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Praise for Allen Wyler’s Thrillers

“DEAD END DEAL is a medical thriller of the highest order, reviving the genre with a splendid mixture of innovation and cutting-edge timeliness. Neurosurgeon Allen Wyler knows of what he speaks, and writes, and the result is a thriller that equals and updates the best of Robin Cook and Michael Crichton. His latest is terrifyingly on mark, riveting in all ways, and a masterpiece of science and suspense.”

—Jon Land, best-selling author of STRONG AT THE BREAK

“DEAD END DEAL by Allen Wyler is a masterful medical thriller, intelligent, ferociously paced, scary as hell, ripping with suspense, and filled with fascinating (and horrific) details that only a neurosurgeon-turned-writer like Wyler could provide. If you like the medical thrillers of Robin Cook or Michael Crichton, you will absolutely love DEAD END DEAL.”

—Douglas Preston, author of THE MONSTER OF FLORENCE and co-creator of the PENDERGAST NOVELS

“The gritty, graphic details of cutting-edge surgical procedures, capped with an exciting conclusion, should keep fans of the genre riveted.”

—Publisher’s Weekly

“With its lightning-paced excitement and fascinating science, DEAD HEAD has everything you could hope for in a medical thriller!”

—Tess Gerritsen, author of THE MEPHISTO CLUB

“The suspense builds and builds in this riveting pageturner. It’s a skillful merging of the medical thriller and political thriller . . . Tom Clancy meets Tess Gerritsen!”

—Kevin O’Brien, New York Times Bestselling Author of THE LAST VICTIM and KILLING SPREE

“You’ll be asking the nurse to swab your forehead when you’re admitted into this tense medical thriller exposing DEADLY ERRORS. Wyler does for hospitals what Benchley did for the ocean.”

—Joe Moore, co-author of the international best seller THE GRAIL CONSPIRACY

“Wyler writes a fast-paced thriller, which reawakens your scariest misgivings about the Medical-Industrial Complex and the profit motive corrupting the art of healing.”

—Darryl Ponicsan, author of THE LAST DETAIL

“DEADLY ERRORS has a fascinating and frightening premise that gives it the potential to be a best seller in the Robin Cook mold.”

—William Dietrich, author of HADRIAN’S WALL

“This is an ‘up all night’ pass into troubled places that only hardworking doctors know about, a turbulent world of trusting patients and imperfect humans struggling with the required image of perfection. Only a gifted surgeon like Allen Wyler could craft such a wild and wonderful best-of-the-breed medical thriller!”

—John J. Nance, author of PANDORA’S CLOCK and FIRE FLIGHT

“Wyler’s debut novel is both an engrossing thriller and a cautionary tale of the all-too-frequent intersection of high technology and higher greed. It’s a message all of us better pay attention to, or face the consequences.”

—Mark Olshaker, author of EINSTEIN’S BRAIN, UNNATURAL CAUSES, and TH E EDGE; co-author of MINDHUNTER, JOURNEY INTO DARK NESS, and THE CASES TH AT HAUNT US
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PROLOGUE



TROPHOZYME CORPORATION, SEATTLE, WA

SEEMED LIKE A DYNAMITE IDEA twelve months ago. Still did, for that matter. But now Marge Schwartz was killing him because of it. Sweat sprouted across Richard Stillman’s forehead, making him worry that any second now a drop would slither into an eye and cause him to blink, but he’d be damned if he’d wipe it. Besides, with what? The back of his hand? And if he did that, then what? Wipe his hand on his shirt? How would that look? No, he had to be tough, cool, unflustered. In essence: in charge.

Schwartz leaned forward on her elbows and drilled him with that squinty-eyed no-shit-serious look she’d mastered during her take-no-prisoners ascension through corporate ladders. “The board wants a solid plan to rectify the situation, Richard. Not some grandiose hypothesis.”

He swallowed the gastric reflux burning the back of his throat and willed himself to appear relaxed. Let her harangue. After all, that’s her job, especially given the financial disaster facing Trophozyme. A disaster for which he freely took responsibility. Yet, he still believed that with enough time their present track would be profitable. But that required more money and, the way things were going, the company would be bankrupt in six months. Unless he pulled the proverbial rabbit from the hat.

Easy for her to say. Especially with the clarity retrospection brings.

The board members sat eying him now with various emotions that were easy to read on their faces: empathy from Levy, disdain from Chandler, bored bemusement from Gliner. Warner, well, she was apparently more engrossed in her smart-phone than the bloodbath playing out before her.

Schwartz began collecting the various papers in front of her to replace in the manila envelope. The bitch!

He flashed the vacant, non-threatening smile he’d picked up from their VP of marketing. One he practiced in front of a mirror until he could flash it under the most stressful conditions. He scanned the room, making eye contact with each board member—well, except for Warner—certain that every one of those smug egotistical bastards believed they could run the company better than he. Truth be told, their success was due to either dumb luck or magnificent ass-kissing. Or both.

“Well?” Schwartz raised her lids in exaggerated expectation.

Trophozyme needed a new blockbuster therapy. Their pipeline was drying up. With the patent on their only revenue-generating product expiring in less than a month, their competitors were already licking their chops, gearing up production of a generic substitute while several major shareholders were dumping stock. Once the short sellers started . . .

Schwartz said, “Need I remind you, Richard, you were hired to put our company back on track.”

The board had lured him with a fat signing bonus, a high salary, and a group of industry-savvy executives who had no idea where to take the company. To Richard Stillman, the future was obvious: by 2020, thanks to drugs like Lipitor, mortality from heart disease and stroke would be way down, making diseases like Alzheimer’s the leading cause of death. Any company to come up with an effective treatment would be sitting on a fortune. That treatment, Stillman believed, was to implant specially manufactured stem cells into patients’ brains to replace dead ones. The problem was the method he picked to grow them didn’t work. Okay, so maybe his first attempt was a bust. But he knew where to get his hands on the right method . . .

Sweat slithered into his right eye, stinging like hell. He inhaled and said, “As I’ve repeatedly advised, we must be patient. My vision for moving us forward remains unchanged. We’ve had minor setbacks, is all.” He shrugged to emphasize the mere insignificance of his mistake. “As my presentation showed, the results of our retinal implant program are excellent.” Two weeks ago his R&D team successfully implanted tissue-cultured stem cells into the retinas of three patients with a specific type of blindness. So far, the results were excellent in spite of being too soon to determine if patients’ eyesight actually improved.

Aronson, CEO of a major pharmaceutical company, waved away his remark. “All well and good, but even if this works, it’s an extremely small market, nothing that will keep this company afloat. We need revenue or we’re out of business.”

Stillman squelched a sarcastic reply. “Everyone understands that, Stan.” You dumb shit. “What we can’t lose sight of is,” he chuckled at the pun that no one else seemed to get, “our retinal implant program success will establish the proof of principle to Wall Street. Do that and we leverage the potential that cell implants may have on reversing Alzheimer’s.” He said this with the infectious enthusiasm that had served him well in securing financing for the previous companies he’d taken public.

Schwartz raised her hand to halt further discussion. “We’re getting wrapped around the axle here, Richard. Bottom line is that during our executive session we made a decision. Six months is all you get.” She paused, the room suddenly dead silent. “By then, either this company has a viable therapy or we’ll be forced to close down. Believe me, that happens and there’ll be no other business on the face of this earth, not even a mom and pop 7-Eleven store in Rwanda, that’ll touch your resume. Do you understand?”

Before he had a chance to answer, she yanked off her glasses. “Meeting adjourned.”


1



ONE MONTH LATER

THE BUZZ FROM the desk phone startled Jon Ritter. The sky was darkening, he realized, and streetlights now dotted the hill across Portage Bay. The phone buzzed again. He picked up, “Ritter here,” and swiveled toward the window to watch traffic shoot by on the 520 interchange.

“Hate to bother you, Doctor. Officer Schmidt, campus police. I’m in S-1 and it looks like someone broke into your car. Can you come down and take a look, see if anything’s missing so we can file a report?”

Aw, man . . . He checked his watch. Already past seven, time to go home anyway. “Yeah, be right there.” After grabbing the sports coat off the door, he checked to make sure his file cabinets were locked. He decided to pick up some Thai take-out on the way home to eat while watching the Mariners.

He was walking past the secretary’s desk when Gabriel Lippmann called, “Good night, Jon,” from the chairman’s office.

He glanced into the office as he passed. Typical Gabe. Parked at his desk with stacks of paperwork. Always the last to leave but never the first to arrive. The only neurosurgeon in the department who no longer gowned up, leaving the younger partners with bigger case loads. In exchange, butt numbing meetings consumed Gabe’s days. Well, Gabe could have it. To Jon, administration held zero appeal. He waved. “Night, Gabe,” and continued out the door.

The elevator rattled and groaned down eight floors to the first basement level, jerked to a stop, hovered a moment before rising a half inch to be level with the hall floor. Third-world countries had better elevators than this. The door opened.

The car break-in was beginning to seep in now. There was nothing in the vehicle worth stealing, so the act itself was senseless and frustrating. And although the insurance company would pay to replace the broken window—assuming that’s how they got in—it couldn’t compensate for the inconvenience. More than that was the feeling of personal violation. As a student his apartment had been burglarized twice, giving this an all too familiar feel.

A left turn and a push through the metal security door took him into a tunnel to the parking lot, his footsteps echoing off bare cement. After passing through another fire door he could see his black Audi in the almost empty garage . . . but where was the security officer? Strange, but the car showed no signs of damage either. Puzzled, he circled the vehicle. No damage, no officer.

Just then a man appeared from behind a round concrete pillar and aimed a gun at him, his face distorted by what looked like pantyhose stretched tightly over his head, the sight so out of context that it didn’t register. The man said, “Got a message for you, baby killer. You listening?”

Speechless, Jon stared at him.

“Asked you a question.”

Jon raised both hands in surrender. “Whoa, there must be some mistake—”

“No mistake. You’re the bloke I’m after. And in case you aren’t listening, here’s the written version.” He dropped a folded paper on the Audi’s windshield. “No more baby killing. You and your little queer friend are done. Understand?”

“No, I—”

“Shut up. Simple enough. Stop work. Don’t, and we’ll kill you and Dobbs. See?”

A familiar voice called, “Jon? What’s going on?”

Jon glanced over his shoulder. Lippmann was exiting the tunnel, heading toward them. Jon shouted, “Run. Get out of here. Call 911.”

Lippmann stopped, looked at Jon’s face, then at the gunman, then back to Jon before something clicked and he started to turn. Motion slowed. Dumbfounded, Jon watched as another man calmly stepped from behind a car, raised a gun, and fired almost point blank into Lippmann’s chest. Lippmann stutter-stepped before going down into a heap.

Jon yelled, “Gabe!” and started toward him when a lightning bolt exploded his head, turning his world into a black void.


2



“FUCK A DUCK!” Nigel Feist slammed the heel of his palm against the steering wheel. The guard rails of the Alaskan Way Viaduct flew past, Elliot Bay in the distance, Feist putting as much distance as possible between them and the parking lot before the cops started to investigate.

Raymore Thompson said, “Dude, I’m telling you, we had no other choice. The hell we gonna do? Let that fucking geezer call the cops?”

We? Out the corner of his eye, Feist could see the hayseed wedged between the seat and passenger door, streetlights flashing off his disgusting tobacco-stained teeth. Feist slammed the steering wheel again, just to keep from back-handing the ignorant bastard. Bad judgment, agreeing to use this shit-kicker tonight. He knew better than to do it. So why the hell had he? Fuck! Intimidate was the mission. Not kill anyone.

“Well?” Thompson asked.

Okay, he could argue the point, but to what end? Raymore was too stupid to understand. Raymore. Who the fuck named a kid Raymore? Sounded like some kind of Georgia Cracker name.

Feist saw the sign for the West Seattle and Harbor Island exits and tripped the turn signal, letting the car drift into the right lane, deciding he needed to tidy up this mess straightaway before Raymore took them both down.

Since resigning as an analyst for Australia’s Defense Intelligence Organization twenty years ago, Feist had grown his own consulting firm, a small company specializing in information gathering and disinformation. He never chose sides, simply provided services to anyone willing to cough up his high fees. Clients viewed his results as a godsend. Their targets leveled accusations of industrial sabotage, but nothing they could prove. His reputation included giving clients ultimate discretion. Never had one been exposed nor a project blown. Never had Feist or a client been forced to submit to questioning by a law enforcement agency. He attributed this exceptional record to following a strict set of rock-solid rules specifically engineered to keep him out of trouble. The most important of which was impeccable planning. A rule broken the moment he agreed to take Thompson on tonight’s job. Fuck!

To make matters worse, Thompson probably couldn’t survive ten minutes of police interrogation without incriminating himself and Feist. Which meant Feist’s life was now at risk.

Feist asked Raymore, “What do you want to do when you quit working?” to distract him, get him thinking about something else.

“Huh?”

“Me, I want to retire after maybe a few more jobs, kick back, enjoy life. You like motorcycles?”

“Never much thought about them. Why?”

“Got me a collection of Harleys, I do. Plan to take a cross country Easy Rider road trip on me classic Flathead. Start out in LA, cruise through the south, on up the East Coast, circle back over I-90. Maybe even schedule it for a stop at Sturgis for the festival.” None of that would happen if he got nailed because of Raymore Fuckhead Thompson.

“What the fuck does that have to do with anything?”

“Just making conversation, is all.”

Thompson whined, “The dude saw us, man, and he was going to run. The fuck was I supposed to do?”

Feist took the first of two adjacent exit ramps, the road angling down off the viaduct to Harbor Island to his right. Long loading docks, gigantic orange cranes, dented steel containers piled ten high in huge rows, a cruise ship’s looming black hull dry-docked three blocks further west, railroad tracks and warehouses in the shadows ahead. The blue Toyota slowed while he scanned the deserted area for the best spot.

Feist said, “Maybe you got a point there, mate.”

Thompson nodded. “Hell yeah, I got a point,” with a note of relief. Then muttered something Feist couldn’t make out.

Rather than ask him to repeat it, Feist just kept scanning the shadows. When he spotted a likely place up ahead, he nosed the rental off asphalt onto chip seal and gravel and slowed further, keenly alert for signs of another person in the area, but it appeared deserted. He pulled alongside a dark green SUV and cut the engine behind a squat, one-story, cinderblock building with sooty black windows and an oxidizing aluminum radio mast guyed to a flat roof. This would do.

“Get out.” Feist stepped out, into the smell of diesel and drying barnacles and the steady hum of tires from the West Seattle Bridge overhead. A boat horn echoed across the harbor. Nothing moved and no one came from the shadows to investigate. No dog bark, no approaching crunch of tires, just the stillness of an industrial area locked up for the night.

“What?” Raymore asked, staying glued to the passenger seat, the whites of his nervous squinty eyes flashing in the weak fluorescent light.

Feist put a hand on the car roof and leaned into the interior. “Out. We’re changing vehicles. That SUV there?” with a nod, “is what we’ll be using.” He walked over to the driver’s door and pretended to fumble a key from his pocket.

Raymore whined, “Dude, you didn’t say nothing about no change-up before now.”

“That’s right. I didn’t. A contingency plan is what it’s called. Not smart what you did, shooting that witness like that. Changes everything. Now fetch our gear and let’s be done with it.”

Thompson asked, “What gear?”

“Don’t hear too well, eh? I said to get the fucking gear and stop whining.” It took a supreme effort to rein in his anger.

Feist watched Thompson pop the trunk and hunch over, look this way and that like a fucking idiot. Before Thompson could straighten back up Feist tapped the gun to the back of his head and fired. Thompson went limp, half in the trunk, half out. Feist leaned in, nudged the barrel against his temple, and discharged an insurance round. Then, lifting Thompson’s legs, he rotated the body sideways, dumping him completely into the trunk, and slammed the lid. Standing still, he listened for the sound of feet or tires approaching, but heard nothing. Using an oily rag, he meticulously wiped down every spot he’d touched, including common areas he wasn’t sure of. After slipping on a pair of disposable exam gloves, he tossed the rag in a Dumpster and climbed back into the car.

Feist retraced his route onto the Alaskan Way viaduct, then south to the first Sea-Tac Airport exit. Drove US Highway 99 to a long-term airport parking lot, accepted a time-stamp ticket from a machine, cruised the lot for a spot as far from the pick-up point as possible. He nosed the car to within a foot of the cyclone perimeter fence, set the brake, and stepped out to look around. Only one other person waited at the pickup site. Feist tore up the ticket and stuffed the pieces in his pocket to dump later. Not much sense in letting anyone know your time of arrival.

Staying in the car shadow, he waited for the van to pick up the other customer. As soon as it drove out of the lot, Feist walked the street to an adjacent lot where he waited for the next van.

The courtesy van drove him to the airport departure zone, where he rode the escalator down to Arrivals/Baggage Claim. He bought a ticket for an Airport Express to the downtown Seattle Sheraton. Although the odds of a taxi driver remembering him were low, he figured it would be safer to blend in with a group of tired travelers on a van than to be a single fare in a taxi. Attention to details, regardless how insignificant, kept you from the jaws of the shark.

Forty minutes later, he dumped the keys to the rental car in a sidewalk waste bin two blocks from the hotel.
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FBI SPECIAL AGENT Gary Fisher eased the black Explorer past a clot of reporters and looky-loos and stopped next to the narrow guard booth in the center of the road. It had a peaked metal roof and Dutch doors on both sides to handle vehicles in either direction. Fisher lowered the window and flashed his creds at the campus cop leaning out of the booth. “FBI.”

After a cursory glance and a nod, the officer pointed toward the large three-level parking garage ahead. “See where the road splits? Take the lower one down to the second level, go straight ahead. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks.”

Ahead, the two-lane road divided, the left lanes slicing between the south side of the Health Sciences Building and the top floor of a subterranean parking garage. The right half curved away from the building before angling down into a cavernous cement garage. Following the cop’s directions, Fisher entered the second of three levels and immediately saw a mix of University and Seattle Police cruisers thrown haphazardly together, most with their blue lights still flashing, several with doors open, adding a touch of chaos to the image. So far, the campus cops seemed to be doing a good job of keeping TV reporters at bay, but Fisher knew this wouldn’t last much longer.

He parked on the periphery of the confusion and scanned the crowd of cops for Jim Lange, saw him talking to two uniformed campus police. He and Lange were assigned to the national task force hunting the Nuremberg Avengers, a group of militant anti-abortionists who claimed responsibility for blowing away two doctors and a nurse from three separate women’s clinics during the past six months. A group of grade-A shitheads, far as Fisher was concerned; an opinion Lange shared.

As he approached Lange, Fisher saw a body on the oil-stained cement. His gut knotted. A week ago the Avengers had posted Professor Jon Ritter’s profile on their website. But because those shitheads targeted so many individuals and institutions, it was impossible to access the level of threat to any one. He suspected that might be their strategy. Seeing a body on the concrete made apparent the difficulty of rooting out these guys.

Lange saw him approach, said, “Gary, like you to meet Lieutenant Helms and Officer Crawford, UWPD.” Then to the officers: “Special Agent, Gary Fisher. The one I told you about.”

Fisher shook hands and asked Lange, “What’ve you got?”

Lange nodded for Helms to answer; this was university jurisdiction. Although the campus was within Seattle city limits, the land remained state property with a sovereign police department. The FBI would take control only if this turned out to be Avengers related.

Helms said, “One homicide, one assault.”

Fisher’s gut knotted tighter. He asked Lange, “Ritter?”

Lange nodded. “Yeah, but he’s the assault. The corpse,” pointing at the body, “was just IDed as a university employee, name of Gabriel Lippmann. White male, sixty-seven. Apparently, Ritter’s boss.”

Fisher asked Helms, “How bad is Ritter?”

Helms shrugged. “No idea. Didn’t see him. Paramedics say he was banged up a bit when they transported him. Head wound. Probably a concussion.”

Fisher shifted his weight from one leg to the other and eyed Lange. “Who found them?”

“Guy’s over there, in my car.” Helms jutted his chin toward the blue Caprice police special.

The three men walked over. A man in his mid-forties was sitting in the back seat, door open, one foot dangling out. Helms introduced him to Fisher and Lange.

The witness explained that when he exited the tunnel from the research building he saw Lippmann lying in the middle of the entrance, so ran to him but on seeing Lippmann’s chest wound, realized he was dead so called 911 on his cell. Wasn’t until he was on the call that he noticed Ritter sprawled out several feet away. He didn’t remember seeing anyone else in the area but admitted to being too upset to look all that closely. Fisher thanked him and then he, Lange, and Fisher moved away several feet to talk.

Fisher said, “You know for sure it’s Avengers or is Ritter a coincidence?” Hoping it might be, improbable as that was. Shit! They couldn’t guard every person on that list.

Lange said, “Nope, there’s a note, just like the other times. Except this one’s atypical.”

Fisher was about to say something when he noticed a security camera above the door to the tunnel. To date, no one could give a description of an Avenger because their kills were done at long range with a hunting rifle. A video could be a game changer. With a nod toward the camera, he asked Helms, “That security camera, you view it yet?”

“Not yet. I’ve been too busy here. But I asked for the feed to be frozen until I get a chance.”

Lange hitched up his pants, added, “That’s what we were discussing when you arrived. The recorder’s at their office. I wanted to wait for you before we took a look.”

Fisher had mixed emotions: The last thing he wanted was another Avengers-related murder. On the other hand, it could be extremely helpful to have an image good enough to enhance into a detailed picture. Was the resolution of the security cameras here worth a damn? Assuming, of course, they had been on and recording.

Helms, Lange, and Fisher piled into the Lieutenant’s cruiser, Fisher taking the back seat, Lange riding shotgun. Blue misery lights flashing, siren blurting out an occasional yelp, Helms nosed the car through the thickening group of onlookers clogging the parking lot road as reporters leaned in for a look inside the rolled up windows, hoping to recognize someone.

They followed N.E. Boat Street along the north shore of Portage Bay for three blocks to the Bryants Building, a drab, rectangular, two-story clapboard wedged between the street and the water. Took the wheelchair ramp to a pitted aluminum-frame glass-door. Then, with Helms leading the way, they walked single-file along chipped linoleum to an overheated room smelling of tuna fish and orange peel, probably from the brown lunch sack lying open down the counter. A long counter ran the length of the far wall and held an aged PC, a flat panel display, and numerous DVD jewel cases. A stocky female officer sat studying the screen as her right hand navigated a mouse.

To Fisher, she looked to be in her early thirties. About the same age as his younger sister, Carrie, had she lived. He caught the similarity between their profiles too, which was kind of spooky. He and Carrie grew up together in a small Tennessee town under the humorless eyes of strict Baptist parents who enforced Bible study every Wednesday evening along with endless bun-busting Sundays on pews hard as granite, during which he played head games instead of listening to how he was destined to eternal hell fire unless he put his faith in Jesus. Two months into senior year at Chickasaw High Carrie fainted. The principal pulled Fisher out of class to accompany her to the hospital while the school officials tried to locate their parents. Holding her clammy hand in his, the aid car siren screaming, she’d made him swear to never tell their parents of her abortion. She died from septic shock twelve hours later.

Although he kept her secret, he learned it was performed by a poorly trained midwife in the kitchen of her home because the only clinic in a fifty-mile radius capable of providing clean abortions had been shut down six months earlier by hard-line pro-lifers. The way Fisher saw it, the pro-lifers, not the midwife, were the ones who killed Carrie. When the Avengers case came up, he volunteered for the task force.

He had no problem with either pro-lifers or pro-choicers. Everyone was entitled to their own beliefs. But no one was entitled to ignore due legal process in favor of enforcing their own ideals.

Helms asked the officer at the computer, “What’ve you got for us, Diane?”

She clicked the mouse. “Caught the whole thing. Here, watch.” She scooted sideways in the rolling chair to give Helms a straight-on view. “I’ll start from the beginning.”

They huddled around the monitor that showed a grainy wide-angle image of the tunnel entrance and immediate surroundings. She scrolled the time bar at the bottom, found the minute she wanted, hit the pause button, “Here’s where it begins,” then clicked play.

In jerky sequence, a man, probably Jon Ritter, entered the field, walking toward the camera. He stopped suddenly. A second man appeared from the opposite direction, his face and hair distorted by something. The masked man aimed a gun aimed at Ritter. Helms muttered, “That’s panty hose, don’t you think?”

Lange said, “Looks like.”

The first man turned slightly, giving more facial definition. Fisher said, “That’s Ritter.”

“Sorry about the jerkiness. Runs at only three frames per second,” Helms said.

A moment later Lippmann stepped from the tunnel into the garage. Ritter turned around, appeared to yell and wave him away, but without audio the scene was eerily silent.

The officer froze the scene, said, “Okay, now watch the left side of the screen. All you’re going to see is what looks like a hand with a gun.” A mouse click and the action resumed.

From the left of the screen came a blur of motion, then Lippmann jerked and went down. Ritter seemed to yell and start forward, but the first gunman slammed him in the temple with the butt of the weapon and Ritter went down. The first assailant exchanged words with the second one before both ran from view.

“See that? Guy’s left handed,” Fisher said. Then to the officer: “Can you run it again?”

After they’d seen it twice more, Fisher asked Lange, “What about the note?”

Lange scratched his chin. “Yeah, they left it on the windshield of Ritter’s car. But this one’s different.”

Fisher said, “How so?”

“Didn’t claim responsibility. Just gave Ritter an ultimatum. Said if he doesn’t stop work they’ll kill him and Dobbs.”

Helms seemed puzzled. “Mind explaining that?”

Fisher nodded. “Dobbs is Ritter’s partner; they work together on research. The thing that bothers me more is the other Avenger assassinations have been so different, so much more methodical. This entire garage thing is too damn sloppy.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t add up.”

Fisher asked Lange, “You check out Lippmann to see if he has anything to do with anything?”

Lange shook his head. “You’re kidding, right? I haven’t had time to take a leak. Speaking of which . . . ”

Fisher was looking at the monitor again, the frozen frame of the second assailant shooting Lippmann. The images could be enhanced but he didn’t have faith that the campus police, although part of the Washington State Patrol, had the horsepower to do it to FBI quality. He pointed at the computer. “Make a copy for yourself. I want to take the original with me.”

As the words came out, Fisher wanted to take them back, but before he could Helms shot back, “Don’t start that shit with me. We have the capability of enhancing images too.”

Fisher considered how best to smooth things over but decided to hell with it. “Aw Jesus, here we go. Look, I’m tired and you don’t want me to take this to the next level. You do, and you’ll lose, and that’ll waste everybody’s time. We can do a better job with it. You know it and I know it. In the end, isn’t that all we want? Right?”

The room fell silent. The female officer stayed seated with her eyes diplomatically glued to the screen instead of turning to watch her superior officer’s face grow deep crimson.

Fisher added, “You got other cameras at the entrance to the garage or the road approach?”

Helms nodded. “Yep.”

“I want the originals of those too. Oh, while you’re at it, make yourself a copy of the note they left.”
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NIGEL FEIST STROLLED north along the waterfront, past the Edgewater hotel with the huge red neon E on the roof. By now he was certain he hadn’t picked up a tail. At the bulkhead connecting the pier to Myrtle Edwards Park he leaned on the railing and listened to the steady rumble from the massive concrete grain elevator feeding a freighter’s holds. Spotlights lit up the ship’s rust-streaked hull and he could read the white lettering on the stern: The Voyager. Allegedly from Panama. Feist didn’t believe it. Figured the vessel was probably Russian owned and operated out of Vladivostok. He checked his watch and decided to wait a few more minutes before making his phone call.

The smell of brine and seaweed triggered memories of the two-bedroom flat close to the Cairns Harbour where his old man ran a barely profitable SCUBA dive operation and Mum jockeyed drinks for tourists at the local casino. Hated the town. Couldn’t wait to escape to see the world. Now he can’t imagine living away from the ocean. Funny, the decisions that chart the course of a life.

Instead of participating in the high school graduation ceremony, he walks into the small, cramped local Royal Australian Navy recruiting office.

The lieutenant looks up from reading the newspaper. “May I help you?”

With excitement filling his chest, his mind dreaming of foreign ports, he says. “I want to enlist.”

The smiling officer points to a chair next to his desk. “Well, then, have a seat.”

“Feist. A word with you in my office.” Nigel follows the officer into the sparse room. “Close the door.” They stand facing each other. “Son, your aptitude test scores are outstanding. I know your goal is to become a naval officer, but have you ever considered intelligence analysis?”

Stunned, Nigel stares at him, his mind flashing through the James Bond movies he loves to watch.

“Well?” the officer asks.

“Are you serious?”

“Would I joke about such a thing? Right, I’m absolutely serious. I’m offering the chance to be an analyst for our Defense Intelligence Agency.”

Unaware of the difference between analyst and operative, he immediately says, “I accept.”

First day on the job, it takes Nigel only eight hours of plowing through intercepts to realize how mind-numbing this end of the intelligence business is. By day two, he hates the job. But a contract is a contract and he is a man of his word, so he puts in his time. Not, however, without making the most of it. His position allows him to befriend three field operatives. They, in turn, teach him the tradecraft of intelligence gathering. Fuck analysis. Information gathering rules!

Feist checked his watch again. Time to call.

Now several feet closer to the rumble of the grain elevators, he faced the harbor, minimizing any possibility of capturing his words with a parabolic microphone. Paranoid? Perhaps, but attention to detail was the only way to survive this game. He punched speed dial and listened to the connection being made.

“OHHH, JESUS, AGAIN?” Nikki Shepherd moaned.

Richard Stillman’s lips brushed her navel as his tongue licked salty sweat. “Mmmmmm . . .” Her hands were enveloping his shaved scalp when Snoop Dogg’s Vato began thumping from the black iPhone on the nightstand. Stillman hated Snoop Dogg. Hated rap and hip hop, but relished the up-fromthe-ghetto, bad-ass, nigga gangsta image he so meticulously cultivated. He loved to spin bullshit tales about childhood struggles against huge sociological handicaps, of growing up dirt poor and black in the projects, sharing a one-bedroom apartment with a sister and grandmother while his unwed teenage mother and vagrant father spent time in the county lockup for dealing crack. That the stories were complete fabrications didn’t matter. They were a hell of a lot more exciting than the truth of being the only child of a stay-at-home mom and a Silicon Valley software engineer in middle class suburbia. The truth was boring. With a capital B. The gangster image enhanced his reputation for being dangerous.

Snoop Dogg continued to rap.

He was expecting a call from Feist, so as enticing as Nikki’s body might be, he probably ought to check caller ID. He said, “Hold that thought,” and rolled over to check. Sure enough, Feist.

He muttered to Nikki, “I need to take this,” rolled out of bed and headed toward the balcony, one eye glued to her reflection on the sliding glass door. Loved that body. Too bad she wouldn’t divorce that pig of a husband. Not that he had any intention of marrying her if she did, but it’d make these trysts easier to set up. Jesus, if that bitch Schwartz found out he was boning the CFO, she’d need major psychotherapy. Cupping the phone so Nikki couldn’t hear, he whispered, “How’d it go?”

“Turned into colossal clusterfuck, mate. Your cobber killed a witness.”

“What!” Naked, Stillman faced the sliding glass door to a balcony. The drapes and slider wide open, giving him a magnificent mosaic of office buildings and condominiums and the traffic twenty-one floors below, leaving him totally exposed to anyone interested in watching him. Like the weirdo who lived directly across the street. His erection pointed straight toward at the voyeur’s brightly lit living room with the Mariners game on a large plasma-screen TV. The voyeur—a dumpy middle-aged guy with a crew cut—stood at the darkened bedroom window, binoculars glued to them. Dumb shit thought no one noticed, but Stillman usually saw the reflection of streetlight off the lenses. Initially, Nikki had been embarrassed when he watched, but with a bit of coaxing and the passage of time, it morphed into sexual titillation, a major turn on for her.

“That’s right. Fucking twit shot a witness,” Feist said.

“Christ almighty! Please don’t tell me it was Ritter.” Stillman watched a jaywalker dodging traffic as he cut diagonally across the street.

“Right-right, not Ritter. Some old geezer comes out the fucking tunnel whiles we was having our discussion. Asshole said he had no choice. So then I had to bang your boy up a bit.”

“Like?”

“Knock him out.”

Damn! That could mean anything from concussion to major head injury. Last thing he needed was for Ritter to be brain damaged. “Goddamnit! Thought I said do not hurt him.”

“Couldn’t be helped. Things went tits up fast.” Feist paused. “We was doing just fucking lovely until the geezer pops out the tunnel. Ritter starts yelling for him to run and call the coppers. Thompson shot him.” Just like that.

Stillman could feel his erection wither, his mind now too distracted for sex. “This witness . . . we’re not talking about Dobbs, are we?”

“Naw, I said geezer, not fag.”

“And Ritter, he’ll be okay?”

“Can’t know for certain, now can I? But I suppose so.”

Nervously, he palmed his shaved scalp. Wouldn’t do to have Ritter badly damaged. Not yet, at least. But murdering a witness . . . that complicated things, brought more attention to any investigation. “Back to Raymore . . . where is he?”

“Fuck if I know. Soon as Ritter goes down, bloke panics. Runs for the car and takes off. Barely got out of there meself before the coppers start showing up. I mean . . .” He paused. “I thought maybe you’d know where he was. Didn’t call you, did he?”

“Haven’t heard a word.” Stillman smiled. Feist, that lying sonofabitch. He could pretty much guess what actually happened. By now the greasy little punk was probably decomposing in the Cascade foothills. This was even better than he’d hoped for when he demanded Feist take him along. Change that raggedy-ass name from Raymore to No-more.

Neither man spoke for several seconds, each waiting for the other to comment.

Feist finally said, “Right. Job’s done, then. I expect to find the balance in my account when I hang up. I’ll be on me way, then.”

Stillman heard water tattooing her body from the needlelike jets in the shower. Typical Nikki. Fed up waiting, this was her way of ending the evening. After all, how could a phone call possibly trump sex with her? Even if it was important business. High maintenance, that girl. But he had to admit the sex made it worthwhile. She’d get over it.

Stillman said, “It’s been taken care of. But don’t leave town just yet.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“I want to make sure Ritter has been persuaded before you take off.”

“Had me heart set on vacation, I did.”

Jesus, talk about high maintenance. Feist. Another piece of work. But he couldn’t afford to piss him off. “Once this job’s done, you can take vacation any time you damn well please. Look at it this way: if you did your job tonight, you’re done. If not . . . we’ll just have to try again. More money for you. That’s all I’m saying. Besides, I should know the outcome within a week. At the outside.”

“Not if it involves another Raymore, I won’t. That wasn’t part of the initial agreement.”

“Not an issue this time.” And we both know that.

“All right then, but me fee’s double. And that’s not negotiable. What’s more, change up on me again and I fucking walk. We clear?”

“Agreed. Now, are you clear on what’s expected of you?”

“That’s another thing, mate . . . keep up with that fucking superior tone and you can look for someone else.” Feist hung up.

Stillman regretted pissing him off. The last thing he needed was for Feist to walk. Then again, for what he was getting paid, he doubted he would. Stillman dumped the phone into the charger and listened to water spatter against marble. She’d probably stay in there for another ten minutes, the way she loved long hot showers. He considered joining her, maybe resuming where they’d left off. But the mood was gone and when she was like this it wasn’t worth the effort to coax it back. Instead, he detoured to the kitchen for the remainder of the cabernet.

Glass in hand, he returned to the open slider but with his back to the view, admiring this magnificent condo. Only twenty-six hundred square feet. Relatively small for a penthouse. Tastefully decorated. A stunning understatement of contemporary design fused with the simplicity of stark Asian lines. Muted bold tones, masculine, yet not heavy. Like all of his varied accomplishments, it made a bold statement of excellence.

Yes, he’d done well in life. Last year an article in Forbes chronicled his meteoric career, dubbing him the Wunderkind of Startups. Stillman loved that phrase. Such a concise summarization of his record of shepherding a consecutive series of startups from incubator phase through initial public offerings. After the IPO he typically bowed out in search of the next great idea. A Barrons article, titled “The Man With The Midas Touch,” debated whether his success was due to on an uncanny ability to pick winners or such excellent management skills that he could turn even bad concepts into gold. He was the man who made the difficult look easy.

Until now.

To say Trophozyme was a mistake wasn’t accurate. He still had a chance to be proven right. After all, the company had two major strengths: excellent people and a valid founding concept. No one could dispute the huge market an effective Alzheimer’s treatment would generate. Their lack of success resulted from only one bad choice, and that could be rectified. Culturing stem cells was a finicky process. Culturing stem cells in sufficient quantity to support a commercial therapy simply compounded issues. The solution was stunningly simple: wrench the correct method from the one man who owned it: Jon Ritter. That arrogant prick.

Ritter, like every self-aggrandizing academic asshole he knew, viewed himself superior to the low-lives in industry as if industry were a dirty word. An attitude that continued to infuriate Stillman. Ritter had never said anything directly to his face, but he didn’t need to. Stillman read all the subtle cues in Ritter’ tone and attitude.

Just the thought of Ritter caused Stillman’s temples to pound. Not good. He knew his reaction just raised his blood pressure and clogged his consciousness with counter-productive negative thoughts. He chose a spot in the room—a hand-made Japanese ceramic sake set—and concentrated on it, channeling all the negative energy into those simple yet elegant lines, just like the therapist taught him, Harmony . . . Form . . . Harmony . . . Form. . . .
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THROBBING PAIN GNAWED at Jon’s left temple as he surfaced from a colorless void into vague awareness. Now he was blindingly aware that both temples were pounding and a railroad spike was being driven into the center of his skull. Where am I? What’s happening?

In excruciating bright light, he squinted out the form of a woman in sky blue scrubs leaning over him, pressing an icecold stethoscope to his chest.

“Good morning, Doctor Ritter. Take a deep breath,” she said, with a perky flip of her dishwater blond ponytail. “Welcome to intensive care. Another breath, please.” Her brow wrinkled in concentration as he breathed before sliding the stethoscope further down. “And one more.”

Gabe’s murder . . . vivid nightmare or harsh reality? Wasn’t sure. Wasn’t sure of anything but the throbbing pain boring into his head. Deep throbbing gnawing pain. Another flash: Gabriel Lippmann sprawled dead on cement.

Without conscious intent, his fingers explored a bulky dressing covering his left eye and temple. Had he been shot too, like Gabe? His index finger gently probed under the edge of the bandage, found a wound with stitches, where even the slightest pressure triggered more pain. He groaned and realized his mouth tasted like dried bat shit. “Water,” he croaked.

“That’s good!” She held up a sweating green plastic water pitcher with a white straw with an accordion bend. She held the straw to his lips, said, “Only a few sips at first. You know the drill. We want to see how you handle clear liquids before allowing you too much.”

He sucked on the straw, got only a mouth full of air, pondered that a moment before realizing his lips were too dry to seal it. He pressed them tighter to the straw, tried again, and was rewarded with delicious ice-cold wetness. How many times had he noticed those sweating plastic bedside pitchers on rounds without the slightest appreciation for the relief they could give?

She withdrew the straw. “Hey, easy does it. Not so fast. You need to pace yourself. At least at first.”

He let the second dose soak the lining of his mouth before swallowing. “More.”

She permitted another sip.

He took this one less aggressively, gasped, “Thank you.” Paused to swallow before asking, “Dr. Lippmann . . . where is he?”

“Dr. Lippmann?” She said with awkward surprise. “If he’s been around today, I haven’t seen him.”

“No, I mean . . .” He couldn’t bear to ask. He was too afraid he already knew the answer.

Finally, she broke the uneasy silence. “Feel up to talking with someone?”

He rolled stiffly onto his right side, hoping a new position might ease the throbbing. Even the overhead lights seemed to hurt. “Can I have something for pain?”

She checked his IV line. “Codeine’s ordered. I’ll get you one.”

He nodded, but that only made matters worse. “Make it two.”

She glanced at the door. “An FBI agent wants to talk to you. He’s been waiting since you came out of surgery.” Then, with a half shrug, “It’s up to you whether you want to talk to him.”

Surgery? He touched the outside of the dressing again and thought about the stitches. What happened?

“Well?”

Right, the FBI. Would he know about Gabe? Again, without thinking, he nodded yes, but immediately regretted it. Gingerly, with both hands, he pressed the scalp above his eyes and began to gently massage his head, hoping to ease the throbbing. Then the thought hit him: why FBI? Why not the Seattle Police? But just the effort of thinking seemed to worsen the pain. “Yes.”

After introducing himself, Fisher said, “Mind if I sit down?” He stood with a posture indicative of military service at some time, maybe a foot or two from the bed rail, stuffing an ID wallet back into a navy blazer. Tall, angular, blond crew cut, with freckles shotgunned across a complexion that would burn instead of tan.

“Sorry. I’m not thinking. Please.”

Fisher pulled an uncomfortable-looking wooden chair next to the bed, slipped off his blazer and hung it on the back of it before settling in, as if this discussion would take more than one or two questions. “I appreciate you talking to me. First, let me say how sorry I am about your injury.”

“What about Gabe? Is he okay?”

Fisher dropped his eyes, right hand kneading the back of his neck, searching for words with an awkwardness that made Jon feel sorry for him. He himself had been the bearer of bad news too many times and contrary to popular opinion, it never became easier with experience. Before Jon could say anything, Fisher answered matter-of-factly. “He’s dead.”

Gabriel’s death was real. No more false hope of a bad dream or that his memory was playing tricks. He wanted to say something, but what could he say? Saying anything would trivialize Gabe’s death. Instead, he stared at the ceiling, tears welling up in both eyes. More than a mentor, Gabe had served as a father figure, his biological father dead three decades ago leaving only sepia-tone memories of fish, diesel oil, and sweat.

During residency, his relationship with Gabe morphed from mentor/student to genuine friendship. Then, three months before graduation Gabe offered him an assistant professorship. He accepted without a second thought about the low salary or shit tasks the senior faculty would inevitably slough onto him. That, he philosophized, was the price of admission to a prestigious opportunity. Gabe helped him establish a lab, compete for grants, and navigate the petty cutthroat politics of university life.

Even more importantly, after Emily’s—his fiancée—death, Gabe helped him survive emotionally. Now Gabe’s life had been senselessly snuffed out because of . . . what, exactly? What the hell had happened? Why did it happen?

Fisher said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were close, otherwise . . . I’m sorry.”

The throbbing in both temples intensified. “Have they found the bastard?”

“The killer? No, not yet. That’s the reason I’m here.” Fisher cleared his throat. “Look, I know this isn’t a good time. It never is in a case like this, but I need to ask some questions.”

Jon nodded. “If it’ll help find those bastards.”

The nurse returned with a pill, giving him a good opportunity to compose his emotions and soak his mouth again. As she was leaving, Fisher said, “Tell me what you remember.”

When Jon finished his story, Fisher asked, “You said the one man had an Australian accent. That’s pretty specific and could be extremely important. How sure are you it’s Australian? Lot of accents sound similar; South African, British, Aussie, New Zealand . . .”

Jon realized he was clenching his jaw, which was making his pain worse. He tried to relax but couldn’t. “No, definitely Australian.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Jon concentrated on replaying the scene bit by bit, trying to find the reason. Then, it dawned on him. “The Outback commercials. He sounds exactly like that guy, his vowels, the tone of his voice . . .”

“Okay, good.” Fisher made a note of that. “You say he’s white. How do you know that with pantyhose over his face and gloves on?”

This was an easier answer. “I saw his wrist. His left wrist.”

“The one with the gun?”

“Yes.”

Fisher made another note. “How about the other guy? You get a look at him too?”

Jon thought about that a moment. “Yes, but things happened so fast . . .”

“Also a white guy?”

“Uh huh.”

“That a yes?”

“Yes.”

Fisher flipped the page, obviously sorting through a list of questions. “How tall are you?”

“Five ten.”

Fisher made a note. “Weight?”

“One sixty-five. Why?”

Fisher paused to jot this down too. “The whole thing was caught on a security cam, but the angle doesn’t give us much to go on for physical attributes, things like height and weight. So comparing him to you helps. You’d say, what, the Australian’s bigger than you?”

He thought about that too, his finger absentmindedly finding its way under the dressing again. Stitches. Someone took the time to stitch his scalp with small, closely spaced, fine sutures—a plastic surgeon type closure. Who? Then another shock: what about other injuries? Like skull fractures? How long was he unconscious? Minutes? Days?

Fisher seemed to be waiting for . . . What? Oh, yes, the question . . . “An inch maybe . . . maybe twenty pounds heavier than me. Muscle though, not fat. Definitely muscle.”

Fisher scratched the side of his jaw, considering something. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to ask you a personal question.”

“What?”

“Dobbs is gay. Right?”

Jon felt uncomfortable discussing Wayne’s personal life behind his back. Then again, if it helped the investigation . . . Besides, Wayne didn’t hide it. “Yes.”

“And you?”

There it was: guilt by association. Even though this wasn’t the first time the question had been asked, it still pissed him off. He resented the implication. Another jab of pain forced his eyes shut, tightening his jaw muscles, making it still worse. He squinted, gingerly fingering the bandage. His head felt swollen and ready to explode.

Fisher asked, “Sorry, did you miss the question? Should I repeat it?”

Fisher, he reminded himself, probably had good reason to ask. Still . . . “What’s the point? What difference does it make?”

“Could be a huge. Ever hear of the Nuremberg Avengers?”

The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place it, and it hurt too much to even try to think of the answer. “No. Why?”

“You know about the doc who was blown away on the porch of an abortion clinic about a month ago, in San Francisco?”

Now it clicked. “Oh man, they’re the ones?” Referring to last night.

“Possibly. Your assailants left a note suggesting that’s the case.”

“You don’t sound convinced.” His temple was screaming, making it hard now to even squint. “Besides, I have nothing to do with abortions and I don’t use fetal tissue.”

Fisher shifted positions in the chair. “We’ll get to that. You haven’t answered my question.”

What question? He thought back, but came up blank. “Remind me. I’m not doing so well at the moment.”

Fisher looked straight into his eyes. “Are you gay?”

Oh, that one. “Thought I answered it. I don’t see why that’s important.”

“Well, it is. The militant pro-choicer doc who ran the abortion clinic was lesbian. Sort of makes me wonder why they came at you. Is this an anti-abortion thing or a hate crime? That’s why.”

Made sense. “Okay, got it. No, I’m not gay.”

“So, if assuming it was the Avengers, why come after you?”

As if he was supposed to know. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. If I knew, I’d tell you.”

The silence was interrupted only by rhythmic beeps of the cardiac monitors in the nursing station and the hollow metallic rattle of cart wheels rolling along the hall. After several moments Fisher added, “Unless, of course, they’re not Avengers.”

Hard as he tried, Jon couldn’t stop remembering the moment Gabe went down. Over and over again, playing a visual loop he couldn’t ignore. Why would anyone kill this gentle man? What had he done to deserve being gunned down in . . . ?

Fisher said, “Tell me again exactly what they said.”

Jon raised the head of his bed in hope of alleviating the pounding ache in the center of his skull. Then suddenly remembered a point he forgot to mention the first time through the story. “He called me ‘Baby Killer.’”

Fisher nodded slowly. “Baby killer? But you’re a neurosurgeon, right?”

“Yes.”

Fisher lowered his notepad. “That’s what I thought. I don’t get it, why call you that? What am I missing here?”

More details started flooding back, Fisher’s questions jiggling scraps of memory into consciousness. “The only thing I can think of is they’re confusing my research . . .”

Fisher readied himself to take a note. “Yeah? Go on.”

“I work with stem cells. But not fetal stem cells.”

Fisher set down his notepad, sat back, crossed his legs. “Back up. I need some background information. I have to confess, I’ve never understood what stem cells are.”

Ritter searched for an easy way to explain the difficult concept to someone with a limited background in biology. “They’re primitive cells that have the potential to become any other cell in the body like heart, spleen, kidney, bone. They’re found at all ages: embryos, children, on up to adults. You have some in your bone marrow right now. But the ones I use are from mice. Not humans.”

“Mice?”

“Yeah, it’s a long story, but basically it’s a political solution. What we really want to do is use stem cells to replace dead neurons in dementia patients. To a large extent, a stem cell’s plasticity depends on where you get them. The ones from embryos have the greatest transformative potential. The ones from a fetus are more limited. Stem cells from adults are the most limited.

“Scientists didn’t even know about these cells until 1971, when they found them in mice. Since then, they’ve been used to treat diseases. Cancer is one. Sometimes a cancer patient’s bone marrow can be destroyed by chemotherapy and radiation. The marrow can be replaced by injecting stem cells into the marrow. But here’s the problem: the most versatile stem cells come from embryonic and fetal tissue, and some religious groups object to using it and have managed to block their use. Politicians cave pretty quickly when it involves fetuses. We can grow embryonic stem cells in tissue culture but they’ve blocked this too. This has really thrown a monkey wrench in several life-saving applications—like growing cultured stem cells into specific organ tissues, a kidney for example.”

Fisher seemed to be following. He said, “Interesting stuff. But you can’t grow a brain, can you?”

Jon laughed. “No. It’s easy to grow mice stem cells into cells that appear to be neurons, but the problem is they don’t form connections—synapses—that transfer information from cell to cell. That’s what Wayne and I’ve been working on. Just recently we solved this problem with a special mixture of hormone-like chemicals called nerve growth factors that dictate how cells grow. We just recently proved it works in monkeys. So our next step is to do it with real patients.”

Fisher thought about that a moment. “Clearly you have nothing to do with human fetal tissue, right. So why call you ‘baby killer’?”

“Only thing I can think of is he had the wrong guy.”

“Not if he called you by name, knew your phone number and car, and knew where to find you when you’d be alone. Obviously, they’ve been tracking you. What you’re working on, does it have anything to do with babies?”

“No.” Ritter laughed at the absurdity. “We’re way on the other end of the spectrum. Sure, we use stem cells, but to treat Alzheimer’s. Our ultimate goal is to implant mice stem cells in human brains but we haven’t actually done that yet. That’s coming. So that’s how I know these guys are mistaken. That ‘baby killer’ thing is ridiculous. Doesn’t make sense.”

“Okay, so maybe they’re misinformed, I’ll grant you that, but the facts are: these guys are dangerous and they targeted you. Until we can find out who they are and stop them, my advice is to do as they say and stop your work.”

Jon clenched his jaw, driving another railroad spike through his temple. His right eye felt about to explode. He groaned.

Fisher asked, “Say what?”

“I can’t shut down my work.”

“Why not?”

Jon’s anger erupted. “They killed a man in cold blood for what? Nothing! Shot him down like he was nothing. I’m not going to allow . . .” Pain forced him to stop and focus on calming down. This was killing him. He muttered, “Besides, it’s not simply my decision. It’s Wayne’s too.”

Fisher said, “Word of advice?”

Jon’s anger started bubbling over. “Advice? I don’t want any goddamn advice. I want those bastards hunted down and buried in a maximum security hole forever. I want to see them fry.” The headache started sending flashes across his vision. He groped for the call light. “Aw shit!” He needed more codeine.

Fisher said, “Hey look, I know you’re angry. For good reason, too. But you need to understand something. These assholes are certified fanatics. And fanatics don’t understand the concept of reasonable. That’s what makes them dangerous. Do not mess with them. Do what they say. In the meantime, we’ll find out who they are and eliminate the threat. Once we do that, you’re free to continue working. Okay?”

That did it. Up on both elbows now, Jon raised his voice. “No, that’s not okay. What I didn’t mention is that NIH just gave us the green light to do our first patients. You know how long we’ve worked for this?” He didn’t wait for an answer because it wasn’t a question. “Ten years! Ten goddamn years! And you want me to throw that away?”

The nurse hurried into the room, arms out, hands waving, “Whoa, calm down,” and shot Fisher a withering scowl.

Jon continued, “They killed Gabe, goddamn it! Blew him away like he was nothing more than an inconvenience. Now you want me to turn around and walk away! That’s bullshit.”

The nurse placed both hands on his shoulders, pushing him gently back against the pillows. “Please, Dr. Ritter, calm down.”

More throbbing bore into him, taking away the urge to scream. He muttered, “I need another codeine. Make it two.”

“I’ll get them, but you need to calm down.” She released him and pulled the blood pressure cuff from a wire basket on the wall, wrapping it around his arm.

Jon settled into the bed while the nurse checked his pressure, the image of Gabe’s murder still flashing through his mind. Fisher stood facing the window. Right now, Jon told himself, the most important thing was to nail the sons of bitches who killed Gabriel. Taking out his frustration and anger on Fisher would accomplish nothing.

The nurse ripped loose the Velcro, folded the cuff into a bundle, stuffed it back into the wall holder. “I’ll be right back with your meds.”

Jon wanted to say something to Fisher, a fresh start to the conversation, but before the words came, Fisher asked, “Can we continue?”

Jon liked the way the man said it, without a hint of accusation, as if he really did understand his anger. “Let me ask you something. The way you started out, you sounded like there might be some doubt it’s the Avengers. That true? Are you convinced it really was the Avengers?”

Fisher seemed to weigh his answer and dropped back into the chair. “There’re things about the attack that don’t fit with the Avengers.”

“Like?”

“Getting that close to their victim. They’ve never done that before. The other murders were long-range assassinations with a rifle.”

When Jon didn’t say anything, Fisher added, “And their note didn’t wash.”

“Then why think it’s them? And if there’s a chance it isn’t, why tell me to stop working?”

Fisher looked at his shoes a moment. “I assume you haven’t seen their website?”

Website? Did assassins keep websites? “No.”

“Well, they have one. They post potential targets on it. Pictures, personal information, the crimes they claim their targets are guilty of. I guess it’s supposed to be a warning of sorts, because when they hit someone a big red X appears over the picture.”

He still didn’t get the point. “Yeah? So?”

“Your profile was posted a week ago.”

Jon was stunned. Took a moment for the implication to hit. “A week ago? Jesus! You’ve known about it for a week and didn’t say anything?”

Fisher nodded but didn’t look up. “There’s a national task force assigned to them. It monitors the site twenty-four, seven.”

The pressure in his head came back with a vengeance. “In other words, yes, you knew about it.”

Fisher shrugged, finally looked him in the eye, but without conviction. “Hey, lighten up. There’re over fifty profiles up there.”

“Why didn’t anyone warn me?” A fresh bolt of pain knocked him back onto the pillows.

Fisher shrugged and glanced away. “For the reasons we just discussed, we didn’t consider you a high risk.”

“I—” He became speechless, thinking, if he’d been warned, Gabe might still be alive. He yelled, “GODDAMNIT Get out of my sight.”

Fisher set a business card on the bedside table, tapped it with a finger. “Here’s my contact information. You’re righteously angry. I completely get it. I feel for your loss. But when you calm down, consider two things: the best way to take down Lippmann’s killers is to help us. Also, you need to understand—and this is really important, so listen—the persons responsible for his death know a lot about you. For them to call your office and con you down to the garage indicates careful planning. Bottom line is they know a lot more about you than you know about them. Meaning you’re vulnerable. What I’m saying is, don’t do anything that’ll put you back in their crosshairs. Don’t tempt them.”

Eyes closed, Jon tried to relax to relieve the pain. Fisher’s words made sense, but he didn’t want to hear anymore. The bastard knew but never warned him. “Get the hell out of my room.”
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