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The warehouse reeked of sweat, blood, and cheap beer—a cocktail of desperation that clung to the rafters like a second skin. Smoke curled in lazy spirals under the flickering overhead lights, giving the air a haunted shimmer. Billy Markland shifted the cigar in his mouth, eyes narrowed as he scratched the stubble on his jaw. Somewhere out in that haze, violence was about to dance again.

Outside, the building was nothing but rust, grime, and shadows—an afterthought on a dead-end street. Inside, it pulsed with life. The makeshift arena took center stage, ringed by rickety bleachers, a grease-slick food stand, and a bar focused on beer and hard liquor. A battered chalkboard displayed the menu in smeared chalk—hot dogs, boiled peanuts—and beneath it, the odds: hastily scrawled, frequently erased.

Billy leaned against the railing, gaze locked on the ring as two pit bulls were led in. The air went taut. The bigger dog snarled low, teeth glinting. The smaller one paced like it already knew how to win.

Then—chaos.

The crowd surged with a roar as the larger dog lunged, jaws snapping shut around its opponent’s shoulder. Billy didn’t flinch. Just exhaled, slow and measured, watching. The smaller dog writhed, then twisted. It slipped free with an almost surgical grace, drawing blood with a savage snap of its own. Clever. Vicious. He liked that.

A tap on his shoulder sliced through the noise.

“Your dog’s within two,” came the low voice behind him.

Billy didn’t look. He didn’t have to. The man with the clipboard always showed up when it mattered. “I’ll be ready,” Billy muttered, though the words felt like a bluff—even to himself.

A collective gasp sucked the air from the room. The smaller dog crumpled with a yelp, legs kicking.

Billy didn’t wait for the final call. He let the cigar fall and crushed it under his boot, hands disappearing into the depths of his coat. The crowd was still howling as he stepped away, soles crunching over cigarette butts and cracked peanuts. Somewhere behind him, a winner was being named—but it didn’t matter.

Not yet.

Billy pushed through the heavy warehouse door, stepping into the thick night air a fog was rolling in. The clang of metal behind him sealed the noise inside. Out here, it was quieter—almost. The warehouse loomed at his back, a rusted monolith crouched on the Kentucky side of the river, its corrugated sides humming faintly from within. But it was the view that pulled him forward.

Across the dark water, the Cincinnati skyline shimmered, suspended like a promise too far to touch. The buildings sparkled in sharp contrast to the gravel lot under Billy’s boots. The Ohio River rolled between this world and that one, wide and indifferent.

Then he saw him.

Billy froze a few paces from the van. The engine purred softly, exhaust curling in the night air. Behind him, the river murmured, lights from Cincinnati flickering on the water. But here and now—the energy had shifted. The air felt electric.  From beside the car, a figure stepped into view. 

Tall. Gaunt. Cloaked in quiet confidence and something colder. The professor. His presence always suggested you were already a few moves behind.

“I have something for you,” he said, voice low, smooth—almost amused.

A leash hung from his hand, swaying slightly. At the other end stood a creature that might once have been a dog. Its form was elegant, lethal. Muscles coiled beneath flawless skin, its stance carved in tension. A red nose stood out against its pale coat like a warning.  It didn’t pant. It didn’t shift its weight. It simply watched.

Billy took half a step closer before instinct reeled him back. His pulse jumped.

“What did you do?” he asked, voice rough.

The professor’s mouth curled into the barest smile. “An upgrade.”

Billy hesitated. His gaze flicked between man and monster.  It wasn’t just obedient—it was calculating. Alert. Waiting for something. Maybe him.

"This ain’t some lab experiment?" he asked, eyes narrowing.

The professor adjusted his glasses with a flick of his fingers. “Oh, it’s much more than that,” he said. “This is evolution.”

Billy stared at the animal—no, the construct. Every line of it whispered purpose. Precision. Like someone had built it from blueprints drawn in war rooms.

And then it blinked—once.

The moment felt less like a meeting... and more like the beginning of something no one could stop.

A shout burst from the warehouse, followed by a rush of cheers—raw and full of bloodlust. The match was over. Billy didn’t look back.

He reached out. The moment his hand closed around the leash, the creature exhaled—a slow, deliberate breath that sounded almost... content. Then it looked up at him.

There was recognition in those amber eyes. Not obedience. Not fear. Something else.

“You’re going to want to see what it can do,” the professor said, voice as smooth as the river behind them. “You’ll be surprised. I’m sure.”

Billy shifted his stance, jaw tight. That hum in the air—he’d felt it before storms. Before gunshots. Before a dogfight turned sideways. But this time, it didn’t feel like chance.

This wasn’t just a strong animal.  This was something engineered.  And for the first time in a long while, Billy wasn’t sure whether he was the master or the test subject.

“You coming in to watch?” he asked, keeping his eyes on the warehouse.

The professor only shook his head. “I’ll be right here. Just make sure you bring him back.”

Billy nodded once, then turned toward the pulsing noise behind the warehouse doors. The leash was surprisingly light in his grip.

But every instinct told him: whatever he was leading wasn’t following.

Billy didn’t take his eyes off the creature as they made their way back to the warehouse. The dog moved with an almost arrogant grace—tongue lolling, head high, legs rising just a bit too proud. It wasn’t swagger. It was certainty. Like it knew where this was going.

Billy, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure.

The professor could craft something beautiful, no doubt. But beauty didn’t win fights. Brutality did. Instinct. Hunger. He had yet to see if this thing had that.

Inside, the warehouse swallowed them in heat and noise. The crowd buzzed with afterglow from the last match, their voices sharp and electric in the charged air. The scent of sweat, cheap food, and something coppery clung to everything.

The ringmaster looked up as Billy approached, his gaze landing squarely on the dog.

“This yours?” he asked, brow twitching with curiosity. “Impressive size.”

Billy didn’t waste words. He just nodded.

The crowd shifted. A ripple of whispers spread—eyes darting between Billy, the red nose, and the scarred colossus already waiting on the other side of the ring.

Billy led his dog forward.

No pulling. No resistance.

The creature walked at his side like it belonged there, then sat the moment Billy stopped, tongue out, eyes bright, chest rising and falling like a metronome. Loyal. Controlled.

But something about its stillness made the hairs on the back of Billy’s neck stir.

Across the ring, the other pit bull twisted against its chain, snarling and snapping like it was already in the fight. Its handler fought to hold it steady.

The difference between the two was stark. One raged to be unleashed.

The other waited.

Not calmly. Not timidly.

Billy looked down at the red-nosed creature and felt a pit form in his gut. Regret twisted through him. He’d bet on this dog when he didn’t even know what it was. There hadn’t been the slightest flicker of aggression. No tension in the muscles. Just that relaxed, panting smile—like it was out for a stroll.

He began to wonder if the professor had simply built a good-looking dog. Because fighting? That required instinct. Fire.

The ringmaster hesitated, eyeing the beast with the unease of a man lighting a match in a room full of gas.

Then—his hand dropped.

The opposing pit bull exploded across the ring.  The chain rattled once. A blur of rage and teeth.  But Billy’s dog didn’t move.  Not at first.

Then—just as the snapping jaws closed in—it shifted.  Effortless. Precise. Like it had been waiting for this exact pattern of attack.

It didn’t dodge—it preempted.

And then it struck.

The impact sounded like flesh slamming concrete. The other dog reeled, skidding sideways, eyes wide, breath ragged. The crowd erupted—but not with joy. There was hesitation in the cheers. A ripple of something colder.

The scarred dog recovered, growled low, and charged again.

Mistake.

Billy’s dog ducked beneath the lunge, glided upward with silent force, and clamped its jaws onto the other’s throat—not with frenzy, but with terrifying control.

A single twist.

A sharp yelp.

The pit bull collapsed—legs kicking once, then still being held in the jaws.

Dead silence.

Billy’s breath caught in his throat. He’d seen his share of brutal matches—he’d cheered for them. But this... this wasn’t a fight.  It was a message.  He quickly went over and tried to get his dog off the other but had to resort to the breaking sticks to pry them apart.  He worried the dog would turn on him but as soon as he was free he returned to the docile, obedient dog of before. 

The other handler knelt by his dog, he looked up at Billy with fire in his eyes but he did not act, merely got his dog up and out of the ring.

Billy turned. Scooped up his winnings with barely a glance. His fingers trembled.

Outside, the night had cooled, but a sweat still clung to him.

There, under the warehouse lights, the professor stood in silhouette.

Waiting.

Billy approached shocked at how the dog pranced along as if nothing had happened moments before.

“That was amazing,” Billy said.  “It was over almost before it started.”

“That is beside the point,” the Professor replied.  “Did he perform satisfactory?”

“Oh boy did he,” Billy said reaching into his pants and pulling out the winnings.  You want your cut now or should I schedule another fight?”

The professor shook his head. 

“There will be no more fights and our business is now concluded.  I do not want any of that money.  Do not contact me again and if you ever tell anyone of this it will be a big mistake.”

Billy scratched his head.  “Okay professor, but we can make some money with him.”

The professor did not reply. He opened the van’s rear doors, and the dog leapt in, tail wagging, tongue lolling like a child after recess. With a smooth, practiced motion, the professor shut the doors, sealing the darkness within.

Billy blinked, suddenly aware of how quiet it had become. No engines. No voices. Even the night seemed to be holding its breath.

“I mean it,” he called out. “We could make real money—”

The headlights flared on without sound, blinding Billy. By the time his eyes adjusted, the van was already vanishing into the fog, tires whispering over gravel.

He stood there, alone, the crumpled bills still clutched in his hand, feeling the heat of the dog’s victory leach slowly from his skin.

From the shadows behind the warehouse, a low mechanical whine echoed—faint, rhythmic. Like breathing. But wrong.

Billy turned.

There was nothing there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1






[image: ]


Nathan Jiminson hardly noticed the stale air inside the van.  He sat behind the wheel watching the rain pelt the windshield.  Sweat rolled down his back; even so, he didn’t remove his down-filled coat.  He liked how it wrapped around him, like a child in a blanket giving him comfort from his fears.  With a flash of lightning he shuddered and thought about surviving the next few hours.

Just after dark he’d parked the van with its valuable cargo, careful to ensure no one noticed his approach.  Now, he thought about the money he would soon be flipping through his fingers, the fee for all his hours of labor.  The professor paid well, but he demanded every specimen be in excellent condition, and that was the tricky part; bringing them back in a usable state.  None of them would come on their own free will.

He slumped down as he noticed the approach of headlights.  His senses were so keyed-up he thought he heard the windshield wipers as the car drove past.

He checked his watch, two minutes since the last time he glanced at it.  Fear gripped his spine at the base and began squeezing up to the top like it was trapped in a vise and the crank was being turned tighter and tighter.  What was he going to do if the professor didn’t show and he left with a van full of live specimens-any one of which could put him back in that hellhole of a jail?

Jiminson didn’t notice his hair was completely drenched in sweat.  His t-shirt clung to his clammy skin.  Unconsciously he wiped his hands on his damp jeans.

“The time has come, Nat ol’ boy, to think of yourself,” he said out loud.  “If I’m left holding the goods, it’s bad for me.  So I gotta do something.”

He pulled a screwdriver from his back pocket and placed the tip on the steering wheel housing.  His hands trembled.  With the screwdriver in place, he peeled back the plastic housing, exposing the bypass to the ignition.  Then he spotted headlights coming in the distance, they were spaced like those of a big Ford, maybe a Crown Victoria.  Cops, he thought.  He dove to the floor of the van pushing past the steering wheel in a full panic.

He waited, heart pounding in his ears, breath rapid.  The lights flashed across the van and slowly drifted away.  He stayed there, pressed to the floor, until he was certain the car was well down the road.

“You know you need a cool head to stay ahead of this one.  Don’t screw up,” he said to calm himself.  “Don’t make any mistakes; you know what to do, just do it.  This time there’ll be no clues for the police to trace back to you.”

Slowly, he started to pull himself up from the floor.  His hand reached up and gripped the steering wheel for support.  The other hand he placed squarely on the seat then pushed upwards.  Suddenly the horn blasted into the night.  He jerked his hand free and fell back to the floor cursing himself.

When he was ready to try again, he carefully placed his hands, careful to avoid the middle of the wheel, and hoisted himself from the floor.  He didn’t notice as he scraped his back on the steering wheel maneuvering around the tight space.

He breathed a sigh of relief when he glanced out the windshield and saw he was still alone.  Feeling more in control now, he continued his mental checklist.  Everything had to appear right or the police wouldn’t buy it.  Then the thought of just killing all of them in the back of the van crossed his mind.  No.  That would create too much noise and that was one thing he couldn’t risk anymore of.

As he leaned forward he looked out the driver’s side window.  He jumped, striking his head on the rearview mirror.

Looking back at him from the outside was a tall, lean man in his forties wearing a tan trench coat.  He held an umbrella shielding him from the rain.  His solemn face was drawn into a frown, a flash of lightning made his sharp features appear grotesque.  How long he’d been there, Jiminson didn’t know.

He needed both hands to find the crank for the window.  He trembled with each revolution.  He couldn’t bring himself to look at the face outside and so stared straight ahead.

When the window reached halfway, Jiminson paused to listen.  There was silence except for the tapping of the rain.  He continued winding down the window until the crank would turn no more, then he released his hold and swallowed hard.  Only then did he rise up and turn his brown eyes to face the man.

The rain came down even harder.  It made a thunderous roar as it bounced off the roof.  The man stood still, remaining dry under his umbrella.

“Hello, Nat,” the man said.  “Must watch that horn.”

“Professor Gormund,” Jiminson said.  His whole body shook as he spoke.  “I’ve been waiting, just like you said.”

Gormund took a moment and peered up and down the street.  When he seemed satisfied, he looked back at Jiminson.  The gray eyes seemed even colder than usual.  He glanced about the cab and Jiminson tried to smile as his gaze fell on the broken steering housing.

“Nat, what were you planning on doing here?”

Jiminson swallowed hard.  He ran his hand through his slick hair.  He needed an answer but couldn’t decide to lie or tell the truth.

“Well, Nat?”

“I was gonna,” he lowered his head; the lie wasn’t going to work.  “Aw, professor, I was gonna leave cause I didn’t think you was coming.  I don’t want to get caught with all of them,” he said and motioned with his thumb to the rear of the van.

“I understand, Nat,” Gormund said as if he was reading Jiminson’s thoughts.  “Tell me, are any of them harmed in any way?”

“No sir,” Jiminson said, proud of his accomplishment.  He’d done good this time, got each one when they weren’t expecting it and only had to force entry into two homes.  “They all went down real quick, just like you said they would.  That drug must really be something.”

“Yes, well it should be.  I developed it.  Now tell me, Nat, how were you going to explain the van being here?”

Jiminson’s face flushed.  This was becoming like a police interrogation; turn on the heat, then off, only to turn it back on again.  “I was gonna call the cops and tell them it was stolen.  That’s all.  I’ve done it before, when I was drunk and had an accident.”

The right corner of Gormund’s mouth curled upward and a chill followed up Jiminson’s spine.  “You are quite the clever man now aren’t you?” Gormund said.  “I have one more job for you to perform before we conclude our business here.”

Jiminson shifted in his down coat.  Something wasn’t right, he could feel it.  “But, professor, last time I just drove the van here and you gave me the money.  I left and you took the cargo.  Let’s just do it that way again, okay?”  It came out more as a plea than a statement.

There was a long pause before Gormund spoke.  “As you can see, I am on foot.  My car broke down about a mile from here.  That’s why I am late for our meeting.  All I need is for you to drive me and the specimens a short distance.  Then, I will pay you for your work and toss in a bonus.  That’s not so bad, is it?

Greed replaced fear for Jiminson as he remembered Tony Edwards telling him there was money to be made on these special jobs for the professor.  This was the first time he’d been offered to do one.  Still, the alarm bells were sounding in his head.  But, the University was only a short drive away and that had to be where Gormund wanted to take the van.

“Okay, professor, hop in and I’ll drop you and the cargo off at your center and head back home.  My mom’s expecting me home tonight.”

“Excellent, Nat, but we’re not going to the center.  I have another location in mind.”

Jiminson stopped breathing for a moment and stared at Gormund, who grinned at him.  Slowly Jiminson leaned over and unlocked the passenger door.  Gormund climbed in and Jiminson immediately felt the need for fresh air.

He looked at Gormund’s hands and noticed all he carried with him was the umbrella.  No briefcase like the last time, just him and the umbrella.  It was Gormund’s turn to follow Jiminson’s eyes as they rested on his hands.  Jiminson gazed up to catch Gormund staring back.  He smiled showing his teeth, it made Jiminson shudder.

“Wasn’t a very good idea to carry a briefcase full of money while walking in this neighborhood at night,” Gormund said.  He turned and settled in his seat.  “You never know what kind of people you’ll run into out here.”

Jiminson slowly nodded.

Gormund laughed.  “I like you, Nat.  I’ve always liked you and I’ll take care of you.”

They drove out of the industrial site along the Ohio River through the back streets heading north towards the suburbs of Cincinnati.  A silence settled over them, which was only broken by Gormund’s directions.

Not until they were well out on a deserted road in West Chester, did Gormund tell him to stop.  West Chester, in the northeast corner of Hamilton County, was just beginning to blossom.  Plenty of trees lined the roadway and beyond the trees, were fields plowed for the soybean and corn crops.

“You want to stop here?” Jiminson asked.  “In the middle of nowhere?”

Gormund nodded.

“How are you going to take care of everything here?” Jiminson asked.

Gormund sighed.  “Nat, Tony told you I always pay well, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, but...”

“All of the equipment I gave you, is it still in the van?”

“Yeah, but...”

“Good.  You see, I run a very important research project.  My work is so important to humanity it needs to move forward at all costs.  I can’t afford the luxury of having interruptions or incompetence interfere with that work.  Do you understand?”

Jiminson’s heart was working overtime in his chest.  All of his instincts were screaming at him to run, bail out while he had the chance; he remained frozen in his seat.  “Why are you asking me all this stuff?”

Gormund raised the umbrella so the handle was pointed at Jiminson.  “Nat, do you realize the umbrella gives us protection from the rain?  A simple tool, yet one that can keep us save and dry.  Just as I am your protection for the things you have done for me.  When you need the umbrella, it’s ready to serve, whenever asked.  When you have no more need for it, the umbrella sits patiently and waits for the next call to service.  Are you following my thinking, Nat?”

He nodded.

“I knew you’d understand.  You see, nervous people make mistakes, they slip up, and then others find out things they have no business learning.  Oh nervous people don’t mean to do these things, they just do.  Are you still following me?”

Jiminson nodded slowly.  “You mean like, loose lips sink ships, right?”

“Something like that,” Gormund said.  “You know, Nat, leaving this van abandoned on the street would have been very foolish.  This is only your second delivery.  You should have been more patient.  Patience is the key to success.”

“Hey, professor, I’m just a little nervous, that’s all.  I mean, it’s all kinda spooky and all.  I’ll do better, just give me a chance.”

“I’ll do that.  Just like the umbrella, I’ll put you away until I can use you again.”  Gormund’s hand squeezed the hidden trigger on the umbrella and the dart struck Jiminson in the neck.

Jiminson immediately reached up and pulled out the dart.  He tried to lash out at Gormund but found his strength failed him.  He tried again, this time his arm touched Gormund who was checking his watch and nodding.
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Detective Richard Dietz slid the cue stick up in his hand and looked defiantly at his partner, Al Watkins, then once around the bar.  The Sports Arena was crammed between several high rise buildings in Cincinnati’s downtown district.  Once a bakery, it had been converted into a bar in the mid-seventies.  The bar and stools greeted the visitor upon entry, the TV hung above the bar and with two additional speakers the sound carried throughout.  Booths and tables were deeper in where the ovens had been.  Oak paneling lined the walls with photos of various sporting events in Cincinnati’s history.

He gazed at the pool table again, then, turned his attention to the booth against the wall. Sitting directly below a photograph of Oscar Robertson of the old NBA Cincinnati Royals, were two men.  A slight haze of smoke veiled their faces.

Dietz leaned over the cue ball stretching his lanky body.  His dark blue jean jacket’s sleeve slid up his arm.  The shot on the table seemed clear, but soon it went out of focus as he looked at his quarry.  If all went well, this would be the end of a three-week investigation.

Both suspects were dressed in similar fashion; jeans and black high top basketball shoes with the taller one wearing a black t-shirt while the shorter donned a yellow button-down long sleeve shirt.  Hides the needle marks, Dietz thought.

The taller of the two had dark skin, though not as deep brown as Watkins and was called Mathias Abeliene.  His face was scarred from life on the street and his battle with acne as a teenager.  Abeliene’s rap sheet was deeply imprinted on Dietz’s mind; car theft by age 10, burglary at 12, felonious assault at 15, armed robbery at 17, then he became an adult and at 21, he was into gambling and drugs.  He was the number two man in Blaine Simmons’ operation; who was the other man with Abeliene.

Simmons was the mark they wanted.  In his forties, he was short, only standing about five-foot-nine, but had an athlete’s body – a carryover from his college days.  His long stringy brown hair was streaked with gray, as were his beard and moustache.  Though his criminal history was small, according to police records, Dietz knew it wasn’t from lack of activity.

Latest intelligence reports had him running a bookie operation out of the Sports Arena and all they needed was the book he kept his records in to seal the case – problem was they didn’t have enough for a warrant so they had to catch him in the process of a bet and find the book on him.

Dietz readied his shot.  The cue ball struck the seven and sent it down the green felt, depositing it into the pocket.  The shot went as Dietz planned it, but his attention was drawn to a man entering the front door.

It was raining and the cool spring air swept the room, adjusting the haze.  The man, in his fifties, had businessman written all over him; London fog raincoat spotted from the shower, blue suit, white shirt with red tie and Italian shoes.  He paused giving the bar a once-over as he closed the door.  His gaze rested on Simmons and Abeliene.  He nodded to Simmons, who raised a beer in salute.  The man strolled over.

Dietz checked the table again.  All he needed was to tip the corner of the five and let it slip past the eight ball.  The side pocket sat open.  The obstacle was the eight partially blocked the path.

He leaned back down and centered his weight behind the cue ball.  His right hand slid the stick back.  He felt the adrenaline surge as the new man stepped closer to Simmons.  The man held out a long slip of paper and a fat white envelope.  He and Simmons exchanged laughter and some small talk.

Abeliene drew out a small black notebook and began to record items from the paper. Dietz smiled, and sent the cue ball on its way.

The ball rolled on its collision course but Dietz didn’t notice.  Already he was moving towards the booth.  Reaching them in a couple of steps, he used his right hand to shove the man in the raincoat into the booth on top of Simmons.  His left hand went inside his jacket to the shoulder holster, pulling his pistol.

“Police, freeze,” Dietz said.  “You’re under arrest.”

Without blinking an eye, Abeliene was out of the other side of the booth sprinting for the door.

“Freeze,” Dietz yelled.  He knew it was a wasted effort; Abeliene ran faster and was out of sight.

Watkins was now next to Dietz holding the man in the raincoat.  “Get him,” he said.  “He’s still got the book.”  The muscular arm of Watkins reached out and held Simmons; his dark skin a contrast with that of Simmons.

Without saying a word, Dietz was on his way.  Outside the Sports Arena, Abeliene was nowhere in sight.  The bar sat at the end of an alley surrounded by businesses that loomed above.  There were alcoves and cubby holes all down the alley, plenty of places a man could hide or wait in ambush.  Dietz held his pistol at waist height, tucked close to his left side.  He knew checking an alley alone was a good way to become another police statistic.  His instincts told him to wait until the other members of the stakeout team arrived.  Still, Abeliene couldn’t have gone far.  He cursed the spring shower that was already soaking his outer layer and his over eagerness.  Dietz started cautiously down the alley.  He licked his lips several times, trying to get moisture to his dry mouth.

There were several lights along the alley that illuminated all but a few of the corners.  It wasn’t until Dietz reached the end of the fourth warehouse that he heard something and ducked down behind a large green dumpster.  Ignoring the smell of sour milk and molding bread, he scanned the alley for movement.  There was nothing but a couple of rats scurrying among the trash.  Swallowing hard, he squeezed the handle on his gun and stood; careful not to step on an old can or anything else that would give his position away.  He crept around the dumpster and tried unsuccessfully to keep his breathing slow and even.

A dog barked and Dietz froze.  The bark turned into a low menacing growl.

“If I’ve been getting soaked for a mutt, I’m gonna be pissed,” Dietz muttered.  He slowly stood and continued guardedly toward the sound of the dog.

He reached the corner of a brick building and paused.  The warehouse was from another era in Cincinnati’s history.  There was a loading bay with an opening just large enough for a single truck to get in and out with ease.

The dog’s growling had stopped.  Dietz crouched low and waited. No sense in taking anymore rookie chances, Dietz thought.

Taking in a full breath, holding it, he peered around the wall.  For a moment he thought he saw Abeliene and exhaled slowly.  Then Dietz realized that this guy was white.  Instantly his mind started to categorize him; white male, about six feet tall, no more than 160 pounds, wearing a green, hip-length windbreaker jacket, jeans, white tennis shoes, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a possible weapon in his right hand.

The dog was down on the pavement.  It wasn’t moving, possibly dead.  The man knelt down and with his free hand inspected the dog.  He seemed to be looking for something because he searched around on the ground near the dog.  No one else was in the alley.

Dietz quickly stood, gun pointed at the man.  He checked and realized there was nothing he could use to conceal his approach.  The alley was clear.  Seeing no other options, Dietz swallowed hard and started to close in.  Every inch he could gain before being spotted would cut down his chance of missing should it come to that.

Each step made Dietz’s stomach bounce.  The dry mouth was back despite the rain.  It never ceased to amaze him how he reacted this way.  He’d been through shoot-outs, stabbings, bar fights, altercations of every sort, and each time his body acted the same.  He felt the rush and twinge of fear at the same time.  Beth often asked him to give it up.  “Avoid the danger and get a safe job in a bank or something,” she would say.  The two had plenty of arguments about it; probably what kept them from marrying. Dietz knew, deep down, he craved it.

The man stood up.  In his left hand he clutched a small projectile.  Dietz could clearly see that the weapon was a gun, held carelessly at his side.  Dietz knew he had the advantage.

“Hold it right there.”

The man jumped and spun on his heels.  He started to bring the gun to bear, then let his arm fall to his side.

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” Dietz said.

“Dietz?” the man asked.  “That you?  Man, I should’ve known you’d blow in on a night like this.”

Dietz squinted looking through the rain to see who it was that faced him.  The voice was familiar, but the face – he started a mental search trying to match it with a name.

“It’s me, Tony Edwards.  Do me a favor.  Just forget you saw me and I’ll pay you back with some information you can use.  You know I’m good for it.”

Dietz shook his head.  “You know better than that.  You’re standing there with a gun, a dog on the ground.  I have to get to the bottom of this.  You know that.”

“I know you all right.  No sense of humor.  This time you ain’t got nothin’ on me.  See, he’s my dog.  He got away and I chased him.  This ain’t no real gun neither.  Shoots darts to make ‘em sleep.  You know, them tranquilizer things.”

“Drop the gun, Tony.  Very slowly.”

Edwards locked eyes with Dietz who was now only a few steps away.  For a brief moment Edwards hesitated.  His fingers tensed around the grip, the index finger started to squeeze.  Then, he let it drop, clattering harmlessly against the pavement.

Dietz looked Edwards over, checking for other weapons.  “Tony, it seems to me you never had a dog.  Judging from the age of this one, either you got an old one or you stole him.  Stealing dogs ain’t your style unless there’s a scam attached to it.  So what’s up?”

“I did my time.  That’s my dog.  Let me be or I’ll file a complaint with IA about you harassing me all the time.”

“As thieves go, Tony, you’re not bad.  But you are a terrible liar,” Dietz said as he circled around to the dog.  “Kneel down and place your hands behind your head.”

“Okay, look, as God is my witness, it’s a stray dog.  I thought I’d take it home. I got a job now, a place to flop, thought a dog would be great.  Thing went and ran away from me, so I chased it.  Dog got mad and come at me.  I plunked it one.  It’s not hurt or nothin’.”

Dietz frowned.  “I think the dog is stolen.  How would you get your hands on the likes of a dart gun like this?  On your knees.”

Edwards hesitated.  Dietz could tell he was thinking of running.  He looked in the direction of the alley and back at Dietz.  He seemed to think better of it and dropped to his knees, placing the dart on the ground and his hands behind his head.

Dietz came up behind, tucked his gun in his belt, and then clamped a handcuff on Edwards’ right wrist.  With practiced timing he brought both wrists behind the back.  The final cuff went on with a click then Dietz slipped the dart gun behind his back and the dart in his pocket.

Edwards laughed.  “You’re over your head on this one.  Should’ve let me go.”

Dietz bent over the dog.  It was a brown and white cocker spaniel with a brown patch over the left eye.  There was a tag attached to the red collar.  Holding his hand in front of the dog’s mouth, he felt warm breath.  He scooped up the dog in his arms, and walked to Edwards.

“How long before the effects of this drug wear off?” He asked.

“Talk to my lawyer.”

Dietz gave Edwards a push and they walked toward the alley.  It didn’t take long before they ran into two more detectives from the backup team.  One of them placed Edwards in the backseat of his unmarked police unit.  The other assisted Dietz loaded the dog in the back of Watkins’ unit.

Dietz found Watkins firing questions at Simmons inside the bar.  From the look on his face Dietz could tell the interview wasn’t going well.

“Get the book?” Watkins asked.

Dietz shook his head.  “Got Tony Edwards, but Abeliene and the book are gone.”

Simmons smiled and slumped back in the booth.

“That’s just great,” Watkins said.  “We need that book.”

“Treat me nice and I won’t charge you with false arrest,” Simmons said.

“That’s it,” Watkins said as he grabbed Simmons with both hands.  He lifted the surprised Simmons up and over the table with a single grunt.  “I got a room for you tonight and it don’t have no view.”
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In the lower level of the Cory Research Laboratory at the University of Cincinnati, Professor Ken Gormund leaned over the prone body of Jiminson.  There was a stillness throughout the building at this time of night, disturbed only by Jiminson’s slow and even breathing.  The drug would keep him out for several more hours.

Gormund smiled as he reviewed his plan.  What he was contemplating had never been done before.  Jiminson would thank him in time that much he was sure of.  If the experiment was successful the results would be outstanding and the world would be at his feet.  There was a potential problem, it had risks, but then, what great achievement didn’t have its share of risks?

He’d done enough work on lab animals, when the government shied away from his demands of pedigreed animals he found a way and continued his work.  Now it was time to take the next step.  But to begin with a human being would be considered criminal by some, immoral by many, reckless by most.  But what did they know?

He checked Jiminson’s pulse for the fifth time.  Still steady and strong, Gormund stepped back and sat in a folding chair next to Jiminson.  This moment was one of those defining times in a man’s life and he wanted to savor it like no moment before.  The course had been chosen and this will determine both their fates for years to come.  For a brief moment he pondered the path he should follow, whether to take the safe route or to branch out like so many pioneers of science in the past; future generations could be spared many misfortunes if his experiment went as planned.  There was no doubt about what he needed to do.

Those fools who’d laughed at him in Washington when he spoke on genetic engineering and the mind, they had no idea of the greatness that stood before them – no, he would have the proverbial last laugh,  Just to see the looks on their faces when he paraded Jiminson in front of them would be worth all the work.  They’d all congratulate him on his genius and want to bask in his glory.  Perhaps even present him with the Nobel Prize.

Suddenly his mind drifted back to another time in his life.  One he didn’t like to dwell on too often; a time when he chose a path to walk down and never look back.

His father had knelt beside her bed, holding her hand so tight.  His mother spoke her last words in a hushed tone as her body quivered in pain.  Unknown to either one, he had been able to look in on them.  With a great breath she rose up in bed, gritting her teeth to fight back the agony that wracked her so.  Then her body went limp.  His father shook her calling her name over and over.

Gormund was merely seven years old but he
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