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Chapter 1

The Art and Science of Intercourse
Dr. Manfred Lindquist started his seminar precisely the same way he had for the last ten years.
“I have an intense interest in intercourse.”
He paused there for the usual chuckles while holding a practiced grin. His ever-present internal voice said, "These silly people, look at them all acting as if that was funny, they're so predictable.”
He then continued with his “shtick”, “I have had the good fortune of several deeply penetrating insights into my chosen field of research...”
(more laughter)
“...and I would like to share some of those with you today.”
At this point there was usually an audience response, even from these dreary academics, that amounted to a polite smattering of applause. Today was just such a day and Manfred maintained his practiced smile as long as the audience was willing to coddle him.
The famous Dr. Lindquist then launched into an hour-long discussion of pudenda, vulvae, sperm, ova, and every other possible feature or phenomenon related to, in any way, the act of intercourse. The fact that the model system was nothing more than a simple worm with a complex name, the nematode Caenorhabditis elegans, did not in the least inhibit the howls from the audience as the master orator wove together great science and toilet humor.
The entire time, as always, Manfred’s internal voice generated a cynical counterpoint to every revelation emerging from his lips. He had lost all enthusiasm of this part of the job and the only thing that got him though the endless seminars was his private cynicism and the ten thousand dollar honorariums.
Dr. Lindquist was a strikingly handsome world renowned developmental geneticists whose work had produced a number of drugs that helped flaccid men and arid women achieve that which they most sought: intercourse. Although he still enjoyed the science and collegial accolades associated with rock star status he despised the media attention and the inordinate focus on the most banal of human issues, the mechanics of delivering sperm to egg. It irritated him to no end that this simple act had become the primary focus of half the world’s population and the basis for multi-billion dollar pharmaceutical and Internet porn industries. 
As he approached the end of his presentation Manfred launched into yet another of his cliché sexual innuendos.
“Now it is perhaps unfortunate for some creatures that the act of intercourse is all they apparently live for and, in fact, immediately precedes their death. In this instance the mechanics of moving DNA forward in time has completely dominated any social evolution that might have created opportunities for, shall we say, a tad more sexual experimentation”
(laughter)
“Fortunately,” he continued, “we humans do not suffer that evolutionary misstep. We can enjoy thousands of sexual events in a single lifetime, should one be so lucky.”
(laughter)
“So, in conclusion I would just like to give you the unnecessary reminder that while many animals have sex and die, I, like most of you, am more interested in meeting women who are dying to have sex!”
Uproarious laughter and applause followed this obvious and somewhat strained wordplay, after which Manfred entertained the many questions that invariably followed one of his seminars.
Finally, after the handshakes and the necessary post seminar schmoozing Manfred headed, as quickly as was politically acceptable, to his hotel room to rest secure in the knowledge that tomorrow morning he would be on a plane heading west, leaving Boston far behind and ferrying him to the sanctuary of his laboratories in the Molecular Biology Building on the southern campus of UCLA.
 
***

Chapter 2

Pimp School
Dumond looked at the clock. Two in the afternoon, time for work. He headed to Santa Monica where he would be stationed for the next few days, monitoring his business activities. Despite the prediction of rain by early evening it was a hot day, almost hot enough for Dumond to shed his long overcoat. Almost. Being a top tier pimp had several prerequisites and one of them was being able to look like a pimp. That required stereotypical dress and behavior no matter what the weather. So Dumond stood in the eighty-degree heat grateful for the ocean breeze now that that he had made the transition from downtown LA to the coastal corridor. No small accomplishment that. It took years of hard work, negotiations, compromise and, occasionally, necessary violence to get to this highly prized territory. But Dumond was the acknowledged king of the hill for now and the industry knew it. Standing on Ocean Avenue he carried out business. His employees rolled up in various cars or on foot, made their deposit, received a fractional withdrawal, and off they went to satisfy the loin lust of an enormous cross section of Southern Californian humanity. Dumond noted the usual locals, people he saw nearly every day, including a young man who had been perched on a wall across the street for the last few months. Just sitting there, taking in the air and the view, eating meals, and scribbling in a notepad.
“What the hell does that little bastard want anyway?” he muttered to himself. “That dude has been there too damn long!”
Dumond strode over to the kid, noting his well-muscled six-foot plus frame, very calm demeanor, and a kiss-shaped bullet wound in the right cheek of his otherwise perfect leading man face 
Dumond said, “Can I help you somehow?”
The kid was surprisingly polite, saying, “No thanks sir, I got it.”
“You got what exactly?” said Dumond.
The kid smiled sideways and said, “I got it covered, that’s all Mr. Presley.”
Dumond was momentarily taken aback by both the kid’s congeniality and knowledge of his name.
“How the hell do you know my name?” said Dumond, feigning irritability.
“Well sir, I make it my business to learn everything I can about people I wish to emulate someday.”
Dumond was now more than a little taken aback. He looked at the kid square in the eyes trying to unveil a motive, some hidden and surely undesirable agenda. But all he saw was intelligence and sincerity. This kid was, apparently, putting himself through pimp school with Dumond as the primary instructor. 
Dumond said, “Kid, I’ve been in this business for over twenty years and the last thing I need is some youngster trying to weasel in on my territory. I won’t let that happen. Am I getting through?”
“Yessir Mr. Presley. Loud and clear. I’ll just sit here and take a few notes, if you don’t mind.”
“Hell yes I mind.” said Dumond. “I mind a lot! I’m not selling popsicles to little kids you know, I got serious business to attend to, people to care for and lots of stress and obligations. Having you staring at me just adds to my pile of stressful influences, you know what I am saying?”
Despite his tirade, Dumond was impressed with both the composure and the business-like attitude of this kid who was, in actual fact, a young man in his early twenties. He took a couple breaths to calm down, his irritability having become real.
“Look son, what is your name?”
“Darcy. Darcy Dees.”
Dumond pondered this response and countered, “You’re kidding me, right?” 
“No sir.”
“Darcy Dees?”
“Yes sir”
“Really?”
“Really sir.”
“You in the military or something?”
“Yes sir, just got out six months ago.”
Well, I’m not your drill sergeant so you can hold off on the ‘sirs,” got it?”
“Yes sir.” just the barest shadow of a grin showing on Darcy’s placid face.
Dumond was taking an uncharacteristic liking to Darcy. In this profession it was best to never form personal relationships because they always, always screwed up the business. But for some reason, deep down in his subconscious, Dumond had a flicker of an idea of which he was not even yet aware, and that fermenting idea manifest itself at the conscious level as an unusual degree of trust.
“Look Darcy, I got shit to do. You sit there and watch but...wait! You’re not vice are you?” Dumond exclaimed suddenly.
Dumond was kicking himself, what a sucker! If this kid was vice Dumond deserved to go to jail for being a complete idiot.
“No sir, not at all. I mean, I got an honorable from the army but I’m not one to be overly burdened by an excess of rules and regulations, you know?”
“Yeah, I totally know. Cool. Sit there, be quiet, do not interfere with me in any way and we will be fine. If I have any misgivings at all, though, I will have you removed, either willingly or forcibly, in the blink of an eye. You got that?”
“Yes sir. I know how you operate and I definitely do not want to be on the receiving end of your considerable wrath.”
Dumond was, again, taken aback at this kid’s acumen. While loathing violence, it was part of the job and a part at which Dumond was especially proficient. Without knowing exactly to what Darcy was referring, Dumond could imagine any number of instances in which he might have been forced to act somewhat aggressively to protect his merchandise and livelihood. No matter, as long as Darcy knew that Dumond did whatever was necessary when push came to shove, it would be fine.
“OK, later Darcy, be cool”
“Always,” said Darcy as he hopped effortlessly back up onto the wall and Dumond turned and walked back to his corner.
“G’dam kid better not be trouble, I got all I need,” muttered Dumond as his attention turned to a black HumVee with tinted windows all around pulling up to the curb. The door opened and Glo, one of Dumond’s stable, exited. She glanced back at the Hummer as the door closed, winked, then strode over to Dumond. Quickly looking around she reached into her pursed and pulled out a roll of one hundred dollar bills, ten of them, handed them to Dumond and kissed his cheek. Dumond pulled four hundreds off of the roll and handed them back to Glo. Forty percent, no questions asked. She could have had another thousand in her purse but that was not likely. If you worked with Dumond, you had made the top cut in prostitution, you knew the rules and you followed them. Forty percent, plus protection, plus health benefits, plus Dumond, it was a sweet deal.
Dumond glanced at Darcy, still sitting across the street. A big grin on Darcy’s face and a brief thumbs up. Dumond turned away instantly, “Kid’s going to get me arrested.”
“What?” said Glo?
“Uh, oh, nothing. Just thinking about business,” was Dumond’s weak reply.
“Well, that’s something we got in common,” said Glo as she turned and started walking down the Avenue, apparently still on the job. In this business the hours worked were your own concern. Money earned was all that counted.
 
***

Chapter 3

Business Plan
 
One long leg, then another, emerged from a blue E-class Mercedes. Shaunlese was a stunner. One of his best girls, always honest, on time with the cash and abnormally intelligent. Dumond watched her engage in a parting conversation with the customer.
He always called them customers, not ‘johns’ or ‘tricks’ some other vernacular title. Because to him this was business and they were his bread and butter. They were his customers. They bought, rented really, his merchandise. Dumond had no problem considering his stable of twelve girls to be his merchandise. He loved them, cared for them, kept them in tip top health, and ran the best, if not the biggest, operation in greater Los Angeles. They brought him well over a million dollars a year net and in return he let them keep forty percent of their earnings and provided all kinds of perks plus the critical protection that a prostitute required to survive in LA. Moreover, Dumond also set up annuities for each girl with a target of one million dollars in capital in ten years so that his girls could retire relatively young and actually try to have quasi-normal lives. Of course the human factor created quite the challenge for Dumond in many cases. Drugs, dishonesty, and death all played a roll in the final accounting but the bottom line with Dumond's business code of ethics was that he wanted his girls to work ten good years, become millionaires and retire. 
Shaunlese could have been anything. Smart enough to go to school and get an MBA, Ph.D., or even an M.D. degree, not that she needed one. She had looks that dropped customers in their tracks. Hella long legs and athletic, but with a feminine face, large lips, almond eyes. The best of the best. She and Dumond had an excellent working relationship. Far superior to, by Dumond’s estimate anyway, 75% of those Holy Christian, until death do us part, marriages that spawned Dumond's customer base.
“‘Sup Shaunlese, good night?” said Dumond as she oscillated toward him. Tonight she was sporting ultra low ride jeans and a form fitting peasant blouse with no undercarriage support, giving the garment a life of its own. Her brilliant white teeth shown like a spot light as she approached.
“Heck yeah,” she said. Shaunlese rarely used vulgar language. 
“Great night! “Tommy tipped me a C-note for no good reason.”
She held out a hand full of rolled up paper currency totaling a little over five hundred dollars. Dumond extracted two hundred and fifty and, without counting, gave Shaunlese the rest. Dumond was a multi-millionaire, had been for the last two decades. He figured that Shaunlese was on her way to breaking seven figures. She planned to quit the trade at a two million and thirty years of age, and focus on her many hobbies, which included tennis, writing, music and physics. Marriage and family were not in the picture, although adoption was of some interest, assuming that society could handle it.
“Dumond said, “So what is up for the rest of the evening. More work or you going to do something fun?”
Most pimps would be hollering at their girl, forcing them to max out the income and keeping them tethered via a drug habit, but Dumond was offended by even the thought of that approach. He loved his merchandise and cared for them like an art connoisseur might pamper a Van Gogh.
“I have a lot of energy, business is good, so I figure one more client and I will call it a night.”
“Very good,” said Dumond, “I’ll be here until about two this morning then I have a few tasks to handle before hitting the sack. If I don’t catch you tonight I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Shaunlese gave Dumond a light kiss on the cheek, turned, and walked away while Dumond admired the anatomical miracle that she was. Although he found her, and his other girls, very attractive, his policy was to never cross the line. The merchandise was for the customers. He had plenty of girlfriend opportunities when desired but most of the time these days he found himself fully content flying solo. It was not a lack of interest in women, love or sex. It was an intense intellectual curiosity about life that kept his brain happy. His IQ was measured at Compton High School to be one hundred seventy-five. He was a bona fide genius and was considered to be an athletic and intellectual prodigy. If they only knew that his chosen path for the last twenty years was not something he learned about from professional educators, at least not directly.
 
***

Chapter 4

Things That Swing
There was something seductive about neon and rain. Perhaps it was the fact that you got two of everything for the price of one. Or maybe it was the additional level of chaos and disorientation that fed prurient excitement. 
The rain had moved in as predicted and the streets were black, slick, and shiny. The girls were out in abundance, as always in this neighborhood. Boobs and ass were everywhere. Of course it took some courage to actually roll down the window and spout off something clever and unique like, “Hey, you working?” But Leonard was a pro. He had become addicted to sexual commerce in his early twenties after the military. Now he just viewed the scene the same way a Midwestern housewife viewed the cosmetic display at JC Penny. Merchandise with a clearly defined purpose. Perhaps he was an enlightened being, or maybe just more scum.
Leonard liked the familiarity that he had with this neighborhood and the women. He had “transacted” with virtually every prostitute within a square mile of the intersection of Ocean Avenue and Santa Monica Boulevard. All colors, all shapes, all smells, all personalities. Tonight he was looking for Shaunlese, a sculpted creature with that kind of allure that waxes and wanes but never ceases. 
“Ah, there you are.” he said aloud as he drove up the curb in his mid priced BMW. Rolling down the tinted side window Leonard said, “Hey Shaunlese, how are you doing tonight?”
Shaunlese put her charm on autopilot, leaning well into the window and exposing six inches of cleavage. 
“Heck of a nice evening, especially if you are a frog or some other water loving amphibian.”
That was what he loved about her, sexy and eclectic.
“Well if you are so inclined, hop on in and lets make an evening of it!”
Shaunlese entered the car gracefully, slowly, suggestively. She sat on the subtly heated leather and looked over at Leonard. An ugly man. No big deal, many of them were. At least he had the good grace to shave occasionally, and bathe!
They made idle chit chat as Leonard drove to a nearby Hotel called simply “The Crib.”
The proprietor knew them both, as he knew hundreds of hookers and customers after 20 years of running The Crib.
“So, what are you guys up to, gonna watch Oprah together?”
“Yeah, and make popcorn,” said Leonard.
After paying in advance for the room, Leonard and Shaunlese headed to door #36, encountering an of alcohol, tobacco, and human secretions that were the universal aphrodisiac in this profession. Leonard actually got a semi-erection from the smell, a conditioned response, just like Pavlov’s dogs.
Shaunlese slipped out of her out-of-doors attire, revealing a revealing undergarment that further complemented her already prodigious figure. She moved around the room seductively, fully aware of Leonard taking in every inch of the view. As she approached Leonard, who was sitting on the end of the bed, still in his clothes, she asked him if he would enjoy any ‘enhancements’ to their sexual episode.
“Sure,” he said, fully aware of the powers of the drugs Shaunlese was able to provide. She opened her authentic Gucci purse and pulled out a small plastic container with a snap open lid. Popping it open she tapped out a blue Viagra and another pill, purple in color and shaped like an hourglass.
“What is that one?” asked Leonard, eyeing the purple pill.
“That is something new, I just started using them with clients a few days ago. It is called ‘JacuMAB’ and so far the response has been massive.” She smiled, he smiled, and they both got it.
Leonard grabbed the JacuMAB and gulped it down with a swig of water from a plastic bottle also supplied by the ever-thoughtful Shaunlese. 
“Hey Shaunlese, how bout some ‘Fuck You’ pendulum action?”
She inwardly grimaced. Leonard was referring to the Foucault pendulum routine she did with her large swooping breasts. It boiled down to getting them to swing pendulously in front of the client, creating an almost mesmerizing effect. She had told Leonard in a previous session that these were her Foucault pendulums, referring to the pendulum experiments performed by the famous scientist Léon Foucault who used them to measure the rotation of the earth. Leonard, a nice guy who had climbed the white-collar ranks by excellent natural personality and management skills, but not raw intellect, misunderstood her and, having never had the benefit of an advanced education, thought she called them Fuck You pendulums. Hence the reference thereto.
“Sure Leonard, and it’s Foucault, remember? I told you how he used pendulums to calculate the rotational velocity of the Earth.”
“Yeah, sure, whatever you say. How about calculating the velocity of my cock?”
This was the kind of nonsensical commentary to which she had grown accustomed in seven years of work in this trade. She swung her breasts in his face and crotch as he became increasingly animated and stripped off his clothes. Soon they were engaged in intercourse, she on top doing all of the work for which she would be considerably rewarded. 
“Wow, I am really glowing,” said Leonard. “My cock feels rock hard.”
He was not fishing for the usual male ego rub, he was, in fact, reporting that the purple pill she had given him had taken effect. His penis was harder than it had ever been and, indeed, a full inch longer and significantly girth-enhanced due to the tremendous increase in vascular dilation, blood retention, and general swelling brought on by the pill.
“Shaunlese was fully aware of this phenomena and had observed it with several other purple pill popping clients. Her scientific mind was racing thinking about not only the increased frictional coefficient of her vaginal walls in the face of hyper-engorged men, but also wondering how the hell this new drug actually worked.
After a good thirty minutes of various sexual acts and a final mutual (as far as Leonard was concerned, anyway) orgasm, Leonard sat back and wiped his brow. 
“Holy crap, that was amazing. I’m ready to go again!”
But then he suddenly froze, touched his forehead and exclaimed, “I get it!”
“You get what?” asked Shaunlese.
“I get the pendulum, Foucault’s pendulum. It swings in a stationary planar frame while the earth spins and so it knocks over pegs in regular intervals as the earth rotates beneath it. Fucking amazing!”
Shaunlese thought to herself that is freaking amazing. Nice guy and all, but no genius. This sudden enlightenment was wholly unexpected. What the hell is going on with these pills?
Leonard was all smiles about his massive intellectual and physiological erections when he suddenly jolted sideways and fell off the bed. Shaunlese was momentarily shocked, but within ten seconds she had ascertained that he was not breathing and began administering CPR while hitting speed dial “1” on her cell phone. Dumond picked up on the second ring and she said, “Client down, heart attack” and hung up. 
Exactly seven minutes later she heard sirens and soon thereafter a vigorous knock on the door. She was still working on Leonard but left him long enough to get to the door and open it, running back and continuing the CPR without even looking up at the paramedics as then entered and assessed the situation.
“We got it,” said a handsome thirty-something man as he began his protocol and Shaunlese backed away. Knowing that there would be questions she did not even consider bolting. The police knew her, and if she were arrested - it had happened before - Dumond would have her out on bail in under an hour.
The paramedics worked on Leonard for fifteen minutes but were not able to get any signs of life out of him. Curiously his erection withstood all the activity and made its presence known like a tent pole when they covered him and carried him to the ambulance.
Shaunlese was, understandably, somewhat freaked out. Leonard was not obese, nor did he show any evidence of being a heart attack candidate. This kind of thing was known to happen, but not in Shaunlese’s personal experience. She screwed him to death. Crap.
The police were polite enough. This was not an unfamiliar scene, minus the corpse, of course. After asking her some questions, all of which she answered honestly, omitting only that there was a planned exchange of services for cash, they told her to stay in town (duh) and that a detective would be in touch. She gave them her second address and number. All of Dumond’s girls had two addresses and phone numbers, one for the police and the real one that nobody except Dumond knew about.
As soon as the police left, Dumond, who had been waiting outside when the paramedics arrived, entered the room and got the full story.
“Dumond, it’s that new drug, the JacuMAB, I just know it.”
“Hmmmm,” said Dumond, not offering much in terms of counterpoint to her hypothesis. Dumond was considering that he had two thousand of those pills on the street right now. So far maybe fifty clients have taken them and one death. Not statistically significant with that small sample, but something to keep in mind.
“Don’t sweat it Shaunlese. Be careful and make sure the clients are healthy. Offer them Viagra with this as an alternative if they push for it. My gut says that we don’t have enough data to draw any conclusions, yet.”
Shaunlese loved how Dumond was able to stay calm and do calculations in his head like a seasoned pro. She suspected that he might have some formal education well above and beyond the usual GED of the standard pimp. However, the topic had never been discussed.
Dumond took Shaunlese to her private home in the Hollywood Hills and suggested that she kick it for the rest of the evening and get in touch with him tomorrow. She had her wits about her now but agreed that a night off was good every so often. Dumond left in an M-series BMW and she drew a hot bath in her porcelain Jacuzzi. She slowly submerged her body in the frothing water and vegetated for a good thirty minutes. After that it was some quick nighttime primping and off to eight hours of solid sleep in her purple feather bed. She dreamed of atoms, molecules, forces and purple pills.
 
***

Chapter 5

Nano Notables
As he circled the campus looking for a parking place, Dumond pondered the value of this piece of land. UCLA was planted on a sweet acreage just a few miles from the Pacific Ocean and bordering the ultra rich residential neighborhoods of Brentwood to the west, Bel Air to the North, Westwood to the south, and Beverly Hills to the east.
“Damn great location,” he thought as he found a meter giving him thirty minutes of parking for two dollars in quarters. He always carried fifty dollars in quarters in his cars since he spent a lot of time on the street and needed to be able to park virtually anywhere in LA.
He walked into the medical complex and through it exiting into the courtyard and on to the California Nano Systems Institute (CNSI). As he entered the building he felt a wave of nostalgia, having been trained two decades ago as a molecular biologist on the cutting edge of the science now called nanoscience. Had it not been for one small bump in the road he would probably be leading a top tier research group in a building such as this. But today he was a visitor looking for an old friend and mentor.
He had dressed in casual academic standard, khaki pants (tailored nicely), brown leather wing tips, a white sport shirt open at the neck, and his favorite tweed sport coat. He looked like a Nobel Prize winner, or at least the male super model version of one.
He found the office of Professor J. P. Finder, and knocked.
“Come in!” was the muffled response.
Dumond opened the door into a large office with south facing windows and walls completely covered with bookshelves. Nearly every horizontal surface was stacked with papers, books and models of molecules. The one exception was Dr. Finder’s desk, which, instead, had only a relative smattering of books and papers, with the other portions occupied by four gigantic computer monitors and a very elaborate sound system.
Dumond smiled and put out his hand as Dr. Finder and his eyebrows rose in unison.
“Dumond! Wow, what are you doing here? You look fantastic!” said the Professor.
“Hi Jake, I was in the ‘hood, so I thought I would stop in and see how your nanomachines were treating you. From the looks of all these preprints on your desk I gather that your publication record is still the standard that all the other mere mortal scientists strive to achieve.”
“Ha ha, funny Dumond. You know that no matter how much we publish and how much we are funded it’s never enough. I should have worked on aging, and then at least I could be shooting myself full of human growth hormone and testosterone to put off the inevitable and have a better chance of getting some of this work finished. I have more shit on my plate than you could begin to imagine, but it is all good!”
Using Jake’s first name and hearing professorial expletives like “shit” were reserved only for the inner circle of Jake’s friends and former students. And, of course, for those times when the stuffed shirt arrogance of academia needed a little kick in the pants, a trait for which Jake P. Finder was legendary. He had once told the University President to “suck my balls” when the President was being a complete fool about some minor administrative nonsense regarding one of Jake’s companies and needed to be jerked back into reality. Jake told him to quit “fucking his hand” and instead focus on the more critical issues like facilitating the acquisition of grant funding and technology transfer, the lifeblood of the University. The President had been unable to generate a come back comment on the spot, but within a week Jake received a call from the technology transfer office saying that they would accept his licensing terms for a technology he had invented in his laboratory and wanted to commercialize in a start-up company. Jake was the quintessential modern day professor, part time academic, part time businessman, and full time scientific entrepreneur.
After a few more minutes of catching up Dumond, ever appreciative of another busy man’s limited time, said, “Jake, I have a quick question for you and if the answer is no, just say so, no harm done.”
“No, you cannot fuck my wife,” was Jake’s instant straight-faced response.
Dumond cracked a big smile. Jake had one of the world’s finest trophy wives and was the envy of most of his heterosexual male peers.
“Damn, and I had a hard on and everything!”
Jake laughed and said, ”Seriously, ask away, I gotta run to a lecture in two minutes ago.”
Dumond pulled one of the purple pills out of his pocket and handed it to Jake, “Ever see one of these.”
Jake examined the pill carefully, holding it up to the light scratching it with his finger nail and even touching it to his tongue and said, “Nope, what is it?”
Dumond said, “That’s what I want to figure out. It is a new drug that seems to have been leaked onto the street and I cannot get a lead on what it actually is, you have any idea?”
Jake never asked irrelevant questions like, “And how the hell did you happen to come by this new street drug?” but instead took the pill and put it under a light microscope that he kept on his desk.
“Not a single marking.”
He flipped a switch and suddenly the light illuminating the pill moved from the top to the side. This had the effect of creating a “dark field” image of the pill which now shown brightly as it was contrasted against a jet-black background.
“Wait a minute, check this out!”
Dumond leaned over and adjusted the eyepieces for his wide set eyes. A moment later he said, “What do you think that is, it’s so tiny, it can’t be any kind of standard micro-encoding, right?”
Jake got a wry smile and said, “Exactly. Take this to the AFM lab and tell Eugene Furster that you need a quick scan, contact mode in air; I think you might be surprised at what you see. If it’s not much on the first pass, ask him to try magnetic mode imaging and tell him that I have authorized you to put this ahead of everything. If I am not back when you are done, drop me an email with the results or give me a call so we can discuss them.”
“Thanks a million Jake, I really appreciate your help.”
“No sweat man, and when you are ready to come back to work, you let me know, I have a new start-up that needs a killer CEO with exactly your skill set.”
As Jake sprinted down the hall to his lecture Dumond had to chuckle at the idea of his pimping skills being “exactly” what Jake’s new nanoscience company needed, but, hey, you never know...
Dumond headed down the hallway, exceptionally well lit by the light from the atrium that occupied a large portion of the center of the building, and found a door labeled “Atomic Force Microscopy Facility.” Hand scrawled underneath in blue pen was “nanodope bi-atch!” Apparently some graduate student “gangsta” had too much time on his or her hands. 
Dumond did not knock. He opened the door and stepped into a one thousand square foot laboratory mostly occupied by bungee cord suspensions systems, floating air tables, and a million dollars of atomic force microscope, or AFM, equipment. The typical AFM, surprisingly to most people, was about the size of a Folger’s coffee can, but about ten thousand times more expensive. The peripheral computers and controlling electronics made the technology slightly more impressive to the naive eye, but the actual heart of an AFM was a microscopic stylus that touched or probed or tugged or manipulated a sample with atomic scale precision. Everything else was the necessary baggage to allow that simple little needle to do its thing.
Dumond recognized Dr. Eugene Furster, a tall, bald, slightly stooped and serious looking geek with permanent black circles under his eyes. 
“Dr. Furster,” said Dumond, approaching the bench at which the good doctor was working.
“Yes,” said Eugene, not looking up from the delicate device in his hands.
“Jake sent me here to ask you to have a look at a sample. He said to put this ahead of everything else.”
Eugene now stopped what he was doing and cocked his head sideways, clearly with some difficulty, as he took a look at Dumond. Dumond had purposely used Jake’s first name to shock Eugene into attention, which it did. Even his colleagues referred to Jake as Dr. Finder unless they were the closest of associates and long time friends.
After a short stare down, Eugene said, “And you are...?”
“Dumond Presley, a friend of Jake’s from way back in the day,” said Dumond, holding out five purple pills in his left hand.
“Ah, Dumond, got it. OK,” said Eugene, shifting his interest to Dumond’s hand and the intriguing sample within.
“What have we got here?” said Eugene, no longer the least bit interested in the social interrogation now that a scientific opportunity had arisen.
“This is the sample. It’s a pharmaceutical of unknown origin and Jake suspects that a tiny birefringent spot he saw on one of them may contain information of value,” said Dumond.
Eugene was nonplussed by Dumond’s mastery of scientific jargon and instantly began to mount one of the pills in an optical microscope. After a few moments of observation he said, “Ah, there it is, I see it.”
He took a sharp pointed metal pin and touched the pill near the location of the small birefringent spot, making a scratch.
“This’ll help me find it in the AFM.” 
He took the pill to the nearest AFM and mounted it carefully so the scratch was on top, then placed the stylus in the instrument and began making mechanical and computer adjustments. In less than three minutes there was a “beep” and a line-by-line scan of the surface of the pill began to emerge on the computer screen. Eugene continued in this vein for thirty minutes, collecting several scans at different magnification levels. Dumond sat back and watched silently, absorbed in the science and technology.
Eugene turned to Dumond and said, “There is something there but it’s just a small indentation, nothing profound, no code or any information I can see, yet.”
Dumond’s expression did not alter one nanometer.
Eugene continued, ”But I’ve got some ideas and it will take me a few hours to do some additional probing. How about I call you and Dr. Finder when I have a complete data set?”
“Sound great.” 
Then, remembering his conversation with Jake, Dumond said, “Snd Jake suggested some magnetic mode imaging.”
“Right, exactly what I was thinking,” muttered Eugene.
Dumond rose on cue and moved toward the door.
“Oh, here is my card,” handing his matte black business card to Eugene. 
Use that number if you don’t mind, or the email, or text me.”
Eugene glanced at the card that was far too elegant to be that of an academic, but was so engrossed in the current scientific challenge that he had no spare neurons to contemplate what line of work Dumond moght be in.
“Sure, sure, will do,” said Eugene, turning back to his AFM. “Nice to meet you.” he said absent-mindedly as Dumond opened the door and left the lab.
Dumond headed out of the building and back to his car, stopping for a yogurt and some bottled water in the infamous “bomb shelter” food service structure in the center of the courtyard. He was getting more and more curious about those little purple pills. 
As he approached his car, today he was driving the Porsche GT3, he thought about his years at UCLA. He had migrated straight from Compton High School to UCLA at age sixteen and rushed thorough his undergraduate education while still finding time for an intense internship with Jake Finder. He graduated with a Bachelors/Masters combined degree in Molecular Nanotechnology at age twenty and had several first author publications under his belt. He was headed toward a Ph.D. program and scientific fame when fate intervened and sent him in a diametrically opposed trajectory. Here he was twenty years later, wealthy, comfortable and insatiably curious, but unable to ever fully uncork the formidable intellect with which he had been gifted.
He shook his head to clear his mind as he started the Porsche and enjoyed the murmur of the perfectly tuned four hundred and fifty horsepower miracle of engineering sitting just a few feet behind him. He had to get back to work; the purple pills would have to take a back seat until he heard from Eugene, which, it turned out, would not be very long at all.
 
***

Chapter 6

Little Clues
Eugene was stammering, “Dumond,” his voice cracked over the cellphone, “you gotta see this, it’s incredible!”
Dumond had just complete two transactions with his girls and had a fresh six hundred dollars in his front left pocket. He had to collect from three more ladies before the day was over, but Eugene sounded so frantic that he decided to do something crazy. He motioned to Darcy Dees, always present, watching, taking notes, learning the trade.
Darcy’s head sprung up, surprised. He pointed to himself and mouthed “Me?”
Dumond continued his summoning wave and Darcy sprinted across the street.
“‘Sup Dumond, you need something?”
“Yeah, and don’t fuck this up.”
Darcy nodded, eager, but not too eager. Dumond liked this.
Dumond said, ”Look, I have three ladies that are supposed to meet me here in the next two hours. I have an important errand to run and I want you to collect their money. Do exactly as I am telling you, you understand?”
“Sure do,” said Darcy
“One white girl, an Asian and a black. I will call them so they know that you are cool. Your job is to do precisely this. You take the money they give you. You then give them back forty per cent of that amount. Not ten, not twenty, and not thirty. Forty, got it?”
“I have it Dumond, easy.”
“One more thing,” said Dumond, “and I only say this once, ever. I will know exactly how much you are holding if you do this right and you will give all of that money to me when I get back here. To the penny. No excuses.”
“Dumond, look man, I’ve seen you work, I know the drill, you will get what you expect and no fuck ups, ever,” said Darcy, parroting Dumond’s lightly veiled threat.
Dumond had to check his internal sanity calibration, trusting this kid with nine hundred dollars was no small matter. But he had a sense about Darcy and, what’s more, he had a sense about the future. Even though the details had not bubbled up to his conscious mind yet, he was well tuned to the resonances between people and through time. Somehow he felt comfortable that trusting Darcy was the right thing to do, and he always followed his intuition.
As he drove back to UCLA the sun was setting and the lights of Westwood were being energized. He called his girls and told them about Darcy. All three were shocked but understood and would comply because in the pimp business, Dumond was the pinnacle. If he said something was good, it was good.
He had a little more trouble parking this time around. The evening in Westwood brought out the students and the rich people bent on yet another Gucci bag or Botox treatment. He eventually found a spot at a loading dock on campus and, fully acknowledging that he would be ticketed, parked the yellow GT3 against a brick wall. Having spent plenty of hours on foot on this campus, he knew the “alternative” pathways in and around the buildings and quickly arrived at the Niño Systems building, only to find it locked.
“Fuck,” he muttered, grabbed his Blackberry, and hit the redial button for Eugene. The phone rang six times and Eugene answered in the middle of the seventh ring.
“Hello?”
“Eugene, it’s Dumond, I’m locked out man.”
“Oh, crap, I forgot. They lock the doors at five. I’ll be right there.”
“Makes a lot of sense, lock the doors when graduate students are just waking up,” thought Dumond.
The door flew open, causing Dumond to jump back to avoid being slammed in the face.
“Sorry, c’mon, you gotta check this out...it is awesome!”
Clearly Eugene was in his element. He was one of those guys who loved science. In fact, he loved it so much that he forwent the professorial path and chose the lab rat lifestyle despite his hundred and fifty-three publications and formidable grant-getting track record.
Eugene moved to the AFM and said,” I was just goofing around and replaced the regular tip with a magnetic probe. Check this out, it is sweet.”
He opened some files of images that looked like black words and numbers spelled out against an orange background. Each character was composed of black dots, like a dot matrix printer. Except, according to the scale bar, these dots were ten nanometers in diameter.
Eugene said, “You know that small birefringent area, well I scanned it in magnetic mode and started getting this freaking beautiful signal, so I scanned the whole thing and collected twenty images, then stitched them together, can you read it?”
“Hell yes I can read it,” said Dumond. There in front of him in plain English were the words “ZenPharm.LM4573.Lot23.April2012” followed by a bar code.
“ZenPharm,” said Dumond, ”I know that company, it’s a rising star biotech company working on angiogenesis and vascular disorders. I think Jake might even sit on their advisory board. They made a ton of money on an erectile dysfunction drug called BonzuMAB.”
He stopped there, not wanting to reveal more than necessary to Eugene at this point.
“He does,” said Eugene, “and so do I, but I have never seen this before. We are privy to everything they are doing, or so I thought!”
Dumond said, “I had better give Jake a call and see what gives.”
“No, if you don’t mind,” said Eugene, ”let me try first. This could be politically sensitive and I want to make sure that it is not my screw up or something. I take careful notes at every meeting and I don’t think I missed any, but you never now.”
“Sure thing, sounds reasonable,” said Dumond. Just give me the heads up as soon as you can, I need to sort this out right quick, if you get my drift.”
Eugene understood, but did not fully get the drift because he knew nothing about Dumond’s profession and the death of one of his lady’s clients.
Dumond headed back to his car, grabbed the fifty-dollar ticket off of the windshield and made a mental note to pay it tomorrow. ZenPharm was an interesting company. Of course, he had provided, through his girls, thousands of BonzuMAB tablets to his customers. But those were acquired from a dealer he had known for ten years. The guy had authentic scripts from physicians for the drugs and would sell them to Dumond, who then went to any pharmacy to have them filled. He never questioned how the dealer got the scripts he just paid handsomely for them and then again for the drugs, and booked both transactions as expenses in his private accounting that the IRS would never see on his tax returns. If the IRS ever did audit him, they would arrive at his small house in Fontana and he would have meticulous records of every Ebay transaction he did that year, and for the previous three years, flipping automobiles for small profits. Of course, he never touched any of these cars, that was all handled by one of his friends, who kept every penny they made, after taxes. 
Being a pimp was a complicated business.
 
***

Chapter 7

Head Banging
Skip Dirkin was an asshole of the highest caliber. He cheated in his scientific career, lied to the patent office, lied to the NIH, created companies on stolen intellectual property, and was, superficially at least, supremely successful. He had what Dumond called “big money” meaning in excess of one hundred million dollars. Some scientists got there the old fashioned way, they actually did something credible and even helped people. Skip got there the same way one gets to the top of any criminal pyramid, cheating, lying, intimidating and basically being a dick. But Skip was Dumond’s source for the purple pills and Dumond had to find out everything he could about his new and unusual drug. So he made the call and set up a meeting at a location of Skip’s choice. Mistake number one. Dumond spotted Skip across the weakly lighted room and approached. 
“S’up Dumond,” said Skip, attempting to sound street hip.
“Skip,” said Dumond, avoiding any unnecessary conversation.
They had agreed to meet by the LA airport in the world’s oldest XXX nudie bar. A place Skip frequented and Dumond hated. The inch thick dust mixed with sweat and spooge on the failing neon lights, the worn vertical poles the girls used, the term “girl” being extremely generous since most of these dancers were in their forties, at least. The disgusting, toothless, loser transients, drug addicts and general human low life interspersed with unsuspecting traveling businessmen and tourists from places like Amsterdam and Japan that constituted the clientele. Dumond would never in the longest possible stretch of entrepreneurial connectivity relate his business to this shit hole. No wonder Skip loved it here.
After a few minutes of silence as Skip ogled what could have been the most non-sensual stripper on the west coast Dumond said, “Look man, what is the deal with that purple pill. Is there anything I need to know about it?”
“Only that when I pop one of those,” said Skip, “I’m hung far better than you, much to the delight of the graduate student I’m boinking.”
Skip reach down and grabbed his less than impressive pudenda through his pants and shook it at the stripper, who totally ignored him.
“You sure there are no counter indications?” continued Dumond, ignoring Skip’s ludicrous crotch grab.
“Counter indications!” laughed Skip. “When did you graduate from med school? Hooray for affirmative action.”
Skip sipped his whiskey, ogled the sagging ass of the anemic dancer and chuckled at what he considered to be a clever quip.
Dumond was about one degree away from smacking this ignorant bastard and was sure that, despite Skip’s six-foot plus football player stature, there would be no significant repercussions. But he calmed himself, counted to ten, ten times over, and said,” Look man, I just need to get some information on the clinical trials and basic pharmacological action of this drug.”
Skip turned quickly in a flash of a temper that was infamous amongst his students and colleagues, “Look pimp, that shit is as good as it gets, you just do what I say and don’t try to get all Dr. Pimp on me, got it?”
In an instant Skip’s chair had been tilted back, his head cracking hard on the slimy cement floor. Dumond’s right knee was firmly positioned on Skip’s neck and Skip had already wet his pants.
“Listen to this clearly,” said Dumond in a slow, calm, serious tone, “I am a businessman and good business is based on trust and respect. I have neither for you because you are an arrogant asshole. Now, I need information on this new drug and you are going to give it to me. After that we are done doing business and if you do not walk out of here right now, you are done on this planet, got it?”
Skip, a true academic and total pussy at heart, had tears in his eyes as he stood slowly under Dumond’s sinister gaze.
“Look man, take it easy. Jesus, you gave me a concussion,” he said, rubbing his head. “I really do not have any information. I get the merchandise by courier from an unknown source.” 
He neglected to mention that one thousand dollars in cash was also included in each package.
“I don’t ask questions, I give the package directly to you, you pay me less than you should, and that is the whole deal.”
Dumond said, “How do I reach this courier?”
Skip hesitated, eyed Dumond, touched his head, and then pulled out his wallet, and from it, a shiny black business card.
“This is all I have,” said Skip, handing the card to Dumond.
Dumond looked at the card. It was a generic advertisement for the ‘Beverly Hills Auto Rental Corporation’, which was well known to him. The BHARC was actually a grungy auto rental shop on a triangular piece of real estate near the LA airport. The planes flew directly over that location about two thousand times a day, dumping toxic jet fuel on the cars and the customers. It was an LA miracle of business acumen that some immigrant figured out how to make a buck on a piece of land the size of a standard living room, and a good living at that. They even rented Bentleys for two thousand dollars a day. Often. 
Dumond flipped the card over, noting a scribbled phone number, and asked, “This the number?”
“Yeah.” said Skip.
“You sure you don’t have more information than this? Not a lot to go on,” said Dumond.
“Fuck no,” said Skip, regaining his arrogance just a bit. “That is all I have. I call the number, make the order, get the instructions for the drop, that is it.”
Dumond knew Skip was lying but figured that no matter what information he got out of this prick it was so tainted and convoluted that he would never be able to dissect out any elements of truth. Besides, if he needed to he could subject Skip to a street interrogation that was sure to usher forth some straight facts, but he was not that desperate, yet. He just wanted some of what he considered trivial information about a new drug on the street. But by the way Skip was evading providing that information, Dumond was beginning to sense that whatever he was hiding was not at all trivial, and that gave him pause. Dumond liked to calculate all the angles, which was a big reason he had a twenty-year successful career in a dangerous and challenging line of work.
Skip shuffled toward the door, turning just as he departed to say, “nigger” and run to his BMW M6 and back to the safety of his University laboratory.
Dumond just shook his head and said quietly, “I thought scientists were supposed to be smart.”
The clientele had barely noted the whole event. 
Dumond left the sleaze palace and headed to one of his condominiums in Marina Del Ray. He stripped off all of his clothes, wrapped them in a black plastic bag, donned a robe and walked the bag to the dumpster. He knew that once the stench of the club was in the fibers it was never coming out.
“Probably some Nobel winning chemistry involved in that stink,” he thought. 
He knew that Skip, despite his delusions of grandeur and malicious treatment of his fellow academicians, was just the instrument of someone and some company that manufactured those pills and distributed them by the millions. He had seen this with all kinds of well-known drugs, but this was somehow different. These little purple pills were a new drug, and one with side effects that had, apparently, not even yet been documented in any formal laboratory tests.
Were they some bizarre offshoot of the illegal drug mimics that poured in from Mexico, China and South America? He thought not: they focused on known drugs like Viagra and, of course, weed, coke and smack. He grabbed one of the pills and looked at it carefully. There was nothing noteworthy at all on its surface. He cut it open with a kitchen knife and saw generic looking compressed white, blue and red particles inside. No indication of what the heck they were. But he knew that no pharmaceutical company put out drugs without some tracer, some way of knowing what they were and where they originated. Even the faux Viagra mimics from Mexico said Pfizer on the side. And this little purple pill did not originate in the garage laboratory of some meth head, of that he was certain.
Anyway, he was done with Dr. Skip Dirkin. Thank God very few academic scientists were assholes like Dirkin. He jumped in the shower, washing off the stink of Dirkin and his habitat, and hoping that this little episode was behind him. He would gather up as many of the unused purple pills as he could from his girls and dispose of them. 
At least that was the plan.
 
***

Chapter 8

The Good Guy Client
Danny was a young, swarthy girl with radical curves. Her ultra thin waist compensated nicely for the fact that five feet tall was not in her future. She was a hard worker, not interested in drugs, and had a three-year son old at home. Dumond liked her not only for her skills but also her integrity, which, in this line of business, was somewhat oxymoronic.
She had one more customer for the evening. A really nice man in his mid thirties. Great body, a gym rat for sure. In stark contrast to most of the guys in this age bracket who were obsessed with humiliation and rough sex, Stan was a gentle lover who fantasized that the girl he was with actually loved him back. This was fine with Danny, and truth be told, if she had met a “Stan” a few years back, she might be happily and monogamously married. 
“Danny, would you like some wine?” said Stan. They were in his condo in Venice. It was elegantly appointed, immaculately maintained, and close enough to the ocean to hear the waves through the open sliding glass door.
“That would be nice, thanks,” said the ever-perky Danny. “How are you feeling tonight, Stan?” A sincere question, but one also designed to keep things moving along. After all, she was on the clock.
“Good, good,” he replied. “I’m really glad I found you, I miss your company.”
“Thanks Stan,” she said, taking the glass of Chardonnay and sipping delicately but not without overt sensuality.
They sipped the wine, got a nice buzz and within an hour were all over the floor exploring every nook and cranny of each other’s body. Danny actually enjoyed Stan’s experimental approach to sex, willing to take and make suggestions.
After the first orgasm Danny cuddled with Stan for a calculated five minutes, then began to get dressed.
“Do you have to leave already?” Stan asked.
“Not really, but, well you know, I am working.”
Stan smiled, a sincere and attractive display of beautiful teeth.
“I’d be happy to pay you for some more time, if you can spare it.”
“Sure, Stan, I always like our time together.”
As they embraced and began the ritual again, Stan was not becoming as engorged as he would have liked and asked Danny, “Do you have any Viagra?”
This was, of course, standard operating procedure for working girls these days so she glided over to her purse and pulled out both blue and purple pills. 
“What are those?” asked Stan, eyeing the purple pills.
“Something new. Very hot. I only have a few left. You want to try one?”
Without batting an eye Stan said, “Sure!” and snatched a purple pill from her hand, downing it with a swig of wine.
The continued their foreplay and before long Stan was more erect than the Washington monument.
“Wow, I feel like blue steel!” said Stan.
“Giddyup cowboy,” replied Danny, still amazed at the potency of these purple pills.
They fornicated for fifteen minutes until Stan exploded and sat up, rubbing his eyes.
“Holy smokes, that was freakin’ awesome,” he said, sounding like a teenage skateboarder who just pulled his first three sixty.
“My eyes are burning, damn,” he said.
“Here, let me look, maybe you have some dust or something in them from the rug,” said Danny. 
“What the hell!” she exclaimed as he removed his hands from his eyes. Blood was seeping from both eyes and the sclera was completely red.
“Fuucckk!” Stan screamed, grabbing his head, “Ow, something hurts like crazy!”
A second later he collapsed face first onto the floor, a small pool of blood forming from his burst eye vessels. He lay on the rug motionless and Danny noticed he was not breathing.
“Oh no oh no, what the hell is going on?” she cried. She turned him over and fell back at the sight of broken blood vessels covering his face and neck. She grabbed her cell and speed dialed Dumond.
“S’up Danny?” said Dumond.
“It’s the client, he, he’s hurt, maybe dead. I didn’t do anything but give him one of those purple pills,” she was crying now.
“Damn! Hang tight, I’ll get the EMT on the way. Say you are his girlfriend. Do not mention the purple pills. Got me, no mention of the purple pills!”
“OK Dumond, just please hurry, this is freaking me out big time. Shit!”
The police arrived with the paramedics, immediately arresting Danny despite her “girlfriend” story. The paramedics tried for fifteen minutes to revive Stan, but he was DOA. After booking Danny they let her stew for three hours in a crowded holding cell wondering where Dumond was. He usually had her out in an hour. Finally she was called into an interrogation room and sat face to face with a detective. His rough skin and slicked back hair reminded her of an actor she had seen on a science fiction show, but his attitude was devoid of compassion.
The detective said, “Why did you kill that John? Money? Drugs?”
Danny was startled, “What? I didn’t kill anybody. We were, uh, just fooling around and all of a sudden he spazes out and dies. Man I didn’t do anything!”
“Yeah, right, if I only had a barrel of oil for every time I heard that. I’d own Saudi Arabia,” he said. 
“Serious, man, I did not do anything,” she said, trying her hardest to sound sincere and confident.
“Look, uh, Danny is it? We know what you do, what you did, and all I need is why.”
Danny’s facade of strength was quickly being demolished. It was not like she had a clean slate. Nobody in her line of work did. But she had never been arrested for violent crime or drugs, only solicitation. Why wouldn’t he at least listen to her story?
After several grueling hours of interrogation Danny was ready to collapse. The detective put his hand in his coat pocket and pulled it out with a small purple pill between his thumb and forefinger.
“What is this?” was his simple question.
Danny stared at the pill for a good minute then, weakly said, “I’m not sure. We give it to clients. It’s a ‘performance enhancer’.”
The detective laughed, “Performance enhancer! Ha, I like that. Now we are getting somewhere. Maybe if I call a bunch of body builders in here they can tell me what the hell it is that I am holding.”
“Not that kind of performance,” she said, sincerely.
The detective replied angrily, “I know that! What the hell is wrong with you? We know you’re a hooker, we know you give your clients drugs to get them, uh, turgid. We know all of that! I just want to know why you killed this guy!”
Danny broke. 
“I did not kill him. This is a new kind of Viagra or something that my pim...employer gave me to give to clients. The clients love it, but Stan, he...” she started crying and took a minute to compose herself.
“He just reacted badly. His eyes got all bloodshot and he grabbed his head and fell over. Man, I liked Stan, I would never do anything to hurt him.”
The room was silent as the detective and Danny both pondered the little purple pill now lying on the table between them.
Finally the detective said, ”Who’s your pimp?” 
Danny stared at him, tears welling up in her eyes. The last thing she would ever do is turn on Dumond. He had rescued her from a downtown lifestyle that killed working girls in a few years’ time. He had taught her good business practice and how to protect herself both physically and clinically.
When she did not respond for five minutes, the detective said, and “No matter, we have him in custody. Dumond Presley. He is going away big time, and he will think you are the one to sent him there.”
With that the detective stood up, and without so much as a glance back at Danny, left the room. A moment later an officer came in and simply said, “You can go. Don’t leave town.”
Dumond had been pissed, but not surprised, when the black and white pulled up to him on the street to arrest him. He acquiesced quietly, knowing all too well this particular script. The officers knew him well and were relatively cordial for West LA police. In fact, the older of the two was a regular customer of one of Dumond’s employees. When they arrived at the police station Dumond was escorted to an empty holding cell and, without a word, locked inside. He had been read his rights. Nobody was going to make the mistake of overlooking that little detail and paying the consequences later in court. He had not made a phone call.
About four hours after his arrest a detective walked to the cell and instructed the guard to let Dumond out. He walked with Dumond to the interrogation room and, just as he had done with Danny four hours earlier, he sat face to face with Dumond Presley.
The detective said, “Well, Dumond, you got yourself into hot water this time. Your girl killed her client with some kind of drug. The ME just told me that they detected alcohol and some other chemical in his system, but he has no idea what it is. Do you?”
“No, Tom,” said Dumond. Using the detective’s first name was part of his strategy. 
Dumond continued, “I have no idea what that drug might be but I am absolutely certain Danny had no involvement whatsoever in this poor guy’s death.”
The detective stared at Dumond. Had he been a younger man, newer to the job, right about now he would be getting hot under the collar, this pimp acting as if he was superior and not at all concerned that he had just been arrested in relation to a potential murder. But Tom Dillard was a seasoned pro. He knew Dumond, had for ten or more years, and was as calm as the Pacific Ocean on a windless day.
“Dumond, you are skating on mighty thin ice. You know it and I know it. Why not just cut to the chase and give me the straight facts?”
Dumond nodded, “Tom, if I had any facts to give you, you would have them. You know how I operate. Other than one minor disagreement on the legality of my profession, I have always been a staunch supporter of the police.”
That, in fact, was true. Dumond was sincerely a police advocate and, with the one exception of his trade, was happy to help them out in fighting crime. It was good for his reputation and generally good for business since it kept the fringe element away from his employees.
The detective sensed that he was going to get nowhere with Dumond so he called the guard to lead him back to the cell. As the guard entered Dumond said, “Tom, what’s the bail?”
Tom smiled, “One hundred thousand.”
Without the slightest inkling of change of expression Dumond said, “Hmmmm, seems a bit steep, but then I guess you guys are calling this a murder. To me it seems like a voluntary drug overdose or a negative reaction to a prescription or something.”
Tom just eyeballed Dumond.
Dumond said, “May I have my phone call now?”
At Tom’s instruction, the guard led Dumond to a wall phone. Dumond made a call. Twenty minutes later his bail had been paid and a well known and powerful Beverly Hills lawyer had notified the West LA police that that would be in receipt of a law suit for, among other things, slander, libel, unlawful entry, interference with a citizen’s right to commerce and false arrest with respect to the case involving Dumond Presley and Danny Renquist.
 
***

Chapter 9

Digging Deeper
Being arrested was part of the package in this line of business. But being arrested for murder was a tad more serious than the usual casual street sweep arrests to which Dumond and his employees were occasionally subjected. Dumond had to get to the bottom of this quickly because, Beverly Hills lawyer or no, there was a very uncomfortable court appearance in his future. He made a call using the number Skip had begrudgingly provided and simply said, “Those pills are killer, I need a thousand more.”
The lifeless voice on the other side of the call gave Dumond brief directions and two hours later he was standing under the elevated 405 freeway when a totally pimped out black Cadillac Escalade pulled up. The tinted window slid open slowly and a dreadlock covered head popped out.
“Hey man, what’s up with the pills?” Dumond said, “Customers love ‘em, girls can’t get enough of ‘em.”
The driver looked at Dumond, expressionless, for half a minute then said, “Who the fuck are you?”
“Skip sent me,” said Dumond, hoping that was enough information.
The driver spit on the ground about two inches from Dumond’s thousand dollar Italian shoes and eyed Dumond for another minute, wordless. Then he tossed Dumond a roll of scripts that he could take to any pharmacy and obtain a few hundred Viagras. 
Dumond looked at the roll and said, “Man, I got plenty of Viagra, I need this new shit.”
He always adjusted his eubonic lexicon appropriately when dealing with scum like his supplier: it seemed to trigger some sort of social camaraderie in their tiny brains.
“Yeah, well fuck that. I ain’t got any of that other shit and that faggot pussy Skip had a bunch of them so even if I did I wouldn’t be giving you any.”
“Well tell me where you get them. I’ll give you 20% of what they cost me.”
“You crazy nigga? I ain’t tellin’ you shit. You can use the Viagra or nothing, but you ain’t getting any more of that new shit.”
Dumond was still calm and decided he’d try once more to convince his less than erudite brother that it was in his best interest to give him the name of the supplier.
“Look brother, I have a thousand dollars in my pocket that is yours as soon as you tell me who I need to talk to. Then you are out of it and it is all my problem. Where you gonna get a better deal than that?”
“Right here mutha fucka,” said the dreadlock dealer as he pulled out a CZ 75b nine-millimeter pistol and pointed it at Dumond. 
“Hand me that grand and we call it even.”
Dumond cracked a broad, white-toothed smile and sidled up to the car, ”Hey man, you don’t need to go there. Here, take the thousand, and another thousand for the script.”
As he handed the driver the money he waited for that instant he knew was coming when his eyes would glance at the two thousand dollars being handed to him. When that instant happened, Dumond grabbed the nine and with a two handed pull coupled to a body twist, yanked it out of the driver’s hands. Without missing a beat he continued his circular motion, drove his elbow into the drivers left eye and grabbed his dreads in both hands. Then circling back the other way he pulled the man through the window of the Escalade and onto the glass-strewn ground. He then grabbed the driver’s free hand and put him into an excruciatingly painful Aikido wristlock while tucking the two grand into his outer suite pocket.
“You’re breaking my g’dam arm man!” screamed the driver, looking around for the pistol, which was a good ten feet out of reach.
Dumond said calmly, ”A name. All I want is a name.”
“Fuck that,” said the driver, ”I give you a name and I get a bullet. Fuck you mother fucker!”
“Interesting,” said Dumond, “Your enunciation has improved. I wonder if by sheer luck I have discovered a new educational tool for inner city youth.”
The driver looked flummoxed, having not the slightest idea what Dumond was talking about.
“A name,” repeated Dumond, adding a little more torque to the wristlock and detecting the first signs of tendons tearing.
“That’s going to take a good three months to heal. Give me a name or I will make sure it never heals.”
“Fuuucckk !” screamed the driver, “Moses, man, the dude’s name is Moses. He deals all of West LA. He will have you skinned and filleted before you finish asking questions.”
“Well, that’s my problem, isn’t it? Your problem is two-fold. First, this gimp wrist. Second, avoid being skinned yourself for telling me his name.”
To ensure that the driver would not summon up super natural strength and grab the nine millimeter before Dumond was gone, Dumond applied just a bit more pressure, there was a snapping sound as the wrist bones were dislocated followed by a loud scream from the dread-head.
“You broke my fuckin’ wrist mother fucker!”
“It’s not broken, just slightly dislocated. I’m sure you can get it set in Beverly Hills for a tidy sum. And while you’re there, maybe something can be done about that nasty growth on your head.”
Dumond grabbed the pistol, ejected the cartridge and pocketed it. Then he tossed the gun back on the ground, hopped into his Porsche GT3 and sped away, keeping an eye on the rear view mirror just to be sure no high speed projectiles from a hidden second weapon would be following him. He knew Moses by reputation. This would be difficult. Unlike the low level thug he just disabled, Moses was a first rate thug slash terrorist slash businessman. Dumond decided that the best approach was to focus on the latter. He headed to the bank to make a hefty withdrawal.
 
***

Chapter 10

The King of Compton
Compton was a scary town no matter what your skin color. Ninety-six thousand inhabitants, ten square miles and fifty gangs resulted in close to one hundred gang-related deaths per year. Compton was infamous as one of the top thirty most dangerous cities in America. This was where Moses thrived. Moses Thilius Hampton was the scariest of the scary in Compton. It was paradoxical that every kid in the city knew that his time would come and he would die. But nobody crossed Moses. Certain death was not the magic shield Moses wielded, it was something more intangible, almost spiritual, or ghostly. Moses never got overtly angry. He was not the largest of men, but not small either. He walked with perfect posture, not the gangster slump complicated by pants around the knees. He wore fashionable clothes and a short cape made of short fur. His head was bald and shiny, perfectly round, and unusually large, though it settled nicely on his massive trapezius muscles. His face was ironically kind, with eyebrows that slanted upwards toward the middle of his brow.
But nobody crossed Moses. In his early forties, like Dumond, he was a survivor. In and out of the hardest time possible, he survived, and now he owned Compton. The actual, if unofficial, mayor of gangster city.
To get an audience with Moses, Dumond had to work several connections. Some of these were people he had hoped he would never see again, street dealers with minimal scruples. But you had to do what you had to do to get to the top, to Moses.
Luckily, a couple of these thugs owed Dumond for favors he had done in the past and they let it be known that Dumond needed to see Moses. Dumond was known and respected in Compton since most pimps are either dead or in prison by age twenty. So when the word got to Moses, a meeting was arranged.
Meeting at midnight was probably for theatrical purposes, but that was what Moses demanded, so Dumond acquiesced. Meeting on the street known in the ‘hood as “Assassin’s Alley” was also a nice touch. Dumond, being nobody’s fool, was driving his 1999 Taurus, and expected to never see it again, as he parked in front of the house at the end of the street. The focal point of Assassin's Alley, and Moses’ preferred meeting place.
He opened the iron gate guarding the front lawn, which was perfectly manicured, and walked up to the porch, to another iron gate guarding the front door. He knocked, the door opened instantly and he stepped inside. An extraordinarily large and mean looking man stood between him and Moses, who was seated at a well appointed dining table eating what looked like a vegetarian meal.
“Dumond,” Moses exclaimed, “C’mon in, sit down. Hungry at all?”
Dumond had not been expecting this level of congeniality so he was momentarily cautious, then moved to the table and said as he sat, “Sure. Thanks man, I’m starving”.
Apparently, this open and sincere response was not what Moses was expecting. He raised his grandfatherly eyebrows, smiled a huge and brilliant smile featuring a formidable set of large, gapped teeth and said, “Outstanding, bro, dig in!”
Moses called out a Middle Eastern name and shortly thereafter some incredibly good smelling food was brought out for Dumond who, truly hungry, began to eat with enthusiasm. Apparently, this delighted Moses further and they began a superficial conversation as they both consumed the fantastic meal.
“So, what did you need from me?” asked Moses, finally, sitting back in his chair in culinary euphoria.
“To get straight to the point…” started Dumond.
“The only way to fly, man,” interjected Moses.
Dumond continued, “…there is this new erectile dysfunction drug on the street that has some serious side effects. It is not marked in any conventional way and I need to find out about it so I can protect my business.”
“Your business is prostitution, right?” said Moses, not mincing words.
Dumond stared at Moses and said, “Exactly.”
Moses said nothing, no expression, for a good fifteen seconds while he looked back at Dumond, then to the giant man standing silently six feet away. 
He nodded to his bodyguard, who left the room, turned to Dumond and said, “Look, man, I respect you. You and I are old school. As far as I can see you have done the impossible in your line of work. And I’ve done alright myself.”
Dumond raised his glass of four hundred dollar a bottle Cabernet and said, “A couple of successful businessmen.”
Moses laughed and took a swig of his wine, set down the glass and asked again, “So what do you want from me?”
“I need the source, man. This is a bad drug.”
Moses got a very serious look on his face and said, “Dumond, listen, this bitch is going to be FDA approved in six months, it will be all over the world. You can’t stop it, and why do you even want to, so what if a few clients have side effects? Heroin kills thousands of people every day.”
Dumond said, “Yeah, but smack addicts know that they are going to die. My girl’s clients think they are going to not only live, but also live with protracted boner bragging rights! How the hell is this getting through the FDA? That’s insane!”
Moses said, “Brother, nicotine, ethanol, Botox and Viox are insane. Those drugs poison or kill millions of people. That little purple pill is nothing compared to what gets pushed through. You know that.”
Dumond sat there, agitated by the correct logic Moses espoused. True enough the FDA was a capricious governing body, but it usually took a decade for most drugs to complete clinical testing and get approved for mass distribution.
Dumond asked, “Look Moses, can you give me a lead on the manufacturer? It is just wrong to produce and distribute a pleasure drug that kills people, especially with FDA sanction.”
Moses did not hesitate and said, “Etienne Lorenze at ZenPharm. The lowest white collar bastard on earth. That is all I can give you my friend. I would not do this for anyone else, but you and I are like peas from the same pod so there you have it.”
Dumond said, “Thanks man, I appreciate the gesture. Nobody will know where I got this information.”
Dumond noted internally that Moses’ information corroborated perfectly the ZenPharm nanomarkings on the purple pills that Eugene had discovered. This validated Moses’ information. Now he had a name. Etienne Lorenze, CEO of ZenPharm. Always good to start at the top.
The conversation continued for several hours, two successful businessmen exchanging war stories, each man growing increasingly comfortable with, and respectful of, the other. Finally Dumond thanked Moses one last time and with a firm handshake and back clap, took leave of the man called Moses. For all he know they could be genetically related, after all, the parallels in their lives were quite striking.
Amazingly, the Taurus was still on the street. Intact. Dumond did not have to spend much time generating hypotheses as to how it had avoided the usual fate of new cars in this neighborhood. As he approached the car a huge dark shadow on the hood morphed into the bodyguard he had met on his way into the house. The man approached and Dumond, despite his rapport with Moses and decades of street smarts, felt a wave of trepidation.
The man was an inscrutable giant, biceps the size of Dumond’s considerable thighs.
As the man-mountain slid quietly past, Dumond said, “Thanks for watching the car, one of my favorites.”
The giant turned, stared at Dumond, then, surprisingly, his face softened into a broad smile.
“Yeah, man, I know what you mean. I love a Taurus. Name’s Triton.”
Dumond could not tell if he was being sarcastic or sincere, so he reached into his pocket and handed Triton the two thousand dollars he had recovered from the dreadlock-headed thug earlier in the day. 
Triton said, “Not necessary man, part of the job. No worries.”
Dumond replied, “Yeah, but everyone can use a little extra. Please, you never know when I may need to borrow a little cash from you.”
This made Triton smile again, “Yeah, that’s a fact, ain’t it. Maybe I can bank you and Moses, at eighteen percent compounded annually.”
Dumond laughed, shook the giant’s hand and stuffed the money into the man’s pocket saying, “That could happen man. Be safe.”
He walked to the car secure in the knowledge that even if there were an army of snipers in the bushes, with the giant watching over him he was as safe as a baby in its mother’s arms. All the way back to the Pacific ocean he let his mind drift as he gently contemplated the bizarre disparity between how society viewed people like him and Moses even though their chosen vocations were no less ethical, and in many instances, far more so, than the Wall Street bankers and big business CEOs who covertly ran, and often ruined, the lives of millions of people.
“Weird,” he muttered as he pulled into his underground garage in Marina Del Rey and slowly moved upstairs to sleep like a baby with the ocean, mother of all life, singing gently in his ears.
 
***

Chapter 11

Professional Help 
Like many pharmaceutical discovery companies, ZenPharm was an amazing site to behold. After raising 237 million dollars in several rounds of financing, each round bigger than the last and falling on the heels of a clinical trial success, the company was taken public in a 750 million dollar IPO. The founder/CEO exercised half of his stock options and Dr. Etienne Lorenze made 43 million dollars in one cashless transaction. Of course with each announcement of advances in clinical trials the stock price, currently hovering around 37 dollars a share, rose continuously. Being a seasoned professional at this part of the job, Etienne continued to exercise stock options at a strike price of 10 cents, adding millions to his bank account.
Ironically, ZenPharm started out working on cancer drugs but achieved its public celebrity status by its discovery of a drug that “cured” erectile dysfunction. In honor of that drug, aptly named BonzuMAB, Etienne had erected a five story tall blue phallic symbol that stood up handsomely just outside his gargantuan office windows. The road from tumorigenesis inhibitors to boner inducers was all Etienne’s doing. He was, in a mad twisted way, a genius. Formerly an MD who had worked at the National Institutes of Health for seven years after medical school, he realized that all the fruits of his labors were slipping through his hands and into the hands of dim-witted, but extraordinarily well-heeled investors in various enterprises that emerged from NIH-funded research. So he pocketed a fair amount of insider information in the field of angiogenesis, the growth of blood vessels, and started ZenPharm. The idea was to discover drugs, usually antibodies that shut down angiogenesis and thereby starved cancer to death before it killed the patient. This approach, simple on first blush, turned out to be fraught with difficulties. So while ZenPharm continued to pursue the lofty goal of curing cancer, they sprouted a side business focused on what men cared most about, their “junk”, as Etienne preferred to call male genitalia.
The building housing ZenPharm was pale blue, almost metallic in sheen. Manfred entered through the enormous double doors and asked the receptionist to notify Dr. Lorenze that he had arrived. Manfred despised Etienne, who was indeed a pompous bastard, but academic collegiality transcended his personal feelings and he forced his famous smile as Etienne entered the lobby and escorted him to a large conference room. A solid granite table adorned the center of the room. Metal reproductions of patents and pictures of various science art hung on the walls. The solid wood walls held numerous covert hideaway compartments for the projectors, audio gear and a small but well stocked wet bar.
“Drink?” asked Etienne.
“Sure, thanks,” said Manfred, “Scotch.”
Manfred took a sip of the excellent beverage and looked at Etienne, who said, ”So what can I do for you Manfred, want to cash in some options?”
Manfred held a generous number of stock options from ZenPharm for several years of service on the Board of Directors and the Scientific Advisory Board.
“No, I’m fine in that regard. Waiting for your stock to clear 50.”
Etienne grinned. He too was waiting for the same stock price milestone.
Manfred began, “Etienne, I heard through the grapevine that a guy died a couple weeks ago after liaising with a prostitute.
“That happens,” said Etienne, completely disinterested.
“The thing is I heard that he was heavily tumescent when they brought him in and they had to, um, surgically intervene posthumously to relax his unit,” said Manfred.
“Hmmm,” was Etienne’s response, “that sounds bad. What was the drug?”
“That is the problem, I don’t know,” said Manfred. “The autopsy was not informative at all. I was hoping that you might be able to give me some information. Any new research, new imports, anything?”
Etienne appeared to think deeply, then said, ”Nope, sorry Manfred, I have not heard a thing but this sounds serious and you can bet I will keep my finger on the penile pulse, so to speak, in case something pops up.”
The slight upturn of Etienne’s razor thin lips belied the high level of hilarity he associated with his penis puns.
Manfred struggled to force a quasi-grin to his lips as acknowledgement, then said, “OK, please do let me know as soon as you learn anything because this could be very serious. If there are drugs on the street that have uncharacterized vascular effects, well, the consequences could be horrendous.”
Etienne smiled and raised his arm in the cliché “Let me show you to the door” gesture that CEOs of his stature perfected in their early years.
“Thank you so much for dropping by Manfred. I will indeed contact you if I learn anything relevant, and I hope you will do the same. We will get to the bottom of this quickly, I suspect.”
Manfred forced yet another smile, shook hands and headed to the lobby with Etienne walking casually by his side. On his way past the reception desk he noticed a handsome black man having what appeared to be a serious discussion with the receptionist. He seemed to be holding a small vial containing pills in his hand. Etienne also noticed the man and the pills and, to Manfred’s surprise, turned abruptly away from Manfred, grabbed the pill wielding man by the elbow and quickly led him into the same conference room Manfred has just exited. Slowing a bit to try to hear the words being exchanged as the conference room door shut Manfred caught a snippet from the visitor that sounded like, "…the hell is in these things?”
“What indeed,” thought Manfred.
 
***

Chapter 12

Master Criminal 
Dumond was always calculating. He was good at calculations and hated to be wrong. But he had miscalculated the deal with Etienne. He knew that going directly to the office building was a problem but he needed answers and Etienne Lorenze had them.
Etienne had been very pissed off. Dumond had calculated this correctly. But what he did not take fully into account was Etienne’s uncanny ability to not be intimidated. Perhaps Dumond should have increased the big balls quotient by an order of magnitude, but it was too late. In fact, the meeting was a disaster. Etienne had told Dumond that he had no problem calling the Feds, feeding them a watertight story implicating Dumond in a robbery of raw material that someone had compounded into the purple pills that were killing people. Dumond was taken aback when Etienne easily reached into his files and pulled out a “lost goods” notification of which only he was currently aware, but which could be slipped into the inventory system with the push of a button.
All Dumond could muster was, ”Damn Etienne, that is cold.”
To which Etienne replied, “Insurance my friend, insurance. Millions of dollars of key man insurance, Directors and Officers insurance and this, my Cover Your Ass insurance.”
Dumond was stumped. He had read Etienne wrong and was now in a very weak bargaining position. In an attempt to pull out of the impending nosedive he said, “Look man, I’m just a street rat trying to make a living. If my clients die, my situation gets unstable and that is not a scenario I covet, ya know?”
Feigning, badly, sympathy Etienne said, “No problem. Just get rid of what you have on the street, give me the information you collect, and we call it a day.”
But Dumond knew that Etienne was not that accommodating. More like get rid of the pills, I get rid of you, I call it a day, you die.
Dumond feigned, much more convincingly, acquiescence to this plan and said, “Right, I can do that. Thanks man! I’ll be in touch in a few days when the pills are all gone.”
Etienne, for the second time that morning, exercised his “arm sweep to the door” gesture masterfully and said, “Looking forward to it.” as he opened the door, escorted Dumond to the lobby and turned on his heels, leaving Dumond to his own devices.
 
***

Chapter 13

Simmering
Dumond traveled directly to UCLA and made an unannounced social call that he hoped might help him sort things out. Manfred was slightly shocked when the man he had seen an hour earlier at ZenPharm walked into his cluttered office.
“Dr. Lindquist, my name is Dumond Presley. I have a medical question that I think you are in the perfect position to answer it if you don’t mind giving me five minutes of your time.”
Manfred regained his composure and said, “Mr. Presley, was it? With all due respect I am not a medical doctor, I am a researcher. I have a Ph.D. not an M.D. Degree.”
Dumond said, “I fully realize that sir. But you work in the area of erectile dysfunction.”
Manfred interrupted him at this point.
“Mr. Presley, I am certainly not qualified to advise you on such a personal matter. There are any number of highly qualified counselors who can do that. I’d be happy to refer you to one.”
Dumond reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of the purple pills and set them on Manfred’s desk.
“Have you seen this drug before?”
This got Manfred’s attention and he picked up one of the pills and began to scrutinize it.
“Where did you get this?” was Manfred’s automatic question as he became increasingly interested in the sculpted capsule he held between his thumb and forefinger.
Dumond was silent, Manfred did not notice.
Finally Dumond said, “Look, Dr. Lindquist, here is my card. Please let me know if you have a chance to analyze this drug. I believe that taking it might have unanticipated consequences of a vascular nature.”
Manfred’s head shot up, “What do you mean vascular nature, what is the drug?”
Dumond said, “I am hoping you will tell me that, and soon. Thank you very much for your time. Please call me.”
With that Dumond left Manfred’s office while the famous Dr. Lindquist attempted to close his jaw and refocus his efforts on examining the purple pill. Dumond had left 23 of them on the desk. Manfred knew exactly what to do next. He reached for the phone and called his laboratory Manager.
“Jill, I have a little project for you.”
Jill Inabe was used to this, Manfred had that comment for her about twice a month, so it was status quo to head to the boss’ office and see what was up. Her task would be to work it into the many other projects that were ongoing.
Jill walked into Manfred’s office without knocking.
“You rang, boss?” she said.
“Hi Jill, how’s life in the lab?”
“You don’t want to know Manfred,” was her standard response.
Jill was a super technician and extraordinary laboratory manager. She received a Ph.D. in genetics from UCLA but did not want to delve into the publish or perish rat race so she looked for various jobs. After a three-year and highly productive post-doctoral research position with Manfred she stayed on and Manfred created the position of Senior Laboratory Manager for her. Basically she received one hundred and twenty five thousand dollars a year, excellent benefits and enormous access to scientific resources and, in exchange, Manfred never had the slightest concern about how his laboratory was operating. There were generals and lieutenants; Manfred and Jill were the archetype for this arrangement in science.
Manfred showed Jill the purple pills, saying, “Look Jill, I have these unmarked pills and they contain some substance or substances that are a very effective treatment for erectile dysfunction.”
Jill did not bat an eye; this is what Manfred’s lab did for a living.
“Thing is, is that I have reason to believe that the vasoaffectors in these pills may also be involved in some pathologies, like blowing major blood vessels in the brain. The evidence is anecdotal at best. But I need to find out exactly what is in these things.”
Jill pondered the problem for a second and rattled off a number of molecular analysis techniques saying, “NMR, mass spec and maybe some AFM of the powder to get started. I’ll have some data in a week or less.”
She threw the tablets into her lab coat pocket and left the office. Manfred was completely confident that she would be back in two days with information. In the mean time he had to prepare for a presentation and the annual meeting for erectile physiology, or “boner bash” as it was known in inside circles. He was the plenary speaker and was trying to decide on a title for his talk that was clever but not too adolescent, not that any clever title at this particular function could be anything but.
“The Erectosome: A Stiff Linkage Between Genes” or “Throw Me A Bone: Erectile Dysfunction in Canines.”
As he snickered to himself he was painfully aware of the importance of humor in this business to keep from committing suicide. The last thing the human population needed was more boners leading to more problems. But, alas, it was a large field and paid handsomely. 
He looked forward to retirement.
 
***

Chapter 14

The Love Doctor Is In
Dumond went to his Marina del Rey condo, had a dark beer, and stared out at the ocean. It was a perfect night, seventy degrees, onshore breeze, the slightly acrid but fresh ocean smell. As he sipped his beer he was thinking about the purple pills and what he had learned so far. ZenPharm had produced them, of that he was sure. ZenPharm worked on vascular disorder but made their money, and lots of it, helping men get better erections.
“What a world,” he said under his breath as he took a healthy swig of the beer. It was a northern Californian microbrew, and damn good with just a touch of bitterness and lots of thick malt flavor.
After the beer he took a long shower, shaved and put on a pair of stylishly long basketball shorts and a sleeveless black t-shirt. His shoulders protruded from the cut off sleeves like a couple of bowling balls connected to highly vascularized and contoured arms. Gifted with a natural athlete’s body, Dumond had maintained a perfect physique by five days a week in the gym, three days a week of martial arts and two days per week boxing. This interspersed with his job and other activities kept him pretty busy.
Just as he was preparing to head to the gym for the evening “back and bicep” workout, the doorbell rang. He moved slowly to the door, but before getting there, glanced at the LCD screen on the kitchen counter. It was connected to four video cameras strategically placed around the perimeter of his condo to give him visual access to anyone nearby. The upper left quadrant of the display showed Shaunlese standing at his front door. Although unexpected the visit was not unwelcome so he opened the door and let her in.
“Hi Dumond, what’s up?” said Shaunlese.
“Nada, just heading to the gym. You up for a workout?”
Their casual banter belied their working relationship and was more like that of a perfectly resonant married couple, or best friends.
“Naw, not tonight. I'm still a little freaked out about Leonard’s death. I wanted to see if you had more information.”
“Not a whole lot,” said Dumond. “But I did find out one interesting tidbit.”
“What’s that?” asked Shaunlese, looking very intrigued.
“The manufacturer is ZenPharm. They are a big producer of...”
“Of erectile dysfunction drugs,” she said, finishing his sentence then continuing, “which is bizarre. Why would they put a drug on the street before it’s even available from physicians? And why have I never heard of this little purple pill?”
“Excellent questions,” said Dumond. “I’m working on finding out the answers as soon as possible. But in the mean time, no purple pills for customers, even if it hurts business. We cannot afford more drama right now.”
“No shit,” said Shaunlese, half absorbed in her own thoughts.
After a minute she said, “Dumond, would you mind hanging with me for a little bit. I just need to chill.”
Dumond was happy to oblige. He had time in the morning for the gym and it was not totally unheard of for one of his employees to drop in and just chill. Being a hooker was not exactly a low stress job. On top of that, Shaunlese was a special case. Dumond had felt that the first time they had met, but he had tied that little piece of romantic psychology up into a tidy little box and tucked it away in a deep recess in his mind. Involvement with his employees, common with other pimps, was always bad for business.
Dumond sat down and turned on the TV. He put in Napoleon Dynamite, one of his favorite relaxation movies, and sat on the plush white couch facing the sixty-two inch flat-screen. Shaunlese went to the kitchen, opened two beers, and sat down next to Dumond, handing one of the beers to him and cradling the other in her lap as she curled her legs under her.
She was beautiful, the human metaphor for a perfectly groomed cheetah, long, lithe, everything but the purr. She could have been anything thought Dumond. Very strange that she chose this line of work. Strange, but understandable.
About halfway through the movie, Shaunlese looked over at Dumond and stared at his profile for a while, and then she scooted up to him and placed her head on his massive, but accommodating shoulder.
Without a thought, perhaps his natural sensibilities somewhat dampened by two beers, Dumond put his arm around her and they stayed in that position for the rest of the movie. Part of the job of a good pimp is to ensure both the physical and psychological health and safety of his employees. This was not the first time Dumond had comforted a hooker, but he had to admit that the vibe was a little more personal than he remembered in those incidents.
When the movie was over Dumond looked at Shaunlese. She was sleeping quietly on his shoulder, as pure and virginal as a child. He gently moved out from under her, got a blanket and covered her up so she could rest comfortably on the couch, which was more luxurious than most beds. 
But she woke up as he was leaving the room, moved silently up beside him, and walked with him to his California king sized bed on a simple, but elegant, light wood frame. 
“Shaunlese, this is not a good idea. In twenty years I have never slept with an employee,” said Dumond.
Shaunlese smiled radiant star fire that must have bedazzled a thousand men.
“Are you saying you have been celibate for twenty years?” she said.
“Hell no,” said Dumond, “only as far as my employees are concerned.”
“Well...” she said, “You’re never too old to try something new.”
She put her hand behind his head, gently pulling him toward her as her eyes slowly closed. A dam broke in Dumonds’ subconscious as he embraced the knowledge that he had loved Shaunlese for many years.  As this epiphany flooded his conscious mind he, too, closed his eyes and enjoyed the pressure of her lips against his.
No more intelligible words were spoken for the next hour and a half after which an exhausted Shaunlese looked at a similarly exhausted Dumond and said, “By the way, I am handing in my resignation. From now on, I am retired.”
“Hmmmm,” replied Dumond. “Looks like I might have to rearrange my gym schedule.”
 
***

Chapter 15

Whole New World
The water looked particularly radiant and sparkly when Dumond woke and gazed out of his window toward the deep blue Pacific. Shaunlese was gone. Relief was superseded by regret as Dumond rose from the bed and thought about the night of torrid romance and his violation of a primary code of top tier pimp etiquette. 
Then he noted the cessation of a subtle noise, water no longer running, and turned to see a gorgeous, slippery vision emerge from his bathroom. When Shaunlese saw Dumond she smiled broadly and literally leapt a foot into the air, landing on his chest and smashing him into the bed.
“What?” said Dumond, smiling like a child on Christmas. “Now you’re going into professional wrestling or something?”
Her mouth covered his and the next thing he knew an hour had passed and they were spooned on the bed, staring at the water together.
Dumond said, “Look, Shaunlese. You know I’m not surprised by much after twenty years in this business, but, damn girl, this kinda blindsided me.”
Shaunlese rolled to face him and her face took on a slightly worried expression. “Oh crap, y-y-you mean you, um, oh what an idiot. I’m so sorry Dumond. Maybe it was just me. I always felt a resonance with you, a quantum mechanical synchrony and, shit, well, I thought it was mutual.”
Dumond looked at the beautiful Shaunlese as she watched his pensive gaze evolve into a gleaming smile. 
“I love you, Shaunlese, guess I always have. Damn, it just surprised me. You know, the key to success in my line of work is to stand aside and observe emotions, not let them control you. I thought I had mastered that fine art, at least up until last night. It was like some sort of awakening, this volcano erupted, and, well, I realized that I love you!”
Now Shaunlese’s look of worry had morphed into one of concern. They looked at each other for a couple minutes, gently touching but saying nothing. Then she said, “Dumond, this could be very, um, complicated if we let it.  I mean, hooker on Tuesday, faithful lover on Wednesday - on paper that sounds a little preposterous. But somehow, my intuition tells me that the math is sound. The timing feels perfect. We are both people with so much baggage, in the conventional sense, that we must have some shared genetic mutation that allows us to ignore that and live in the present. But am I full of shit? I mean, two years from now, what then?”
Dumond laughed, a rare site indeed, and said, “Two years, damn, what about eleven o’clock today? Shaunlese I never think more than two hours ahead unless I am doing financial projections or something.”
Then he got a bit more serious, “But I have to hear you say it, true or false, how do you feel about me? I am all about reciprocity.”
“Dumond,” she said in a mechanical voice, “You are hung like a horse and are the best lover I have ever had.” 
Knowing she was playing him he said, “C’mon Shaunlese, this is serious for me. If I am going to shut the gate I need to get on it now before this overwhelms me. Letting an emotion as powerful as love run free creates a vulnerability that is far too dangerous for someone in my position, ya know?”
Becoming acutely aware of his sincerity she said, “Dumond, I loved you the first time we met, I have since then, and I will until I die, end of story.”
Then something happened that had not happened for thirty-five of Dumond’s forty year life. Tears slowly welled in his eyes and one broke free to roll down his right cheek. For the first time he knew that there was a port in any storm, a person in whom he could confide any secret. Something far greater and more profound than all the money and success he had earned the hard way.
They sat on the edge of the bed, looking at each other, then the ocean, then each other again. After awhile Dumond coughed to clear his throat and said, “Well, if we are going to get all domestic and everything, maybe we ought to have some breakfast.”
“Sounds great to me, I’m starving!” responded Shaunlese, and they headed to the kitchen.
Dumond’s well-stocked double door stainless steel refrigerator was being scrutinized by Shaunlese, “Man, Dumond, what do you not NOT have in here?”
Dumond grinned, “I like to know that if the apocalypse happens I can always make a decent meal before I go.”
“Well,” she said, “you definitely have that scenario covered. What do you want for breakfast?”
“Granola, one banana, a protein shake with forty grams of high quality branched amino acids, and a single shot latte ought to be about right.”
Shaunlese watched as Dumond prepared two of everything he just mentioned and served it up. They sat at the table watching the water and eating like a couple of athletes preparing for a marathon. 
“Damn Dumond, this is a great breakfast,” said Shaunlese.
Dumond looked at her for a minute and said, “No. This is a perfect breakfast.”
He was enjoying her beautiful smile when the phone rang.
“Dumond here.”
“Dumond, it’s Jake.”
“Jake, cool. More information on those little purple pills? Did Eugene tell you about the ZenPharm ID written in magnetic nanoscript?”
“Yeah, yeah he told me,” said Jake with a quavering voice. He continued, “Man, Dumond, I’m more than a little little freaked out. Eugene...he’s dead.”
“What?” said Dumond. “What do you mean dead? I mean I get what dead means, but how the hell did he die?”
Dumond looked at Shaunlese then down to the floor.
Jake said, “Dumond, maybe it’s best if you meet me somewhere. I need to talk to you in person; this could be very bad.”
“Dumond said, “I’ll come by the lab, maybe take me thirty minutes to get there.”
“No, no,” said Jake, “the lab is not a good idea. There are police and detectives here now. Eugene died in the lab.”
Dumond had a sudden premonition about what he and Jake would be discussing shortly.
“Jake, did someone kill Eugene, is that what you think happened?”
Jake said, “It was definitely not a heart attack. His body was found on the floor of the lab in a large pool of blood, but his eyes are still missing.”
“Fuuucckkk,” said Dumond quietly. 
“Where do you want to meet?”
Jake said, “Meet me in the Beverly Center in forty five minutes. I’ll be in the food court.”
Dumond said, “Sure, see you there.”
He hung up the phone and turned to Shaunlese.
“The guy at UCLA who was looking into the purple pills for me is dead.”
Shaunlese covered her mouth in authentic shock.
Dumond continued, “I’m heading to the Beverly Center to meet Jake Finder.”
Shaunlese said, “Jake Finder, you mean Jake P. Finder the nanoGod?”
“Yeah,” said a somewhat startled Dumond, “you know him?”
“Sure do. He is a pioneer in quantum dots and single photon optics for telecommunications and quantum computation!”
A lesser man would have simply stared at her; slack jawed at the unintelligible lexicon spewing from her giant brain. Fortunately Dumond did a lot of reading in his spare time and actually knew about quantum computation, quantum dots, and other elements of nanotechnology.
He said, “Exactly! C’mon, let’s go. What else do you have to do today anyway, now that you are retired?”
They showered, had sex, showered again, got dressed and walked downstairs to the underground garage containing Dumond’s deep blue Aston Martin DBS which sat beside the yellow Porsche GT3, a white Lamborghini Gallardo LP 560-4, a Bentley Continental GTC Speed, and several other sports and luxury cars. Shaunlese stopped short to ogle the beautiful array of top tier automobiles. Dumond watched her for a second, cracked a sideways smile.
Shaunlese said, “Dumond, my healthy retirement nest egg, not to mention the investments you do not know about…”
Dumond raised one eyebrow.
"…are but a small fraction of what you have invested in this automotive arsenal.”
Dumond replied, “Hey, like Hillary says, “perception is reality” and a pimp’s ride is his most important validation of success.
After another moment of silence in which she gazed at the shear beauty of Dumond’s collection, they hopped into the DBS, fired up the perfectly tuned twelve cylinder engine, and rocketed out of the garage, the automated door closing behind them.
The V-12 DBS purred all the way to the Beverly Center, the exquisitely styled vehicle complementing the exquisitely styled couple inside. The Beverly Center was a giant compendium of shops inside the ever-popular contained mall sitting on the corner of Beverly Boulevard and La Cienega Boulevard in LA. Prior to the construction of this mammoth architectural eyesore this site hosted a small amusement park that had been the highlight of the lives of hundreds of thousands of children. Only those children, now in their fifties, had any inkling that such a place once existed.
Dumond found a parking place, exited the car and strode quickly with Shaunlese on his arm into the Beverly Center. Making their way past congregations of teenagers and the occasional shopper, they went up the external escalator to the food court and to the spot that Jake had mentioned. Scanning the tables, Dumond spotted Jakes balding head from the back and moved to the round “grease on white” table.
“Hey Jake, how you holding up man?” said Dumond as Jake caught sight of them and turned his head.
“Not good, not good. Shit, this really sucks. Eugene was like my brother, an amazing colleague, IQ off the chart. Just a really good guy,” said Jake.
Jake noticed Shaunlese and said, “Oh, sorry, pardon my French. I’m Jake Finder.”
“Shaunlese,” said Shaunlese, reaching out to shake Jake’s hand and feeling it quaver. “Dumond has told me about your work,” she lied. She had, of course, read many of Jake’s papers and knew his work as well or better than Dumond.
“I’m really sorry to hear about Dr. Furster.”
Jake just hung his head, shaking it slowly from side to side. Dumond and Shaunlese sat patiently, waiting for Jake to find the strength to tell the story. Finally, Jake raised his head and caught Dumond’s gaze.
“Eugene was working on those purple pills you brought by. He was fascinated by the technology someone used to tag them. Magnetic sub-surface nanoparticles. Practically invisible. Anyway, apparently he was alone in the lab late last night or early this morning. Someone beat the crap out of him, maybe beat him to death. It was brutal. Then, holy shit, I still can’t believe it... they scooped out his eyes!”
“Who found him?” asked Dumond.
“I did,” said Jake, “I noticed the lights on in the AFM lab when I got to work so I went in to shoot the breeze with Eugene, but he was...just lying there. So much blood, those black eye sockets staring straight up. Man, it really freaked me out.”
“No shit,” said Dumond. “You have any ideas why they wanted his eyes? Was it some twisted microscopy fetish? I mean there are at least a hundred Furster and Finder papers in the press, plus Time magazine and that Discovery article last year. He was a minor celebrity in the science circuit and one of the best microscopists on the planet.”
“True that,” said Jake, not trying to be hip, “but everybody loved Eugene. It is bizarre that he of all people would be the target of such a barbaric murder. And no, the police have not yet determined it was murder, but c’mon, what else could it be? I just can not fathom the reason why.” 
Jake caught his head in his hands and rested his elbows on the grimy table. The group sat there for a few minutes, speechlessly pondering the weirdness of Eugene’s murder. 
Dumond said, “Look Jake, we’re taking off. If you need anything or have any ideas, let me know. You gonna be ok getting home?”
“Sure,” said Jake, “I’m freaked out but I’m not drunk. Yet.”
Then he turned to Shaunlese, who had been a passive observer thus far and said, “Nice to meet you Shaunlese. I’m very sorry it was under such dismal circumstances. I hope we have a chance to talk in the not too distant future.”
“Oh I’m sure we will,” she replied, moderating her celebrity smile so that it was pleasant but not overwhelming, considering the situation.
Dumond and Shaunlese did not talk as they walked to the car, both pondering the many variables of the increasingly bizarre turn of events. Once inside the DBS and back on the road Dumond said, “Got any ideas?”
Shaunlese looked at him and said, “Of course. I mean, the eyes. The purple pills. Two dead clients after taking the purple pills. The secret bar code revealing the identity of the manufacturer on the purple pills. I have a million ideas, that is never the problem.”
“What is the problem then,” said Dumond.
Shaunlese replied, looking straight ahead, “Signal to noise.”
 
***

Chapter 16

Hooker Logic
Dumond said, “Shaunlese, I have an idea. Want to make a quick trip to UCLA with me?”
She said, “Dumond, I am a retired person, I have nothing but time and there is nobody I’d rather spend it with.”
Dumond smiled straight ahead as they crawled down Wilshire Boulevard toward the University. Dumond found a parking place on campus, guaranteed to put nicks in the side of the currently flawless DBS. But he was used to that and had a regular schedule with a high-end body shop that kept his cars looking perfect. He walked with Shaunlese to the Molecular Biology building and rode the elevator to the office Dumond had visited previously, room 602.
Knocking softly they heard Manfred say, “Yes, Come on in.”
They entered the well furnished, highly disheveled academic office that, if anything, was even more discombobulated than when Dumond had visited the day before. Hundreds of books and papers were on shelves and on any available surface. Various forms of coffee cups, all with a dark residue in them, were placed around the office. Manfred sat behind a worn oak desk, apparently eschewing the more modern modular units that had replaced real furniture in the last decade or so.
He looked up from the paper he was reading and marking with a red pen.
Dumond tried to preempt Manfred’s shock by saying, “Hello Dr. Lindquist, remember me? I was here yesterday and we talked a bit about a pharmaceutical that, apparently, is involved in erectile dysfunction.”
Manfred glanced at the beautiful Shaunlese, her face non-reactive to the mention of the ‘men’s problem’ to which Dumond had just referred. Catching Manfred’s glimpse at Shaunlese Dumond quickly said, “Oh, I’m sorry Dr. Lindquist. This is my, um, colleague Shaunlese Courage.”
“Ms. Courage,” said Manfred extending his hand, “pleasure to meet you. Please sit down, both of you.”
Manfred eyeballed both of them for a moment, trying to assess the situation and gather his thoughts which were, a moment ago, completely ensnared by the details of a paper he was reviewing about an incident of perpetual tumescence leading to penile explosion and, unfortunately, death.
“Ms. Courage, what is your area of expertise?” asked Manfred.
Shaunlese smiled and said, “Well Dr. Lindquist, I earned a Ph.D. in physics from UC Santa Barbara but until recently I made my living as a prostitute. And please call me Shaunlese.”
Manfred stared at her for a moment, then shook his head, smiled thinly and said, “Excuse me? I’m afraid I did not quite catch that.”
Shaunlese turned the lights on full blast with a radiant smile and laughed, “I said I was a prostitute until, well actually, yesterday.” She turned to Dumond.
Dumond, only momentarily shocked by the revelation about Shaunlese’s academic prowess, coughed and said, “Yeah, well, that’s a fact. Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression Manfred but I was concerned that you might not be forthcoming with scientific intercourse if I opened the kimono, as they say, a little too quickly.”
Manfred took this in, noting the clever pun for a future seminar, and let it percolate in his brain before continuing the conversation. Then he said, “Retired did you say?”
“Yes, that’s right. I am fully emancipated from my former occupation.”
“So,” said Manfred, a bit awkwardly trying to make conversation, ”Shaunlese, what do you do in your spare time?”
Even though it was a sincere question, it sounded completely contrived, sarcastic even.
Nonplussed Shaunlese replied, “Well, Dr. Lindquist...”
“Call me Manfred, please”
“Well Manfred, I actually spend a lot of time thinking about quantum physics and related phenomena.”
Manfred let out a loud laugh, then tried to suppress himself upon noting that Shaunlese was in no way giving off “that was a joke” body language.
“Um, uh, really? That is not what I expected to hear, I dare say, and I must apologize for my preconception.”
“Not a problem,” said Shaunlese, “I get that a lot. Actually I did my undergraduate and graduate work in physics at UC Santa Barbara,” she continued, further startling Manfred. 
“After a post-doc at MIT I landed a sweet Assistant Professorship at Harvard and was on my way there when, well, destiny intervened?” 
“Whatever are you talking about?” exclaimed Manfred, now completely enthralled and simultaneously taken aback at this outlandish tale.
“Well, I was so happy to have landed this job that I went out ‘celebrating’ with some friends. I met a very handsome and smart guy at a bar and, although at the time I was anything but promiscuous, he and I went to my hotel and had a night of raucous sex.”
“I can see that happening,” said Manfred. “Please go on, this is fascinating.”
“Well, even though I was embarrassed when I sobered up, I was also excited because I felt that we had really hit it off and was looking forward to getting to know this fellow much better. However, when I woke up and looked around, he was gone. I found two hundred and fifty dollars on the nightstand with a “Thank You” note hastily scribbled on a paper napkin and the message, “Hope we can do this again sometime” with no name or contact information.”
“You are kidding, right?” queried Manfred, unable to believe that anyone would mistake a young Harvard physics Ph.D. for a hooker.
“Nope. I was, of course, devastated for about fifty eight minutes, then I came to my senses, got out some paper and did what I do best.”
“Which is?”
“Calculations. I calculated my potential annual income from prostitution vs. Assistant Professorship. I then did some other, more personal, calculations and contemplation. At that point I decided that if prostitution was this easy, fun even, and paid this well, I could be a millionaire in five to seven years, then retire in my early thirties and do whatever I wanted.”
Manfred, for the first time, looked over at Dumond, who had been sitting quietly throughout the entire saga sipping bottled water he had magically produced from an inside pocket of his long coat. Dumond nodded once, and took another sip.
“So, you are now, what, thirty or so?”
“Right. And I just retired with a nice nest egg in the bank. I’m a little ahead of schedule because I work with Dumond, I made a few good investments, and my expenses are minimal.”
Manfred had to sit back and rest his forehead on the skin webbing between his index finger and thumb. This was incredible; she gave up a stellar career in physics to be a prostitute. He could actually see the pros and cons of both sides; it was just that the one side, sex for hire, seemed so foreign, at least on the surface, in the context of academic life. However, as he recalled many scientific conferences he had attended at which he remembered hearing the orgasmic screams of beer soaked academics fornicating in the night, he thought maybe the connection was not so disparate. Her economic reasoning was certainly accurate. She would never have close to over one million dollars and early retirement as a struggling faculty member, even, especially, at Harvard. There was a socially perverse logic to her decision.
“But don’t you miss, uh, the science?” he finally stammered.
“Not at all. Many of my customers are scientists, real brainiacs, and once they get past the idea of a hooker talking quantum teleportation, they become really engaged.” She smiled at the unintended double entendre. Some beg me to yell the Schrödinger equation while they co...um, at times.”
“And I get to attend all the conferences in all the big cities, internationally. Dumond has been spectacular about that. The only real down side is the sex. Not that sex is bad, but that it is a business and a very personal one where you have to be “on” all the time or the customers are not satisfied, and that is plain bad for business.”
Manfred thought about this a bit. Lots of sex, generally white-collar customers, good supportive infrastructure, access to great science. Suddenly he wished his academic life could be so good!
“What about the risks, health and criminal?” asked Manfred.
“That is definitely a concern. Criminality is a problem for me from an ethical and well as practical standpoint. I am unresolved on that particular issue. As far as health is concerned, I practice the safest of sex and augment my perceived performance pharmacologically.”
At this Manfred’s ears really perked up.
“Pharmacologically! What do you mean by that, you take drugs?”
“No, never. I just supply my clients with Viagra or similar pharmaceuticals to enhance their performance, and, therefore, mine. They love it, no anxiety problems, we get the sex over right up front, though it perpetuates for quite some time if the dosage is off. Best of all, I get paid either per hour or per ejaculation. Hence, my excellent financial standing.”
Even though Manfred understood fully all of the logic inherent in Shaunlese’s story, he was simply having a hard time wrapping his head around this beautiful and intelligent woman’s worldview. 
Shaunlese noticed this and said, ”Don’t sweat it Manfred, at the beginning I had to run on autopilot because a lot of this contradicted every social moral that had been pounded into me for the first couple decades of life. Give it time to percolate.”
Manfred intended to do just that, and, being a good scientist, to do a little discovery work on his own in an attempt to either validate or invalidate Shaunlese’s story.
“You mentioned that you gave your customers Viagra or “other” pharmacologicals. What were you referring to in that “other” category?” asked Manfred.
“Well,” Shaunlese glanced at Dumond, who nodded his approval, “We have a new drug called JacuMAB on the street. It is not available yet as a prescription, but man is it something else.”
Manfred was startled, he had heard the vulgar term before in reference to a brand new drug that had not even begun clinical trials, a multi-year, billion-dollar process. Surely this could not be the same compound. It was a ‘designer drug’ originating from computations done with cutting edge molecular modeling software and had not even been discussed with the public since patent applications were still being filed. He only knew about it because he sat on the Board of Directors for ZenPharm, the company that had made him a multimillionaire with his own sexual enhancement drugs derived from his academic work.
Dumond spoke for the first time, “You see, Manfred, this is why I visited ZenPharm and then you. I need to find out everything I can about the purple pills and then get them off the street before more people die. 
“What do you mean “more people die”?” queried Manfred, clearly startled.
Dumond said, “Manfred, two clients of mine have died after taking that purple pill I showed you the last time I visited.”
“What are you talking about? That is ridiculous. People don’t just die from taking erectile dysfunction drugs if, indeed, that is what the purple pill turns out to be!” 
As he spoke his mind was flooded with the content of the paper he was just reading. A freak accident for which there was no hint in the extraordinarily detailed clinical trials for Viagra.
Dumond and Shaunlese caught the change in his demeanor and waited.
“That is, um, not usual. It is extremely rare, just one step above unheard of,” he said half under his breath. 
“Well, unfortunately, it’s becoming a lot more heard of, and quickly,” replied Dumond. He continued, “And there have been some, I hate to say it, violent events surrounding my poking around about those little purple pills. Look Manfred, I am truly sorry to involve you at all in this problem, but with people dying, people being murdered...”
“Murdered!” exclaimed Manfred.
“Oops,” said Shaunlese.
Dumond said, “Murdered, maybe. It’s not clear yet and I can’t tell you about it because it just happened, but yes, I think there has been a murder in relation to my inquiries about the purple pills. So you see, it is critical that I find out everything I can as quickly as I can so that this unfortunate situation does not escalate.”
As he spoke it became ever clearer in Dumond’s mind that everyone who he involved in his quest for information about the purple pills was being put in harms way. This revelation shocked him. Shaunlese, Manfred, Jake, all people he liked, admired and loved, were now in some anonymous maniac’s sights.
Dumond said, “Manfred, please be careful. Anything you learn about the purple pills is valuable and, apparently, dangerous. Keep all of this between us and I will do whatever I can to involve you no further.”
“Little late for that, Dumond,” replied Manfred, but without anger. “I’m involved and I would be of my own volition if I had learned this information some other way.”
Dumond rose from his chair, as did Shaunlese, and shook Manfred’s hand.
“Thanks, man, I mean Manfred,” said Dumond clumsily. 
Manfred smiled, “Not at all, I love a mystery.” 
Manfred turned to Shaunlese and said, “Pleasure to meet you. Best of luck with your new life.”
“Well it’s off to a great start,” she said, glancing at Dumond.
Dumond said, “Here’s another card, please call or email or text me if you learn anything at all.”
“Will do,” said Manfred as Dumond and Shaunlese left the office.
As the walked to the DBS Dumond considered the unexpected bravery in Manfred’s position on the whole thing. He noted two new dings in the door of the DBA, got inside and said to Shaunlese as she descended into the soft leather passenger’s seat, “Not what I would have expected from an academic.”
She smiled and said, “Yeah, we’ll surprise you sometimes.”
 
***

Chapter 17

Due Diligence
Manfred sat at his desk and rotated his chair one hundred and eighty degrees so he was looking out of the window at the “bomb shelter” food court and across the quad where the Nanotechnology building had been recently erected to house the California Nano Systems Institute. It blocked the view he used to have looking west to Santa Monica and, on a clear day, the Pacific Ocean. As he stared out of the window he was internally sorting tasks he must do to further investigate the problem of the purple pills. He had purposely been less than completely forthcoming with Dumond and Shaunlese, partly because years of academic training had ingrained in him a “protect your data until you publish” mentality. And partly because he knew nothing about the two or the validity of their claims.
Thus, the first thing he decided to do was to investigate the unorthodox career path purported by Shaunlese. He Googled ‘Shaunlese Courage’ and came up with the usual thousands of irrelevant hits but after a little fine tuning he came across some police activity reports indicating that she had been arrested for prostitution several times.
“Well, at least that checks out,” he muttered.
His attempts to link the name Shaunlese Courage, in all the spelling variants he could construct, with Harvard, physics, or quantum mechanics was a total bust. Although disappointed he was not very surprised to fail to find this alleged connection.
He deduced from her age the approximate years when she might have joined the Harvard faculty. He found several female physicists who had been given Assistant Professor appointments in the target years, but none with names remotely similar to Shaunlese Courage.
As a last resort he called his colleague, Don Finch, who had been a professor at Harvard in the Chemical Engineering department for twenty years or more. Don had developed a number of devices and processes that had been patented and adopted by either existing chemistry giants like DuPont, or new start up companies in which he owned considerable numbers of shares. Six of his companies were valued well into the billion-dollar range. He received on average one hundred thousand dollars a year per company for sitting on the Board of Directors of these and other companies. Thus, between his annual income, his stock and options sales, and various honorariums and awards, Don Finch had a bank account in the several hundred million dollar range. Not bad for a chemistry nerd.
“Hello, Dr. Finch’s office,” said the receptionist at the other end of the personal number to which very few people on the planet had access.
“Hi Chris, Manfred here. Is Don in today?”
“Hi Manfred,” said the secretary, Chris Canutsin, “great to hear your voice!”
Chris was a high-end executive assistant, the kind that easily made the low six figures working for rich people as human interfaces between them and the rest of the world. 
“Yup, your lucky day. Don is just in from Italy, heading to Japan this afternoon. I am sure I can get him for a few minutes.”
“Excellent. That would be great. This is rather important and I really just need his amazing brain for one or two minutes.”
With people like Don, you only got more than a minute or two on the phone if you were the president of the country, a venture capitalist with a check book in your hands, or a dear old friend.
Manfred waited patiently for twelve minutes as Chris made numerous calls in her effort to find Don. Finally there was a series of clicks as office phones and cell phones transferred his call to one of Don’s personal phones.
“Manfred, what can I do for you?” said Don.
“Hi Don, sorry for the hassle but do you recall a young Assistant Professor in physics who joined the department maybe eight years ago?”
“Uh, sure Manfred, like twenty of them.”
Manfred mentally kicked himself, already thirty seconds gone and he had blundered in not being more precise.”
He said, “Female. Five foot ten inches, extraordinarily beautiful. Possibly have gone missing or left abruptly?
“Doreen Davenport,” said Don.
“What?” replied Manfred.
Manfred could hear typing on one of the three blackberries that Don carried as Don said somewhat distractedly, “Doreen Davenport. A total babe-ula, super genius, got here, left here, never seen again here. It was weird, and nobody ever seemed too concerned, which is status quo in this shark tank.”
Manfred sensed that he had about ten seconds left.
“Any chance I could get a picture of her?” he said.
“Sure buddy, ask Chris, she can dig up the departmental photograph. Been a pleasure man, drop in when you are in Boston. I gotta bolt, meeting in Japan.”
“Bye,” said Manfred to a dead phone. He heard another click and Chris said, “Manfred, you still there?”
“I’m here Chris. Did Don ask you about a Doreen Davenport?”
“Just got his text message. I’ll send you an image file in a minute or two after I find it. I have to access the physics department personnel database.”
“Can you do that?" asked Manfred.
“Manfred, I work for Don Finch. I can do anything. Bye bye.”
Manfred hung up his phone and less than a minute later heard his computer beep. He turned around to see that he had received an email from Chris. He opened the attached image file and was looking at a face that had been in his office an hour ago.
Professor Doreen Davenport, aka Shaunlese Courage. Her pedigree was stellar. She had won every young investigator’s prize possible by the age of twenty-two, and had a publication record that would have been the envy of professors twice her age. Yet, the young woman he was looking at had chosen a life of prostitution over the tremendous ego gratification and potential material benefits of a successful academic career.
This was the kind of scholar who could excel in any field. A giant and well organized brain inside an athletic body capped by one of the most beautiful faces on Earth. As he looked at her picture and tried to take in the complex paradox she represented he thought about his own considerable success and how it paled to what Doreen Davenport could have achieved.
 
***

Chapter 18

Following Leads
Dumond had awakened next to the same woman for the second morning in a row. Something that had not happened to him in decades. They made love, ate breakfast and vibed together for an hour before he said, “Got plans for the day?”
“Sure do,” Shaunlese said. “Gonna kick it here for awhile, hit the gym, go for a swim in the Pacific ocean, have lunch by the beach, maybe take in a movie this afternoon.”
“Damn, you do all that planning in your head or you have a Blackberry surgically implanted somewhere?”
She smiled. “Dude, you have no idea of what goes on in this girl’s head.”
She was probably right. Dumond said, “Well, since I am not retired, yet, I have to get to work. Keep in touch and let me know if you need anything.”
The sense of domestic tranquility was thick, but not smothering, and they were both savoring it.
“What are you going to do?” asked Shaunlese.
“Head to the beach, find a kid named Darcy.”
“Darcy?” she queried.
“Yeah, I guess you might call him my protégé. Anyway, I have some errands to run and need him to run the business for me.”
“Wow. Now that is impressive. You trusting someone else to run the business? What’s his middle name, Jesus?”
“Naw, I just get a good feeling from this kid and, you know, I ain’t getting any younger. I have plenty of money.”
Then, looking directly into her eyes he said, “And now I have a very good reason to consider retirement, or at least a second, less legally challenged career.”
Shaunlese graced him with her solar flare smile and threw her arms around him while jumping straddle legged onto his hips.”
“Now that is what I call love talk baby!” she said.
He kissed her and then gently dislodged and separated their perfectly fitted bodies saying, “Keep that thought. I’ll be back in a few hours.”
He grabbed his coat, took a long look at Shaunlese, who had turned to wash a few dishes in the sink but was fully aware of his admiring glance, and headed for the door.
He had only begun to grapple with the fact that his life had taken a one hundred eighty degree turn in almost no time at all. Yet he felt completely comfortable. It was either the world’s worst case of denial or lottery level good fortune. He shook his head and said quietly, “Dumond in love, who woulda thought?”
He started his pimp-mandatory Escalade, pulled outside the garage, and parked it on the street. He then trotted back to the garage and jumped in his 1967 fully authentic 427 Shelby Cobra. This half million-dollar car had sold for about seven thousand dollars in 1967. It ran from 0 to 100 back to 0 miles per hour in thirteen seconds. He rarely drove it because dings and scraps on the aluminum body were pure heartache, but today he just felt exuberant and the car matched his mood.
When he got to Santa Monica he parked the Cobra and walked over to the ever present Darcy who was staring at the ocean and eating a banana and peanut butter sandwich.
“Darcy I need your help again.” 
“Hell yeah!” said Darcy. He had made a thousand dollars the last time he filled in for Dumond and was certainly ready to repeat that performance.
Dumond looked him in the eye for a bit then said, “Look man. I am not a chance taker. I am a calculator. Right now the odds are against me but things have changed recently and I need to take this risk. Here is the deal, and there is no negotiation, you got that?”
“Got it.”
“From today on I am making you my junior partner. You get ten percent of my take. If you screw me or screw my employees or screw up, you get nothing other than a single shot to the back of the head. Are we clear on this?”
“Yes sir.”
“Good.”
Dumond handed Darcy the keys to the Escalade and a roll of one hundred dollar bills wrapped with a rubber band. Written on the paper were the words Voyage Mall, Marina del Rey. 
He said, “Look, catch a cab to this street and look for a white Escalade, spinners, tinted all around, totally pimped. Drive that car back here, park it, get out and do business with any of my employees that show up. You should expect to do between six and ten transactions by nightfall and another ten tonight. Each time an employee gives you money, you give them forty percent back. The rest goes into this roll. You keep zero. At two in the morning you drive the Escalade back to where you found it. Any questions.”
“No sir, I know the drill.”
Dumond astounded himself with his trust of Darcy. Of course the most he could lose is a few thousand dollars and a shitty Escalade that he hated anyway. But nonetheless, it was completely out of character for him to do this deal, yet he went ahead with it. 
He handed Darcy a Galaxy S5 cell and said, “Here is your phone. It has the employee names, pictures and private numbers. I emphasize private, cell phone numbers in it. It has my contact information too. Use it, and only it, when doing business.”
“Got it.”
“OK, go get that cab. I am waiting here until you get back, and then I am gone until tomorrow. Rule number one of being a first call pimp is...”
Darcy said with Dumond in unison, “Do not fuck up.”
Dumond chuckled, “Guess you have been taking a few lessons after all.”
“I pay attention, keeps me standing upright, ya know?”
“Yeah, I surely do know.”
Darcy grabbed a cab like a New York veteran and was back in less than half an hour. He pulled up in the Escalade and parked it on the street. Dumond admired Darcy’s natural charisma and self-confidence as the younger man approached. 
“I see you made it. Any problems?”
“None,” was Darcy’s single word reply.
“Cool. Catch you tomorrow. Have the money on you.”
Dumond walked to his Cobra, started the five hundred plus horsepower V8 and took off for UCLA.  He had to talk to Jake and get this purple pill problem squared away.
 
***

Chapter 19

Trophy Wife Syndrome
As he arrived at the south end of UCLA, where the medical school was located, he searched long and hard for a parking place that had some level of protective cover for his car.
“Why the hell did I drive this thing today?” he muttered as he finally found a sweet spot at a meter. 
Putting in quarter after quarter to eventually earn the right to park for a full hour, he turned and headed to the Nano Systems Institute to find Jake. He entered the building and looked for Jake in his office, but the door was locked. He went to the lab, door also locked. He moved to the main office where the secretarial pool was located and found Jake’s secretary, Jan Overland, facing the copier. Walking up to her he said, “Hi Jan, where is Jake.”
Startled, she turned and he could see that she was crying and had been for a long time.
“What’s wrong Jan, where is everybody? Is Jake OK?”
“Oh Dumond, Dumond, it is so sad. Jake is in the hospital. He had a massive heart attack or something. I’m not clear on the details, I just know it is very bad.”
“Holy smokes!” said Dumond. “What happened, was he out for a run, at the gym, what?”
She looked at Dumond, not sure what to say.
“I don’t really know, but I think he was, um, with his wife at the time.”
Dumond, the master of reading people’s cryptic lexicon, immediately got it. He had a heart attack while having sex. It happened, believe me, it had happened to his employees in the past, and much worse in the recent past.
“Oh man, I am so sorry Jan. Can I do anything for you?”
“I’ll be OK, but thanks,” she said. You can go see him in intensive care. He’s here at UCLA. I just spoke with his doctor and they say they saved him and he is stable. We are so lucky he lives close to the hospital.”
“He’s at Reagan?” said Dumond, referring to the Ronald Reagan Medical Center.
“Yes. I’m not sure which room, so you’ll have to ask at the desk. The attending physician is Willard Roo.”
“Thanks Jan. I have to run and check on Jake. I am sure he will be OK; he is a tough man.”
“That he is,” she said turning away as fresh tears emerged from her eyes.
Dumond left he building and headed to the hospital on foot. The UCLA Medical Complex was very close by and very impressive. The Ronald Reagan Medical Center was a brand new, very stylish and had already established itself as a west coast equal of the Mayo clinic in Rochester Minnesota.
As he worked his way through the labyrinth of hallways connecting older and newer portions of the medical complex he was thinking obsessively about the apparent coincidence of Eugene’s death and Jake’s mishap. A total dullard would see the connection and Dumond was at the other end of the intellectual spectrum.
He found the main desk and inquired about Jake, mentioning Dr. Roo to give the attendant a sense of security since all kinds of weirdos plagued the halls of medical facilities. She directed him to a room on the sixth floor. He ran up the stairs, eschewing the elevator, a habit he had adopted twenty years earlier. When he got to the door he paused, caught his breath, and knocked.
Jake said, “C’mon in.” and Dumond entered.
Jake was attached to a few tubes, as expected, but was sitting up looking ghostly pale but not in pain.
“Dumond, wow, how did you hear?”
“I dropped in to talk to you about something and Jan told me. Freaked me out a little bit, man.”
“Me too, sister,” replied Jake in an effort to be light hearted.
Dumond noted that he had severely bloodshot eyes and islands of broken blood vessels all over his face and hands. He didn’t have to be a medical school graduate to guess how they got there, but it would not be easy to be delicate in his questioning of a man who was his mentor, friend, and just had a near death experience.
“So, Jake, tell me what happened.”
Jake was quiet for a few seconds, then looked Dumond straight in the eye and said, “You met my wife, Lydia?”
He was referring to his second wife, alleged to be thirty years his junior and a drop-dead beauty. Money was a powerful chick magnet.
“No man, never had the pleasure,” said Dumond.
“Well, she is amazing. Beyond her beauty and the natural allure of youth there is depth to her. She loves to talk science and philosophy. Man, I really love her.”
Dumond sensed the defensive posturing that was only natural for an older man with a younger trophy wife. Nobody wanted to admit to the shallow truth that they just liked boning a younger woman while being the envy of their less fortunate peers.
“I know that Jake. I have known you long enough to know that it takes more than a fine set of legs connected to a perfect ass, slowly curving to pendulous breasts and capped off with a line-less and beautiful face to get your dander up.”
Jake smiled. “Yeah, you know me really well. Anyway, we were in the heat of things and ‘pow’ my aneurism blows and I am down and out.”
“But I thought you had that fixed years ago, I remember you going in for surgery,” said Dumond.
“That’s right. Fixed by the world’s best aneurism repairman over in Germany. But I guess even the best of the best can’t make a broken part new again. Apparently the graft had become hypervascularized and when the blood pressure rose, blammo.”
That all made sense to Dumond, but what had not yet been discussed were the other symptoms, the eyes and bruises. Dumond waited while Jake’s gears turned and he pondered how much he should divulge. 
Finally he said, ”OK, look. I have an ego, you know? Lydia has had some younger and very physically fit lovers before we got married and I felt inferior. Viagra helped a lot and she could care less so long as we were having good sex. Then last night, almost without thinking, I popped one of those purple pills you left with me...”
“What! Jake, are you nuts!”
“Hold on now,” said Jake. It was on a whim and Lydia was in the mood. We had a bottle of wine, a very good red, and I saw the pill and slammed it before I know what I was doing. Anyway, it was amazing. Man I was a total stallion, a nineteen year old with a never fail erection. Then I got this searing headache, a bloody nose, and these vascular ruptures all over my body, pecker included. Lydia freaked out and called 911. Good thing too because by the time they got there the aortic aneurism had popped and I would have been dead in three more minutes. Next thing I know I wake up with a new set of staples in my chest and a catheter in my purple dick.”
A little too much vivid imagery for Dumond, but at least he got the whole story now. The problem was that he did not know what to do. He had to stop this for a lot of reasons, business being just one of them.
“Is there anything you need right now Jake?” he said.
“Naw, I am actually feeling much better. My vision is blurry and I look like a vampire, but considering the possibilities I think I came out pretty well on this deal.”
“OK man, then I am gonna roll. I have to get that garbage off the streets and try to figure out how it got out there in the first place. When you’re feeling better I need to talk to you a little bit about ZenPharm, within the limits of your confidentiality agreements with them as a director, of course.”
“No problem. As soon as I have the strength I am calling that bastard Etienne and resigning anyway. He’s as slippery as a snake and twice as venomous.”
“Yeah, I met the man, briefly. Total douche bag. Probably a prerequisite to becoming a CEO in the pharma industry.”
Jake laughed and grimaced, his staples fresh and still sore. Dumond got up and opened the door to leave. 
As he existed the room he turned to Jake and said, “Hey Jake.”
“Yeah?”
“No more purple pills.”
Jake’s expletive response was muffled by the closing door as Dumond headed to the stairwell, a plan forming in his brain. 
 
***

Chapter 20

Pimp Protégé
As he cruised Wilshire Boulevard toward Santa Monica he thought about Jake. Jake had to be in his early sixties, and his wife was early thirties at best. Even the most enlightened and powerful of men would feel a bit insecure with a woman a decade or two away from menopause and the focus of a lot of male attention. Sexual performance was, after all, the common thread weaving together his business and that of ZenPharm. There were times, though he would never admit it publicly, that Dumond looked forward to a time when his sexual desire was muted. The last few years of old age when beautiful women were just that. Despite his Vulcan-like control of his substantial primal urges, it was always a challenge to adhere to the pimp code of ethics that seemed to be unique to his perspective of the trade. Of course, now that Shaunlese was monogamously his girlfriend, he had a whole new and unanticipated future of sexual pleasure to embrace. ‘Girlfriend’, wow, that seemed like a weird concept at this stage of life. He might have to do something about that.
He reached his destination and there was Darcy, standing exactly where Dumond usually stood. He looked like a young Wall Street banker in his cheap but well fitted suit. Dumond waited a half a block away and just watched Darcy for a good ten minutes. He observed one transaction with Glo, which apparently went smoothly, as she accepted her percentage and planted a big-lipped kiss on Darcy’s scar-free cheek. He put the rest of the money into the roll, just as Dumond had instructed, and put the roll in his pocket with no evidence of skimming.
“Excellent,” said Dumond.
Dumond walked the half block to Darcy and said, “Mr. Dees, how is business?”
Darcy turned, feigning surprise, then smiled broadly and said, “Good, good Dumond. I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow morning.”
“Well, in this line of work one never gets what one expects.”
Darcy grinned unevenly and said, “Yeah, I guess I can understand that. But I have to say that other than your covert operations to check up on me,” waiting a beat to let it sink in that he knew Dumond was watching, “things are running very smoothly.”
Just as he got the last words out of his mouth they heard tires screeching as a BMW pulled up to the curb, abruptly ejecting a tall blond woman who was looking around and saying something forcefully but quietly to the occupants of the car.
Dumond grabbed Darcy by his steel biceps and pulled him as they approached the car. The two young men in the BMW, reading the intent on the faces of the approaching men, slammed the door and burned rubber for a good thirty feet as they sped away. Dumond jotted something down on his ever-present notepad, put it in his pocket and leaned over to help the young woman up from where she had tripped on the curb.
“Shit, Dumond,” she said, “those college punks owe me two hundred for a couple of blow...uh, services.”
Dumond said, “Stacie, I want you to meet Darcy.”
The girl looked at Darcy, smiled, revealing nicely gapped front teeth, and said, “Hello Darcy, you need a date?”
Dumond chuckled at the second surprised expression he had seen on Darcy’s face in the last five minutes and said, “No Stacie, Darcy is helping me out today.”
“Oh,” she said, “Sorry.”
“No problem Stacie,” said Darcy in his deep, sonorous voice. “It’s all good.”
Dumond asked, “You hurt?”
Stacie said, “Only my feelings,” as she batted her eyes in an expert portrayal of innocence. She was, after all, a pro in her fourth year with Dumond and about one third of the way to retirement, if she wanted it.
Darcy said to Dumond, “Well what do you want to do about the punks in the Beemer?”
“Nothing for now. That gets handled later. We need to make sure our employee is ok and get everything stabilized. That is always the first course of action.”
Darcy recorded this tidbit of operational wisdom in his memory and turned to Stacie.
“Do you need a ride somewhere, you have a scrape on your knee that needs tending I reckon.”
Stacie smiled broadly, “You reckon. That is so sweet. But no thanks, the knee will heal fast, I’m a good healer. But I could use twenty bucks to get to my place.”
Darcy looked at Dumond, who nodded subtly. Darcy took out the roll of cash and peeled off a twenty that he handed to Stacie.
“There you go, that enough?”
“Perfect,” she said, giving him his second cheek kiss in the last half hour, this time on the scar.
“Bye Dumond, bye Darcy, I reckon it was really nice to meet you,” she said as she sauntered off to catch a cab.
Dumond chuckled and looked at Darcy.
“You just made a friend, and that is good because employees who do not like you are trouble. But be damn sure you do not cross over that friendship line. Some of these girls are so used to trading sex that they do not even realize when they are testing the employer-employee relationship that is critical to running a good business.”
“I hear you loud and clear,” said Darcy. “But she is kind of cute.”
Dumond’s head snapped up, looking Darcy deep into both eyes as a smile crept across Darcy’s face.
“Got cha,” Darcy said.
“Sheeeeiiiiit, that you did,” said Dumond as a broad smile of his own emerged.
They walked back to the pimp central loading zone and Darcy asked Dumond, “So what about the clients that ripped off Stacie? How will you get the money?”
Dumond said, “Not a problem. Another key to success in this business is patience and the ability to curb reactive tendencies, at least until they are needed.”
Darcy took his meaning and said, "Well, let me know if I can help out when the time comes.”
“Oh that I will,” said Dumond.
They stood there a bit longer and Dumond, satisfied that all was well in pimp land said goodbye to Darcy and walked to the Cobra half a block away. He had already forgotten about the incident with Stacie, that sort of thing was a common enough occurrence. But he would not forget the boys in the BMW, and the license plate number he had written down in his note pad. A key rule of the successful pimp was to never let an abusive customer escape unscathed. A weak pimp was a dead pimp. This little episode would be handled easily in good time. But right now he had much more pressing issues to address.
He was not sure what the next step was to be. Manfred might have more information and he was close to UCLA so he figured that there was no harm stopping in. As usual he drove around UCLA for twenty minutes looking for the sweet parking spot that would protect his vehicle, but to no avail. As he drove he had the sense that he might have a tail but could not see anything suspicious in the rear view mirror and just chalked it up to adrenaline and concern. Finally he drove down fraternity row and, as expected, the frat boys were out in numbers checking out the Cobra. He picked one frat house and drove into the driveway. A swarm of young men immediately approached the car. They sported tough guy faces learned from video games and movies, but Dumond could see the little boy wonder in their eyes and was not concerned at all.
He stepped out of the car and up to the largest of the young men and smiled broadly, pulling out a roll of hundred dollar bills. 
“Hey man, I have an appointment on campus and I can’t seem to find a place to park. I have a C-note for anyone who will let me leave my car here for an hour and another C-note if it is untouched when I get back.”
The kid did not have to think long, “Sure man, leave it there,” he said, pointing to a pavilion attached to the frat house. “I’ll make sure nobody fucks with it.”
Enjoying the effort this pampered white kid was putting forward to be street hip, at least in his own mind, Dumond said, “Thanks dawg, appreciate it.”
Dumond parked the car as instructed, locked it and walked away without looking back. He wished he had a mirror so he could see the kid who just made the easiest hundred bucks of his life bragging to his comrades. He knew there was some probability that these white boys would do something stupid, but he figured those odds to be minimal, especially because of the ego and cash gratification combination he had worked into the deal. 
He enjoyed the walk to the Molecular Biology building, taking a path that cut through some lush gardens on the south side of the campus. He entered the building and went straight to Manfred’s office. The door was closed, as it had been on his previous visits, but he heard music coming from inside so he knocked. There was a muffled noise that sounded like a chair moving, footsteps, and the door opened. Manfred recognized Dumond through his one open eye, the other swollen closed and shrouded in shades of purple, yellow and blue.
“Manfred, man, what the hell happened to your eye?”
As he spoke Dumond noticed some stitches above the eye and a number of other minor bruises, including finger-shaped ones on Manfred’s neck.
“I got mugged.”
“No kidding? Where? Santa Monica?”
“No. Near my house, I live off of Benedict Canyon Drive.  Last night as I got out of my car two guys jumped me and tried to beat the crap out of me. I think they were going to kill me.” 
“Did they rob you?”
“No, once I got my footing I managed to defend myself. I definitely got a few good licks in, kicked one guy in the head so hard I heard it crack,” Manfred said without any hint of machismo.
“You kicked a guy in the head?”
Manfred had taken the seat behind his desk. He looked up at Dumond and said, “I teach Shotokan karate in West LA, been doing that for thirty years. To be honest, if I had not been so distracted about this damn ZenPharm thing I like to think I would have been more aware and not have taken this strike to the eye. Fucking hurt like crazy. The guy used a metal baseball bat. How thug is that?”
Hearing that Manfred was a martial arts instructor, and that the word ‘fucking’ was in his vocabulary, took Dumond totally by surprise. Manfred was a robust looking man for an academic in the worst sport coat ever, including the elbow patches. Dumond would have pegged him more as the gym junkie than the karate master.
“So are the police looking for the muggers?” asked Dumond.
“Oh, they got them. One is in the morgue and one is in intensive care.”
Dumond was truly shocked.
“You killed one of them?”
Manfred looked peeved. “The fucker tried to choke me out, see these bruises? I had about three seconds of consciousness left and I had to do something!”
Dumond studied Manfred. For some reason the professor/martial artist/killer seemed to be concerned not with the brutality of events of the previous evening but with something else. His brow was knitted, as if he was thinking very hard. He was muttering just under his breath something that sounded like, “No fucking way, those greedy bastards, no fucking way...”
Dumond said, “Man, I am sorry about the mugging and all the fallout. I’ll leave you alone because I am sure you need some time to yourself to get your head straight...”
Manfred cut him off, saying, “My head is perfectly straight! Sorry, I don’t mean to be short with you.” He composed himself in half a second and said, “Dumond, please sit down. I have to tell you something.”
Dumond sat on the seat opposite Manfred’s desk and waited.
Manfred touched his throat, took a sip of water, and said, “You know those purple pills? Well I think that those pills, ZenPharm, and the attack last night are related.”
This threw Dumond for the third loop of the visit, but he sat and said nothing, waiting patiently for the explanation.
“My super tech Jill, have you met her? Well she analyzed the contents of those pills and they are like Viagra on steroids. There is enough vasodilator and smooth muscle relaxer in one of those pills to give a guy a week’s worth of erectile events compressed into an hour. The stress on the vascular system would be, well, intolerable if there were any weaknesses at all.”
Dumond reflected on Jake’s current situation, and continued listening.
“I called ZenPharm’s CEO, you know, Etienne Lorenze, last night but he was not available so I left a message. I was furious. How did these pills leak out? They have not been tested, they are years away from any chance of FDA approval and, most importantly, they will kill people, and I guess already have. Anyway, I think Etienne got my message and tried to shut me up.”
Dumond said, “What about Jill?”
Manfred stared at Dumond, impressed with his recognition that Jill, too, would be in danger.
“She is in a safe place, for now. I called her before the police arrived and she got the picture instantly and is long gone.”
“Whew, that’s good at least,” said Dumond. “What about Etienne? Any word from him?”
Manfred laughed, “No way. That little bastard has more protective shields than the core of the Pentagon. I am sure that by the time I get to him there will be no way to connect him to any of this.”
Dumond said, “Well then, in my business when time is of the essence, you either short circuit the system or sit back and take your lumps. I am not a lump taker so my vote is for a visit to ZenPharm right now.”
Manfred said, “That will get us thrown in jail for sure. You ever been in jail?”
Dumond grinned, “My second home. I’ll introduce you to my attorney.”
Manfred said, “Wait, we need some sort of plan.”
Dumond said, “I have one, and it will be ready by the time we get there. Etienne knows me but he does not know that I know you. That can work to our advantage. I think I make the entry and you follow me in.”
“That’s your plan? You go in, then I follow? Very sophisticated.”
Dumond said, “Hey, an attack by two assassins is not very sophisticated either, but it almost worked last night.”
“Right on, right on, you got that right,” said Manfred, revealing his Woodstock years and associated lexicon. 
They left the office and headed to the Cobra. Manfred decided to follow in his Volvo rather than make a splashy arrival in the car that can be heard a block away. The frat boys were smiling when Dumond showed up. He peeled off another hundred, as promised, and bestowed it upon the palm of the large “Keeper of the Cobra”.
“Thanks man, much appreciated,” said Dumond and he started the four hundred and twenty seven cubic engine.
“Any time bro,” said the big white boy.
 
***

Chapter 21

Covert Operations
He saw the Volvo waiting in the street, Manfred at the wheel, so he pulled out and headed toward ZenPharm corporate headquarters in Pacific Palisades. As they approached the building, the blue erection looming large, Dumond felt an uncharacteristic nervousness. Something was bothering him more than just a few bad drugs on the street. That happened all the time. It was a combination of things, Eugene dead, Manfred and Jake both injured, and that asshole Etienne being so smug. He parked in the visitor’s zone and the Volvo pulled up next to him. He walked to the big double glass doors, pushed them open and approached the large semicircular granite surfaced desk at which the receptionist sat. 
“May I help you sir?” said the receptionist, who clearly recognized him from his earlier visit.
“I need to see Dr. Lorenze. Immediately.”
“I’m sorry, he’s in a meeting all day and will not be available.”
“Oh, well that’s a bit of a problem because people are dying and the sooner I see Etienne Lorenze, I think, the sooner that stops.”
The receptionist, a seasoned professional in his forties, said, “That is unfortunate but Dr. Lorenze gave me specific instructions that he could not be disturbed today under any circumstances.”
“I see, I see...” said Dumond. As he stood there giving the impression of pondering the situation, Manfred moved stealthily behind him and to the door of Etienne’s office. He listened and heard nothing so he moved down the hall to the main boardroom and, again, listened at the door. He could clearly hear Etienne speaking to someone. He was saying something about "...getting this drug off the street and into the pharmacies...” Manfred glanced at Dumond, still engaged with the receptionist who, to his credit, appeared calm and composed. Dumond saw Manfred but did not look at him because he did not want to give anything away unnecessarily early. Soon enough there would be a fracas in the lobby of ZenPharm that would make tomorrow’s papers, of that he was quite sure.
Manfred took a couple deep breaths then burst into the boardroom.  At this point Dumond sprinted down the hall and followed Manfred in. Etienne was standing in front of a projector screen, a PowerPoint presentation behind him illustrating some statistics about a drug they were developing. A woman was also standing. Dumond recognized her face but could not place it at the moment. Six other men and two women were seated around a large polished granite table. The expression on each of them was one of surprise mixed with the ‘I’m too important for this kind of nonsense’ look that is mastered by the ultra-rich and successful.
Etienne, ever the CEO, said, “Ah, Manfred...and guest. You may notice that we are having an important meeting of some of the Directors of ZenPharm and I am afraid you will have to leave so that we may conclude our private business.”
There was emphasis on the word “private”.
Manfred said, “Etienne, see this shiner I am sporting?”
Etienne raised one eyebrow in acknowledgement.
“I believe that you engineered the attack that gave it to me. I also believe that you are putting drugs on the street before FDA clearance.”
Dumond now recognized the woman who was still standing. She was Nancy Pellacini, the recently appointed head of the Food and Drug Administration, an agency that was responsible for twenty five percent of the nation’s economy. Apparently Manfred, too, recognized Dr. Pellacini just after the accusatory words left his mouth. They locked eyes for a good ten seconds as the tension in the room rose to the incendiary level.
Etienne, visibly shaking, veins standing out in his forehead, said, “Manfred, I am calling our security force and then the police. I suggest that you think about what you are saying and shut your mouth.”
Manfred said nothing for a moment while Dumond backed out the door and scurried down the hall to Etienne’s office. While Manfred was holding all the relevant parties at bay in the other room, Dumond entered the office and went straight to the file cabinet that Etienne had identified before as containing documents that would clear him of any wrong doing should something go awry, as it just had. He did not have time for a careful perusal of the cabinet so he riffled through the drawers as quickly as possible and grabbed what looked like forms relating to the transfer of materials and some other forms that were cryptically labeled “Jac.”
Dumond stuffed the folders under his shirt and sprinted out of the office and to his car, wishing he had brought a Scion or some other nondescript vehicle rather than the easily identified Cobra. He scooted out of the parking lot and took the 405 freeway south to the Santa Monica freeway, then west to the coast and side streets to his house. He parked the Cobra in his massive garage, behind all of the other cars, and threw a cover over it. It was registered under a false ID so even if it were seen, there was no connection to him. However, he had noticed several security cameras at ZenPharm and was quite sure he and Manfred would be playing starring roles in tonight’s feature films.
While Dumond was stealing files, Manfred had engaged Etienne in a brief but explosive verbal battle, accusing him of murder and making sure that everyone in the room was clear on that point. Etienne had decided not to call the police, clearly the safer gamble under the circumstances, and simply had Manfred removed from the premises by the internal security force.
Manfred walked to the Volvo, started it up and began to leave the parking lot under the eyes of two very large men with weapons belts. He had not been physically intimidated at any point in the tussle because he was quite sure that he could defend himself against these hired guns. But now was not the time. It is important that Etienne felt that he had won that battle and had embarrassed a famous scientist. He was overconfident and that is exactly how Manfred wanted him. 
Etienne watched Manfred drive off through the boardroom window and turned to the group and the still standing Nancy Pellacini.
Nancy said with pointed sarcasm, “Good job Etienne! What the hell are you thinking? There is no amount of Director’s and Officer’s insurance on the planet that will protect us if those guys figure out what we are doing, you know that?”
“Relax,” said Etienne, feigning the cool demeanor demanded by his gargantuan ego, “First of all, they have nothing. Secondly, their entire foolish escapade is captured on video so we can use that against them at any time. Third, there is absolutely no evidence of any wrong doing by ZenPharm or any of its Directors.”
“and fourth”, he thought to himself, “I know where both of them, and their loved ones, live”.
“How do you know that?” said one of the seated men, referring to the lack of evidence.
“Because the only evidence died with the unfortunate demise of the good Dr. Eugene Furster and I am sure that a soft academic like Manfred, despite his display of bravado today, is completely intimidated by the threat of violence such as that he has already tasted. Did you see that eye?”
No one spoke, but every conscience in that room, save Etienne’s, was grinding through the gears of the denial machine. Somehow every corporate Director had to justify their actions in the ultimate terms of ‘saving lives’ and ‘serving the shareholders’ despite the fact that pure and unadulterated greed was the only force driving their decision making process. Fortunately for all of them the climb to the stratosphere of wealth they occupied had demanded such actions many times and they were all experts at rationalization.
Etienne, on the other hand, had already prepared a CYA dossier that provided documents ‘proving’ that he was a mere pawn in the games being played by ZenPharm’s Board of Directors and the head of the FDA and had it carefully stowed away in his office in a folder entitled “Jac”.
“Well,” said Etienne, “shall we call it a day? I, for one, could use a drink and some recreational sex.”
Nobody even smiled at the poor taste attempt at jocularity. The Directors left the room, went to their cars, and headed to whatever comforts hundreds of millions of dollars buy a person. Etienne bid them all farewell, headed to his office and, upon seeing the disheveled file cabinet that previously held his watertight alibi, fell into his two thousand dollar CEO’s chair. 
“God damn it, that fucking bastard,” he muttered. “Ok Manfred and company, so you actually do have some balls. Well then let’s play.”
Then he picked up the phone and made a call.
 
***

Chapter 22

Heating Up
Dumond phoned Manfred and told him to drive directly to his address in Marina del Rey. He was a bit nervous about this arrangement since his personal dwellings were known only to the inner most circle of friends, which was Shaunlese and his mother. But he figured that Manfred was quickly becoming family and UCLA would be too obvious a place for Etienne and his minions to start their search for the stolen files.
Shaunlese was not there. He figured that she was probably still on the beach enjoying the sunset. He hated that for the first time in his adult life he was forming a real relationship with a potential soul mate and immediately major drama starts unfolding.
Manfred knocked on the door soon after Dumond’s arrival and Dumond let him in after confirming his identity on the security camera.
“Well that was interesting,” said Manfred.
“Yeah, and let’s see how much more interesting it gets once we explore these files,” said Dumond as he put the files on the granite counter top in the kitchen.
Manfred said, “Nice place Dumond. What did you say you did for a living?”
“Um, various kinds of business. Let’s focus on the files and exchange life stories later,” said Dumond, regretting the somewhat hostile tone of the choice of words.
Apparently Manfred was both like-minded and thick skinned because he smiled and said, “Of course, to the matters at hand,” and started looking through the files.
“Hmmm, “Jac”,” muttered Manfred as he read the file tab, “I wonder what that could stand for.”
He opened the file and his eyes widened.
“Oh, I was totally wrong. I thought it was an allusion to JacuMAB, but it’s spelled out inside the folder.” 
He read it aloud, “Just Another Catastrophe,” and continued, “That Etienne is a strange dude, but not to be underestimated. As I mentioned before he’s probably a mad genius.”
Dumond replied, “Great, a mad genius with essentially limitless resources and a big secret to hide.”
“You mean the drugs leaking out onto the street?” said Manfred.
Dumond looked at him and said, “No, not leaking. I mean the unsanctioned and secret drug trials being carried out by ZenPharm using innocent citizens as guinea pigs.”
Manfred took this in, his eyes widening. 
“No way, nobody is that brazen or that stupid. The FDA would have them in jail for many lifetimes if they were caught, which they surely would be,” said Manfred.
“Not if the FDA were involved too,” said Dumond.
Now it was Manfred’s turn to stare. His mouth hung open as he digested the insinuation and even though he had seen enough today to accept that corruption runs deep, the idea that the Federal Governmental body in charge of every drug in the nation could be involved was mentally noncomputable.
“Are you crazy? What makes you think the FDA has any knowledge of this?”
Dumond moved to the computer on the counter, opened an Internet browser and pulled up a picture from Google Images. The picture was of the head of the FDA, Nancy Pellacini.
“Manfred, she was in the room when the subject under discussion was clearly the purple pills. She has full knowledge of the pills and the fact that the FDA has not shut down ZenPharm is about as strong an indicator as you can have that the Feds are already involved.”
Manfred had to let this digest further. He was no fool and well aware that corruption could run through any system and reach any level, the highest often being the most susceptible. With power comes temptation and opportunity.  But he had worked with the FDA on many projects, served on the board of directors of no less than six major pharmaceutical companies, all with dealings with the Feds. But most difficult to understand of all was that he and Nancy Pellacini had been contemporaries at Stanford, both earning their Ph.D. degrees there and, for a short time, having a very personal and energetic relationship.
“Unbe-fucking-leavable,” he said, as he took a seat on a stool by the counter. He hated it but knew that Dumond, as he was beginning to discover, was very bright, observant and, in this case, directly on point.
“Well, that throws a large and weighty monkey wrench into an already murky situation, doesn’t it?”
“That it does, that it d...”
Before Dumond could finish his sentence he heard a loud and familiar honking outside. He looked out the window and saw the Escalade moving slowly down the street. The hood looked like it had been painted red. He bolted out of the door and down to the street. The horn stopped honking when the driver saw Dumond. The driver’s side door opened and Darcy fell out onto the street. He was soaked in blood and barely coherent.
“Man, I don’t know what the fuck happened. I was s..s...standing there minding the store when feel this electrical shock...”
Dumond glanced at Darcy’s back and saw the telltale double entry wounds of a Taser electrode. Quiet and highly effective.
“These dudes grabbed me and took me up the coast. They were looking for you. These guys were pros, man.”
For the first time Dumond noticed that the blood was emanating from several puncture wounds in Darcy’s abdomen. He lifted Darcy’s shirt to reveal twelve incisions, probably made with a knife.
Darcy looked like he was about to pass out. Dumond said, “Who the fuck was it Darcy, you recognize them at all?”
Darcy managed, “No man, but they were looking for you and a guy named Manfred. They were pros man. I had to jump or they would have killed me right there.”
“What do you mean jump? You jumped out of the car?”
Darcy tried to smile, his perfect white teeth covered with a film of coagulating blood.
“Yeah man, right on PCH, we were doing like forty-five miles per, I kicked this one dude real hard, heard his jaw snap, then grabbed the door handle, damn near tore it off, and rolled out onto the highway. I figured I would rather die that way than get bled out by those mother fuckers.”
“No shit,” said Dumond, totally relating. I am getting you to the hospital, you hang on.”
Dumond made a call on his cell and in three minutes an ambulance was waling up the street. The paramedics nodded to Dumond and with no questions loaded Darcy into their vehicle and started emergency treatment on the way to the hospital.
As the left Dumond said to the driver, “Text me with updates, nobody dies, you hear?”
“Got it Dumond,” he said, and they drove away.
Manfred had arrived at some point during the event and said, “They know you by name? You use the paramedics a lot in your line of work?”
Dumond said grimly, “Occupational hazard. Those are my guys, on the payroll, the best of the best.”
Manfred said, “Well, what was that all about?”
Dumond answered immediately, “It was about how we need to get the hell out of here and someplace safer or we will be dead.”
Manfred was shocked.
“What do you mean dead?”
“I mean that the guys who did that to my friend Darcy are looking for us. They are, without doubt, Etienne’s street team. They will be vicious and relentless. We have to move.”
“Do I have time to go by my house for something?”
“No! We have no time. I need to find Shaunlese and we leave. You come with me or you make your peace with the cosmic oneness.”
“Dumond, this is getting...”
Manfred was interrupted by a shrill scream.
“Shaunlese,” said Dumond softly, in a cold, surprisingly unemotional voice. 
Manfred did not realize that Dumond had transitioned into street survival mode. Emotions were a problem, so they were shut down.
Dumond sprinted around the house to the beach side, trying to localize the scream. He saw two men on the beach about one hundred yards to the north. They were struggling with a woman while the few other late-in-the-day sunbathers looked but did nothing.
Dumond made the hundred yards in less than ten seconds and threw his shoulder into one assailant. The other pulled a Taser from his coat and aimed it at Dumond who braced for the electrical surge. It never came.
There was a loud cracking noise and Manfred’s right foot pulverized the would-be Taser man’s right elbow. As a credit to his profession the attacker controlled what must have been considerable pain and blocked the punch that followed. Manfred, realizing that this fellow was well trained, stood back and kicked off his street shoes. His composure was absolute. Thousands of hours of training and fighting in the dojo had taught him what Dumond learned from the street. Emotions were of no utility in a battle. He breathed, circled and looked for the weaknesses. One was the non-functional right arm. Another was the attacker’s tendency to raise his foot slightly off the ground when he moved, not sliding like Manfred. Manfred locked into the rhythm of the rising front foot and on the third rise he acted. Using his front foot like a broom he swept the attackers front foot to the side just as he was putting his weight on it, this caused the momentary stumble Manfred had intended. Before the attacker would regain his composure, Manfred followed with a bone crushing “oizuki” to the man’s face and then, to ensure no further contest, he dropped an elbow onto the man’s neck as he fell. The man was dead before he hit the sand.
In the mean time Dumond had pulled the other attacker from a shaken but still standing Shaunlese. Dumond reached around the man’s head and with both hands drove his middle fingers deep into the man’s eyes, popping the left one completely out of its socket. As he pulled the blinded man back he raised his knee and focused all of his energy into the lower back of his opponent, generating cracking sound as the man fell paralyzed and blind to the sand. 
Dumond grabbed him by the testicles and said, “You work for Etienne?”
“You fucking blinded me! You are going to die.”
Dumond repeated, calmly, “You work for Etienne?” and applied pressure to the man's testicles.
“Oh, shit! Yeah, Etienne Lorenze.”
“Why did you attack this woman?”
“She’s your main bitch, isn’t she? That’s what Etienne told us.”
Dumond was only half surprised that Etienne’s reconnaissance was so thorough. It was not like Dumond to hide in the shadows when he worked, but he did try to be somewhat discrete. Now he knew that all of his girls would be in danger. He made a mental note to call Glo ASAP and have her tell everyone to stay off the street.
Suddenly the man in Dumond’s submission hold grabbed a handful of sand and tried to throw it into Dumond’s eyes. Dumond ducked right and the thousand tiny projectiles missed him by eight inches. Before the grains landed harmlessly behind him, Dumond had crushed the man’s testicles, a policy of his that ensure that whatever genes were responsible for that man’s being an asshole would not be propagated for another generation, and said to the vomiting blind man, “Tell Etienne to be scared.”
He grabbed Manfred and Shaunlese and said, “Go to the garage, go!”
They took off while Dumond searched the gangsters, took their wallets and weapons, and left them there for the police who would surely arrive at some point.
He ran to the garage and motioned Manfred and Shaunlese to a tarp covered car. He removed the tarp covering a Ford F10 truck, beat up and looking like junkyard fodder. He said, ”C’mon, get in, we have to ride.”
Shaunlese said, “In this old beater, with all these other beauties standing here?”
Dumond just nodded and firmly assisted her into the middle of the front bench seat.
Dumond hopped in the driver’s side and started the engine, which purred like an electric motor on steroids. They exited the garage, drove to the San Diego Freeway and headed south, accelerating up the onramp like a jet.
“What the hell is in this thing?” said Manfred.
“Ferrari V10, five hundred horses, full drive train.”
Manfred just looked at Dumond, then said, “Is there anything normal about you?”
Dumond returned the look, “No. You?”
Shaunlese was rubbing her shoulders where the attackers had manhandled her. Dumond said, “You ok?”
Shaunlese broke the tension with one of her textbook glamour smiles and said, “Hell yeah. And I had those guys under control before you thugs showed up.”
“You’re welcome,” said Dumond with a grin.
Then she turned to Manfred and said, “Wow Manfred, I knew Dumond was a super hero but you totally blew my mind. What the fu..., I mean heck was that?”
Manfred said, somewhat absent-mindedly, ”Front thrust kick, inside foot sweep, front punch, elbow strike.”
Shaunlese smiled again and said, ”Yeah, that’s exactly what I thought.”
 
***

Chapter 23

Los Cabos
They drove for fourteen hours straight, stopping only for food and body functions. Dumond sipped espresso to stay awake as Shaunlese and Manfred took turns napping. When they arrived at their destination they were on a tiny spit of land with ocean covering more than three hundred of the three hundred and sixty degrees surrounding them. An isolated house stood on the spit and they parked directly in front of the house. It was relatively plain and humble by Beverly Hills standards with no ostentatious adornments or striking features other than a large parabolic antenna pointing skyward. The simple brown wood door complemented the bleached white adobe surface of what was essentially a three thousand square foot box with lots and lots of glass.
“Where, exactly, are we Dumond?” asked Manfred as Shaunlese looked past both of them and the azure seascape.
“Mexico.”
“Yeah, I kind of guessed that much since we passed the border, but we seem to be more or less at the extreme terminus of the continent.”
“”We are south of La Paz, fairly near Los Cabos. I own this particular piece of land.”
“Wow,” offered Shaunlese. “You never run out of surprises for a girl, do you Dumond?”
He managed a grin and said, “I hope not.”
The interior of the house was sparsely but elegantly appointed. Windows on three sides had amazing views of the ocean and beach, completely unoccupied. There was a large sitting room just beyond the entry way through a set of French doors that were wide open. It housed a large light wood table at which sat an elderly man sipping a dark beer and staring out the window. He turned and smiled, his weathered and deep brown skin sharply contrasting with extraordinarily white teeth.
“Hi Dumond, glad you made it ok. Manfred and Shaunlese, I presume?” the man said, politely acknowledging the two.
Dumond said, “Hi Sensei, thanks for getting the house ready.”
“No problem, took all of three hours and a couple of guys from the resort.”
Dumond turned to Manfred and Shaunlese saying, “Sorry, let me introduce Sensei Alfred Takaida, a long time friend and mentor.”
Al smiled and bowed slightly, “Pleasure.”
Manfred said, “Sensei?”
Al said, “Yes?” apparently used to being called by the respectful term for a Japanese teacher. 
At the same moment Dumond said, “Yup, Al is my Sensei.”
There was a moment of silent comprehension followed by laughter all around.
“Your sensei, huh? Well things keep getting more and more intriguing with you don’t they?” said Manfred.
“They sure do,” agreed Shaunlese, giving Dumond a probing look.
“It’s a long and irrelevant story, at least for now,” said Dumond. “Maybe we can talk about my past on the trip back to the US, but for now we have to focus on the problem at hand.”
Manfred looked at Al and said, “Al, you want a quick update on our situation?”
“Not necessary, I am all over it. Dumond filled me in on his way down, I guess when you were sleeping or something.”
Dumond said, “Hey, I had to do something to stay alert, I used up two batteries for my blackberry on that little trip.”
“Wow,” said Shaunlese, ”I didn’t realize we slept so much.”
Dumond replied, “I wanted both of you to get as much sleep as you could. We have to be one hundred and ten percent if we are going to deal with ZenPharm and the FDA.”
The weight of that statement immediately resulted in a general sense of seriousness descending upon the room. They had a maniacal CEO of a powerful pharmaceutical firm after them. He was clearly not concerned with the use of force or even murder. They had the head of the Food and Drug Administration involved at an intimate level in a completely illegal and unethical “field trial” of a new vanity drug that killed people. They were involved in the murder, albeit in self-defense, of at least one of Shaunlese’s attackers, not to mention the thug that Manfred had put down days earlier. They were, therefore, fugitives from the law. And here they were in an isolated part of the Southern tip of a Mexican peninsula with no real plan.
But they did have the big table. Within the hour it was covered with papers and maps containing words, mathematical formulae, pictures of various sorts, Venn diagrams, graphs and any other symbolic representation that might be of use in the survival brain-storming session that began soon after they arrived and lasted well past midnight.
Finally Dumond said, “I’m beat. If I don’t get two hours of shut eye every twenty four or so I can get darn cranky.”
With that statement the group agreed to get some sleep and reconvene at seven in the morning. 
Al, however, sat in a chair by the window and sipped his beer, which, as it turned out, was not beer at all, but ginseng tea.
 
***

Chapter 24

Strategic Planning
Shaunlese awoke to sun streaming into the room she and Dumond had shared. The sound of the waves and sea birds created an almost mystical ambiance. She put on a robe and, seeing that Dumond was still out cold, quietly descended the stairs to the main floor. There, sitting precisely where he had been the night before was Al, looking out the window, sipping, she guessed, his ginseng tea.
“Beautiful morning, eh Shaunlese?” Al said without turning around.
“Um, yes, gorgeous.”
She sat in the chair next to Al, looking out the window at the austere splendor of this amazing point on planet earth. They were quiet for several minutes, then Shaunlese asked, ”So you have known Dumond for a long time?”
“Nearly his entire life, and more than half of mine.”
“Wow, I thought he was born and raised in Compton. Are you from there?”
Still looking out the window Al said, “Born there he was, but only raised there for the first fourteen years of his life.”
He stopped with this enigmatic statement, leaving some obvious questions hanging in the air. Shaunlese, never the shy one, pushed on.
“What happened at age fourteen? How did you get involved?”
Al turned to Shaunlese.  In the morning light the septuagenarian’s face looked no more than thirty-years old. Al smiled and said, “Do you know about Dumond’s childhood?”
“No, nothing at all. I am, well, was, an employee in Dumond’s business.”
“Ah yes, the business. So you are retired?”
“Yup, very recently.”
She stopped there, not knowing what Al might think of his long time friend Dumond ‘dating’ an ex-prostitute.
Al smiled, an unexpected warmth emanating from his twinkling eyes. 
“Ah, good. Very good. I, too, married a geisha many years ago.”
This took Shaunlese by surprise. 
“Oh, I am not a geisha, I was a hoo…, working gir…, uh, prostitute. But before that I was a physicist, still am really.” 
Al raised an eyebrow, “Physicist, ah, very good.”
They sat there for a few minutes, saying nothing as the strange conversation percolated. 
Then Al said, “I lived in Compton many years ago, after leaving Japan. The city was not always a ghetto with a daily body count. I met Dumond when he was four. His mother was lying in the street, a bullet in her head, and her son was wailing on the curb, not sure what to do.”
Shaunlese’s mouth dropped open. “What?”
Al continued, “His mother was dead, the police were on the way, I was passing by and saw this innocent little kid. What could I do? The kid was going to end up in a series of bad homes, get into a gang, and probably die in his teens. I saw his whole future in a second and could not let that happen. I grabbed the kid and left. I raised him for the next fourteen years until he joined the army when he was eighteen. Nobody ever came looking for him. I searched long and hard for any relatives but there were none. He became my son.”
“But his family name is Presley, he said that his mother told him that that was his Dad’s name.”
“True enough, his legal name is Dumond Presley. I raised him, but I never challenged his heritage or pedigree. That is important stuff.”
“Holy shit. Oops, I mean smokes.”
Al smiled at Shaunlese’s colorful language. Then he got a serious look on his face and said, “So, are you in love?”
Shaunlese got a little teary eyed, smiled with the radiance of a super nova and said, “Al, I love Dumond with all my heart. I always have. I know it is weird, a working girl being in love with her, um, employer. But it is the truth. And I think that Dumond loves me too, though he may not know it yet.”
“Shaunlese, one thing you can be sure if in a world of uncertainty is that Dumond Presley is one hundred percent in love with you. I knew it the moment you walked in the door.
“Really? How?”
“I’m his Dad, remember? He calls me Sensei, another long story, but to me it is a father and son thing.”
“Yeah, why does he call you Sensei?”
Dumond, moving up behind Shaunlese and putting his hand on her shoulders, said, “Because he is my teacher and I owe him my life, many times over.”
“Oh, I see you’re up. Feeling energized?”
“You know it, let’s get crackin’. Where’s Manfred?”
“I figured he was sleeping,” said Shaunlese, “should we wake him?”
Al said, “No need, he’s been up for an hour or more. Look, here he comes.”
A small speck was visible on the beach, moving toward them at a good pace. In a minute they could see that it was Manfred, wearing only sweat pants. He sprinted the last hundred yards, kicking up a sand rooster tail behind him. He stepped onto the courtyard on the beachfront side of the house and began to stretch, the sweat streaming off of his torso. After fluidly moving through various stretches and yoga poses Manfred sat in the traditional Japanese seiza position and meditated motionlessly for ten minutes. Nobody said a word as they watched this unusual man go through his morning ritual. Abruptly Manfred hopped directly to a standing position and clapped his hands together, a traditional sword defense, and walked up to the double glass back door entry to the house. Entering the house he saw the group enjoying the morning sun. Nobody missed the fact that despite his fifty years Manfred was built like a thirty-something year old athlete. Well-defined musculature, thin, fat free waist, a defined six-pack and shoulders that could military press three hundred pounds. 
“Damn, Manfred, I knew you were a karate master but didn’t realize you were such a stud!” said Dumond, smiling.
Manfred, appearing neither narcissistic nor embarrassed said, “I do what I can with what I’ve got. I’m going to take a quick shower and then we can hit it hard and get this show on the road, sound like a plan?”
“You got it Manny.”
Manfred bristled, and then calmed himself almost immediately.
“Dumond, please do me one courtesy and never, ever, call me Manny. I fucking hate that name.”
Dumond laughed, “Wow, sorry, no problem. Guess I found your one weakness, huh?”
“You might look at it that way, or some other way.”
Manfred headed upstairs to his bedroom to shower. Shaunlese, Dumond and Al chatted and watched the day begin. 
After a moment Al said, “I would like to spar with that fellow sometime.”
 
***

Chapter 25

An Idea
Manfred returned in fifteen minutes wearing hip hugging Levis and an un-tucked black dress shirt over a white t-shirt. He was barefooted and oblivious to the corrugated tile floor. Dumond had laid out some eggs, toast, coffee, and assorted other breakfast foods. Manfred picked up a piece of dry wheat toast, poured a glass of water, and began to eat as he sat in a chair by the table.
Dumond said, “OK. I think we can eat and plan at the same time. Here is what I am thinking. That bastard Etienne has the FDA in his pocket. We have to reach even higher than the FDA, which is essentially the President or at least a member of Congress.”
Manfred shook his head, “None of my contacts are at that level. I did serve on one presidential advisory committee on stem cell research but that was a total boondoggle and I resigned early on. I doubt that that would have any pull with the current administration.”
Dumond replied, “Yeah, I try to stay away from feds as much as possible. Not exactly healthy for my line of work, ya know?”
“Isn’t there some other way? I mean, what if we used the evidence we have, sent it to Time magazine or something and tried to get the press to expose them, for example,” suggested Manfred.
“Probably backfire and get us thrown in jail for libel or slander or some other trumped up bull shit charge,” said Dumond.
“Or murder,” said Manfred.
“Yeah, that could be a problem. One bridge crossing at a time though,” Dumond replied.
They talked back and forth for two hours, but no great ideas were emerging. Shaunlese was quiet, just taking in the various parameters of the problem they faced. At a lull in the conversation she said, “Look guys, my ‘book’ is full of names of people, most of them regular Joes, but I do have a couple of Senators and other high profile people in the queue. I have cell phone numbers and can make contact with any of these people, if that would be of help.”
The looked at her, Shaunlese, the genius hooker with the magic telephone book. It was heresy for a working girl to compromise a client, but this was the exceptional case and there was really little anyone could do to her to challenge her already forfeited social credibility.
“Brilliant!” said Manfred. The others concurred and so began the task of identifying the ideal candidate whistle blower from the available pool and contriving a plan to get make sure the whistle blew loud and clear.
Shaunlese reached into her purse and pulled out a leather bound address book. She handed it to Dumond and he opened to begin scanning name. Each page was covered in flawless handwriting. It struck him that this was what her physics lab notebooks must have looked like, with a bit more math thrown in. As he read down the pages his jaw dropped further and further. Shaunlese had slept with an incredible number of movie stars, rock stars, politicians, celebrities of various genres, and other men and women of note in science, economics, and so forth.
“G’dam Shaunlese, no wonder you can retire so young. I knew you were the best, but I never would have guessed that you have serviced all these famous people. When this is over we are going to write a book!” said Dumond, clearly proud and without a hint of jealousy.
Shaunlese smiled, “Thanks hon, you know I never do anything half-assed...”
They let that hang there for a minute, then Dumond said, “Well boys, it looks like the hardest part of this plan is going to be narrowing the field of opportunities for partnering with a senator on this little deal.”
Dumond did not let the others see the contents of the address book. Instead he wrote down ten names on a piece of paper, each of which belonged to a senator or member of the President’s cabinet. There were eight men and two women. Then on a separate sheet he wrote one name.
Nancy Pellacini.
That was the showstopper. Manfred said, “Holy crap, you slept with Pellacini’s husband, Reverend Paul Stickney? They’ve been married like, forever and have four children or something.”
“No, I never slept with the Reverend. Besides, he’s gay. I slept with Nancy, many times. Almost every time she’s on the west coast, which is often, I get a call.”
Al was smiling knowingly. A geisha is a perfect companion. Well versed in all aspects of a culture. Cross gender companionship was hardly unexpected, at least to him. However, the other men in the room were slightly taken aback despite their more liberal than usual lifestyles and attitudes.
Manfred said, “Well, uh, I have to admit I fell prey to a cultural preconception of your vocational obligations, I mean, uh, my first thought was that you tendered your services to males. Sorry for the naive viewpoint. I mean, it makes perfect sense and all and I hope I did not insult you or anything, I just...”
Shaunlese stopped Manfred mid-stammer and said, nonplussed, “Hey, everybody has a sex drive Manfred, and you of all people ought to know. I just provide the service I don’t ask a lot of “why” questions, just the occasional “who” and “how”, if you get my drift. And, just to preempt the obvious next question, yes, we used protection.”
They all laughed, dissipating the tension, and then continued planning, feeling somewhat empowered with this new and potentially useful knowledge.
Shaunlese’s cell phone started ringing. She turned to Dumond and said, “We have cell coverage down here?”
“Yup, one of the reasons I picked this spot. It is really an anomaly of the atmosphere and spurious microwave towers along the coast, but it comes in pretty well here.”
“Hello?  Oh hi,” she said, casting a knowing look at the group while the caller conversed with her.
“Well, I am a little indisposed but let me check my schedule and see if I can make it. I’ll call you right back. Ok bye bye. And thanks for the call!”
She hung up, smiled and said nothing.
Finally Manfred said, “What? Who was that?”
Shaunlese said, “Nancy Pellacini. She wants to see me as soon as possible.”
“No way! Do you think she knows about us?” said Dumond.
“No, I think she’s horny. Believe me, I’ve known her for a few years, I would have detected a scam. Trust me on this. I am an expert you know.”
“But she knows that we know about her involvement with ZenPharm. I don’t see any advantage to delivering you to her at this particular moment in time,” said Dumond.
Manfred agreed. Of all the people to try to reach, Nancy was so far up the list she was off it completely.
“But consider this,” offered Shaunlese. “No matter how deep this little intrigue goes, not everybody at the FDA can be involved. That means that Nancy has to be walking on very thin ice. I am guessing that with the right incentive she might loosen her lips enough to give us some invaluable tidbits that will provide the foundation for an irrefutable case against her and ZenPharm. With that information in hand, we can approach one or more of her political enemies and seal the deal on Nancy and Etienne.”
There was a perverse logic to what Shaunlese was saying. But the idea of her throwing herself into the lion’s den was harrowing to both Manfred and Dumond. They argued for a good half an hour before Shaunlese’s impeccable logic bolstered by her courage and their precarious situation finally brought them to a compromise.
“Ok, ok, I can’t argue any more,” said Dumond. “If you are dedicated to this plan, I propose the following. You make the visit, purely a reconnaissance mission. Collected as much information as possible. See what you can find out about who is in and, more importantly, outside of her circle of influence. Those are the names we need badly.”
Manfred acquiesced to the plan, but not without firmly expressing his feelings that it was too dangerous and might not yield the information they wanted. Still, Shaunlese was a grown up and could do whatever she wanted. They all recognized that fact, and that sewed up the deal.
“Besides,” said Dumond, half rationalizing, half practical thinking, “I have a couple errands to run in LA. This thing is going to heat up and I need to put a couple of people into safer places.”
“OK, the we are agreed, let’s rumble!” said Shaunlese, appearing anxious and excited.
“Well, then I guess the only challenge will be to get you fifteen hundred miles north before dawn, and I have an idea about that,” said Dumond.
He picked up his phone, said a few words in Spanish, and then hung up. He turned to Shaunlese and said, “Start packing, the car gets here in fifteen minutes.”
 
***

Chapter 26

Foes In Crime
Etienne was uncharacteristically flustered and it manifest as fury. He has spent the last two days wondering why he could not find competent hit men in a city the size of LA. His attack on Manfred had failed, then his attempt to cripple Dumond via his apparent protégé and the woman he assumed was his girlfriend had failed. Now his enemies had disappeared with incriminating evidence about his role in the illegal distribution of drugs to expedite clinical trials (an idea he still thought was ingenious and tremendously cost saving). The topping of this cake of doom was that his key partner in crime, the head of the FDA, had called for an update and demanded that they meet at her house. So here he was at Nancy Pellacini’s beautiful west coast home in the Hollywood hills. The view of West Los Angeles was breathtaking but completely ignored in view of the desperate situation in which they had unexpectedly found themselves.
“I can’t believe that bastard got into my files!” said Etienne.
“You were an idiot to keep them in your office. That kind of stuff has to be hidden so deep that even the military could not find it. What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking, Nancy, that we had a killer new drug. And that we were circumventing years of clinical trials and hundreds of millions of dollars that, instead of going down the shitter, would be going into our pockets.”
“Yeah, well you screwed that up good and royal. Not to mention the exposure for me! I just landed this gig a few months ago. Do you know how many bureaucrats I had to brown nose to break this glass ceiling?”
“No, and do I care? No. Not my problem. My problem is that instead of you being focused on saving your ass, we need to be focused on saving all of our asses.”
Of course, Etienne had only one ass on the ‘must be saved’ list, his own. But he figured that if he could play the group rescue card with sufficient conviction then he could maneuver Nancy into whatever position he needed her so that his position was the strongest.
“Look Nancy,” said Etienne, “we are strong. We’ve dealt with difficulties in the past and come out on top, which, by the way, is my preferred position.”
“Yeah, so I’m told. Whatever. How exactly do you plan to make this go away?"
“The usual way. By making the people causing the problem go away.”
“Etienne, you know I hate that. “Disappearing” people may be modus operandi for the CIA, but not the FDA or any pharmaceutical company. We are supposed to save, or at least enhance, lives, not take them.”
“Well, as you Americans love to say, to make an omelet you have to break a few eggs, or in this case, heads.”
“After this blows over, I am out. I want you to know that right here and now. I acknowledge that my greed got the best of me, has for years now, but this is over the top. I will resign from the board of directors and we will no longer have any dealings, ever.”
“That’s fine Nancy,” said Etienne, already contemplating the tactical issues surrounding “disappearing” the head of the FDA. “I fully understand and support your right to your view. However, in the mean time we need to work together to get past this small storm.”
Nancy looked at Etienne and said, “Alright, for now. Goodnight Etienne. I’m sure we’ll be in touch and you will keep me updated with any relevant developments.”
“Yes, it is getting a bit late. Goodnight Nancy, sleep well.”
Etienne showed himself out, unconsciously touching the pocket recorder in his jacket that had been running the entire time. Nancy poured herself two fingers of scotch and dimmed the lights. She sipped her drink and looked out at the lights of Los Angeles, pondering how many men with erectile dysfunction, or recreational sex agendas, were out there right now using either their new drug or those already legally available.
“Probably a hundred thousand,” she muttered to herself.
As the alcohol entered her blood, crossed the blood brain barrier and began to calm her and lower her inhibitions she felt a small surge of lust mixed with loneliness. She went to her desk and called the number of someone she considered a close friend and companion at times just like this.
 
***

Chapter 27

Jet Set to LA
The jet was beautiful, looking somewhat out of place on a scrubby patch of dry, flat, brown land. An asphalt runway had been poured on top of a mesa, looking like a thick black line of army ants in search of a rain forest. It was a Cessna CJ3 with all the trimmings. As they approached the jet, a the doors of a black limousine next to it opened and four large men got out, followed by a smaller, elegantly dressed man.
They stopped about twenty yards from the group of ominous looking men and Dumond said, “Wait here for a minute.”
“OK,” said Shaunlese as she performed numerous mental calculations about the evolving scene and the probability of this all being one enormous bad idea.
Shaunlese took advantage of the time to call Nancy back and ask if she could wait four hours. The connection was bad and, to be safe, Shaunlese blamed her cell phone rather than her location. Nancy was chagrined at the delay but agreed. Dumond had exited the truck and walked up to the small man, all four of the body guards eyeing him menacingly. 
“Hola Senior Cortez,” Dumond said.
“Hola Dumond,” responded the man, now smiling wide and showing exquisite veneers.
“So you need my little bird for a flight I hear. What’s up?”
“Emergency. My friend needs to get to LA as fast as possible. It’s a life or death situation.”
“Isn’t it always so?”
“Sure enough. So what do you think, can we do a deal?”
With no apparent need for a moment’s reflection Senior Cortez said, “Of course Dumond, you know you are like a son to me. Just be careful and return my bird the same way it left. You know, I need her for some business next week.”
Senior Cortez was a very successful drug runner who also dealt in small arms on the side. The Cessna had seen thousands of miles of use as a mule, hauling contraband from location to location, ignoring boarders and most rules of aviation. Dumond had done him a few favors in the LA area, mostly receiving visitors and providing “entertainment”. But there had been over the years one or two other duties Dumond had performed, for large sums of money, that morphed their relationship from one of businessmen to brotherhood, or at least father-son-hood.
“Senior Cortez, you know I will bring her back safe and sound,” said Dumond.
“Yes, I know this but it is my duty to always cast an idle threat about no matter what business I am doing. I do the same thing with my wife, and she with me. Except she is, of course, much better at it than I!”
They laughed together and Senior Cortez put his hand on Dumond’s shoulder. 
“So you are doing well Dumond?”
“Sure Senior Cortez, I am always doing ok. I have a little problem right now with some bad drugs and crooked feds, but we are getting on top of it. In fact, that is what this trip is about.”
Senior Cortez was serious as he contemplated Dumond’s words.
“Maybe you need some muscle on this trip?” he nodded at his bodyguards.
“That’s a generous offer but I think not.This is a finesse job and my companion has precisely the necessary skills to get it done right.”
He nodded to the car, motioning Shaunlese to come over to them for introductions. She stepped out, subconsciously extending her long legs a bit slower than necessary to give all the men a full show, and walked seductively to Dumond. She kissed him on the cheek and turned to Senior Cortez with a calculated and dazzling smile.
Senior Cortez, may I introduce my companion, Shaunlese Courage.”
“Ah, such a beauty. It is an honor to meet you I must say. A most unusual name too, very intriguing.”
Dumond sensed a separate deal in Senior Cortez’s mind and preempted it the best he could.
“Senior Cortez, I would be honored to have you attend our wedding when Shaunlese returns from LA.”
Taking the hint instantly, and having no shortage of beauties in his harem already, Senior Cortez responded chivalrously with, “Yes, of course, I would be honored to attend and perhaps donate a small villa as your wedding gift.”
Shaunlese looked at Dumond as if to say, is he serious?
“Thank you Senior Cortez, gift or no, it is your friendship that I treasure. And the loan of your jet.”
Senior Cortez laughed again. 
“Ha, very good Dumond. Always the tactful diplomat and wily businessman. You know, had we been partners you would be one of he world’s wealthiest men by now. But then, I suspect you are not doing too badly in the wealth creation department.”
“I get by ok, thank you Senior Cortez.”
Then Senior Cortez said, “Dumond, how long has it been we have done work together?”
“Oh, about twenty years I’d say, Senior Cortez.”
“Right. Please call me Jesus from now on.”
It was highly unusual for a man of Senior Cortez’s stature to allow an outsider to call him by his first name, but clearly he really did consider Dumond to be a son.”
“Thank you Jesus, I will do so henceforth.”
“Henceforth? Ha, you are a funny man Dumond. But we waste time...”
Exactly what both Dumond and Shaunlese had been thinking.
Senior Cortez motioned to one of his guards who immediately trotted over to the cockpit of the jet and gave the thumbs up signal. The engines started whirring and the door opened and released a ladder for ascension into the passenger compartment.
“Adios, Jesus, and muchos gracias for the loan.”
“Adios amigo, and it was a great pleasure to meet you Shaunlese. I am sure we will have plenty of time for conversation upon your return.”
“You bet,” said Shaunlese as they climbed the ladder, which was pulled up rapidly behind them and the door closed.
The jet began moving as soon as the door was shut, no requirement for the care of a commercial aircraft. Basically load, lock, and hit the sky.
A minute later they were a small speck in the northern sky as Jesus and entourage got into the black limousine and sped away.
The driver of the limo said, “Senior Cortez, is it wise to have the Americans on board on the return with our merchandise?
“Yes. It is always good to have a scapegoat available should the need arise.”
Jesus Cortez smiled inwardly at his ability to intertwine so many facets of social intercourse together, friendship, business, deceit, and profit. Yes, without the intrigue life would be so mundane.
 
***

Chapter 28

Sparring
The evening was beautiful, full moon and balmy weather with the typical offshore breeze. Manfred and Al were sitting on the tiled veranda enjoying the weather and sparse conversation.
“So Manfred, you still train a lot?”
Manfred turned to Al, “Sure do, it’s more of a lifestyle than a hobby if you know what I mean.”
“I absolutely do,” said Al.
A few more minutes passed and Manfred stood up to stretch a bit. Al spied him and said, “Interested in some sparring?”
Manfred considered the question, and its originator. Al was small and lightly built, but Manfred had had his share of defeats at the hands of tiny old Japanese gentlemen.
“OK, sounds like fun.”
Less evolved karateka would have spent the next thirty minutes asking about styles, levels and various other sorts of inquisition. But these senior masters had moved past the need for semantics and posturing. They were confident in their ability to defend themselves in any situation and, more importantly in the current context, to avoid injuring a friendly opponent.
Both men were wearing loose fitting khakis and sandals, the latter of which were ceremoniously placed at the edge of the veranda that was about to become an informal sparring ring.
They bowed to each other and began to move slowly, fluidly, in circular motions. Like fractal geometry, the larger circle of their body motion was echoed in the smaller circles of their arms and hands. The circles were punctuated by linear strikes, attacks and retreats. Often the linearity was altered by angles in efforts to evade a technique and follow up with a counter attack to a vulnerable area. 
After five minutes of restrained activity, looking as much like a dance as a sparring match, Al sprang forward with a loud “kiai” and contacted Manfred’s abdomen with the ball of his right foot, pulling just short of inflicting damage.
“Ous!” came the guttural response by Manfred, both tightening his abdominal muscles to protect himself and to acknowledge the fine execution of a front thrust kick.
That event catalyzed a much more vigorous style of sparring from both men. Manfred jumped and executed a spinning heel kick, fully anticipating that it would be evaded, and followed with a continuation of the circle he had started, executing a rear foot sweep. This technique would have befuddled mid level black belt opponents, but Al deftly jumped at precisely the correct time, avoiding the sweep and countering with a flying side thrust kick to Manfred’s head.
Many years of training and abnormally quick neural response time barely saved Manfred as he managed a rising block from a low serpent stance, and regained his position and balance by rising and retracting into a cat stance.
Manfred waited, focused like the Zen master he was on the one thing in his universe, his opponent. Seeing everything at once but not looking at any one thing in particular, this was the high level consciousness of the master.
Al feigned a low roundhouse kick that instantly morphed into a head level follow up kick. As his foot whooshed past Manfred’s nose it stopped and returned as if held by a rubber band, making a backwards arc as it approached Manfred’s temple. 
Manfred dropped slightly, blocked the heel strike with a palm fist, and at the same moment executed a palm fist strike to the lower abdomen of Al, this a gesture of courtesy since in a real conflict the strike would have been groin level.
“Haiii!” bellowed Manfred as he continued past Al with an over the neck takedown, laying Al firmly, but not injuriously, onto the tile floor.
As Al hit, he slapped the floor with one hand, completely unperturbed by his suddenly finding himself horizontal on the ground, and tried a scissors technique, buckling Manfred’s knees, but not succeeding in felling him completely.
Al quickly back-rolled to a standing position as Manfred regained his balance. Both men sensing that round one was complete, stood, bowed and smiled.
“Wow, that was great!” exclaimed Manfred.
Al said, “You can say that again. Up for some more?”
“You bet.”
The two men sparred for an hour, leaping, ground fighting, Chinese animal forms opposing linear Japanese Shotokan techniques, aikido wrist locks countered by jujutsu grabs, throws and locks. The number of techniques used in that hour could have been a four-year curriculum in the martial arts. 
After their final bow Al said, “You are a well trained fighter. I really enjoyed this.”
“Ditto, Sensei,” said Manfred, acknowledging the superior age, if not technique, of the elder man.
They cooled down with stretching and spoke of many things, their match, their lives, martial arts, food, family, women, and the ironies and mysteries of life. Finally, the night became pre-dawn and they bid each other goodnight. In the preceding hours a bond was forged on many levels, warrior, sage, friend. A bond that would serve them well in the days to come.
 
***

Chapter 29

Undercover
The flight to LA took just under three hours. The jet landed at a private airstrip a few miles northeast of Los Angeles. It was a touch and go, they landed, the door opened, someone unloaded their minimal luggage and left it on the ground at the foot of the stairs. By the time they were fifty yards from the jet it had turned and started down the runway. Clearly, in Jesus’ business, getting in and getting out fast was par for the course.
“Did you notice all that other luggage in there?” said Shaunlese as they got into a waiting car.
“Yes, and I believe strongly in the don’t ask, don’t die policy practiced by Jesus Cortez and cronies.”
Shaunlese laughed, belying the seriousness of the topic. She had seen enough drug related violence in her life to know exactly what Dumond was talking about.
“Who arranged the ride?" asked Shaunlese.
“Just a colleague. I called ahead.”
Exploring the interior of the Ford Taurus Shaunlese said, “Well, not the typical Dumond Presley wheels, but it’ll do.”
“And the best thing about the Taurus is the cloaking device.”
“Cloaking device?”
“Yeah, nobody sees a Taurus.”
Shaunlese giggled, Dumond had one wry sense of humor. She kept finding more things to love about this man.
Dumond drove to the Hollywood Hills and dropped Shaunlese at two in the morning, about half a block from Nancy’s house.
“Here, take this.”
He handed Shaunlese a cell phone. It was a virtually untraceable, disposable phone.
“If you have an emergency, hit “1” and “send.” I or someone I know will be by in less than a minute.
“Wow, Dumond, did you ever work for the CIA.”
“No, but I have had “dealings” with them and other federal agencies over the years. Never hurts to be slightly OCD about safety and backup.”
“Coolio, and away I go.”
Shaunlese walked to the house as Dumond watched her lithe body and perfect, gyroscopic ass.
“Damn,” he muttered involuntarily. Now that he had given into the emotional part of his personality, one that had been on hold for many years, he found that it had thrived in isolation and was growing in strength and breadth daily. As much a surprise to him as to anyone, he loved being in love.
Shaunlese knocked and the door was opened quickly, she went straight in without glancing at him. She was a professional with a good intuitive sensibility.
He drove away, forcing his mind to move from Shaunlese to several matters requiring his attention. His first stop was the hospital complex and UCLA. He parked the Taurus in the parking structure, enjoying the lack of concern for nicks and scrapes that he usually felt with his other cars. He took the stairs and cautiously approached the nurses' station.
“Hello, may I help you?” said the attendant. She was alarmingly chipper for having the midnight shift.
“Yes, thanks. My friend is here, Dr. Jake Finder. He’s recovering from a heart situation and I just want to...”
“Ah yes, room 306. Down the hall, take the elevators to the third floor, turn left as you exit then right at the first corridor.” 
She returned to her work, then looked up as if to say, “Did I miss something?”
“I don’t want to disturb him at this hour. I just wanted to inquire about his status. Is he stable?”
The attendant looked at him for a couple seconds, then down at her monitor. She typed furiously and found the chart in no time.
“It looks like his is recovering nicely. He will be released tomorrow, barring any unforeseen complications.”
“Great!  That’s great. Thanks so much. Have a good evening.”
He headed for the elevators, but as soon as he was out of site found the stairwell and climbed to the third floor. He followed the attendant’s precise instructions and found Jake’s room easily. Jake was asleep. He entered the room and began disconnecting tubes and gently nudging Jake awake.
“Hey Jake, it’s Dumond. Can you hear me?”
“Hell yeah I hear you Dumond, and you just ruined a great erotic dream.”
“Sorry about that Jake, but we have to leave. Can you walk?”
“Of course I can walk,” he said, still transitioning from the abrupt wake up crankiness to his more congenial fully awake self. “What the hell is the problem?”
“No problem Jake, I just want to get you out of here as quickly as possible. There have been few, uh, complications with respect to my digging into the purple pill situation.”
“Complications?”
“Yeah, and not the casual inquiry kind. I think that I might have put you in danger and I don’t want you ending up like Eugene.”
The mention of Eugene startled Jake into full consciousness and compliance.
“Well, you can give me the details later, I’m ready to get the heck out of this shit hole anyway.”
Jake seemed strong and was able to follow Dumond to the elevator. Risking raising suspicion for the sake of Jake’s newly repaired heart, they took the elevator to the ground floor and walked to the parking structure. They took a second elevator to level four and found the Taurus. Dumond put Jake into the car and walked around to the driver’s side. As he reached for the handle he caught the reflection in the window of something moving over his left shoulder. He spun around and shifted to his right, narrowly avoiding having his head crushed by a tire iron. He pinned the tire iron-wielding arm to the roof of the car with his left hand while landing a powerful knee kick to the groin of the man to whom the arm was attached. The man crumpled to the floor. Dumond grabbed the tire iron and drove it through the man’s right leg while simultaneously slamming the toe of his patent leather shoe into the man’s mouth, cracking teeth and stifling any cry of pain or warning.
“What the hell is happening?” said Jake as Dumond entered the car and sped out quickly from the parking structure, slowing only slightly to throw a balled up twenty-dollar bill at the attendant.
“They must have been watching you. I’m on somebody’s hit list. Somebody you know, Etienne Lorenze. He is powerful, but I am taking him down.”
“If you say so. Where are you taking me?”
“Someplace nobody will find you until this is over. Did you call your wife like I told you to?”
“Sure, I sent her to Europe. She has a lot of money and no elderly husband to slow her down. I imagine that even I couldn’t find her right now, so she’s safe.”
“Good.”
They drove east on the number ten freeway. Dumond made some phone calls on the way, putting all the pieces into play. Soon they exited in Compton. “What the hell are we doing here?” said Jake with a look of growing concern on his face.
“One more quick rescue operation. Hang out in the car, you’ll be safe.”
“I don’t exactly feel safe,” said Jake, looking around at the gang bangers striding fearlessly up and down the street, doing overt drug deals, prostitutes hanging into car windows. It was like the mob owned the city.
“See that guy there?” said Dumond, pointing to a man three times normal size.
“Uh, yeah.”
“He’s got your back. Sit tight.”
As Jake nervously glanced at the mega-man, who stared straight back, he sat in the car waiting for Dumond to return. Shortly Dumond came back with another man, smaller than the super human, but sizable, and apparently recovering from a bad car accident.
“Jake, meet Darcy, Darcy, this is Jake.”
Darcy attempted a smile though his grossly swollen face prevented much in the way of expression. He extended a large paw and Jake shook it, feeling tremendous strength in the man’s grasp.
“Nice to meet ya,” said Darcy.
“Same here,” said Jake, “are you alright. You look a little, um, beat up.”
Darcy attempted another smile, manage a grimace that showed his white teeth, and said, “Been better, gettin’ better. Back to one hundred percent soon I reckon. Thanks for asking.”
“Sure,” said Jake, slightly befuddled.
Dumond broke in and said, ”Look fellas, time for small talk later, right now we gotta get the hell out of here.
“Drive boss, me and Jake ain’t going nowhere,” said Darcy.
Dumond took off in the Taurus, nodding at the giant man, still staring and expressionless, and they got back onto the freeway.
 
***

Chapter 30

The Date
Nancy’s house was immaculate and smelled lovely. Nancy was a tall, majestic woman. Not a day went by when some man in government, or on the street, did not make a pass at her. She was a hard right wing, uber Christian, champion of the popular notion of “wealth building.” The obvious contradictions in this worldview always baffled Shaunlese, but so many people happily put aside logic for personal gain, that she had grown accustomed to it. Besides, who was she, the philosopher/scientist/whore, to condemn someone else about their philosophical conflicts?
“Wow, you look gorgeous,” said a clearly tipsy Nancy.
“Thank you Nancy, you do too.”
Nancy showed her into the living room asking, “Would you like a drink, or anything else?”
“No thank you. Just a quick shower if you don't mind, I’ve been traveling a bit.”
“Sure. You know where it is. Make yourself at home. You know? Actually I am feeling a bit grungy too, maybe I’ll join you.”
Shaunlese blasted Nancy with her radiant smile and they removed their clothes, embraced and kissed. Although Shaunlese considered herself strictly heterosexual, she had to admit that she enjoyed the feminine body. Nancy, despite her age, was in outstanding shape. She was a runner with fabulous legs, every muscle and tendon clearly defined. She was tight, mostly the result of vigorous exercise and healthy eating, with a little nip and tuck here and there as required.
They showered and made love. Nancy was an aggressive and appreciative lover. Unlike most men, it was give and take, both parties enjoying the miracle of orgasm multiple times. After the shower they retired to Nancy’s California king sized feather bed. Still damp, hair pressed against flesh, they embraced and let the lust slowly build again to explosive levels, at one point falling to the floor where they cuddled, talked about life, government, anything. And eventually fell asleep.
The digital recorder in Shaunlese’s purse on the floor beside them, looking like a ballpoint pen, ran the entire time.
 
***

Chapter 31

Los Cabos II
They slept in until noon. Nancy could not have been happier. Well, maybe, a little happier if this was a real relationship instead of a fantasy one. After a few years in Washington the lines between fantasy and reality, discretion and desire, become gray, then so blurred as to no longer exist.
They got up with the sun warming their bare skin. Nancy excused herself to use the bathroom. Shaunlese heard the shower start and during that break in the pattern quickly checked her digital recorder. Still going strong with four hours of recording time left. Internally she marveled at the miracle of nonvolatile memory, sub-100 nanometer wide lines, electrons flowing by the billions as little ‘on’ and ‘off’ signals were stored to be recovered later as audio signals. Her mind sped away into the land of quantum physics and modern technology.
“Fucking amazing,” she whispered to herself, caught up in the scientific reverie.
“What’s that?” said Nancy, appearing in the door jam looking clean, refreshed and very sexy. Her breasts swooped, but did not sag. Shaunlese was momentarily reminded of Leonard and his trouble with the concept of the Foucault pendulum.
Shaunlese distracted her from that potentially deleterious thought pathway by lying down next to her, hip to hip, as Nancy gently began kissing her lips, neck, breasts, belly and, finally, pudendum. Shaunlese drifted to a much more pleasurable place as Nancy slowly, deftly and tenderly brought her to the peak of sexual tension and, with some playful hesitation, release.
Shaunlese began to reciprocate but Nancy said, “No more dear, I’m sated and just wanted to say thank you.”
At that moment Shaunlese hated what she knew she had to do. Not the sexual servitude, but the deceit and inevitable betrayal and hurt feelings. She reminded herself that Nancy was responsible for deaths and suffering by her role in the illegitimate trafficking of non-approved drugs. All in the name of personal gain. The thought didn’t completely mitigate her self-loathing, but it helped enough for her to carry on.
“You’re always more than welcome, Nancy. 
They sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, seeing in each other’s eyes the potential for more, for love and a real relationship. But they both knew better. The fantasy was clean and complete. It had an end point and no complications. Nancy, much more than Shaunlese, always used this rationalization to give her the strength to consummate the business transaction that was, despite how lovely it felt, nothing more than that.
“I have to get packing. Heading back to DC tonight.”
“Anything interesting going on,” Shaunlese said, sounding completely innocent.
Nancy looked at her for a moment. She knew there was a lot more to Shaunlese than met the eye, though what met the eye was plenty. At times she thought that if she had met Shaunlese earlier in life they could have become quite the power duo in Washington, flattening the arrogant men left and right. But that was yet another useless fantasy. And in fact her greatest political adversary was a woman.
“I have to fight the good fight against a worthy opponent, who is also a complete bitch.”
“Sounds terrible. What’s the problem? Oh, maybe that is the kind of thing one does not talk about outside DC.”
“No, I would be happy to give you all the boring and sordid details, but let’s just say that the speaker of the house and I do not see eye to eye on some of the fundamental issues surrounding how new drugs are tested and introduced into the market. If that whore, oops sorry. ”
“Not a problem at all,” said Shaunlese, smiling to diffuse an issue that was in fact truly not a problem at all, the word “whore” never even fazed her.
"Well, if that hooker, there is that better?”
The both laughed. Diffusion successful.
“If that hooker had it her way aspirin would not even be on the market yet. I just wish she would quit jockeying for the super control freak bitch of the year award and instead just listen to me. My proposal saves hundreds of millions of dollars and gets people the drugs they need much faster. But that is a battle that is so uphill it’s vertical.”
“Like you say, all you can do is fight the good fight, and hope you get paid along the way, at least enough to keep the creditors at bay.”
Nancy smiled but said nothing. Clearly there were no bill collectors banging on any of her doors, and Shaunlese knew why. The salary she collected as head of the FDA, while pretty sweet, was nothing compared to the money she must be making off the books in her illegal drug disbursement activities.
Shaunlese, always the professional and adept at making an exit at the appropriate time, called a cab. It arrived in ten minutes since every cabby in LA knew where the important people, and big tippers, lived.
“It was so nice to see you Shaunlese, please keep in touch. I’d love to do this again, and again.”
“Of course, always a pleasure.”
Shaunlese leaned forward and planted a delicate kiss on Nancy’s cheek while at the same time accepting an envelope from Nancy that contained her compensation for a job well done. Nothing was said about the financial transaction. It was just part of the process.
Nancy opened the door but remained inside her house, always wary of peeping neighbors with nothing better to do than investigate her private life. Shaunlese strode to the cab, both the cabby and Nancy fixated on her sinusoidal motion, and waved once more as she entered the cab and gave the driver instructions to drive to the Santa Monica freeway and then east.
Shaunlese glanced back once more as she drove away, but the door was already closed and Nancy had moved on to more pressing matters. Shaunlese touched the digital recorder in her purse. It was still running. She clicked it off and dialed Dumond on the cell. He picked up before the first ring was complete.
“Are you alright?”
“Yes, perfectly.”
“I was having an aneurysm waiting for you to call. If it got to be two o’clock I was going to call SWAT and raid the house.”
“Very funny. You know how clients can be. Anyway, I am good to go, where are you?’
“Meet me on La Cienega Boulevard, just south of the freeway exit. I’m in the Taurus and we have to hustle.”
“Not a problem, about fifteen minutes away, barring traffic, which I guess is a laugh since this is LA after all.”
“Just do what you can, tip big if necessary, we have a jet to catch.”
Then, as an afterthought Dumond said, “But no sex. From now on that’s my exclusive privilege, ok?”
“You got it boss, the sex is for you alone henceforth.” 
She hung up the cell and looked to see the cab driver looking at her in the rearview mirror. He was a handsome Jamaican man. He said in a thick accent, “Your boss is a lucky man,” and smiled.
“That he is,” she said, returning the man’s smile with a flash of white like a lightening strike.
---
After seeing Shaunlese to the door Nancy shut it and turned to focus on her packing when the emotions flooded to the fore. She sat on the couch and cried for five minutes. She hated her life. Not the good pieces like the money and power; those were an ego rub most certainly. But the important pieces that she tended to ignore even though they scratched at her consciousness like a hungry cat. Her husband was a loser. Her kids despised her politics and her along with them. Her ‘friends’ in government were just waiting for her to stumble so they could feast on her carcass as her career plummeted. And now the trouble with ZenPharm. That little arrogant prick Etienne. The day his pecker exploded would be sure cause for a celebration.
As if the devil himself were listening in to her thoughts, the phone rang and when she answered it Etienne said, “So how was the evening? Climactic?”
“What the hell are you talking about Etienne?”
“Oh nothing really. I just wondered if you had a nice time with your friend.”
She was instantly furious. That weasel was spying on her. 
“You son of a bitch! My private life is just that. Private. You understand me you little fucking frog?”
“Well,” he said calmly, “be that as it may, my curiosity was just a little piqued.  I mean, considering who your companion of choice was...”
He let it trail off, begging the next question.
“What do you mean? She is a friend, has been for a long time.”
“It turns out that she has other friends, you know.”
“Of course I know, asshole. She is a professional.”
There, it was out in the open. She learned that at times like this, when caught red handed, admission, forgiveness and the forgetfulness of the public were where you hung your pride.
“Yes, and her coach is someone you might remember.”
“Coach? What the hell are you talking about, I have to catch a plane and you are babbling your usual perverse nonsense. Just get to the point.”
“The point is,” his voice becoming hostile, “that your hooker friend is the full time employee and current girlfriend of a man named Dumond Presley.”
That name rang a very nasty sounding bell, but she was having trouble putting it together.
“Dumond Presley, who is that, some government lackey?”
“No, Nancy,” Etienne now being as condescending as possible, “Dumond Presley is the black man who stormed into our Board of Directors meeting the other day and subsequently stole files from me that implicate you, and unfortunately me, in a completely illegal scheme for pushing unauthorized pharmaceuticals onto the American public, all in the name of personal gain.”
There was silence on the phone as the mental shields Nancy had constructed over the years came crashing down. She hung up the receiver. It rang but she did not pick it up. She was too busy trying to construct an intricate mesh of information into some kind of architecture that made at least a little sense.
She had been duped. That much was clear.
But she knew, in that little piece of functional heart she had left, the tiny wedge that hung on for dear life, that Shaunlese cared for her. Nancy Pellacini was an expert at social graces, befriending mortal enemies when in the public eye. Surely she would have detected a complete con. 
As she grappled with her emotional, and possibly career, collapse she grasped for the one possible life raft. She knew, she had to believe, that there was more between her and Shaunlese than a financial transaction, services rendered.
“I am a goddamn fool,” she said to herself. Then, slowly, the years of training that allowed her to overcome the most audacious senators, the biggest asshole lawyers on the planet, and narrow minded, uber rich businessmen began to take effect. She began to pack once more. She checked the time, grabbed her two Blackberries, and called a cab. On the way to the airport she thought about her situation and convinced herself that she was not yet doomed, there was a way out. In fact she even toyed with the idea that there was a way to turn a near catastrophe into a big win. After all, that’s what politics was all about.
She told the cab driver to take Mulholland Drive to the 405, the ever-crowded San Diego freeway, and head south to LAX. She liked riding up high, above at least some of the smog. It helped her think. In fact she was so deep in thought when she reached the 405 that she did not notice the dark Taurus with four passengers heading north on the 405 on their way to the Ventura Freeway and then on east to a jet waiting at a private airstrip just outside of LA.
 
***

Chapter 32

Pills Ahoy
The jet was waiting for them as they approached the patch of land that served as a set down.
“Andale, andale!” shouted the co-pilot who was standing at the foot of the stairs, the pilot already on board and ready to roll. They paid the cab and jogged to the jet, Dumond helping both Jake and Darcy the best he could. The instant they were on board the co-pilot pulled the stairs, closed the door and the plane started moving. They were in the sky in twenty seconds, a cloud of dirt rising from the airstrip vanishing behind them.
“Wow, that was a trip,” said Darcy, clearly excited by the action.
“Guess we are on a tight schedule,” said Dumond.
They tossed their luggage into the back, along with what seemed like a lot of suitcases for just the pilot and co-pilot, and settled into their seats. About an hour into the flight, which was on no FAA sanctioned route, the pilot entered the cabin and moved to the back to use the restroom. He fiddled with the luggage, used the facilities, and then returned to the cockpit. He did not even glance at his passengers, apparently just extra dead weight he was obligated to carry for his employer, Mr. Cortez. Dumond was wide-awake but everyone else was taking advantage of the down time to catch a few winks. As he looked around the cabin, again back at the excessive luggage, something wedged under the door of the tiny lavatory caught his eye. With nothing better to do, and since his bladder was the size of a volleyball, he got up and opened the door.
Even though it was partly flattened, the hourglass shape of the purple pill was unmistakable.
“What the hell?”
He kicked it into the bathroom and shut the door. Forgetting about his bladder, he picked up the pill and examined it. There was no doubt it was identical to ZenPharm’s deadly sex enhancement drug. But how did it get here. He wasn’t carrying any, and he was certain neither were the other passengers.
Then it hit him.
“Damn!” he said too loudly. Fortunately the noise from the jet engines drowned out his ejaculation.
He pocketed the pill, peed and flushed, then opened the door. Glancing at the cockpit to make sure there were no wayward eyeballs, he checked the luggage; quickly unclasping the suitcase he assumed was the one the pilot had opened. His suspicion was confirmed. The bag was packed full of small boxes, one of which was opened to reveal a hastily torn open plastic bag full of purple hourglass pills.
They would be landing in an hour and he needed time to think. He returned to his seat and sat, staring out at the tops of clouds above the Pacific Ocean as he pondered his alternatives.
First, if those pills hit the streets people would die. But then that was true for every illegal drug that Jesus and his compadres trafficked in, and apparently out of, the United States.
Second, if he did nothing, and they were not grounded or arrested when they landed, no harm no foul.
But, doing nothing just seemed wrong. This was part of a huge governmental corruption case and, now, a multinational one.
Finally it occurred to him that Jesus had set him up. If there were any problems he would be the primary suspect. With his financial holdings, no matter how well hidden, his rap sheet and business activities would ensure that he would go down hard and Jesus would enjoy dinner and fine wine as he always had, only perhaps with a little less enthusiasm due to the minor financial setback.
These thoughts festered for a few more minutes then the leaned over and told the other passengers, “Make sure your seat belts are on good and tight.”
He looked out the window, then abruptly got out of his seat, moved to the luggage hold and pulled a lever that opened a custom cargo door while simultaneously attaching a carabiner to his belt and prayed that it was tethered at the other end to something solid in the frame of the jet. He had to assume that airdrops were part of the business and whoever was opening the door at altitude must use some sort of safety restraint.
There was a tremendous noise and outpouring of comfortable cabin pressure and air along with a drop in temperature. Not looking back he kicked all the suitcases out of the hold. One of them was stuck on the door activating mechanism so he moved further into the hold and kicked it until it broke free and fell toward the Pacific miles below.
As he turned to fight his way back to the lever and close the door the butt of a gun caught him a glancing blow on the forehead. He flew back, hitting the closing door of the hold, but remaining inside the plane. Dizzy, but still conscious he looked up to see the co-pilot pointing a Glock 21 at his head. He heard a shout from inside the cabin and the co-pilot lowered the weapon and smiled.
He said, “Have a nice flight senior. I’d hate to be you when we land.”
The co-pilot turned and moved into the cabin, locking the hold door behind him that he had carelessly left open thus far and stranding Dumond in the icy, now empty, luggage compartment. As he hunkered down to keep as warm and alive as long as possible he heard the unmistakable sound of a muffled gunshot. 
There was nothing he could do but fight the encroaching hypothermia for the next hour, wondering the entire time who was on the receiving end of that bullet.
 
***

Chapter 33

Pain
“…you know, Dumond, it saddens me deeply that you betrayed our trust…”
Jesus Cortez’s voice was fading in and out of his consciousness and he came to. He saw blurry figures standing around him, one of them pacing back and forth. He was shackled to a beam in the ceiling by a chain thrown over it. As he became more and more lucid he realized that he was in a lot of pain. His wrists began to burn and his body was shivering. Looking down he saw that he was naked, and a pool of blood was accumulating at his feet.
Using all his strength he straightened his body in an attempt to at least move the pain around if he could not alleviate it. He blinked and then the full horror of his surroundings came to him like a gunshot. He was in a torture chamber. It was a large, cold room inside what appeared to be an unfinished storage building. The minimal decor was designed for, and dedicated to, making people suffer as much as possible. Across the room, on the floor, apparently shackled to the wall sat Jake, Darcy and Shaunlese. They were still clothed, but did not seem to be fairing much better than he.
Then he noticed the bloody stain on Shaunlese’s jeans. At that moment he made a vow that the man who had shot her would die, and if she died, the man’s death would be slow and painful.
Sensing his emotions Jesus Cortez said, “Do not waste your energy plotting revenge. Yes, I see it in your eyes.” Deliberately pointing across the dank room he continued, “There is the man who shot your beautiful woman, but you will never have a chance to avenge that cowardly act.”
Jesus shot dagger eyes in the direction of the co-pilot, who simply looked down and accepted the insult.
Dumond saw Jesus nod his head toward another man ever so slightly and then received an excruciating electrical shock to his groin. His scream was more like the growl of an injured wild animal. Tears involuntarily flowed from his eyes. Then another shock, and his eyes rolled back and closed.
“Parar!” shouted Jesus to his minion. “I do not want him dead, I want him punished. Do you understand?”
“Si Senior Cortez.”
As he waited for Dumond to regain consciousness Jesus strolled over to the three against the wall. 
“It is a pity I will have to kill you. If your friend Dumond had not made so foolish a judgment error, you would be at your home enjoying a margarita and some sun. Instead, this is your last day to breathe. Pity.”
His insincerity was tangible. He was clearly enjoying this. His true nature as a malicious and sadistic ghoul was blossoming. But none of them, Dumond or the other three, could do anything but accept their fate.
Dumond was coming to again and Jesus stepped over to him quickly. He grabbed Dumond by his short hair and yanked his head up.
“Do you know why I have remained alive and well all these years, and you are about to die? Do you!”
Dumond mumbled, ”Because you hide behind your mother’s skirt?”
Jesus bristled but restrained himself.
“It is because I understand honor and you do not. Because I am an intelligent business man and you are a stupid street hoodlum,” then he unleashed his anger and clapped Dumond across the face with intense brutality, then again, then a third time to vent at Dumond’s unwillingness to cower in the face of defeat.”
Jesus motioned to one of his men, “Knife.”
Immediately a long curved blade with an ornate handle appeared from the man’s waist and was handed to Jesus. Jesus held the blade in front of Dumond's body and like a striking cobra, stuck it half an inch into his abdomen. He repeated this procedure seven more times until the tributaries of blood from the wounds merged into a small river that fed the ever-larger pool of blood on the floor.
“Perhaps I will just let your life flow from you as we watch. A good lesson, you agree.”
“Hey Jesus...” Dumond whispered, barely able to vocalize as he weakened.
“Yes Dumond, you wish to beg for mercy perhaps?” Jesus said, stepping closer to hear Dumond’s pleas.
“Not… exactly… I just wanted to say…
Dumond’s voice trailed off and Jesus leaned in to try to catch the last words that Dumond Presley would ever say.
“that you’re a little man… and a… coward. That’s… all…”
Dumond smiled, an inch from Jesus’ surprised face, and with his last quantum of life force Dumond focused everything he could muster into is right leg, raised it sharply into Jesus’ groin and then brought it down against the inside of his knee, causing a very satisfying cracking sound as the knee joint exploded and Jesus fell into the pool of Dumond’s blood, whimpering like a baby.
“See… total… pus…” Dumond muttered as he passed out for the last time.
Suddenly the doors to the room burst open and two costumed figures entered wielding long, thin swords. The action was so fast and furious it was difficult to recount later exactly what happened, but the results were burned into everyone’s memory, except the unconscious Dumond. 
Manfred sliced open the bellies of the two large men standing nearest to the door in a single motion. Then without hesitation he beheaded a third man who was reaching into his holster for a gun.
At the same time Al had cut one man clean in two with a diagonal slice and continued that motion into the groin of the man behind him and on up to jaw level. The corpse did the widest splits possible as its guts spilled on the floor. One man remained; he had drawn his gun but slipped on the rising tide of blood and fell back against the wall next to where Darcy was shackled. He tried to rise and steady his aim but before either Manfred or Al could reach him there was a loud crack as the chain holding Darcy was looped around the thugs neck and pulled hard enough to rip his head halfway off making him look like a marionette in dire need of repair.
Manfred and Al remained acutely aware and they circled the room to detect any other opponents, but none came.
Jesus was on the floor, crying in pain and disbelief at the massacre surrounding him.
While Al stood guard, Manfred searched the men for the keys to the shackles and, once found, used them to release all the prisoners. 
“Dumond, Dumond! You must wake up!” Manfred said as he applied pressure to the many belly wounds to slow the bleeding.
Dumond’s eyelids fluttered and he opened his eyes and said, “Where is Jesus, not...the one in heaven.”
Manfred, stunned by Dumond’s glibness under the circumstances, said, “I think he is the one with the broken leg, lying on the floor to your right.
Dumond straightened himself up as if imbued with supernatural power. “Gimme your sword.”
Without hesitation, Manfred bowed and presented his sword to Dumond. Dumond, still naked, stepped over to Jesus, ceremoniously raised the sword, and with one clean blow severed the evil man’s head from his body.
“We need to bolt,” he said, as he collapsed on the floor.
Shaunlese had lost a lot of blood but was able to stumble out of the room and down the corridor to a door leading out of the building. Al took care of the flank, checking constantly for any additional attackers, but there were none. They moved as quickly as they could to the truck that was hidden behind the building and left the premises.
Dumond looked terrible. Manfred had no idea how he had summoned the strength for that execution, but clearly Dumond was not an ordinary man. They got to the house and put Dumond on the couch, Shaunlese on the adjacent couch, and began to assess their situation.
Jake and Darcy attended to Dumond’s wounds while Al examined Shaunlese.
“The bullet went through. From the blood loss I think that he missed the artery. Al left and came back in a few minutes with a pungent salve, which he applied to Shaunlese and then gave to Darcy to apply to Dumond’s wounds. 
Once Al was sure Shaunlese was stable, he moved to Dumond and examined the wounds.
“Not too deep, just enough to bleed a lot and hurt like hell. I can’t tell if his intestines or any organs were punctured. We’ll just have to wait that out. My boy is strong, he needs a few days rest and both of them need lots of fluids.”
Al left again and returned soon with what looked like an army med kit. He removed two bags of saline and inserted needles into the vessels on the back of Shaunlese’s and Dumond’s hands. He got the drips going at a good pace and then, sure that things were temporarily stable, sat down to rest. He was, after all, seventy-two years old.
 
***

Chapter 34

Aftermath
The hours passed calmly. Dumond woke several times, asked about Shaunlese and the others, and then passed out. Around one in the morning Dumond woke up to the sight of Shaunlese staring down at him. He struggled to a sitting position, wincing at the pain in his torn up stomach.
He had never seen her cry, but now tears were flowing from her eyes unabated. She just stared and cried, then finally she put her hands around his head and pulled him to her. She sat there sobbing for half an hour as he enjoyed the warm and soft contours of her body and the steady beating of her strong heart.
After she was cried out she said, “What happens now?”
“We finish the task at hand,” Dumond said.
She smiled, “You know? Somehow I guessed that was what you were going to say.”
They sat there, barely moving, until an hour past sunrise. The others began to rise and gather in the living room turned make shift hospital.
“Well,” said Manfred, “anyone for breakfast?”
Dumond was tempted to laugh but held back because of the pain it would surely elicit.
Darcy said, “I could use ‘bout a dozen eggs.”
“Not a problem,” said Manfred, heading to the kitchen.
“And toast,” offered Jake.
“You got it.”
Jake turned to Dumond and said, ”Should we be worried about retaliation?”
Dumond said, “Not even a concern. We just eliminated the king and by doing so did all the upstarts a big favor. What happens next is a lot of turf wars and carnage, none of which will involve us at all.”
“Whew, well that a relief. Goddamn Dumond, you kicked that bastard right in the nuts when I thought you were dead!” said Darcy.
Dumond half grinned, “Dude, I had to get at least one good lick in. Rules of the game.”
“Hell yeah!”
They shared a moment of levity, and then the mood darkened. Darcy asked, “That wasn’t the first time you had to kill someone, was it?”
Dumond did not answer. He did not have to. Everyone had seen both his superhuman will to survive and mastery of Japanese swordsmanship. 
Jake broke the mood by saying, “I, for one, am damn glad I joined this team. That other team sucked!”
Manfred and Al appeared with the breakfast consisting of an assortment of eggs, some meats, fish, breads, and lots of liquids including an aromatic tea-like concoction which Al forced them all to consume, with extra servings for Dumond and Shaunlese.
“Holy crap,” said Jake after finishing one cup and serving himself a second, “this is better than drugs!”
The irony of that statement was lost on no one.
---
As Dumond predicted there was no retaliation for the slaughter of the kingpin Jesus Cortez and his flunkies. There were, however, reports of escalating violence between the Mexican drug cartels. A delicate balance had been upset, but it would re-equilibrate as these things always did. One just had to sit back and emulate the typical advice from a shady lawyer, ‘do nothing’.
Easier said than done for some people. For the next week as Dumond recovered along with Shaunlese, who was already walking with a cane, Darcy was getting antsy.
“Look, I ain’t saying this resort is not first class, but man I gotta get out and do something. If I sit around here much longer I am going to get stupid.”
Dumond looked at him. Darcy’s brush with death had left him further scarred, but he was young and healed fast. In contrast, Dumond, now entering his fifth decade of life, healed a bit slower. Still, he was walking and even exercising lightly every day. 
“Hang tight dawg, just go with the flow. We are going to be back in action in a big way soon enough. We all need to be one hundred percent if we are going to win this war.”
“Yeah, I know Dumond, but I’m just not one for sitting around, that is, unless I am in pimp class.” Darcy cracked a smile at Dumond, referencing their original meeting, which seemed like a far distant memory.
“Ha ha, funny man,” said Dumond. He had grown extremely fond of Darcy, almost like a son. And he could empathize with the can do, high energy attitude of a twenty year old who was making money hand over fist for the first time.
Al walked into the living room and looked around. Dumond was pacing slowing, Darcy was sitting on a chair, drumming some mad hip-hop beat on his knees, and Shaunlese was reading a book on the sofa. Manfred was not present, probably out running or training.
“Dumond, time to train,” Al said.
Dumond looked up, a slightly pained expression on his face. Al had had him training, lightly, on the third day after his near death experience with Jesus. Dumond knew this was necessary and good, but that did not make it any less painful. Still, to Al’s credit, Dumond could now, one week later, spar at a medium energy level without blood seeping from his belly wounds.
Dumond headed out to the veranda, which had become their impromptu dojo, and stripped off his shirt. Even at forty and after multiple stabbings, he looked fantastic. He had an eight pack, now punctuated with eight additional inch-long lacerations that would eventually form keloidal scars. 
Al, in a traditional karate gi, bowed to Dumond and they began to spar. They moved at a medium pace, three-minute rounds followed by a minute of rest. After about twenty minutes, they stopped and stretched. All applied a strange smelling, but surprisingly soothing salve to the wounds in Dumond's abdomen as he examined them for leakage.
“Excellent, you are healing well, all things considered.”
“Yeah, well it still feels like I have half a dozen kitchen knives embedded in my gut.”
Dumond rarely complained but with Al it was a different matter altogether. If you couldn’t whine to family, then to whom?
“Suck it up m’boy. We have no more time to waste convalescing. You are ready and you have to lead these people. You know that, right?”
“Yeah,” looking at the man who raised him purely out of philanthropic motivation since they were about as genetically disparate as two humans could be. “I know, and I am ready.”
“Good!” said Al, stepping back briskly. “Me too. Now, let’s spar for real.”
With that statement, Al put Dumond through a rigorous, full-scale sparring match. Delivering punches that stung like a thousand wasps to his stomach, Dumond endured the pain, channeling it to make him even more focused and stronger. He fought back at a level just below blinding fury, which is exactly what Al wanted him to do.
When Dumond was coming up in Compton there were plenty of times he was challenged by gangsters, drugs, girls, and society. Al had taught him how to take that anger and angst and crystallize it into a single energy applied to his training. This ability is what made Dumond almost undefeatable. Just has he had done with Jesus Cortez, if it was his last act in life, he would strike with every remaining atomic vibration focused on the final act, be it crushing a knee cap or ascending Mt. Everest. 
He was, in a word, a champion.
When both men were fully spent Al commanded, “stop!” and the training was over. There was the post-training stretching meditation for about thirty minutes as their bodies cooled down and their minds turned off. This, too, was a practice that Dumond had mastered as well as any Zen monk.
Afterward Al headed to the beach for a quick swim while Dumond showered. He let the hot jet strike his already screaming belly wounds and just pushed the pain out of his fingertips. He toweled off, dressed and went downstairs to the living room.
“Man, Dumond, that was an epic battle out there,” said Darcy, clearly impressed.
“I needed it.”
Shaunlese looked at her man, and hero. After what he had endured he manage to look fresh, balanced and movie star handsome. She would never have guessed that it was her courage and stoic dealing with her own injury that fed his drive and conviction. 
“How are you doing babe?" said Dumond to Shaunlese.
“Not as good as you, apparently,” she smiled, “but getting there.” 
She rose and walked around the room with a slight limp, but sans cane, to demonstrate her progress.
“Now that is what I call a powerful healing,” said Dumond. 
“Yeah, and good thing that the style is mid-thigh this season, because I have a nasty entry wound and an even bigger exit.”
Shaunlese, not usually one to dwell on her appearance, had to admit that the ruined perfection of her legs got her down not just a little bit.
“Are you kidding? Ain’t nothing sexier on a woman than a couple of bullet holes.”
“Aw Dumond, you always now exactly what to say, charmer.”
“Hey, I’m not kidding. In fact, if you want to get a couple bullet hole tats I won’t stand in your way. Maybe even out the other leg?”
“Very funny big guy.”
Jake and Darcy chuckled. Jake had been particularly silent, but it did not concern Dumond. He knew that Jake’s giant brain was taking in everything like a blood-starved vampire. He was a scientist extraordinaire, a keen observer and analyzer. The events of the previous week had given him a treasure drove of data to ponder.
Manfred returned from his morning ritual, sweaty and pumped. He went upstairs to clean up. While he was in the shower Al walked in wearing a flowered bathing suit and smiling.
“Man I love this ocean.”
“I can see that, you love it so much you are bringing it into the house,” said Dumond, feigning fastidiousness.
“Ha, yeah, sorry. I’ll go dry off. Back in a few minutes.”
He trotted off down the hall to his room looking like an ageless sprite. 
Dumond watched after him thinking about how fortunate he was to have been plucked from the streets of Compton. When thoughts like that crossed his mind he wondered about destiny and religion, two things he usually eschewed.
As his thoughts flowed into the current situation he blurted out what appeared to be a non sequitur to the rest of the group, “Well, I know at least a couple people whose destiny has already been determined. Etienne Lorenze and Nancy Pellacini.”
That got everyone’s attention and as Manfred and Al joined the group Dumond looked around and said, “OK, here’s the plan.”
 
***

Chapter 35

Decoy
The next day Dumond, Darcy, Jake and Al caught a commercial jet to the John Wayne Airport in Santa Ana. The flight was uneventful but, as expected, as soon as they stepped off the plane they were arrested by federal agents, handcuffed, and stuffed into the back of two black limousines. They were driven off the tarmac and out of the airport on Macarthur Boulevard to the southwest. 
As they left the airport grounds the blacked out window separating the driver’s seat from the passengers in Dumond’s limousine slowly descended and Etienne Lorenze sneered backwards over the seat.
“Well Dumond Presley, I knew you were stupid, but I did not actually expect you to be stupid enough to come back to the States on a commercial liner. You have some serious delusions of grandeur.”
“Yeah, guess so. I mean, I am so deluded that I’m not really all that concerned that you were so easily fooled by my obvious diversion.”
That stung Etienne as he instantly realized that his capture of Dumond and team was a pyrrhic victory, since he could not assess the cost of the absence of Manfred and Shaunlese. 
Refusing to give ground he said, “I doubt it. Dumond, you are a few poorly organized wannabe gangsters and has-been scientists, while I have the power of the entire Federal government behind me, CIA, FDA, army if necessary.”
“Good point,” said Dumond, glancing out the darkened windows to determine where they were and where they might be headed. He had a hunch, and it had better be correct, or they were in big trouble. The FDA had a couple buildings in the Irvine Business complex. Happily, that is precisely where they were going.
But they did not arrive.
Two blocks from the complex there was a loud explosion on both sides the limousines. The tiny earplugs in the ear canals of Dumond and his colleagues protected them somewhat from the sonic wave, but not the other occupants of the cars. As Etienne and friends grabbed their ears and tried to make sense of what was happening, the doors of the cars were ripped open and large men grabbed at Dumond, Jake, Darcy and Al. They were shoved into waiting cars and sped off to the 405 freeway north.
Etienne and his federal agent comrades were left half conscious, ears gushing blood, to be found by the local police and paramedics that started arriving five minutes after the first explosion.
As they veered onto the Santa Monica freeway Dumond, still half deaf, looked over at Moses who was calmly driving the Escalade just under the speed limit.
“Thanks man, I owe you big time.”
“Naw, man, that was like training for my boys. Just glad we could help you out.”
“Well, you sure did that, and a lot more. When we are done, there is going to be a lot of serious shit hitting a lot of fans. I just hope you guys are well insulated.”
Moses laughed heartily.
“Dude, do you think any sane fed is going to come to my turf looking for trouble. Man, we have more armaments than all the boys in Afghanistan put together!”
“True that, true that,” said Dumond.
The exited the freeway in Compton and drove to one of Moses’ many truly safe houses.
“Ya know, it’s ironic,” said Dumond.
“Yeah? I like irony, fill me in.”
“Well, I just mean that here we are in one of the highest gang related death rate cities in the world and yet if the feds ever really wanted to keep someone safe you have the best cover there is.”
“Yeah, for a black person at least.”
They laughed. It was true enough that a black man or woman could blend in like they had a Klingon cloaking device here in Compton, but a white person would be like a minnow in a shark tank.
They got out of the cars, license plates already being switched as the vehicles were placed under tarps behind the house, and entered a shabby looking dwelling.
Inside was another matter altogether.
“Daammmnn,” said Darcy, impressed with the elegant woods and comfortable high-end adornments. 
“Glad you approve brother, and you are?” said Moses.
Darcy stretched out his hand and shook Moses’ hand like a businessman saying, Darcy Dees, sir.”
Apparently this impressed Moses who smiled and said, “Well, make yourself at home Darcy. You might be here a little bit.”
Dumond introduced Al, whom Moses treated with great respect since Al was a legend in Compton, and lastly Jake, whom Moses also treated respectfully, having learned about Jake who was described by Dumond as a warrior in a whole different kind of battle.
They settled in, had a little food, and waited.
Dumond set a cell phone on a table in the middle of the room after checking to ensure that it was fully charged. As they talked they watched themselves appear on TV in the newsworthy “drug deal goes terribly wrong” story that would last all of thirty minutes as an interest item in Los Angeles. Dumond was happy to see Etienne, looking bewildered and in a lot of pain, being put onto a stretcher and removed from the scene. He felt bad about the other soldiers who had been injured, but knew all too well about the casualties of war. In the big picture, three hard of hearing federal agents who would live long and productive lives, raise family, and retire with great pensions, was minor collateral damage.
He watched the phone, and waited.
 
***

Chapter 36

Meet the President
Manfred had worked every connection he had. He had started a week earlier from the house in Mexico, calling in favors, making introductions and basically being a complete bother.
In other words, acting like any lobbyist or any other political sycophant.
Finally his pleas caught the ear of the democratic senator from California, the Speaker of the House of Representatives. Actually, it was Shaunlese who made this critical connection. Shaunlese had not slept with the speaker, but Nancy Pellacini had. The affair had been electric in more ways than one. The two powerful women found themselves as attracted to the other’s position as much as their personalities and appearances. The story was kept out of the press, apparently given higher covert veil than Watergate, the Clinton affair and a host of other tawdry activities that were status quo for Washington melodrama. Shaunlese had learned of the affair during her times with Nancy and, even though Nancy had been careful not to name names, she was still so angry that, perhaps subconsciously, she made it clear that the Speaker was the ‘other woman’.
Apparently the Speaker had a somewhat sadistic bent and had used her position of power to force Nancy to do things against her will, sexually and politically. Eventually Nancy came to terms, broke the affair off, and had been living in fear of retaliation ever sense.
She would not have too much longer to wait.
Shaunlese had managed to get three minutes with the Speaker on the phone and while Etienne and crew were busy being bamboozled by Dumond, Manfred and Shaunlese had arrived in Washington/Dulles, completely undetected and in time to make a meeting they had set up with the Speaker and, if his schedule would permit, the President of the United States.
On the plane Manfred had remarked, “You know, it is kind of interesting that to achieve this level of political intercourse we had to rely on, indirectly, a lesbian variation of sexual intercourse.”
“Manfred,” said Shaunlese, looking at him with a penetrating gaze, “you are a weird dude.”
Manfred smiled, “Yeah, I know.”
From the airport they took a cab to a hotel near the White House. After taking a pre-designated room they waited until a knock on the door was followed by the entrance of the Speaker of the House of Representatives and several men in black suits.
“Well, what is this I hear about some shenanigans involving my dear friend Nancy?” asked the Speaker.
Manfred began to speak but the Speaker held up her hand and said, “Thank you Dr. Lindquist, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to hear the story from Dr. Davenport.”
Shaunlese was momentarily shocked to hear the Speaker use her real name, but she figured that no information was truly private.
And she was correct.
“Certainly, of course,” said Manfred graciously, stepping back so the Speaker and Shaunlese could sit face to face, he to one side.
Shaunlese told the speaker about the purple pills, how they were killing men (at which point the Speaker rolled her eyes and said, “As if that is a bad thing”) and continued the story to the point where she learned that Nancy was involved with ZenPharm and that they wanted to circumvent normal drug trials.
“So you are saying that ZenPharm, with Nancy’s blessing, is essentially doing drug trials on the street with uncontrolled demographics and that these trials kill people?
“Yes, I am afraid that is the case.”
“Well, I’ll give them credit for thinking outside the box, but we definitely have to do someth...”
She was interrupted by a knock on the door. One of the men in black opened the door and in stepped the President of the United States. He looked calm and collected, and as handsome and charming as ever. A tall, slim man of mixed ethnicity, he cut a striking figure that, combined with a clear world vision and high ethical standard, had allowed him to take office over the incumbent, despite the latter’s entrenched connections to big oil and blue collar NRA enthusiasts.
“Hello Ms. Speaker, Drs. Lindquist and Davenport. I understand there is something of importance you wish to share with me. I have three minutes.”
“Mr. President,” started Manfred, looking to the Speaker for guidance. She just stared at him and nodded.
“We have irrefutable evidence that new drugs are being put on the street in lieu of sanctioned clinical trials. This is being perpetrated by at least one pharmaceutical company, ZenPharm, and, I’m afraid, supported by the head of the FDA.”
The president looked pensive as he digested the information. “I will need some evidence beyond your documentation of events.”
Shaunlese reached into her purse and pulled out the pen recorder. She handed it to the President saying, ”This is a private conversation between me and Nancy Pellacini. It contains some, well, very personal audio information. But if you listen closely to the conversation you will hear the head of the FDA admitting that she has made millions of dollars by circumventing what she considers the onerous requirements of formal clinical trials and FDA approval.”
“And you obtained this how?” asked the President.
Manfred expected a pause at this potentially embarrassing question. But in her usual style Shaunlese said, “I was providing sexual services for Nancy and was able to record our entire time together, about ten hours total.”
Apparently either the President already knew this or he was nonplussed about the sexual service industry. The latter was true.
“Well, I appreciate your candor Dr. Davenport.”
“I hope it did not make you uncomfortable Mr. President.”
He laughed out loud and smiled, a smile whose shimmer was second only to Shaunlese’s own. “Dr. Davenport, please remember, I live in Washington, the sexual service capital of the nation, along with that other function, you know, government.”
They all laughed. Manfred made a mental note to do everything in his power to help this President enjoy at least a second, if not third, term in office.
“I must go. We will analyze this audio data and if it checks out, take swift action to rectify this situation. I cannot thank you enough for having the courage to come forward. By the way, my understanding is that your, um, employer is a key player in this effort. I’d like to meet him. Is he here?”
“No, he couldn’t make it.”
Then, thinking quickly, Shaunlese grabbed the disposable cell phone Dumond had given her several days earlier and said, “Please take this phone. Press one and you will be in touch with Dumond instantly. He picks up faster than anybody I have ever known.”
The President smiled, shook their hands, and abruptly left, with the phone in his pocket. The Speaker following suite, taking a longer than necessary last glance at Shaunlese and saying, “Got another phone of your own?”
Shaunlese, ever the professional smiled wide and said, “If only, but I am in the book.”
She held the Speaker’s gaze until the Speaker broke it off and left the room with her entourage of protection.
“Well, that went well, don’t you think?” said Manfred.
“Yup. And I even got a date.”
Manfred shot her a questioning glance. He had been certain that she and Dumond were now monogamous, but was smart enough to know that human sexuality was anything but simple, and rarely purely monogamous, even between people with the best of intentions.
“Kidding!” she said and laughed. “Manfred, you are too easy.”
“Yeah, that’s what my wife used to say.”
Manfred grabbed his cell and dialed Dumond’s number. Then he and Shaunlese caught the next available flight to LAX.
 
***

Chapter 37

One Last Task
By the time Dumond got to the UCLA medical center there were federal agents and local police making their presence obvious in an effort to deter any further guerrilla action. Etienne was under arrest and recovering from a broken neck and a number of other injuries he received in the attack orchestrated by Dumond and Moses. Dumond had a hard time getting by the protective shield that had been constructed around Etienne and his men. After several close calls, he donned a nurses outfit, the blue hair net pulled low over his brow, and pushed a cart into Etienne’s room, telling the guards, “Time to take his vitals.”
The guards looked at him, and let him pass. Once in the room he approached the sleeping Etienne and pretended to adjust the IV drip while kneeing him in the side. Etienne’s eyes bolted open and after a moment, he recognized Dumond and tried to shout. 
Dumond was too quick, covering his mouth and pushing hard enough to let Etienne know that any further uncalled for nonsense would be immediate extinguished, along with his life.
“What the fuck do you want?” hissed Etienne.
Dumond said nothing, reached into the pocket of his nurses gown, and pulled out a syringe with a valve ready to be attached the existing IV drip. He set it gently on Etienne’s chest, and then spoke.
“Nancy has been arrested. The President knows about you and her and your scheme. He is furious and has promised rapid and harsh action. My guess is either the chair or life in prison for you, not sure about Nancy.”
Etienne stared needles at Dumond, recognizing the precariousness of his situation. His gargantuan ego struggling with the impossible notion that Dumond had beaten him.
“Nigger!” he spurted.
It took all of Dumond’s will power to stifle a laugh.
“That’s your best shot? Etienne, that word has no meaning in my lexicon. It is like the sound of waves breaking, car tires squealing, men shouting. Just a sound, part of the environment. Dude, you have to be able to do better than that.”
Etienne was speechless with anger and defeat.
“OK, here’s the deal. I am giving you an out. This morphine will put you out of your misery, or you can heal up and get ready for life as the bitch of a lot of angry niggers, crackers, and everybody else you’ll find on death row. Your call.”
A doctor was speaking with the guards. Dumond swept past them quickly, leaving Etienne with a tough decision and enough morphine to kill an elephant.
 
***

Chapter 38

Time to Live
The minute he left the building any thought of Etienne was out of his mind forever. His main concern now was something sneaky that Shaunlese was up to. She had been asking him questions the night earlier after he picked she and Manfred up at the airport. They went directly to his condo in Marina del Rey and crashed as the exhaustion from the events unfolding in the last three weeks hit them broadside. As he and Shaunlese lay in bed drifting into unconsciousness she was drilling him about the future. 
“Where do you think we will end up living?”
“The beach.”
“You mean Mexico? It is beautiful...”
“Naw, Newport.  I have a little property there...just bought it...on the mesa...cost like twenty three large, quite the steal...”
“Oh yeah, very nice, I love that part of the coast. Although, given my druthers I might prefer something a little further north, above Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo, ya know?”
He was almost out cold.
“Sure, plenty of time to find the sweet spot...but you’ll like the Newport pad...”
That was it, he passed out. She dragged herself to the computer and did a property search. Bingo, a brand new house, more like an estate, on the mesa. She almost collapsed when she saw the price, he had said “twenty three large,” but she did not realize that was twenty three million dollars!
“Wow,” she whispered, glancing over at the near comatose man she loved. “Hella nice little ‘pad’ Dumond.”
She snuggled back into bed and fell fast asleep, dreaming of ocean, sky and, oddly for her, erotic sex with Dumond.”
They awoke as the sun broke through the clouds and poured into the bedroom. Manfred was in the kitchen; they could hear him moving around. 
“He’s probably been up for hours, working out and stuff,” said Dumond.
“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Shaunlese replied as she stretched, “so what are you doin’ today?”
“I am going to run up to check on Darcy, make sure he is on top of his game and all that, then I am open to anything you want to do.”
“Cool, I have a couple errands to run, and if you don’t mind I’m taking Manfred along with me.”
Dumond eyed her. Never one to get jealous, he has to admit that he was a little curious.
“Don’t worry, big guy,” she said, “I just need him to help me do a few things. All on the up and up.”
“Shaunlese, I never worry about stuff like that.”
She knew men, and he was telling the truth.
“Man did I hit pay dirt or what, strong, good lookin’, hung like a stallion...and, doesn’t get jealous!”
He smiled at her, headed to the bathroom to shower and but the time he was done, she and Manfred were gone. That would work out well because he had to check on Darcy, as he had said, but also had one other errand to run.
 
***

Chapter 39

Bye Bye Nancy
True to his character the President acted quickly and decisively. As Dumond drove his GT3 the news reported that Nancy Pellacini had been arrested that morning and tossed into jail while awaiting a short trial with only one possible conclusion. Along with Nancy, the members of the Board of Directors of ZenPharm were arrested and their hundreds of millions of dollars of personal wealth frozen, later to be absorbed by court costs and restitution. 
ZenPharm was not closed down; the government seized it while the President sought input from advisors.
Darcy was on the job, looking sharp and well recovered. Dumond walked up and patted him on the shoulder.
“Looking good little brother.”
“Darcy smiled, “Thanks pops, or should I still call you Mr. Presley?”
“Call me Dumond, Darcy,” he said, dodging the well intended age comment.
“You bet Dumond.”
Darcy reached into his pocket and pulled out a huge roll of bills. It must have been thousands of dollars. Dumond looked at the roll then up at Darcy, a couple new scars on his still handsome face, and said, “Keep it.”
Darcy was truly startled, “You kiddin’?" Man, this is a lot of money!”
Dumond said, “Look Darcy, I’m retiring from the business. I mean, I’ll keep busy, but I want you to take over. The girls love you. I’ll be around when you need advice, not that you will. But it is time for the transition and, even though I was sure you were going to be the biggest pain in my ass ever, you turned out to be the perfect protégé. In fact, I owe you my life man.”
“Naw, Dumond, I was just helping out and, if you ask anyone, a lot of people owe you their lives, me included.”
Both men, trained by life to never appear weak, held back tears until Dumond reach out and hugged Darcy. They stood there, two gangster pimps, holding each other and sniffling to stifle the tears. Embarrassed, Dumond stepped back, smiled and dabbed self-consciously at his eyes as Darcy did the same. 
“Sorry man, it must be old age or something.”
“Forget it Dumond, I love you man, I’m good with that.”
“Yeah, me too.
They said nothing, looking around a bit to see if anyone was paying attention to their center of the universe. Not one soul. The breeze from the Pacific Ocean wafted past them, drying their faces and congealing the bond that had grown between them, like father and son.
“Well, I gotta run Darcy. You be good, stay safe, and you know how to reach me anytime. I expect you to drop in and eat some of my food. Ain’t no way I’m gonna let retirement make me fat.”
“You know it Dumond. I’ll be here....”
Darcy’s phone rang and he looked at the number and grinned. He looked up to say something to Dumond, but Dumond had already walked away and was getting into his Porsche.
“Hey Shaunlese, ‘sup. Dumond is just taking off, want me to catch him?”
“No! I want to talk to you. What are you doing tonight?”
 
***

Chapter 40

The Gift
Dumond was out shopping when his phone rang. It was the cell he had given Shaunlese.
“Mr. Presley?”
“Yes?”
“Do you know who this is?”
Shaunlese, upon her return to LA, had told Dumond all about the meeting with the President and the Speaker of the House.
“Yes I do.”
“Look, I have a problem. ZenPharm is a powerful company with the potential for creating drugs that save lives. It was corrupt at the core, but I believe that cancer has been removed and what that Company needs now is someone to run it right.”
“Sounds about right to me,” said Dumond, wondering where this was going at the conscious level but already knowing deeper down.
“Look, Dumond, I want you to run it. I am willing to provide fifty million in government funding to get it back up and running. It will be a struggle and there will be a lot of fires yet to put out, but I know you and your team can do it. Just tell me you’ll think about it.”
Dumond did something he never thought he would do, he responded, “Will do Mr. President.”
Using a title like that on a brother was the last thing he could imagine coming out of his mouth. Apparently the President knew this too because he grinned broadly and let out a chuckle. “Hey, Dumond, call me Robert. Let’s save that title crap for the people who need it, ok?”
“Yeah, right on Robert, cool.”
“Cool indeed. Here is my private number. I am clearing you with the NSA/CSS, FBI and CIA. I want you to say in close touch with me as you do this, if you decide to.”
The President gave Dumond a number, which he entered into his cell.
“I’ll get back to you in a little bit. I need to think this over and talk to a few people.”
“Good deal, let me know what Manfred and Shaunlese, or is it Doreen again, say.”
“It is whatever she tells me it is, and I will do that. Later, Robert.”
Dumond felt good. Never one to suck up to a celebrity, this was a great connection and he felt that the President was sincere. And sharp, he seemed to know a lot about Dumond and his friends. They had connected person to person, which, as far as Dumond was concerned, was how the government, business and everything else should run.
“Fuck politics,” he said quietly as he walked, smiling, to his car, a small package in his hand.
 
***

Chapter 41

Retirement Party
The party at Dumond’s beach mansion in Newport Beach had been speedily organized by Shaunlese but was well attended and every one of Dumond’s eleven former employees had a date, all genders being represented. Dumond had only cryptically revealed that he owned this property to Shaunlese the day before when she asked him where he was going to live when he retired. He had to give her credit for being a super sleuth and master manipulator, in one hell of a nice package. She had managed to coerce him into showing her the ‘pad’ and they had arrived around four thirty in the afternoon, him suspecting not a thing about what was happening.
The Newport “pad” was, of course, a spectacular twenty-three million dollar home. After their tour and a swim in the amazing infinite pool, the doorbell rang. And then it kept ringing for the next two hours. As the party got going Dumond accepted being completely bamboozled by Shaunlese and happily endured the expected friendly parting shots from his former employees: 
 
“Gonna miss you Dumond, just like my virginity.”
 
“Hey Dumond, which guy did you come here with?”
 
“Dumond, do you even remember how to have sex?”
 
And so on and so on.
Al didn’t show up and Dumond missed him but knew that his friend, sensei, and surrogate father was far more comfortable with a tonfa and the ocean in Mexico than with a group of prostitutes and their associates. They had said goodbye earlier in the day while Shaunlese was executing her covert operations. Al caught a commercial liner back to his favorite spot on earth and was no doubt enjoying a breezy evening on the veranda of the beach house there.
When he appeared around seven o’clock Darcy was immediately the center of attention. Big, handsome and a little war torn, he was gorgeous. Dumond even envied him, just a little bit. Back in the day, that was Dumond, coming up in the business. One thing about being a good and righteous pimp, your girls have your back better than any national army. It is a very strange and wonderful relationship, sexless and deep, honorable in a way, with a touch of playful seduction for spice. Darcy, surrounded by his loyal employees, winked at Dumond, his cheek scar blowing Dumond an involuntary kiss. If Dumond had had a son, it would have been Darcy.
“Funny,” he said quietly.
“Shaunlese caught that and said, “What’s funny?”
Dumond turned and looked directly at her, intoxicated by her beauty and the outpouring of love she elicited from him, ”Funny how life works out, that’s all.”
Yeah, you got that right big man,” she agreed, hugging tight around his powerful chest. “And we have a lot left so don’t go getting all complacent and boring on me.”
“Not a chance, baby, not a chance.” 
He was more energized than ever. Since the conversation with the President he and Shaunlese had discussed the idea of running ZenPharm and making it what a drug company should be. They spoke with Manfred about his level of interest and he did not hesitate to make the commitment. Making money was on the agenda, but their mission was “Fixing a Broken World”, something they all believed needed a lot of attention.
Jake looked particularly happy. His beautiful trophy wife had her arm around him and Dumond, no poor judge of women’s intentions, decided there was hope for them. Jake was, after all, a world-renowned nanotechnologist with a renewed vigor for life after his near death experience. Dumond knew, better than most, that while sex may the catalyst that gets the fire started, it takes a whole different kind of fuel to keep it burning for a lifetime. He caught a covert glance down at Shaunlese, she gazing out at the party attendees, and decided in that instant that he had more than enough to keep their fire blazing until the day he dropped.
As the party wore on Dumond and Shaunlese migrated to the wallflower zone where Manfred and date, Jasmina, were standing. Dumond automatically evaluated Jasmina, from the perspective of both a virile man and a professional pimp. He noted that Jasmina, a Bosnian native who had migrated to the United State in the mid-nineties, was, not unexpectedly, a strikingly beautiful woman. She was about six feet tall, lithe, with short blond hair that hung just above her eyes. Broad shoulders, a modest but sensual bust, and gymnasts’ hips said ‘Olympic swimmer’, or perhaps ‘track and field’. The knee length skirt she was wearing revealed calves in which every sinew and muscle could clearly be seen, like a body builder, but finer and, in Dumond’s expert opinion, way sexier. The spaghetti top she was wearing revealed sculpted trapezius muscles gently sloping to broad and well-contoured shoulders. She also had a perfect tan, almost golden. But the icing was her amazing eyes. Long lashes flirting with blue-violet corneas. It took a full tank of will power not to stare.
Manfred spoke, “Dumond, I have to be honest and say that you have truly opened my eyes. I thought I was fairly well versed on human sexuality but your universe in that respect is clearly bigger than mine was.”
“Glad to be of service Manfred. So, how did you and Jasmina meet?”
Jasmina beat Manfred to the response, “He’s my sensei, friend, and sex toy.”
She followed up with a strong grab of Manfred’s ass.
“Um, ok, I can see how that would work,” Dumond said with a wink.
Manfred, in typical cool and collected tones continued, “And when we are not toying with each other, or sparring, we like the solitude of Big Sur. We met by chance, or perhaps destiny, about three years ago while hiking. The vibe was right and the rest is history.”
“Wow,” said Shaunlese, “That is almost mystical, and very cool.”
“No complaints here,” they said simultaneously, then each casting a sly smile in acknowledgement of the “we did it again” inside joke.
Shaunlese looked at Dumond and wondered if they would ‘vibe’ like Manfred and Jasmina apparently did. She was pretty sure her part of the recipe was well simmered and ready to rock. But Dumond, despite his abject honesty and, prostitution aside, high ethical standards, was still somewhat mysterious to her.
As if sensing her thoughts Dumond looked at her and said, “Feel like going for a hike sometime?”
She smiled and said, “Sound great. But for now, how about the four of us retire to the sitting room and let the party die a natural and, hopefully, near-term death.”
They moved into Dumond’s sitting room. It was darker than the rest of the house, had some art on the walls and a well-stocked wet bar. There were six chairs more or less randomly distributed about the room. Each of them selected one and rotated it so that they sat in a roughly defined circle with a low table in the center. The chairs enveloped them as Dumond stood and poured four cognacs. Handing one to Manfred, Jasmina and Shaunlese, he sat back down, subtly raised his glass, inhaled the deliciously complex aroma of the liquor, and took a slow draught.
The others did the same. Not a word was spoken.
Shaunlese started thinking about ethanol. Ethanol, two carbons, six hydrogens and one oxygen. And the basis for a multibillion-dollar worldwide industry. Somehow the parallel between ethanol and intercourse struck her funny bone. So simple, fundamental, mechanically trivial, yet so profoundly addictive that people gave up money, homes, families and even their own lives for these things. 
She pondered this silently for several minutes then, looking at both Dumond and Manfred, but speaking to any interested ears, said, “Did it ever occur to you that...” and they spent the next hour philosophizing and conjecturing about all manner of things.
 
***

Chapter 42

Alone Together
Dumond, Shaunlese and several guests slept in the abundant and well appointed bedrooms in the mansion. The room that Dumond and Shaunlese occupied was really several rooms divided by clever architectural elements that maintained the feel of a large studio for the entire space. Shaunlese awoke to a stir in the bed-adjacent sitting room area and emerged to find Dumond filling two backpacks with various foods, first aids, and other paraphernalia.
“C’mon, let’s get moving before the sun gets too high.”
Enjoying the mystery, Shaunlese quickly put on a pair of shorts, a t-shirt and the hiking boots that had magically appeared and fit her size seven feet perfectly.
They went to the garage and hopped into a Jeep that had been sitting innocuously behind a few of its more exotic brethren in the enormous space. Apparently Dumond’s library of automobiles extended beyond those housed in Marina del Rey.
They motored north then east to La Canada and up into the foothills where they parked. Shaunlese followed Dumond up a trail and an hour later they were in a spot she would never have thought was so close to LA. Other than a few hard-core rock climbers, she encountered nobody but the evergreens and the local fauna.
“This is beautiful, Dumond, and right here in Pasadena?”
“Well, we are a tad north east of Pasadena proper, but you are right, it is beautiful. Not that it will last when some numb-nut developer gets it in his or her mind to turn it into an enclave of “rustic” executive homes. Maybe I’ll buy one, you never know.”
“Well I am definitely in the “here and now” mode and loving this by the second.”
They hiked around, ate several energy snacks and even a fully laid out lunchtime picnic centered around an amazing chicken salad Dumond had prepared. After lunch they hiked to a secluded meadow, made love in the early afternoon sun, and took a long nap in the shade of a stand of pine trees. 
Though neither of them verbalized it, they were both struck by how easy it was to be with the other. The communication was automatic. They had been through so much in their lives that they each wanted only the simple things, companionship, adventures, the melding of two stories into one.
As they headed back to the Jeep around four in the afternoon Shaunlese asked Dumond, “You ever think about kids. You know, family?”
Not sure what to expect at a potentially loaded question she was floored when Dumond said, without hesitation, “Not until now.”
They did not broach the subject any further that afternoon. Plenty of time in their future for that kind of discussion.
They drove back to Marina del Rey enjoying the warm breeze in the open Jeep. When they arrived Dumond said, “If you are not too tired, I have a plan for the evening. Is that going to be OK with you?”
“Dumond, that’s way more than OK. Any special requirements?”
“Just a comfortable dress or whatever you would wear to a decent restaurant.”
The shower stall in the bedroom was, well, in the bedroom. It was a partially sandblasted piece of glass set into a large tile basin. Dumond sat on the bed and watched, mesmerized, the figure of Shaunlese as she groomed herself under the powerful stream of water. Occasionally she would glance at him over the curved edge of the glass and smile, not a seductive smile, but an open, honest, truly happy one. He moved to stand next to her on the tile, leaving his boxers on the bed, and embraced her. The water pounded down on their embrace. First they stood, hardly moving, feeling the energy ebb and flow between them. Then, without hurry but with intensifying passion they pulsated, sinusoidal, in rhythm with the water and their own spiritual flow. 
Super nova.
Pulsar.
Spinning white dwarf.
Back to this universe they fell. The water continued to run warm thanks to the tankless water heater system. 
“Dumond, what time is our reservation?”
“Whenever we get there.”
Dumond turned off the water and they spooned on the soft throw rug between the shower and the bed for a good half an hour before Dumond rose, quickly rinsed off, and began to dress. Shaunlese re-showered and put on a beautiful dark yellow formal evening dress she found, along with several others of various styles and colors, in her closet. It fit perfectly.
Dumond was wearing a modern tuxedo with a necktie that matched the dress.
“Damn, Dumond. What do you do badly?”
Dumond smiled broadly. “Still working on a few things,” was his enigmatic answer.
Around eight PM they descended to the garage and Dumond opened the door of the Bentley Continental GTC Speed for Shaunlese. She entered the entirely too luxurious passenger compartment as he got behind the wheel. Then, he stopped, turned to her and said, “You want to drive?”
“Not this time big boy, but I’ll consider that a standing invitation.”
Dumond started the car and maneuvered it onto the street to the San Diego freeway then the Santa Monica freeway east. They exited in Compton and Shaunlese was slightly shocked as they drove the Bentley through the gang war ravaged streets. Glancing at Dumont she detected no concern whatsoever in his face. He had been raised here, but even so, that did not make him impervious to crime. The various onlookers and groups of men and women starred venomously, but with a touch of what she figured was some sort of ‘hood respect.
They pulled up to what appeared to be a disheveled facade for a restaurant that served, if she read the degraded sign correctly, barbeque links. Immediately a casually dressed man in his early twenties appeared at the driver’s door. He was enormous and had numerous tattoos on his body, including several tears under his eyes enumerating the people he had killed. He was wearing low-rider jeans and a white dress shirt that must have been an extra super large. Even so it was strained to near bursting around his massive arms and chest. The man opened Dumond’s door and Dumond hopped out, handing him the keys,
“Sup Triton?” said Dumond.
“Same ol’ same ol’,” said the man giant, revealing a smile that made his face morph into that of a well fed Mama’s boy.
Dumond handed Triton a hundred dollar bill and walked around the car to open the door for Shaunlese. She exited as gracefully as a dancer and they walked toward what she assumed was the door of the BBQ shack. Dumond said over his shoulder, “Keep her safe Triton.”
“Sure thing Dumond, you do the same.”
An intoxicating aroma struck their nostrils as they entered the main room of the place. Spices and meats and vegetables. Shaunlese’s mouth started watering involuntarily. A gray haired man in a loose fitting tuxedo approached them, smiled and said, Dumond, long time no see man, what’s happening, glad you could make it!”
Thanks Link, got a table ready for the lady and myself?”
Hell yes, right this way.”
They followed Link across a dance floor through the main room, their powerful presence wresting patrons from their delicious meals to steal glances at the beautiful couple. They moved through an archway into a private room that was, in a word, otherworldly. In stark contrast to the outward appearance of the establishment, the room was immaculate, adorned with expensive looking drapes and tapestries, with a table decorated with freshly cut flowers and candles in the middle. Link seated Shaunlese, then Dumond and left the room.
“What is this place Dumond? I feel like Alice down the gopher hole.”
Dumond grinned, enjoying Shaunlese’s creative reconstruction of a classic book title and the effect that the ambience was having on her.
“Welcome to Link’s. The best restaurant on the west coast. Not in any “best of” lists. A well guarded secret of the locals. Link’s has never been robbed, never been busted. It is the soul of the community because when you are in Link’s all disagreements, jealousies, territorial arguments, whatever, are put aside. People come here for the food and for the ambience. It is an oasis, the demilitarized zone. 
Dance music started playing. Dance music from the swing era. 
Shaunlese said, “Listen. It’s lovely!”
“Uh huh. Just wait until you taste the food.”
Out of the blue Shaunlese said, “Dumond, what is your net worth?”
“I’m liquid at sixty two million, total just around a hundred and seventeen.”
Shaunlese’s enormous brain did the math in a millisecond.
“Wow, no wonder everybody wants to grow up to be a pimp!”
“Well, I have to tell the truth here. I made the nest egg in my profession, that’s for sure. About five million. But I also made a few investments along the way, a couple dot coms, a biotechnology company, a digital media company. Man, timing is everything, and inside information does not hurt either. You know, in my former line of work, I hear a lot of things...”
“Yeah, for sure. I mean, I am an order of magnitude out of your league, but I managed to sock away a decent chunk of change in the last seven years. 
“I know Shaunlese, remember, I was writing the pay checks, tax free no less. I figure you have between one and two million by now.
“Ha, as of two days ago try seventeen million, ten liquid.”
Now it was Dumond’s turn to do the math. He was thunderstruck. He knew she was an outright genius but had no idea of her skills in hardcore economics. 
“Let me guess, investments and insider information?”
“Yup, and a couple days ago I short sold two hundred and fifty thousand shares of ZenPharm at forty eight dollars and bought them back at a buck fifty. That’ll garner me another ten million or so. 
Dumond, increasingly impressed with her economic savvy said, “You mean eleven six five, right?” Despite the amazing revelation his businessman brain immediately detected the discrepancy in her math.
“Well, no, it came out to ten million even. I paid Manfred ten percent to manage the transaction for me with a broker I know overseas, but did not want to talk to directly, if you catch my drift. And then that guy got a pretty decent commission on both ends. We had to do this fast, in and out, ya know?” she smiled, ”Kinda my specialty.”
“Hell yeah, I know. You are more amazing by the minute.”
He looked at her, not able to fathom the depth of this singularly talented and beautiful person.
“So what you got planned next on your agenda of dominating the world economy?” he asked.
She responded instantly, “Next it is time to think hard about the new job you are going to offer me as Chief Technology Officer at ZenPharm when you take over as CEO.”
Dumond laughed out loud. Reached across the table and said, “Can I marry you for your money, your brains, your body, the whole package?”
She laughed then, suddenly, a shadow of concern crossed her face.
“You serious?”
Dumond didn’t hesitate, he reached into his coat pocked and pulled out a ring case. He opened it, revealing an enormous but simply elegant diamond engagement ring.
“Yes”
Her eyes grew moist and she responded, “Yes.”
She put the ring on her left hand ring finger, a perfect fit, of course. They didn’t talk, but held hands, smiling gently at each other and savoring the moment.
Finally, Shaunlese broke the exquisite silence.
“What was your father like? Not, Al, who is amazing, but your biological father.”
Dumond did not answer quickly and seemed to be searching his memories.
“I really don’t know. I have only a few memory fragments of my mother and virtually none of my father. But I do remember my mother telling me that my father was a good man, a performer.”
Shaunlese, never one to be slow about putting two and two together, lifted an eyebrow.
“Dumond, isn’t your last name Presley?”
“Yup,” answered Dumond, expressionless.
Shaunlese looked at Dumond's bronze skin, seeing in it a slightly lighter shade than she had before. She knew that Dumond’s mother hailed from the South, and he was about forty years old. 
“Could be, could be,” she muttered.
Dumond was characteristically stoic as Shaunlese went through here mental acrobatics about his possible point of origination.
The dinner arrived. It was, like everything Dumond, simple, elegant and culinary perfection. Soup made with a yellow vegetable and delicately contrasting fresh basil, a stew containing the most savory sausage on planet earth, red beans and rice. A berry tart with vanilla ice cream for dessert. They shared a nice bottle of red wine with the meal and said very little as they enjoyed each other’s presence.
“Let’s dance,” said Shaunlese.
Surprising her, though by now it shouldn’t have, Dumond immediately stood and walked around the table to pull out her chair as she stood. They moved to the small dance floor in the main room looking like a royal couple but completely unaware of the sizzle in the air they manifest. 
The music started, a slow, pretty, very familiar ballad. Shaunlese nestled her head on Dumond’s chest and they rotated gracefully, like the earth under the Foucault pendulum, counting out the minutes of the beginning of their future together.
“Love me tender, love me sweet, never let me go…”
 
***
 
The End
 
***
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Emergence. The ‘could be true’ story of creation, evolution and the meaning of life. It takes place over four billion years, moves through current time and into the not too distant future. The “Original Six Creators” are second-generation beings that are responsible for the Universe as we know it. Periodically they train additional generations of Creators who are then licensed to travel the time-space continuum and establish new creations in the Multiverse. It is during this program of Creator training that a trainee sabotages a brilliant colleague and the consequences are catastrophic for their experiment, which happens to be a planet we call Earth. The appearance of a mysterious third generation Creator opens the door to unprecedented issues amongst the existing Creators as he develops his own program for training of future Creators. Interwoven in the story are important philosophical and cultural concepts that are very relevant to our current situation.
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Kiss. The story of a valiant firefighter named Vincent Lyons. As a teenager he was scarred over ninety-nine per cent of his body by a malicious act of random cruelty. Now, two decades later, he is the reluctant recipient of accolades for his heroic efforts to save lives, with a touch of jealousy-driven animosity from a misguided lawyer. When Vincent’s life long friend and physician, Dr. Samuel Wilson, dies, Vincent is stunned by Samuel’s recommendation that he continue to have his medical needs served by Dr. Stella Winters, a beautiful and enthusiastic young physician with expertise in stem cell therapy. For the first time in over twenty years Vincent allows himself to feel, albeit with trepidation, and he and Stella embark on a highly experimental stem cell treatment for his burns, and a parallel friendship that matures into true love. While the stem cell treatment holds great promise, it also forces Vincent to make the most difficult decision of his life.
 
***
 
Vibrations. The first of a series of stories co-authored by Eric and his brother Tim Henderson published under the pseudonym, “E. T. Henderson”. The protagonist is Dr. Andy Cobb, a more than slightly unorthodox, and perhaps marginally disgruntled, Professor of Nanotechnology at a Midwestern university. In this story Andy’s “ready, shoot, aim” approach to problem solving backfires when an arrogant senior colleague with whom Andy has argued is found dead, and his head is missing.  The plot thickens as more murders occur and Andy is the primary suspect. His skills at martial arts and solving difficult puzzles lead him on a pathway to discovery of the real murderer and their bizarre motivation. Along the way Andy’s friends including Hal, the pot-drenched millionaire scientist, Trey, the gi-normous bouncer, Greta, the incredibly endowed club owner, the fetching and wise Charlie, and her daughter, Beauty, and the mysterious Sensei John, help Andy stay on track as he sidesteps the miscreant local police detectives in his quest for answers.
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Cryptic Orchid (Summer 2015). Nerd-genius Hermann Miller just wants to cruise through life while spending time in his head with his best friend; his powerful intellect. An improbable national hero for saving a president’s life, Hermann is on the top of General Ulysses Willowbrook’s “Pugsley” File, containing the names and attributes of the world’s nation’s smartest people, whom the General inherently detests. But General Willowbrook needs Hermann and all his intellectual prowess when a powerful, irreversible, and male-specific pathogenic virus is released by a group of women who have come to the realization that virtually all of the world’s problems are caused by men. As men’s testicles atrophy across the globe Hermann and his unlikely love interest, Einstein, join forces to create a better world for all species, and genders.
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