jackie if Jesse attempted to speak to her or failed to cooperate with them. 

Which made him wonder about the young doctor who had just walked into his home.  How had she become a part of the illegal activities?  Or maybe she didn’t know the truth about the group?  He shut the door and walked to the living room where she stood, once again gripping the little black bag as she waited.

“Nice digs,” she said, perusing the large open space and windows which faced the ocean.  She motioned to the man on the porch, visible through a far window and asked, “Who’s he?”

“FBI,” Jesse lied, unsure of just what she knew.  “They said they would keep an eye on me 24/7 until they were able to track down Edwards and Morales.” 

Her full lips tightened with displeasure at the mention of the names of the fugitive scientists. 

“Do you know them?  The Wardwell guys?”

* * *
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“MY NEW SISTER-IN-LAW was one of their patients,” Liliana replied, omitting her own kidnapping by the two criminals.  With what she knew of Jesse Bradford, he wouldn’t much care about anything that didn’t involve him, so her story would matter little. 

Jesse tucked his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.  It made the t-shirt he wore ride up, exposing a line of lean muscle and sandy blonde hair that matched the color on his head, although those shaggy locks had sun-kissed streaks of a lighter shade.  She dragged her gaze back up to his very handsome face and found him considering her with his blue-eyed gaze. 

“Why don’t you sit down so we can get started,” she said and motioned to the sofa. 

He plopped down onto the over-stuffed cushions, his long legs spread-eagled before him. 

She sidestepped one muscled thigh, perched on the edge of the low espresso-colored wood coffee table, placed her bag beside her, and opened it.  She was removing her stethoscope and blood pressure apparatus when he asked, “Is that how you got this gig? Your sister-in-law?” 

“Gig?  As in, being your physician?”  She slipped the stethoscope over her neck and juggled the blood pressure cuff in her hand as she waited for his explanation. 

He shrugged shoulders so broad that it looked like he still had on his football pads.  “Well, you look a little young.”

“Not that I should have to explain, but I’m thirty and was currently working on my orthopedic surgery specialty.”

“Was?  As in, you’re not now?” he pressed, mimicking her earlier question. 

“Now I’m supposed to give you priority according to Special Agent Whittaker and my Hospital Administrator.”  She grabbed hold of the large hand he had resting on his thigh and pulled his arm toward her.  As she did so, she noticed the roughness along his knuckles and back of his hand. 

She ran her fingers along his skin gently, but he jerked his hand away, brought it close to his chest, and rubbed it. 

“Football injury?” she asked. 

That intense blue-eyed gaze, the same color as the ocean outside the windows, zeroed in on her again.  “What did Whittaker tell you about me?” 

“Not much. Actually, nothing that I didn’t already know from the news reports,” she admitted. 

He dragged a hand through his shaggy blonde hair and looked away.  “And what would that be, Dr. . . . What was your name again?” 

“Dr. Carrera.” 

“So, Dr. Doctor.  Tell me what you know,” he said, the tones of his voice growing harsh. 

“Award-winning college player.  Top draft pick.  MVP, I think.  Hell-raiser.  Playboy.  Degenerative bone disease that put an end to your career,” Liliana recited and watched his face harden with each word she uttered. 

“Seems you already know all about me, Dr. Doctor.”

“Liliana,” she corrected in annoyance. 

“Liliana.  How about we get this over with so you can go back to your hospital and forget about me,” he said and stuck out his arm. 

Liliana wasted no time in getting all his vital stats and drawing the blood samples she would need for Carmen to analyze.  Much like Caterina’s blood, Bradford’s glowed as it was exposed to the light, but the phosphorescence was duller and not as prevalent as with her sister-in-law. 

After she was done, she rose, expecting him to walk her to the door, but he just sat there, muscled arms spread across the back of the sofa.  An icy chill in his gaze that communicated more than any words could. 

“I’ll be back,” she said.

* * *
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JESSE WATCHED HER GO, relieved by her absence.  He’d had enough preaching from his father about the sins of his ways. He didn’t need the prim little doctor reminding him about how he had managed to screw up his life. 

As he had before, the heat of rage pooled within him, only this time, he let it grow until it needed physical release.  Surging from the sofa, he stalked through his house until he reached the gym in one of the back rooms.  Throwing himself onto one of the benches, he started pressing weights.  One hundred pounds.  Two hundred. 

It still wasn’t enough and he racked the pin into the bottom-most notch and press upward, jerking the weight up and down as if it was light as a feather. 

With a loud final clang, he allowed the weights to drop back onto the stack.  The noise reverberated throughout the house and a moment later, the guard from out front came running into the room. 

“Jesus Christ,” the guard said and whipped out a gun from behind his back. 

Jesse sucked in a breath and held it.  Calmed himself enough to say, “I won’t hurt you, Bruno.” 

“You’re like the fuckin’ Hulk,” the man said and motioned to him with the weapon. 

Jesse’s gaze was snared by his image in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors along one full wall of the room.  His clothes were drenched in sweat from his exertions and the muscles on his arms and chest were pumped and more pronounced from the lifting.  With his six foot four height and the thickness of his body, he had always been on the large side for a quarterback.  His captivity and the genes Wardwell had snuck into his body had made him bigger.  Stronger. 

He understood the man’s fear and yet he would not jeopardize helping his sister.  The ability to create bone was the first step in finding a cure.  He was willing to remain a guinea pig even if the uncontrolled bone production would one day take his life. 

“Go away.  I’m just working out,” he said and faced Whittaker’s goon. 

Bruno scurried from the room, clearly fearful even though he had been armed. 

Jesse looked down at his hands once again.  Ran his fingers across the thickening and for a moment, his rough touch became that of the doctor’s. 

Liliana, he thought, recalling the smoothness of her skin and the gentle contact.  Imagining how it might feel to have a woman touch him like that once more – with gentleness. 

With caring, he thought. 

It had been forever since anyone had touched him with love.  Jesse dropped to his knees and buried his head in his hands and did another thing that hadn’t happened in forever. 

He prayed.
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Chapter 3
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AS CARMEN SAT AT HER workstation in their new lab facility, Liliana handed her the tubes with the blood samples she had taken from Bradford. 

“How was he?” Carmen asked, a bit of excitement in her voice.  There had been no hesitation about joining the project when Liliana had asked her.  Being a fan of the Marauders team and Bradford had just made it better. 

“He was . . . annoyed,” she said, lacking the right words to describe their new patient. 

“What I meant was ‘Is Jesse really hot?’” Carmen said as she took the test tubes.  She frowned after a quick visual exam and then passed them under one of the lights at her workstation. A barely perceptible glow radiated from the samples. 

“Weird.  I wonder if they used different fluorescent proteins to track the genes,” Carmen said and labeled the tubes to begin processing Bradford’s blood.

“I was surprised by the lack of phosphorescence as well,” Liliana said. 

Carmen rolled her stool about a foot away from her workstation and engaged a nearby black light.  She waved Bradford’s blood samples beneath the bulb and this time the glow intensified, but barely.  “Interesting,” she said, but then quickly backtracked to their earlier conversation. “So is he hot?” 

Crossing her fingers the way two people might be joined together, Liliana said, “I thought you and Ramon were together?” 

“We’ve been dating, but just because you’re on a diet – ”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t look at dessert,” she
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