
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Epilogue

Prologue

Chapter 1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


The day the music died, Caterina Shaw did as well.

Not physically, although she understood the death of her body was inevitable.  She had come to terms with that reality some time ago.  She had even managed to deal with the blindness caused by the tumor eating away her brain.  But then the pain had become so great that it had silenced the music, stealing away the only thing that had made life worth the anguish.

"You understand this treatment is new and uncertain," Dr. Rudy Wells explained, his voice smooth and comforting.  The touch of his hand, warm and reassuring, came against hers as it rested on her thigh.

"I understand," she said and faced the direction of that calming voice.

Another person abruptly chimed in, his tones as strident and grating as a badly played oboe.  "We'll begin with laser surgery to remove the bulk of the tumor followed by two different courses of gene therapy."

Two? she wondered and sensed Dr. Wells' hesitation as well from the tremble that skated across his fingers.  He removed his hand from hers and said, "Dr. Edwards believes that we can not only shut down the tumor growing in your brain, but possibly regrow the portion of your optic nerve that the tumor damaged."

Caterina’s only wish when considering the experimental treatment had been to stop the pain so that she could play her cello once again.  So that her last months would be filled with the vitality her music provided.

It was through her music that she lived.

That my mother had lived, Caterina thought, recalling the passion she had felt as a small child when her mother had played the piano for her; the way her mother’s fingers had coaxed life from the keys much like she now did with a stroke of her bow and the deft touch of her fingers on the strings of her cello.

Or at least like she had up until the cancer had put an end to her music, bringing her life to a close.  Except now she was being told something different.

Caterina had never thought about eliminating the tumor.  Every prognosis so far had been that she was terminal.  Now these new doctors were telling her that she might not only live, but that she might actually see again too.  She didn’t dare believe that she would be able to get her old life back completely, as well as her sight but . . .

"You think I'll be able to recover?  To see again?" Caterina asked, needing to be sure she had understood correctly.

"The risks are great, my dear," Dr. Wells urged gently.

"But you qualify for the human trials because of the advanced state of your illness, Ms. Shaw," Dr. Edwards added, annoyance at his partner evident in the staccato beats of his voice.

Her advanced state which could possibly bring death even with this treatment, Caterina thought.  Not that she feared death.  What she did fear was letting the pain in her head rob her of the one thing she could not live without.

Her music.

She knew without hesitation that it was worth any risk to regain that part of her.  To drive back the illness so she could play her cello once more and reanimate her heart for as long as she had left if the treatments couldn't stop the tumor.

"What do you need me to do?"
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Six months later

Mick Carrera understood what kind of man he was.

Ruthless.

Determined.

Skilled in the art of killing.

People came to him when no one else could handle their problems because Mick either solved their problems or eliminated them – if Mick thought elimination was justified.  Some scruples remained buried in his soul, a secret he closely guarded.  In his line of work, having scruples equated to weakness.

Dr. Raymond Edwards had presented him with the kind of job that possibly ended with elimination, although Edwards hadn’t come right out and said so during their short telephone conversation. The doctor had skirted around the subject with the skill of a ballroom dancer, insisting time and time again that all he required were the services of a security specialist to assist with a problem at their facility.

Mick’s initial misgivings made him wonder why he had even come to the doctor’s office for this additional discussion.  His typical clientele preferred meeting places that were much less public, but then again, maybe such transparency meant that the doctor had been truthful about the nature of this assignment.

He scoped out the office as he entered, taking note of the fact that there was only one entrance in and out.  Not good in case of the need for a quick escape.

As he passed a credenza located beneath a wall filled with diplomas, framed news articles and photos, he noticed a small bronze statue of a horse mounted on a heavy marble base.

The size and weight of the statue would make it a handy weapon for either cracking open a man’s skull or breaking through the plate glass windows which lined one long wall of the office. The clear windows were now darkening, the color becoming as deep and dense as squid ink and likely for the same reason – concealment.

Mick had noticed all the high tech security on his way through the entrance of the building.  He had expected it even while worrying about it.  He knew his image would end up saved on a hard drive somewhere from the assorted closed circuit cameras, but if Dr. Edwards was on the up and up, this was one job that was too good not to consider.

“I thought you might like some privacy,” the man behind the desk said as he rose and offered his hand.

“Dr. Raymond Edwards,” the man said.

Mick shook his hand and nodded. “Mick Carrera.”

As Mick sat, he caught a glimpse of another security camera behind the desk, aimed directly at his chair.  When Edwards tracked his gaze, he said, “Don’t worry, Mr. Carrera.  I’ll make sure all traces of you are erased from our systems.”

“I appreciate your understanding,” he said, even while wondering again why a supposedly distinguished scientist like Raymond Edwards seemed compelled to seek out the services of a man like him.  He wondered what else the good doctor had erased from the company’s security videos.

Dragging his attention to the man seated behind the desk, he listened as Edwards offered a rather lengthy introduction about the work that his biotech company did and their many accomplishments.  Edwards' manner was outwardly confident and business-like, but Mick couldn't help but notice how the doctor kept his right hand on the face of the file on his desk and fiddled with one corner of the thick folder, thumbing it again and again.  The curled corner of the papers confirmed that Edwards had opened that file more times than the good doctor wanted him to know.

When Edwards paused for a breath, Mick seized the opportunity.  "Your mission is clear, Dr. Edwards.  Your company specializes in developing gene therapies for the terminally ill."

The man stiffened and immediately corrected him.  "Our present group of patients is terminally ill, but we hope that what we learn from our current research – ”

"Will help all of mankind in the future. So why do you require my services?"

Edwards thumbed the edge of the folder again before he laced his hands together on the face of the file.  He leaned forward slightly, as if he was about to share something more intimate.  A furrow of worry developed over the bridge of his nose, but the remainder of his thin face remained passive.

"I've been told your specialties are corporate security and discreet investigations," he said.

The dance had commenced, Mick thought.  He was almost amused by the way the man was twirling his way around the true nature of Mick’s work.  "My experience – ”

"Is rather extensive.  Army Ranger.  EMT.  Security consultant for one of the nation's top companies before you decided to go out on your own."

It hadn't really been a voluntary decision, but in the end it had worked out well for all involved.  Except the two civilians who had been killed during his last assignment.

"You're background check seems to have been quite thorough which makes me wonder just why you need my . . . special skills."

A sly smile slinked across Edwards' face as he finally pushed the folder across the desk, but another thicker file still remained beneath the doctor's manicured fingers.

Mick opened the slim manila folder.  On one side were copies of preliminary police reports on a murder which had occurred in the company's labs the day before.  He recalled hearing about it on the early morning Philadelphia news and had immediately made the connection last night when Edwards had telephoned.

Dr. Rudy Wells, a top researcher and co-owner of the biotech company, had died a grisly death.  The officer's notes and photos inside the file detailed the many injuries he had suffered.

Wells had been ripped apart.  One arm and leg torn from his torso. The sharp point of a broken chair leg jammed through the foramen magnum at the base of his skull.

Mick flipped through all the pictures, imagining the kind of strength it would take to do that to another human being. Gauging the rage that must have been behind such a personal kind of attack since no professional would have done such a messy job.

The bruises visible on Wells’ body in the photos would likely yield finger or hand prints. With the kind of battle that might have gone on between Wells and his assailant, a treasure trove of DNA, fibers, and other evidence had probably been transferred to the dead scientist or left behind in the lab.

As he finished reviewing the last of the photos, he risked a quick glance at Edwards to study his reaction.  The other man’s lips had stiffened with displeasure, but there was nothing else to give away what Edwards was thinking.

"This is the problem you wouldn’t discuss last night on the phone?  Aren't the police already investigating this murder?"  With a quick flip of his wrist, he tossed the file back onto Edwards' desk.

The clear gray of the other man's eyes chilled at Mick's apparent dismissal.  Lines of tightness bracketed Edwards’ thin lips before he said, "If the police get wind of what actually happened here, everything we do could be in jeopardy.  That's why we need a man of your caliber for this assignment."

Mick motioned to the file.  "Let me get this straight.  You don't want the police to solve this crime?”

"There's nothing to solve."

Edwards finally handed him the second thicker file.  "We know who the murderer is – Caterina Shaw.  One of our patients."

As he opened the folder, Caterina Shaw's engaging smile and intense blue-eyed gaze peered at him from the photo within the folder.  A beautiful woman, he thought.  A wealth of midnight hair surrounded a delicate face with pouty lips and contrasted nicely with her perfect, creamy skin, captured for posterity by the professional photograph.

The photo was clearly intended for business purposes as Ms. Shaw was dressed in what looked like a sedate black gown, a motherly string of pearls at the long elegant line of her throat. Mick couldn’t help but notice that the low cut of her gown provided a delicious glimpse of her other endowments as well.

It took all his willpower to battle the very visceral response that just the photo created.  He definitely had been without a woman for too long and with good reason.

Women seemed to find him physically attractive, but he always felt it was his bad boy aura which really drew them.  Neither reason generally lead to anything of lasting value.  Relationships based on such shallow motives lacked the kind of trust necessary for a permanent relationship.

Reviewing the short bio on Caterina Shaw, Mick realized that permanence was something she was used to.  Caterina had been born in the Philadelphia area and had stayed there for most of her life.  The only breaks from the city had been for schooling, but each time she had returned home to Philly.  Even her employment record screamed of stability.  She had been with the local orchestra for several years.

He gazed at her picture one last time before turning his attention to the final entry in what appeared to be a lengthy medical history.

Patient has recently developed uncontrollable seizures leading to episodes of memory loss and rage combined with full expression of the implanted gene sequence.

Medical mumbo jumbo for she's a raving psycho.

As Mick flipped back to the photograph of the woman, he was struck again by her beauty – not that beauty wasn't capable of the kind of violence perpetrated on Dr. Wells.

"Why is Ms. Shaw one of your patients?" he asked as he closed the file and returned it with greater care than the one before.

Edwards flipped open the folder and removed the photo, glancing at it almost wistfully before he said, "She was beautiful wasn't she?"

"Why is she here, Dr. Edwards?" Mick pressed, annoyed by the man's almost staged theatrics and his use of the past tense for a woman who was still very much alive as far as he knew.

"Sad sad story," the physician said with a tsk and dramatic shake of his head.  "About three years ago, Ms. Shaw was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor.  Slow-growing at first, but then some switch must have flipped and the tumor became more aggressive."

"So she came to you?" he asked, wondering just what state the young woman had been in when she arrived at Edwards' facility.

"Not at first.  The only patients we are allowed to admit are those with no other recourse."

"Which means?"

"Ms. Shaw went blind from the tumor's invasion of her optic nerve, but she managed to deal with that. Laser treatments kept the growth confined for about another year.”

"But then it spread and she came to you for help."  A note of disdain escaped with the comment, obviously irritating the man across from him.

Edwards jerked Caterina Shaw's photo into Mick's line of sight.  He jabbed at the image of the woman.  "Just twenty-eight and already at the height of her career.  Her brain was rapidly being destroyed.  Even if our treatments were untried, Ms. Shaw understood the possible reward.  Wouldn't you do the same?"

Mick would have probably put a gun in his mouth and blown what little brains remained out the back of his skull, but he suspected the doctor sitting across from him wouldn't appreciate hearing that solution.

"What do you want from me?"

Edwards picked up both files and thrust them across the width of the desk.  "After killing my partner, Caterina escaped the confines of our facility.  Find her.  If you can, bring her back so that we can get her under control before we turn her over to the authorities."

Something about the tone of Edwards' voice didn't ring true.

As Mick met the other man's icy stare, he got the sense that the seemingly proper physician was much like he was.

Determined.

Ruthless.

And possibly not above breaking a few rules to accomplish his goals.

"What if I can't bring her back?  What if – ”

"Caterina resists?  Chances are she will.  She's quite dangerous in her current state.  My partner found that out the hard way."

Mick glanced at the files in his hands, debating if he would take the assignment.  As if sensing his hesitation, Edwards leaned forward once again and passed him a check with too many zeroes to refuse.

He examined the check for only a second before folding it and slipping it into the pocket of his black leather jacket.  As he rose, Edwards held out his hand to seal the deal.

Mick ignored the man and walked to the door, certain of one thing as he exited.

If Edwards wasn’t telling the truth, what happened to his buddy Wells would seem like a cake walk compared to what he would do to him.
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Caterina struggled to contain the thoughts rampaging through her brain.  Scattered ideas and images collided there, creating a convoluted maze which kept her a prisoner of her own mind.  The images surprised her, prompting other vague memories of unending darkness.

Unwelcome darkness that had lasted for too long.  Darkness that had been accompanied by pain only . . .

Little pain remained anymore and the darkness was gone, replaced by the bright images swirling around in her brain, a weird melding of colors reminiscent of a Peter Max painting.

Peter Max.

She forced herself to focus on that concept, remembering other pictures and artists.  Lots and lots of paintings and artists while people gathered together at some kind of event.

Had she been an artist as well? she wondered, confused about who and what she was as she gazed around again at the multi-hued shapes surrounding her.  As unnatural as the colors were, she was grateful she could see, suddenly aware that she hadn't been able to do so in some time.

Trees.

Bushes.

The cool dirt beneath her feet.

Birds twittered overhead.  A tiny flash of brown and white scurried into the underbrush.

She was outdoors which meant . . .

She was free.

She had escaped.

Escape, she realized, honing in on that idea as she tried to make sense of the thoughts and memories creating havoc in her brain.  Finally a picture formed in her mind of a hospital.

No, not a hospital.  An office maybe?  Or a lab?  Yes, a lab.

I escaped from one of the cells in the lab the night before, she realized as she skirted the edge of a stand of scraggly pines, their fragrant needles soft beneath her feet.

A step later, Caterina stubbed her toe on an exposed root.

Fearful of discovery, she contained her cry of pain and examined her foot.  Like everything around her, the colors were off.

Bright yellow-green blood at the tip of her stubbed toe glowed against the darker browns of dirt and leaves along the rest of her foot.

Caterina forced herself to focus on that appendage, gathering her thoughts.  Reality momentarily returned, restoring with it the peachy hues of her healthy human skin, although something else was odd.

The nasty stub at the end of her toe was already healing.

The only thing that remained from the injury was a bit of phosphorescent yellow-green on the ragged wood of the root where she had stubbed her toe.

Yellow-green blood?

Impossibly wrong.  Her toe should still hurt.  And her blood should be red.

Try as she might to connect her thoughts to understand, what was happening to her – within her – made no sense.

A sudden loud thumping noise came at her, like the insistent beat of a tympani drum.  At first it beat at a regular pace but soon became a rapid roll as the sound came closer.

Wump, wump, wump, quickly and persistently.  Over and over as the sound approached, battering the air viciously.  The noise strong enough to become a physical pulse against her body.

I have to avoid the noise.

Caterina hunkered down beneath the lower branches of one of the more thickly needled evergreens in the Pine Barrens.

The sound intensified as did the wind which whirled fallen leaves and needles around and around the base of the tree.  The helicopter making the din paused overhead and the branches of the pine whipped wildly against her naked body, but Caterina remained immobile, hugging the trunk of the tree.  Digging her fingers into the wood to hold on.

The tree trunk gave easily beneath her fingers, surprising her, but providing her with a firm grasp as she tried to blend in beneath the branches of the evergreen.

Danger was near.

Danger from the helicopter kicking up the air and foliage around her.

Closing her eyes and letting out a soft mewl of fear, she burrowed deeper against the thick trunk of the pine, hoping she wouldn't be seen.

She couldn’t go back to the lab.

After long minutes, the helicopter moved on with a loud screaming whir, but Caterina remained in her protective squat, waiting.  Fingers dug as deep as her knuckles into the tree trunk until she extracted them, sticky with sap.

It'll be night again soon, she thought as she looked around.

She glanced at the fingers she had sunk deep into the trunk of the tree.  Tacky fingers with an odd cast to the skin.  She tried to make sense of her actions and the strange color, but couldn’t.

Immediately after came the vision of those fingers rapidly shifting against strings.  Pressing against smoothly shaped wood, producing sensually rich sound.

Producing music.

Her music.

She grabbed a hold of those ideas, hoping the fragmented ideas would finally come together to make sense.

She didn't know how long she remained there, rooted to the spot, trying to collect her thoughts, but the strain in her legs grew steadily until her muscles screamed in agony.

Caterina finally gave into the call of her body, rose, and stepped away from the protective embrace of the evergreen.  But even as she did so, the deep green of the pine needles remained wrapped around her skin as she walked out into the open.

She studied her hands and feet.  Her skin had assumed the color of the verdant woods around her.

I’m human, but my skin isn’t, she thought as the full impact of her condition hit her.

Shaking her head to clear the illogical vision, she then noticed something familiar despite the odd colors which had returned to her vision, creating almost a kaleidoscope blur.  Locking her gaze on one spot in the distance, the images sharpened.

Lights.

Those were lights up ahead.

The lights meant something good.  Something better than the woods around her.

That recollection triggered a string of other ideas which finally coalesced into a more complex understanding about herself.

She had been at the lab because she was sick, but had escaped to be safe.

With that realization immediately came another.

She was naked.

Or at least she thought she was, gazing down at herself.

Her skin had that odd color.  When she touched her stomach, the sap sticky pads of her fingers met the softer skin of her midsection.  The deep green of the pine tree covered most of her body, but near her ankles the tone of her skin blended to the color of the earth at her feet.

Impossibly wrong, she thought.

As wrong as the now fully healed stub of her toe and the way she had been able to shove her fingers into the trunk of the evergreen.

She had to hide until she could make sense of what was happening, but she couldn't walk around naked.

She should have grabbed some clothes when she had made her escape only . . .

Visions battered her brain, driving her to her knees.

So much blood.

On the floor and walls.

All over her hands.

All over Dr. Wells.

There hadn't been time to take any clothes.

She wrapped her arms around herself and rocked back and forth for a moment as she forced away the disturbing memories and marshaled her thoughts.

She would have to find some clothes once she went . . .

Where am I going? she asked herself, standing and examining the bloodstains on her body.

The realization rushed through her, surprising her with its clarity and bringing immense joy.

I'm going home.
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The whole thing smelled rotten and not even the possibility of becoming a rich man could make the odor go away.

Mick refused to think about why he still had not cashed the check tucked into his wallet.  A job was a job, he told himself, and this assignment was paying way better than most.  The money was why he had opted for this way of life years earlier, needing to help his family.  A fire had nearly destroyed the restaurant which had been their livelihood since arriving from Mexico over twenty years ago.  The money the insurance company had provided as a settlement had not been enough to repair the damage and without his assistance, it would have been impossible to re-open the restaurant and for his siblings to finish their schooling.

But they don’t need your help anymore, the voice in his head challenged, urging him that there were other jobs he could do.  Jobs that were not as risky and where he could use his skills to help and not hurt.

The way he might have to hurt Caterina Shaw if he couldn’t control her.

Images of the destruction wrought on Edwards’ dead partner came to mind, warning him about what Caterina had supposedly done.  But apprehension filled his gut as he stared at the nervous young woman seated across from him, Caterina’s best friend.

“I appreciate you taking the time to speak with me, Ms. Rogers,” he said in an attempt to alleviate the woman’s obvious distress.

“At the door you said you were hired by – ”

“Wardwell Biotech,” he said, providing her the name of Edwards’ and Wells’ company much as he had when she had been shutting the door in his face.  It had been his warning about her friend being hurt and his big booted foot in the door which had gained him access to the tony Rittenhouse Square townhouse.

She nodded, but continued to wring her hands over and over as she said, “I was so worried when Cat told me about the treatment only . . .”

“She would have died without it.”

After a precise nod of her head, Ms. Rogers finally stilled the motion of her hands, splaying her fingers against her tailored navy blue slacks.  “Cat knew she might die even with the treatment, but she had to have her music back.”

Mick recalled the video he had watched earlier that day which had been taken months before Caterina had signed onto Dr. Edwards' little science experiment.  Anyone viewing the performance would be hard pressed to realize that the vibrant young woman creating such wondrous music was terminally ill.

Caterina’s legs had been wrapped around the cello as she fingered the strings and her bow stroked the profoundly rich tones from the instrument.  Every movement seduced yet more from the musical piece, imbuing each note with emotion and passion.

The music had clearly been her life.

With a curt nod, Mick reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and removed a small pad and pen.  Flipping through his notes, he continued with his questioning.

“I’ve spoken to a number of Caterina’s acquaintances. Everyone says she was pleasant and caring.  Dedicated to friends, family, and career.  Would you say it was in that order?”

A confused look danced across Elizabeth Rogers’ flawless features.  “Meaning?”

“Which was more important to Caterina?  Her career or her family or – ”

“Cat didn’t have any family.  She lost her mother when she was six, although there were some distant cousins in Mexico.  She and her father were estranged.  He never really approved of her chosen profession.  He died when Cat was in college.”  

“So her father never knew about her success?”

“No, not that it mattered to Cat.  She wasn’t about being a celebrity.”

Caterina had come across as humble, even possibly shy in the interviews Mick had seen.  But he wondered how it must feel to be one of the world's premiere cellists and perform for kings, presidents, and other dignitaries and have no one with whom to share that success.

“What about men?” he said.  Caterina had been elegant.  Refined. Passionate.  Physically beautiful.

Elizabeth shook her head and her blonde ponytail swished back and forth from the force of the movement.  “Cat was too involved with her friends and career.  In that order,” she clarified.  “There was an occasional man every now and then, but nothing significant.  Especially not in the last several years thanks to the cancer.”

He nodded, imagining that the illness might have made relationships difficult.

Had that made her resentful?  Had the loss of her parents angered her? he wondered as he flipped the pages in his notepad.

It would take a lot of rage to cold-bloodedly rip a man apart and pith him the way one might a mouse before vivisection.

“Did that bother her?  Was she upset?”

Elizabeth’s rough laugh stopped him.  “Upset?  On the contrary.  Cat never let it get to her.  With each setback, she found a way to continue.  When she went blind, she learned to play the pieces by ear.”

He sensed something behind her words.  Disapproval?  “You were Caterina’s best friend.”

“I am Cat’s best friend,” she immediately clarified.

He leaned back in the delicate wing chair and it creaked with the weight of his body.  Considering the other woman as she nervously fingered the thick gold chain at her neck, he said, “You’re angry.  Jealous, maybe?  She was first chair and yet she relied on you.”

Elizabeth’s voice escalated with each word.  “You mean because I helped her prepare her pieces after she went blind?  While playing second fiddle, literally.”

He shrugged, prompting her to rise elegantly from the sofa, her hands clasped tightly before her.  “Cat and I are best friends.  I’d do anything for her and she would do anything for me.”

He rose from the chair as well, understanding that she was done with his questioning, but he pressed on.  “Including giving her a place to hide?”

“I don’t believe what they said about Cat on the news,” she answered, reaching for the thick gold chain again with a trembling hand.

“Your friend is the main suspect, Elizabeth.  These treatments – ”

“Wouldn’t change Cat.  This is all a lie,” she said and walked out of the parlor and down the short hall to the door of her townhouse, clearly intending him to follow.

At the door, he paused and handed her his business card.  She wouldn’t take it and so he leaned over and left it on a carved mahogany table near the entrance.  “In case you have something else to tell me,” he said and walked out.

The door slammed shut behind him, the sound like a gunshot in the quiet of the night.

A block away lay Rittenhouse Square.  It would be nearly empty at this time of night.  A good place to think.

Mick shoved his hands in his pockets and walked down 18th Street to Walnut, crossed over and at the corner, strolled down the diagonal path to the center of the square.  He stopped to listen to the sounds of the fountain, assembling his thoughts, and then sauntered to a bench located close to a street light.

He sat and contemplated what he had learned about Caterina Shaw.  He was worried that he had let all that he had discovered about Caterina’s background influence him, something he rarely did.  Usually all that information just amounted to raw data used to track his target.  Determine its strengths and weaknesses.  Prepare for the capture or kill.

During the course of his brief investigations, it had become difficult to be so clinical about Caterina Shaw.

He could kid himself and say that he didn’t know why, but it would be a lie.  He knew why without a doubt.

His search had revealed Caterina’s painful past as well as her tragic present.  Neither had kept her from what she had wanted to do.

He admired courage and perseverance.  They were traits he had relied on more than once to keep himself safe.  To keep safe the men in the Army Ranger unit he had once commanded.

Although he didn’t know Caterina in the real sense of the word, Mick had gotten to know more about her than was good for him to complete his assignment.  He forced himself to remember that the most important thing he had to recognize was what she was now – a dangerous murderer.

Or at least that's what Edwards wanted him to believe.

He was having trouble buying into that, but then the last entry on her medical history played through his brain for what had to be the hundredth time since his meeting with Edwards earlier that morning.

Patient has recently developed uncontrollable seizures leading to episodes of rage combined with full expression of the implanted gene sequence.

Mick’s early life hadn't allowed for extensive schooling, but he had more than made up for that during his time as an Army Ranger.  He had devoured whatever manuals the Army had tossed at him in addition to finally obtaining not only his college degree, but becoming certified as an EMT.

The medical information in Caterina's file was therefore clear. Coupled with the information he had gathered on the good doctors Edwards and Wells, he once again tried to imagine the real life results which would occur from the last statement in her medical history.

Patient . . . uncontrollable seizures . . . episodes of rage . . . full expression . . ., he repeated to himself before turning to the notes he had made from her medical history and his own research.

Apparently, Edwards and Wells had been able to identify beneficial gene sequences in nearly half a dozen creatures.  Using modern cloning techniques, they had isolated those sequences and replicated them in sufficient quantities to be able to combine them with viral carriers.

Although the idea of intentionally letting a live virus loose in someone's body made him nervous, apparently it was a common practice.  Once those altered viruses were injected into the subject, the natural viral process took over, replicating and insinuating the DNA into the subject's genes.

As Mick reviewed his scribbling by the light of the street lamp, he realized that Edwards and Wells also appeared to have found a way to not only target where the recombination occurred, but to control the replication process and expression of the implanted gene sequence.

Or at least they thought they had learned to control the replication and expression.

The seizures from which Caterina had supposedly been suffering together with the weird activity caused by the gene clearly meant their control wasn't all it was cracked up to be.

If that entry in her medical history was even true.  The entry could be the start of the groundwork for framing Caterina for Wells’ murder.

He put aside his pad and leaned back against the stone balustrade which surrounded the center of the square and formed a back rest of sorts for the nearby cement bench.  He laced his fingers behind his head while he imagined what kinds of behavior the foreign genes might cause as well as how desperate someone might need to be to try such a risky procedure.

Once again it occurred to him that he would have chosen to blow out his brains, but . . .

He surged forward and pulled out Caterina's photo from his jacket pocket.  Ran the pads of his fingers across the glossy surface, intrigued not only by her beauty, but also by her tenacity.

Such strength.

Passion.

Intelligence.

Hard traits to resist, he thought until he remembered the check he had folded and slipped into his wallet.

Quite a lot of money.

Enough to make him set for a couple of years and help out his family.  Maybe even enough allow him to leave this nasty life for another one. Possibly even an honorable one with simpler demands and easier decisions to make.

He risked another glimpse at Caterina’s photo.  It was a damn shame that the sole decision he would have to make about her was whether to take her in dead or alive.

* * *
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WITH THE LIGHT OF A full moon guiding her, Caterina moved from the safety of the Pine Barrens and slipped through an unlocked door into one of the buildings along the edges of Camden.

Inside she kept close to the outside wall, plastering herself to its rough cinder block.  When she heard a sound, she paused and held her breath.

Someone was coming her way.  The footsteps were soft, regular as a metronome as the person approached.

A night watchman?

A flashlight beam swung back and forth, back and forth in a determined arc.  Swept across the unlocked door and then in her direction.  For one heart-pounding moment, the light tracked across her midsection, but then moved on.

Why hadn’t the guard seen me?

The light had been directly on her.  She glanced down at her stomach, recalling where the light had hit her body.

Grey mottled with specks of black had blossomed across not only her midsection, but all of her torso, making her nearly invisible against the cinder block wall.

Wrong.

I am so so wrong, she thought again.

She raised her hand and stared at it.  She couldn't understand the color of her skin any more now than she could the earlier forest hues which had covered her flesh.

She focused on her hand until slowly, the mottled color faded away leaving behind the tones of normal human skin.  But almost immediately after that, the odd vibrant colors from the night before reappeared, painting everything around her with a bold impressionistic brush.

She didn't understand the colors.

On her skin.

In her vision.

They weren't right.  I'm not right, she remembered.

She was sick.  Only a sick person would hurt . . .

The memories pounded at her brain again, creating a crater of pain in the center of her skull.

So much blood on the floor and walls.

All over her and the pieces of Dr. Wells.

Soft wet pieces beneath her fingers.

Control, she urged and leaned back against the wall to stabilize herself.  Her fingertips sank into the cinder block, grounding her as she tried to focus.

Focus.  Focus.  Focus.

She repeated the word like a mantra until the reminders of blood and death receded, replaced by scattered recollections of people and pictures and music.

Music, she thought, imagining the black and white of notes on the page.  The rough bite of metal strings beneath her fingers.  Smooth wood and cold varnish.

I love music, she recalled and with that came the picture of a building in her mind's eye.

A building filled with welcome.

She had to get to that structure.

The music would be there.  Music and happiness.

Retracting her fingers from the cinder block, she carefully kept to the outside wall, following it around the edge of the building until she came to some lockers.  Slightly rusty and battered, they nevertheless might hold what she needed.

She quickly found a grey t-shirt in one open compartment and slipped it on.  It hung on her, overly large on her slender body. A musty smell clung to the thin cotton.

All the other lockers had locks dangling from their handles, protecting their contents.

With a sharp twist of one lock, however, it sprang free and inside she found a pair of men's jeans and shoes.  Both were immense.  She effortlessly opened the other combination locks, the metal bending like putty beneath her fingers.

Within a short time she scrounged together more clothes and a pair of sneakers she could wear.  Dressed, she hurried toward the open back door, ever vigilant for the presence of others.  She listened for a hint of any approach, the sounds of the night exceptionally loud.

Only no one came.

At the exit, she paused, hesitant.  She felt surprisingly strong and energized, but still unfocused.  Her vision drifted from the surreal colors which came unbidden to those familiar hues of reality.

A reality which she had struggled to maintain since escaping the lab.  A reality which seemed to elude her more often than she wanted.

As she escaped into the night, she knew she still had some distance to go until she reached anything familiar.  Until she got to the building with the music, certain that once she got there, things would make more sense.  Maybe even go back to normal, but more importantly . . .

Instinctively she knew that once she got there she would be safe.
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Chapter 4
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Mick stared at the bright yellow police tape and evidence seal on the door of Caterina’s town home which was located a block off trendy South Street.  No matter how much Edwards wanted to avoid police involvement, they were clearly already on the job.  He would have to hurry and locate her in order to curtail any further investigation.  He wouldn’t try to guess why Edwards didn’t want the police poking around.  His job wasn’t to question; only to acquire his target.

Or so Mick told himself, hating that the scruples he still possessed insisted that he had to find out why Edwards wanted Caterina so badly before turning her over.

As he examined the evidence seal, he realized that someone had carefully slit it open.  The razor-fine cut wouldn’t be visible to a casual observer, but upon a more thorough examination someone would discover the break-in.

With a quick look down the street to make sure no one was watching, he easily turned the knob, slipped beneath the caution tape, and entered the town house.

He stopped short at the mess within.

Someone had knocked over bookshelves, tables and chairs, and knifed open the sofa and cushions.  In the upstairs bedrooms, drawers and closets had been rifled, the contents strewn carelessly on the polished wood floors.  The linens tossed and the mattresses slashed.

The deception with the evidence seal and the devastation in the home were not the kind of action he expected from an everyday burglar.  Damage of this nature was intended to deliver a personal message.  A message that warned about either evening a score or scaring someone off.

I'd put my money on the latter, he thought as he glanced out through the front windows to check the street outside before exiting into the night.

At a brisk pace, shoulders hunched and head tucked down to conceal his face, he walked toward South Street where it would be more populated and he could get lost in the crowd just in case anyone was tracking him.

As he considered the wreckage of Caterina’s home, it was clear that someone didn't want her to stay there, not that she would anyway if she had a lick of sense remaining in what was left of her tumor-laden gene-invaded brain.

A common criminal would avoid any places they regularly visited, knowing that the police would look for them there first. But someone like Caterina might head to familiar things where she likely felt safe and would know where to hide.  Maybe even to people she could trust, like her best friend Elizabeth Rogers.

He contemplated immediately heading back to the Rogers residence, but didn’t believe Rogers was covering for her friend. She had let him into her home too quickly and there had been nothing suspicious in her manner, only concern.

If Rogers was not hiding her friend and Caterina had already come by her home and seen the destruction, she would either head toward Rogers or another safe haven.

The Rogers home was a far walk from Caterina’s townhouse while his second targets were closer – the Kimmel Center and nearby Music Academy.

At the corner, he turned onto South and walked toward Broad, all the time keeping an eye out for either a tail or anyone who fit Caterina’s general physical description since she might have had the sense to try and disguise herself.

In the shiny windows of the Whole Foods Market on South Street, he thought he caught a reflection of unusual activity behind him and paused, seemingly to peruse the sign listing their specials.  Instead, he focused on the reflection of the few people walking by, trying to pinpoint what had snagged his attention.

A minute or so passed, but whatever he had seen was long gone.

Or maybe he had only imagined it.

He continued onward, hurrying down past the more residential section of South Street until he hit Broad.

It was nearly midnight, but a fair amount of vehicular traffic still traveled along the street as well as some stray pedestrians, mostly twenty something students by the University of the Arts.  Heading down Broad, he crossed the street and hustled toward the Kimmel Center.  The rounded arches of the center's vaulted glass ceiling radiated shards of light into the murkiness of the night sky.

The marquee by the ticket office indicated there had been a performance of the philharmonic that night, but now only a few people lingered in and around the periphery of the building.

He had calculated that Caterina might return here because she would know where to hide within the performing arts complex, but given the event that night, there would be too many people around for her to enter undetected.

He wouldn't find his target here, but he also suspected she would not be far away.

He continued down the section of Broad known as the Avenue of the Arts until he stood in front of the plain red brick facade of the Academy of Music.

The building was quiet tonight.  The only life was the muted glow of the gas lanterns glimmering light onto the empty sidewalks surrounding the building.

The gated entrance near the front of the building was too conspicuous, even though the recessed stage door lay in the shadows, providing some protection from prying eyes.

Mick had downloaded the blueprints for the building from the Internet and knew just where to go.  Turning onto Locust, he proceeded to a narrow alley behind the building.  The light from the street lamps illuminated the mouth of the alley, but beyond that only darkness lingered.

He looked around.

The cobblestoned street was empty of any pedestrians, so he slipped into the narrow alley and paused a few steps in to allow his eyes to adjust to the lack of light and to check for signs of anyone else.

The long slender alley was also empty.

Time for him to move in.

He stole down the alley while hugging the wall, the ground uneven beneath his feet.  The area lit only by the small beam from a flashlight he pulled from his pocket.  He moved quickly, every action efficiently cautious, until he located the entrance shown on the blueprints.

Pointing the flashlight at the door, he prepared to jimmy the lock but found that someone had beaten him to it.  A shit job for sure.  Large sharp gouges along the seam of the door and at the lock gleamed silvery bright in the beam from his flashlight.

He reached behind him, pulled out his 9 mm Glock from beneath his leather jacket, and released the safety.  With a gloved hand, he slowly opened the door and risked but a sharp glance inside before he cleared the entrance.

The interior was almost as gloomy as the night outside, but since his eyes had adjusted already, he could make out the tangle of shapes before him.

Large lockers and an assortment of equipment lined the edges of a hallway, but there was a clear path down the center.  Slowly he inched along, pausing well before the low light cast by an illuminated exit sign so that he would remain hidden.

He recalled from the building plans where the stairs would be that led to the manager's office and dressing rooms, as well as the stairs to the basement level and trap door area.  Crouching, he rushed past the dim circle of light cast by the exit sign.

As he did so his foot brushed against a cable housing on the ground.  It slithered and shook like an angry rattlesnake.  The rattle echoed loudly off the walls in the quiet of the hall and he stilled, waiting to see if anyone would respond to the sound.

Only silence answered.

Mick released a low grateful sigh and proceeded, decidedly more careful of the objects littering the floor and sides of the hall.  More cables.  A Klieg light.  A box brimming with colored gels for the spotlights.

Muscles tense, every inch of him on alert, he skirted all the items until he neared the stairs to the basement level.

Pausing, he peered down the darkened stairway, watching for any signs of life.

Like before, the space was empty and the area down below was deadly quiet.

He took the first step down the stairs.

A muffled thud sounded in back of him.

He whirled on the stair, stepped back up, and took cover behind one of the large gray metal lockers lining the hall, his hand tight on his pistol grip.

Listening, he heard the squeak of a sneaker against the tiled floor.  Soft footfalls immediately came, followed by the thud of heavier steps.

Two people.

Somewhere dead ahead in the dark.

Coming toward him as he hid by the stairway.

He lifted his gun and trained it on the area.  Waited patiently for any additional movement.

A sudden flash of muzzle fire erupted in the dark
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