Vibrations
E. T. Henderson
 
An Andy Cobb Mystery
 
***
 
eric@erichenderson.com
www.erichenderson.com
 
***
 
Copyright © 2012 Henderbooks
 
All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.
 
First Printing: 2012
 
ISBN: 978-1-312-91921-1
 
[image: ]
Ankeny, Iowa 50021
 
***
 

Introduction
The scream slashed through the pre-dawn quiet like a samurai blade, severing the stillness of Andy’s mind.
Andy froze in his kata, bare feet in a cat stance, and inhaled the pungent Iowa air, fighting the urge to blindly react and, instead, opening his senses. The distant murmurs of the park around his private practice spot, a dense thicket with a center ring he had cleared by hand ax, gave no clue to the scream’s origin.
Again, Andy heard the troubled cry. Was it the young girl who sometimes hid and watched Andy work out, unaware he knew she was there? The voice was more muffled now, further off, sharp shouting mixed with yelps of struggle.
Andy whipped like a compass point toward the voice and dashed through the dense brush, oblivious to the witch-nail twigs scratching his shirtless body.
Bursting from the copse, Andy’s eyes locked onto the conflict, and his anger, already stoked by work-related conflicts, exploded like an egg in a microwave. 
A broad-shouldered, ski-masked mugger, struggling to yank off a backpack hooked to a wheelchair, had dumped the wheelchair’s owner, a dark-haired woman, sprawling down a steep hill toward the ice cold Badger river. As the woman clawed the earth to slow her slide into the icy water a tween-age girl, perhaps twelve years old, rode western style on the attacker’s back and clamped onto the hoodlum’s jacket collar with her left hand while she pummeled its embroidered “Satan’s Soul” symbol with a hard right fist. Oblivious to the girl, the thug twisted and tugged the backpack free of the wheelchair, then heel-booted the wheel-warped chair onto its side.
Andy sprinted forward, bare feet hydroplaning over wet grass, and skidded to the scene just as the thug reached back and grabbed the girl by the collar, flipping her forward through the air. The thug then bolted off toward wood cover, while the girl thudded to the ground and tumbled down the hill toward the woman who had, for the moment, halted her dangerous slide by grasping onto a fortuitously protruding tree root.
At the overturned chair, Andy slid to a stop. He probably could catch up to the mugger whose loping strides were slowed by high-heeled boots and the weight of the stolen backpack. But the girl and the woman had become tangled together, and in confused attempts to right themselves, were losing the grip on the tree root and about to slide toward a precipitous drop-off over the rushing, frigid stream. Their fall would not be far, maybe five feet, but the streambed was lined with jagged rock, and bodies striking those crags at the wrong angle would crack bones, perhaps skulls. 
Like a snowboarder dropped from the sky onto the sheer slant of a monstrous slope, Andy foot-surfed sideways down the slippery grade right past the entangled pair and off the bank edge into the swift current. His toes danced through ice water over the razor-edged stones, the soaked cuffs of his karate gi thwacking his ankles as he turned and stabilized his stance in preparation for a rescue plan that was still nascent in his brain.
The trick was to secure the two of them at the same time. The dark haired lady, whom Andy assumed to be the girl’s mother, came first because clearly her limp legs could not break her quickening slide even though the girl tussled behind her, gripping her mother’s blouse and digging her own heels into the mud as she strove vainly to hold them both back. Andy positioned himself at the riverbank below them. As the mother slid over the edge, he guided her torso onto his shoulders.
“Hold on,” he yelled.
The mother clasped Andy’s neck as he locked her legs with his left arm, and looked up just in time to pluck the plummeting girl by the seat of her jeans with his free arm.
After placing the girl, feet down, on a broad boulder rising above the water line, Andy slogged upstream, the girl hopping from stone to stone behind him, to where the bank walls had eroded into a gentle rise. Andy struggled up the bank, slipping to his left knee twice, the second time bruising the kneecap on a granite boulder, and nearly dropping his rider. 
Finally, the ground leveled off. Andy plodded to his truck, parked in a gravel-covered turn-off from a pot-holed road that wound through the small park, the mother bumping along bareback on his shoulders, the girl walking silently beside them.
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Chapter 1
The truck was a 1950 bondo-restored Chevy 3100 pick-up painted various shades of primer, each layer a testament to surviving one more corrosive Iowa winter. Andy opened the passenger’s door, slid the mother from his shoulders, and cradled her into the shotgun seat. Then he walked around the front hood, yanked open the driver’s door, let the girl clamber into the middle position, and stepped up on the runner. He winced at his bruised left knee, and eased in behind the wheel, reaching behind the seat to grab his “Comfy Cruise” electric car blanket to spread over all three of them. He cranked the trusty engine, plugged in the blanket, fired the heater full blast, and waited until their chattering teeth and shivering bodies slowly calmed. Finally, when their breaths warmed up enough to fog the glass and he had to crack the window for a blast of fresh air, Andy figured the time had come for introductions.
“Hi,” he said. “I’m Andy.”
“Charlie,” said the woman.
“Beauty,” said the girl.
“Unusual name,” said Andy, smiling down at the girl.
“Unusual person,” said Beauty, tapping her chest.
“You saved our lives,” said Charlie. “That maniac might have killed us.”
“I coulda took him,” said Beauty. Her mother glanced at her sideways.
“Well, I coulda,” said Beauty. “Maybe.”
“But still you’re grateful Andy helped us, aren’t you?” Beauty’s mother gently chided, before looking up at Andy with smiling eyes.
Beauty folded her arms, said nothing.
“You might have taken him,” Andy said to Beauty. “Leverage is more effective than sheer size. You’ve been watching me work out. And you’ve been practicing, too.”
“How’d you know I’ve been watching?”
“Eyes in the back of my head.” Andy played with parting the hair spilling down his neck. “Check it out.”
“Okay,” said Beauty, cracking a half grin. “But how’d you know I’d been practicing?”
“First, I spot you checking me out. Then I find footmarks at the practice spot that mimic the movements I was making, and guess what? They’re just your size. I put one and one together and come up with you. Brilliant inductions are my job. I’m a scientist.”
“What kind?”
“Cowboy scientist. Or so my colleagues say.”
“You study cowboys?”
Andy laughed, “No, according to my detractors I act like a cowboy. You know, like in the wild, wild west. Or something like that anyway.”
“Who are your ‘de-tractors’?” Beauty said, carefully enunciating the newest word in her vocabulary.
Beauty’s innocent question reminded Andy of the ongoing friction he endured with his superficially straight colleagues at work, and his expression turned bitter. The exhilaration of the rescue had damped his anger. Damped, but not defused. No technique he had tried seemed able to cure Andy of his chronic rage. Sure, lately he’d kept his temper somewhat abated with his martial arts practice. But now the needle on his angst-o-meter was creeping back up.
“They,” said Andy, “are annoying people who make rules to impede hard working people, like me. See, I break their rules sometimes, and that pisses them off. But when I do, I do it for a good reason and I don’t lie about it, and somehow that makes me a cowboy. And if I catch the rule makers breaking their own rules, well, I don’t lie about that either. And that makes them even madder.”
“Isn’t that what police people are supposed to do?”
“Sure.” Though Andy’s experience with cops, especially in the past year, had been decidedly mixed, why crush the kid’s illusions? Maybe she’d grow up, join the force, and do some good in the world. “Speaking of which,” Andy looked over to Charlie, “You’d better file a report, after the ER checks you out.”
“Oh, no,” said Charlie. “We’re fine…thanks to you.” Charlie furrowed her brow. “Plus, I just got my job. My boss wouldn’t like it if I were mixed up with criminals, even if it weren’t my fault.”
Andy looked over at Charlie, but instead of returning his gaze, she glanced around the cabin, then out the side window. 
Charlie continued, “That back pack had all my stuff. What I really need is a taxi, so I can get home, pick up my van, then take the chair to a fix-it shop. ”
“The chair. I almost forgot. Be right back.”
Andy retrieved Charlie’s chair, laid it sideways in the back of his truck, told Charlie that calling one of the two cabs in Rimes, Iowa would mean a long wait, and offered to take her home since he was “going that way anyway.” Charlie accepted and Andy wheeled slowly through married student housing, then a typical Iowa middle class neighborhood to the more economically challenged east side of town where Charlie and Beauty lived. As they drove, after a few moments of awkward silence, Andy asked, “So, what brings you here to the ‘peaceful and law-abiding’ Midwest?”
“Oh, I used to live here. I left a few years ago for personal reasons.”
“But you moved back.”
“Yes.” Charlie paused, then, in place of an explanation, added, “I was recently hired at the University as an administrative assistant. The bennies are great.”
“That’s not a bad job if you get into the merit system. The pay scale is pretty decent for PoDunk, Iowa,” said Andy.
“Yeah, the pay’s okay, I guess. But my boss is kind of a dick, uh, I mean hard ass, oh, you know what I mean.” Charlie’s words tailed off, seemingly embarrassed by letting slip coarse language with the man who was her rescuer, and yet a stranger.
Glossing over the moment, Andy asked, “What’s your boss’s name?”
“Doctor Stancoach.”
“Stancoach! He’s not a dick,” Andy exclaimed as has temper flared, “he’s a flaming anal douche bag of the highest order!” Catching himself, Andy was immediately concerned that now he had crossed the blue language barrier with a kid in the car. But when he looked over at the attractive dark haired woman in the passenger seat, he felt relieved by the amused twinkle of her striking blue eyes.
Sensing Andy’s embarrassment, Charlie quickly said, “Don’t worry. Beauty has heard and seen more than most adults, unfortunately.”
Appreciatively, Andy said, “Thanks. I’ll tone it down.”
“Oh crap,” said Beauty, “that always happens. Why don’t adults speak normally around kids, like the TV does?”
Andy and Charlie smiled. Then Andy said, “But truly, Miles is…” Andy looked over his shoulder at Beauty, who was staring levelly back, one eyebrow arched, “…you might say, ‘disliked’ by many of his peers due to his less than honorable behavior.”
“It’s not hard to guess why. He’s the kind of guy who’d send me under the cover of night across the park in my wheelchair to deliver some papers to a colleague. I don’t mind the exercise, keeps the triceps tip top, but let’s face it, at least he could have let me go during the day.”
“Why didn’t you drive?” asked Andy.
“Gas is three bucks a gallon, which is money better spent on food, and I don’t exactly have a giant trust fund to draw on.”
Andy started to fume internally. Miles did this just because he was an asshole and he liked to make people suffer. Miles was an amalgamation of all the bad things humans could be, and yet he had climbed the ladder of success faster and further than just about any of his more righteous and ethical colleagues. Labeling him a mere douche bag was a huge understatement.
Andy tried to shift his mindset, saying to Charlie, “You know, you really should drop by the ER to get an exam and make sure nothing is broken. Beauty too. That punk was pretty brutal.”
“Thanks Andy but my insurance won’t kick in for another couple of weeks and I sure as heck can’t pay out of pocket. Plus, circumstances as they are, Beauty and I have gotten pretty tough. All we really need is food, a warm bath and some time to heal.”
All because of that damned arrogant bastard Stancoach, thought Andy. His anger simmered over the incredible volume of petty bullshit that seemed to be fodder for the fires of academia. But, for the sake of anger management, he could not let himself be dragged into the psychodrama of Miles and the burning question of why mother nature, whom Andy, as a scientist, loved and respected, had not rid the world of him by now. So he once again attempted a diversion in the conversation, hoping to get answers from the daughter that the mother hadn’t volunteered.
“Hey Beauty, how come you are out running around at the crack of dawn in the park with your reckless Mom?”
Instead of a giggle or a smile, Andy got a sad look from Charlie. Then he realized his faux pas, no money for the baby sitter.
“Well, at least you got a bath in the beautiful Badger River,” he said, trying desperately to move off this nano-thin ice.
“Yeah, fucking wonderful…” muttered Beauty.
Charlie’s head snapped around and she shot Beauty a look of maternal discipline. Beauty looked up and said, “Sorry, mister. I’m just tired and pissed off and my ass hurts from falling on the ground.”
“No problem. I mean it’s not like I never heard the word ‘wonderful’ before,” said Andy.
That got a giggle from both Charlie and Beauty, and for the rest of the short ride to the apartment the mood was lighter, at least for the time being.
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Chapter 2
When they arrived at Charlie’s apartment complex, Andy escorted them to the door, pushing Charlie in the wobbly wheelchair all the way from the visitor’s parking area through the concrete paths between the non-descript buildings of the low-rent project to the cinder block box that was her home. After Beauty opened the door with a key clipped to a woven plastic lanyard around her neck, Andy continued with them over the threshold. 
Once inside, Charlie grabbed some crutches by the door and got up. Andy said, “I fix bikes, have a tool kit in the car.” He crouched to look at the bent wheel. “This doesn’t look too hard to fix.”
Before Charlie could speak, Beauty said, “Trade you dinner for a tune up.”
“Deal,” said Andy, already half way out the door. He came back a moment later with an oily brown leather case of bike tools in hand.
The kitchenette in the one room apartment was set up so Charlie could cook from her wheelchair. But Andy was now working on the chair, so Charlie sat on the spoon shaped couch while Beauty rustled up the meal consisting of oatmeal, toast and hot chocolate. They ate while he worked.
“I can deal with losing my purse,” said Charlie. “The odds and ends can be bought again, and the credit cards can be replaced. I begged the thief to take it and go. But now that the papers I was delivering for my boss are gone, I’m afraid my job is, too.”
“I don’t get Stancoach,” said Andy. “He’s a notorious sadist, so in a perverse way, ordering you to deliver those papers makes twisted sense. He’d get a thrill by forcing you to suffer. But frankly, when it comes to hiring, you’re not his type.”
“Because I’m disabled?”
“No. He’d enjoy that novelty, if you were young, attractive… and gay.”
Andy snickered as he said that last word, and Charlie bristled. “Andy, you’ve been wonderful,” she said. “But I believe in speaking my mind. And I must tell you I’m bringing Beauty up to understand a person has a right to any lifestyle he or she chooses.”
Andy laughed. “I feel that same. That’s what gets me about Stancoach. As a homosexual, he might be sensitive to persecution. But instead he’s an aggressive user. Needless to say, I’d despise him just as much if he were abusing women.”
Darkness clouded Charlie’s face in reaction to Andy’s statement. She turned her head and tried to hide it, but Andy knew he’d struck a nerve. He felt awkward, aggressive tactics were not his natural inclination, whether in a sparring match or in social settings. Maybe that’s why he had so few relationships. Unless they emerged and grew naturally, with little preconceived expectation or planning, for him they did not happen at all. Surprisingly, he realized, his brand new relationships with Charlie and Beauty were faring unusually well so far. But then, how often do you meet people by chasing off a mugger. Maybe part of the key was that if you didn’t go looking for relationships, then they would find you.
Andy wrapped up the repairs on the chair, having done a decent job of getting it straightened out. He told Charlie and Beauty that he had some lab work to attend to, took a quick look around the sparsely appointed room, awkwardly said goodbye, and walked our of the building and to his truck. Thinking about Charlie and Beauty on the way his anger simmered. They had lost a lot, and because of the missing papers Charlie had mentioned, might lose more. They had been attacked, robbed, and nearly pushed off a cliff. On top of these recent insults, they apparently endured other experiences that had overturned their lives. 
“Dammit”, said Andy out loud, as he thought about what it must be like to deal with a wheel chair twenty-four/seven. But Charlie and Beauty had each other and somehow, no matter what happened, Andy sensed that that was enough to get them through most anything.
Nice thing, mused Andy, to have at least one person in your life that you could truly count on.
Andy’s thoughts drifted back to a year ago when he had lost one of the three people in his own life to which he’d ever been close. The culprit had paid the price, but nothing could fill the emptiness Andy felt from the loss. Nothing but anger, an anger which kept welling up within him, pooling in the deepest recess of his being like a poisonous geyser building pressure to explode. And with the anger came the obsession, the enormous impulse to lash out, to round up all the scumbags in the world, to personally stuff them down the garbage disposal, and to listen rapturously to the grinding of their evil souls being chewed up and spewed down the sewer where they belonged.
Winding through the paths back to the parking lot, Andy picked up his pace to a trot. He passed a dumpster and slammed down the lid, as if to seal in both the world’s rubbish and his own fury with one blow. 
Jesus, thought Andy, huffing, I’m cracking up. It’s been a year, and I can barely contain myself. Then something like today happens, which I should be glad about, and all I can think about is there’s one more bastard to add to the list of the scores of other bastards who seem hell bent on destroying this world and every last particle of its beauty.
Beauty. Pure unadulterated beauty. Unprotected in a world of predatory filth.
With the menace of that thought chasing after him like a hungry dog, Andy took to his heels, ran past his truck, leaving it parked for the time being, and down the street. He ran, but from what, and to what, he did not know.
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Chapter 3
As he ran Andy looked up at dawn emerging in the Maxfield Parrish Midwestern sky, white puffs of clouds floating serenely above in cerulean blue. The world is so perfect; the most intricate of machines, and the molecular world in which he played emulated both that perfection and intricacy. How was it then that he seemed to be in constant battle with so many people, these animated, multi-cellular impossibilities whose existence testified to quantum, planetary and cosmic perfection?
As he pondered this conundrum Andy, reducing it to the bare essentials, said out loud to a garden scarecrow, “What the fuck is wrong with people!” From behind hedge of Osage orange a gingham-aproned granny shot up, pointed a garden trowel at him and said, “Say ‘fudge,’ Honey, not ‘fuck’.”
“Sorry,” Andy shouted back over his shoulder. 
He was so mad, he had to burn off this negative energy, or face the rest of the day with a “black cloud” hanging over him, which certainly would not enhance his popularity with the self aggrandizing ”colleagues” he knew he must encounter all day long at the institute.
Andy kept running, in no particular direction, obsessing about the injustices and hypocrisies of the world and how powerless he was to fix them. As he ran he focused on channeling his frustration into the slapping of his bare feet against the hard pavement. 
It wasn’t that Andy didn’t appreciate the value of a good pair of shoes, especially in rough terrain or bad weather. But Andy’s body, especially his hands and feet, had been toughened by the rigors of disciplined martial arts practice, so footwear just wasn’t as necessary to him as the average scientist. His maverick nature led him to reject some of the more genteel social conventions, especially tacit fashion rules that made no sense to him at all. These traits, coupled with his inclination to become completely engrossed with whatever problem, scientific or otherwise, he happened to face at any given point in time, had caused him to forget until this moment that his feet were exposed. And though he knew some of his colleagues, Stancoach being a perfect example, would look askance at his bare naked calloused toes when he entered the Nanotechnology Institute Building, where he worked, he couldn’t be bothered to make the trip all the way home just because they couldn’t handle his baggy-kneed gi and below-the-cuff nudity. Besides, his students, being more practical than Andy, often kept an extra pair of indoor tennis shoes somewhere in the building, and he figured that he would find some he could borrow once things settled down a bit.
After a few minutes, Andy found himself about five blocks west of campus, having run past the University, sweating like a full suited technician in a one hundred degree clean room.  He decided to circle back to work and eventually shower in the “Decontamination Suite” in the basement of the Nanotechnology Institute that housed his research laboratory. After all, naked feet were one thing, but obnoxious body odor was another. This thought triggered a memory of some of his former students from the Middle East, and one who was organically grown in California, who did not see the utility of regular bathing and deodorant use. What an eye opener (and tear generator) that was! Gently telling one of his favorite and most talented students that the reason nobody invited him to lunch was not social, but aromatic, took supreme diplomacy. Andy loved his students, especially the ones who, like him, worked obsessively, ever deepening their own love affairs with the molecular universe.
Memories of his lab and co-workers helped distract Andy from his dark mood. Soon, he found himself simply enjoying the fresh, brisk morning air against his now saturated unconventional clothing, anger receding in the distance behind him.
Andy ran east through a once well-kept, middle class, University-adjacent neighborhood. Wood framed houses, once bright with yellow and green paint, now faded to the same dirty gray-brown and unevenly peeled thick layers. Old elm and maple trees withered from water-starved roots, displayed a few crinkled leaves as they attempted to embrace the spring season. Dog feces lumped like colonies of black slugs on weed-patch lawns. Squashed cigarette packs, crumpled beer cans, and discarded cheap furniture decorated the surroundings. Students had taken over this area as homeowners realized that they could make good money by renting out leaky-roofed, multi-bedroom homes as “student co-ops” that required next to no maintenance. They moved to clean and new condominiums in a pristine west side development and left stained mattresses in the bedrooms and eviscerated couches on the porches, charging extra for “furnished” rooms. The students reveled in this display of societal decay, Midwestern bohemians left alone to party by night and plunge muck from rusty plumbing the next day.
As he ran, Andy was so “in the zone” that he stayed oblivious to both the student ghetto begging for urban renewal, one more symbol to him of crude humanity, and the gradual transition to gardener-maintained campus grounds. He just kept pushing his body without any real conscious assessment of how fast or hard he had been running. This one-track mentality, though a drawback when it overpowered his mood, was a key reason he often prevailed in sparring matches, and the occasional less orchestrated brawl. When involved in a physical activity or intellectual pursuit he became oblivious to his surroundings and even his own well being, sort of like shifting into auto-Zen, or high level obsessive compulsive disorder. This sought after, but rarely attained state, called “moving Zen” by his sensei, had its cost, often in the form of significant physical trauma. Andy was no stranger to broken bones, eight so far, and too many stitches to count.
Andy entered the campus from the west. As he passed a grove of trees outside the “Art School” building, an uncharacteristically cool-looking, blue-glassed structure where the few artists on campus found sanctuary in an academic environment that valued an oil-swollen soy bean above an emerging Picasso, he saw a vaguely familiar figure sitting in fetal form at the base of an elm, shuddering. Andy approached carefully and realized this was Bobby Dunn, a top tier graduate student with a stellar career in front of him. Bobby was sobbing as if his best friend had just died.
Andy tried to approach quietly as he caught his breath and asked, “Bobby, what’s wrong, man. Bad reviews or something?”
Bobby, startled, looked up. Andy could see his eyes were puffy, dark-circled, and bloodshot. Obviously, he had not slept and had been crying all night long, possibly in this very spot. Yet despite his fatigue and distraught emotional state, Bobby was still strikingly handsome. More than one admiring female had lamented, “What a waste!” upon discovering that Bobby preferred his own gender. 
“Hi, Andy,” he said. “I’m okay. S-s-sorry for this.” Bobby ran his hands through his thick, gleaming hair, and laughed weakly. “What a mess I am. I didn’t think anyone would find me out here, and I needed to get away for a little bit.”
“Dude,” Andy said. “You don’t exactly look okay and I don’t want to pry or anything, but, man, what the hell happened?”
“Andy,” Bobby took a deep breath, looked up at Andy for a good twenty seconds, his casual physical grace belying the turmoil behind his eyes, and, finally, said, “I’m gay.”
“You know I already know that. And you don’t need me to tell you that are no reason for tears.
“No, that’s not the problem. My point is that I am gay, but I experience love just like anybody else. You know gay men are often thought of as promiscuous and shallow, but Andy, truth is, I’ve had fewer lovers than most straight guys and women my age. And I started a lot later, too, because I wasn’t even sure I was gay, until recently. In fact,” Bobby seemed almost ashamed of revealing his chaste behavior, “I hadn’t had any lovers at all, I mean, Rimes isn’t exactly the Midwest’s answer to the New York or Hollywood club scene. Then I met this amazing man…”
Andy had to admit this line of discussion made him a tad uncomfortable, but after a brief introspective analysis, he overcame his heterosexual queasiness. And Bobby was right. The closest thing to a gay scene was on campus, where attitudes supposedly more enlightened. But then this meant that maybe someone with whom Andy was familiar with, or worse, responsible for like a lab tech or graduate student, was involved. That could mean legal trouble. But the bottom line was, as always, Bobby was a human in pain, and what Andy would describe as a “good person”. If Andy could help, that was all that mattered.
“Tell me what happened.”
Bobby shook his head.
Andy said, “Look, if it’s just personal, tell me so and I’ll mind my own business. But if it involves campus staff, I should know if you’ve been harassed.”
Bobby looked at Andy for another long moment, shrugged, then slowly began to explain. 
“Well, I was working hard in the lab. Grad school is pretty demanding so classes and lab work really took up my time. I didn’t sit around a whole lot pondering my sexuality. At least not until I did a rotation project in Miles’, I mean Doctor Stancoach’s, lab.”
No fucking way, thought Andy. If this is another “Stancoach is the world’s biggest asshole” story, I am going to seek serious medical intervention…
Bobby continued, picking up steam as the floodgates opened and yet another story about Stancoach and his predatory acumen emerged.
“I was doing really well and Miles was giving me a lot of kudos for the work. We were working on HIV and some recombinant versions of the virus that Miles wanted for another project.”
“What project?”
“I don’t know. Miles never told us lab rats anything we didn’t need to know. He was wary of someone stealing his discoveries.”
Or auditing his grant expenditures, thought Andy, though admittedly secrecy was not unusual when career-building research, or moneymaking patents might be involved. 
Bobby went on. “Miles invited me over to discuss my experiments for the next week. We did this each Friday night. Eventually it became clear that he was interested in me for more than my work and we began having a physical relationship. I mean, this happens all the time between professors and students of opposite genders, so I did not feel at all that it was inappropriate to return his affection. In fact, for many months we had a great, if secret, romance. At least, that’s what I thought.”
Andy had to check himself because despite his open mindedness, the imagery that was being generated in his head by this conversation was none too pleasant in his purely heterosexual psychological framework.
“Andy said, “What happened, did he hurt you or something?”
“No, not physically. Miles is a very gentle and considerate lover.”
Okay, thought Andy, this is pretty much my threshold. Fortunately, Bobby veered away from the up close and personal.
“But Miles grew distant, and, as he put it, ‘bored’ with our relationship. So one day we are having a nice breakfast on the patio and, bam, he says ‘well Bobby m’boy, time for you to move on’.”
“I did not even catch his meaning right away because I thought things were so great. When what he meant dawned on me, I asked if his feelings had changed because of something I’d done, or for that matter, hadn’t done, though I couldn’t imagine either possibility…”
“I can’t either,” said Andy.
“But Miles said no, he simply had other ‘fish to fry’ and he expected me to be gone when he got back from a faculty meeting that afternoon.”
“That was totally cold”, said Andy. 
“The thing is”, said Bobby, “I felt blessed to have Miles’ attention and I understood intuitively that I could not command a large segment of his life because of his stature and incredible schedule. But what really tore me up is that when he notified me that I was no longer needed, or even tolerable, he had this self-satisfied, almost sadistic smirk on his face. I cannot get that look out of my mind. Like a guy who enjoys torturing small animals. It ripped right through me and crushed my heart…”
At this Bobby began to sob with renewed wretchedness. Andy, despite his homophobia, put his arm around him until the sobbing subsided. 
Andy knew Miles, or the Molester as he was called in some circles, as an extremely bright, arrogant and self-serving man. He also knew the power Miles commanded over his students. His scientific prowess, coupled with superior powers of self-promotion, had made him an icon of scientific success among new pupils, and the more gullible faculty, a status complemented by his Greek-cut features, Italian-tailored suits, and Swiss-engineered jewelry. Despite his superficial window dressing, in precise opposition to Andy’s predilection for extremely casual wear, Andy had seen through Miles the first time they met at a faculty lunch and observed Miles eat a sandwich with a fork to avoided soiling his manicured fingers. Since then had maintained a tenuous policy of “you leave me alone and I’ll leave you alone.” But now, because Bobby was a valued colleague who worked in the same institute and research area and had assisted in some of Andy’s published experiments, Andy felt that what Miles had done to Bobby violated that unspoken agreement.
“Bobby, you know Miles’ reputation as a bit of a bounder when it comes to, uh, companions, right?”
“Sure, Andy. That’s common knowledge, especially in the gay community, such as it is around here. But he was so sincere. He said he loved me and that this was different and, I have to admit, I was flattered to have the great man take an interest in me. I guess I was led more by what I wanted to be true than by the simple facts.”
“Hey, we all fall prey to that insidious element of human nature, though you are one of the few people I know who have guts enough to admit it. If you need some time to reflect or anything else, feel free to use my office. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m a devout heterosexual. I’m just really sorry about this, and I can relate all too well to the pain of lost love.” Andy added, more to himself than Bobby. “Believe me, you have my complete empathy on that level.” 
Oddly, Andy had an uncharacteristic urge to share the story of his experiences with Brianna, and that bastard Fletcher. But he had at least enough common sense to understand that right now Bobby needed someone to listen to him, not the other way around. And yet, Andy wondered to himself if he would ever be able to open up to anyone about his own past.
Abruptly, Bobby stood up, a good five inches taller and fifty solid muscle pounds heavier than Andy. Out of reflex, Andy adjusted his posture and balance so that he was optimally positioned for the unexpected. To Andy’s surprise, Bobby lurched forward and gave him a hug, oblivious to the fact that Andy already had his hand in position for a quick nerve strike to the sensitive area just above and half-an-inch forward of Bobby’s right ear. Andy held off his defensive jab, his left hand frozen in the air, and uncomfortably patted Bobby’s back with his right. After a rib-cracking squeeze, Bobby backed up, grinned awkwardly, waved, then turned and strode off. 
Andy looked at his left hand, still held high, and transformed it into an awkward wave goodbye. Then, as he breathed deep into his chest and shook loose his shoulders, Andy let it drop to his side and just hang there, easy and loose, like the hand of a sharpshooter over his holstered weapon, ready to draw.

***
 

Chapter 4
Andy, still simmering from the earlier events of the morning with Charlie, Beauty and their assailant, thought that it was about time Miles got a good talking to. Bobby was not the first young man and stellar scientist to fall prey to the lecherous appetite of Miles Stancoach, but Andy was going to ensure that he was the last, no matter what it took. This was not a sexual preference judgment thing; this was a simple matter of right and wrong. Hurting people was wrong, end of story. Stancoach treated people in ways that one wouldn’t even treat animals, caging them and starving them, but emotionally rather than physically. Andy had had it with the evil side of humanity that Stancoach manifest to perfection. With iron determination, Andy stepped down from the ivory tower of academic restraint and over the threshold onto the battlefield of honor.
Andy was privy to information that Bobby either did not know or chose not to mention. Miles had a fondness for sodomizing underage boys. He was not just a user of male graduate students; he was a morally challenged abuser of innocents. He almost had faced charges of this in the past, but had escaped, sterling reputation intact, thanks to the deft maneuvering of a discrete attorney, a confirmed bachelor and occasional vacation companion of Miles, who negotiated a hush-hush, expensive out-of-court settlement. Not too curiously, within less than a couple weeks the entire professorial contingent of the University forgot about both the incident and the fact that the child involved was destined to undergo years of psychological treatment to try to unravel the Gordian knot of pain-repressed memory. 
Andy, however, had not forgotten. In fact, he had mustered supreme self-control at the time not to go vigilante on Miles and kick his ass. After all, despite the overwhelming evidence, including eyewitness accounts by the boy’s sister as well as Miles’ DNA at the scene, there was always a margin, if slim, for doubt. 
That was up until now. But now, this bullshit with Miles and his perversity had to stop. 
Andy sprinted off, running to release overflowing chi and attempt to restore his composure. In a few seconds, he sighted the Nanotechnology Institute.
“What an ugly freakin’ eyesore,” he said to himself between anger-hot breaths.
Designed by “leading” architects and containing the mandatory 1.5 percent of total budget in the form of “art,” the building was, in a word, gross. It was angular brick and glass, no refined curves, basically a giant red block with aluminum windows. It had greenhouses in the front, jutting out like warts on an evil witch’s chin. The lobby welcomed you with wall-mounted grotesqueries representing “recombinant biotechnology.” The artist clearly had issues with “mad scientists and their monsters.” Depicted on the walls three stories high were all conceivable amalgamations of animal parts, chickens with monkey feet, air-breathing fish with protruding tongues and hanging testicles, and other extensions and cavities beyond identification. The operative word was “twisted”. Externally, the icing on the cake was the four monolithic gargoyles, one on each corner of the building. Looking like mechanical robots from a bad 1950s science fiction movie about invaders from Uranus, these inane objects cost the Iowa taxpayers hundreds of thousands of dollars and served only to scare children and collect fecal flack from avian bombardiers. Andy thought to himself, as he had a thousand times before, I should try to be tolerant, but then even Mother Teresa had her limit. 
As Andy entered the building he almost leveled Emile Potter. Emile, in contrast to Stancoach, was a truly great scientist working in the area of cancer gene therapy. He had made several invaluable breakthroughs that propelled the field forward. Sad and ironic was the fact that despite all his breakthrough science he had been completely powerless to save his beloved wife Janice from the very disease he had dedicated his career to curing. Now Emile was a broken man. Though still a brilliant hard worker, his passion had been leached out of him by his wife’s fatal cancer. 
Emile deserved Andy’s considerate attention, but Andy, too hyped on adrenalin and injustice-fueled anger to embrace social etiquette, stormed past Emile with a quick, “Sorry, Emile, gotta run,” and headed straight to Miles’ spacious, velvet-festooned, “antique-modern” office suite. 
When Andy burst in, Miles was leaning back with legs lazily crossed in one of his matching burgundy plush chairs, definitely not standard professor issue. Miles looked up at Andy with a smirk, and expression echoed and amplified by the larger-than-life bust, immediately to Miles’ right, of himself, which, being flawlessly glamorized and almost feminine in delicate detail, spoke volumes as to the subject’s egomaniacal personality. This overblown piece of hero-worship had been given to Miles by an “admirer” who, it widely had been rumored, was one of his previously spurned gay lovers.
Breathing forcefully, Andy slammed the door behind him so hard it bounced back open. 
“Miles,” Andy said, low and threatening, ”you are a worthless piece of shit. You know it, I know it, and so does everybody else around here, except most of them find your decadent peccadilloes so far outside their comfort zones they force themselves to ignore them. But they won’t be forced to waste their energy on that anymore because you are going to stop right now! From this moment forward, I’ve locked you in my sights. You know me well enough to know I’m not kidding. And you also know what I can do to you, if you insist I prove my sincerity.”
Miles’ smirk widened into a broad, condescending smile, revealing at least twenty perfectly white veneers that any Hollywood actor would envy. 
“Oh, my, my, Andy. I see your panties are even a bit more twisted than usual. While I so would love to entertain you and your resident issues, I have things of importance to attend to, like my hair styling appointment in twenty minutes, and I’m afraid you will have to depart my office post haste. Or would you rather I call the campus police to have them assist you?”
The police comment was a pointed twist of the dagger. Miles knew, as did everyone in the Institute, that Andy had zero admiration for the university “police”, a group of steroid-addicted, gun-toting twenty-somethings who had realized their shared life goal when they acquired a license to kill. Until recently, the law enforcement policy at the University only let the campus cops maim with Tasers. But as the murder rate escalated at schools throughout the country, the upper echelon experienced the “epiphany” to bestow upon these military rejects all the artillery they coveted and ammo they could carry.
“Screw you and the campus toy cops, Stancoach. Go ahead and call. Bring ‘em on. You might want to call an ambulance while you’re at it and.”, Andy managed, with great effort to stop there despite the string of threats unraveling in his mind.
“Delightful!” said Miles, “What a colorful gift for whimsy you have. Perhaps we could meet at my house this evening and explore your wild fantasy world a bit further, eh Andy?”
“Why wait, Miles?”
Pissed beyond words, Andy spun backwards, raised his leg, and extended his heel at precisely the right moment to just miss Miles’ jaw. Instead, Andy kicked the egregious egomaniacal sculpture with a solid-enough crack to pulverize the huge blue head into a thousand tinkling pieces and a hazy cloud of powder.
Several razor-sharp shards struck Miles on his right profile, and protruded like voodoo pins. Red droplets leaked from where the splinters jutted out of Miles’ cheek, slowly forming small rivulets that dripped down onto his paper-work and then clumped up into beads formed of blood and blue clay dust.
Andy saw hot fury, then cold hatred flash across Miles’ face before he regained his composure and said, “Thank you, Andy. You don’t know how much I appreciate your public display of violent, sociopathic behavior. Now, when we are in court and you are both losing your job and paying for my civil award as well as my legal fees, I will have no shortage of witnesses to call upon to corroborate my story.”
Miles looked past Andy to the doorway. Andy turned, already knowing what he would see. Whenever Andy entered Miles’ office, bystanders jumped to listen at the door. Now there gawked no fewer than eight of his colleagues and a bevy of graduate students straining to get a better view. 
Andy knew he was screwed. These faculty featherweights would never stand up for him in court. These are exactly the people that were afraid to call out Miles under any circumstances, the same cowering academics that wanted the barely post-pubescent campus cops to carry guns!
“These people came in after the fact. Your case is no better than your version against mine.”
“But Andy,” said Stancoach, his lascivious gaze slipping down Andy’s torso and legs, “whose footprints are those ruining my quite costly, hand-woven Persian carpet? The tracks appear to be just about your foot-size and I’m quite sure we can collect enough cellular material for DNA confirmation, eh? Why, I’ll bet we could help the police answer that question by processing the evidence right here in my laboratory!”
Miles said the word ‘laboratory” with emphasis on the second syllable, just like in Frankenstein movies.
“Process this,” said Andy, as he performed the traditional middle finger gesture at Stancoach, then turned to face the wall of people blocking the door.
“Is everything okay,” asked one of the junior faculty, who obviously hadn’t yet learned the way of things in this section of the Institute.
“Peachy,” Andy murmured as he stormed past the looky-loos and into the hallway. He realized that from now on he would have to deal with Miles in a different, more covert fashion.
Andy headed to the basement, passed through an artisan-carved door that was supposed to resemble a recombinant protein but looked suspiciously like a sheep’s ass, and made his way to the Decontamination Suite. The suite, which had never been used for its intended purpose, was designed to remove any biological contaminants that might be considered dangerous. At least, that was the vision presented by a team of collaborators headed by Stancoach to garner the five million dollar Renquist Award. The award had been granted to the University to build a Biological Containment Level 3 facility and the associated Decontamination Suite so that faculty could carry out research projects involving animal and human pathogens that cause things like Mad Cow disease and AIDS. 
To Andy this was just another example of tax money down the toilet for some forgotten political agenda. Unknown to the local, state and federal regulatory bodies, Andy and his graduate students had been using this facility for the last three years as a locker room. Andy kept all his sparring gear and a change of clothes in a locker that was supposed to house the tent-like “containment garments” that nobody ever wore and were, therefore, unceremoniously tossed into a heap in one corner. As he had anticipated, he spied a pair of tennis shoes to borrow. Unfortunately for him, they were bright pink with yellow flowers patterned on the sides, clearly intended for the feminine wardrobe.  Worse, they were a size or two too small, but they would do in a pinch and he figured he could switch back into his regular Nikes, still hanging in a tree at his private outdoor Dojo, soon enough.
Andy stripped off his gi, glanced in the mirror for a moment at his sweat-streaked, blue powder stained body, then cranked the shower up to scalding, and eyed at the clock. Barely mid-morning and already Andy had rescued two lives, consoled a jilted lover, and crushed a hollow idol, possibly along with a couple of phalanges, and probably his tottering career. No trivial accomplishment for a morning’s work. Hopefully, the geyser pumping out of the nozzle would scald off the stench of events; at least enough that he could stomach some breakfast.
 
***
 

Chapter 5
His body still tingling from a long shower under a stream of water so powerful it shredded off the outer layer of a person’s skin, Andy put on his spare sweat pants but could not find his shirt.  Looking through several lockers he spied a black T-shirt that had a picture of a female buttocks inside a red circle with a diagonal line across it.  Under the picture were the words “Booty Control”. Having no idea what that really meant, he put on the shirt, which flattered his thin, muscular frame, and forced his feet into the too-tight girly shoes. Then he headed to his favorite campus-town hangout, a bistro simply called ‘Vibe’. The bouncer, an insanely well-muscled giant named Trey, met Andy at the door and recognized the all-too-common “angry male” syndrome. He glanced at the shirt for a moment and whispered, in a voice rough as gravel, “Be cool, white boy,” as he stared Andy down, pausing for a slightly longer moment at the shoes.
Andy was not particularly intimidated by Trey or anybody else, but he understood the nature of Trey’s job. In this case, Trey had a point, so Andy complied and said, “Sure, Trey, no problem. I just need to relax with a hot beverage.”
Andy stepped up to the espresso bar. Coffee was the last thing he needed, but he planned only to sip the drink while he soaked in the friendliness and familiarity he really wanted.  
Andy ordered a double tall latte from the owner, an abnormally buxom, pretty, and playful woman in her thirties named Greta. As Greta served Andy a steaming hot espresso, she noticed him looking over her shoulder at a woman in a halter top and short shorts putting up a sign in the window to advertise the band scheduled to play that evening. Slightly annoyed, Greta swung her enormous breasts toward Andy and laid them on the serving bar. They spanned half the counter. After the obligatory stunned moment of amazement that Greta had learned to tolerate in any conversation with a male she said, “You doing okay, Andy? You look like you might be pissed off or something.”
“Yeah, I am pissed off alright, though the presence of you and that sweeping landscape in front of me is a powerful antidote to agonizing thoughts.”
“Antidote? You talk like I’m one of those experiments you science guys work on at the lab.”
“Science is all about understanding the miracles of nature. And you definitely fit that description. My hypothesis is it has something to do with the warping of space-time around those massive gravity-defying objects attached to your chest. Somehow, when I am in close proximity to them, time slows and my thoughts recede to the most basal level of human wonderment. Like when I was a kid and first studied the solar system.”
To this, Greta smiled and said; “I see that my planetoids did not prevent you from noticing my new employee, Laney.”
Feigning nonchalance Andy said, “Huh, oh you mean that five foot, eight inch, 125 pound, 38-24-36, goddess-beautiful woman with more detail in her perfectly muscularized legs than an Olympic sprinter?”
“Oh, so you’re a leg man?”
Naw, I didn’t even notice her.”
“Well,” said Greta, frowning, “just for your information, she is a recovering alcoholic or something and I hired her out of pity more than anything else.”
“I know”, said Andy with a big smile, “you are a saint, saint Vesuvius, in fact!”
That made Greta smile. She was not shy about her breast size or anything else. At least not around Andy, though she was purely business with most other customers. She had taken a liking to Andy upon their first meeting and although it never amounted to anything romantic, there was always an underlying sexual tension between them. Given the right “volcanic” circumstances, explosive sex could ensue. Maybe even more…
Greta turned abruptly and her pendulous body armor slapped a busboy square in the kisser. 
“Now I know why they call them knockers,” chuckled Andy, as Greta walked off and the jaw-dropping busboy held a hand to his reddening cheek.
As Andy sat with his coffee, he noticed the door swing open and one of his colleagues stumble in, looking semi-stupefied. Normally, as with Bobby, Andy would be concerned. But this was Hal Burton, a notorious debauchee, psychotropic super-sponge, and long time acquaintance. 
Hal was one of those rare academics whose mundane work on corn, through what appeared to most people as nothing more than good luck, had made him incredibly wealthy. It was rumored that he was worth well into the eight-digits wealth domain. About ten years ago, a female grad student working in Hal’s lab had accidentally discovered a gene in corn that made corn syrup ten times sweeter. The University patented the gene and in an uncharacteristically smart maneuver licensed the patent exclusively to one of the biggest food producing conglomerates in the world. Hal received twelve percent of the twenty-six percent royalties to the university on over a billion dollars of annual sales. Andy calculate that the number was in the twenty to thirty million dollars per year range. With that income, Hal could have retired to Monterey or St. Croix, or both, with several other houses elsewhere, and sat on the beach every day in pursuit of his second favorite activity, smoking the world’s best weed. 
But for some reason Hal chose to stay in Iowa, buy a modest 500-acre farm, and build a hill-top mansion north of the university. Through some discrete city politicking, and, no doubt, palm greasing, a sprig of his land directly extended like a skeleton’s finger and abutted the small park where Andy trained immediately west of the University. Thus, depending on the season, he could either ski, skateboard, motorcycle, horseback ride, or hang-glide to work, then hitch a lift back up to his pleasure palace with one or more coeds invited to partake of any of the various “botanicals” he nurtured in the cornfields surrounding his estate. Hal’s crop included, Andy knew, his own high-tech genetically engineered marijuana growing in the middle of many acres of corn. This hooch was twenty times more THC-rich than even the best Columbian. Ironically, the government not only knew about Hal’s botanical interests and products, but chose to let it ride in view of the value of keeping Hal productively stoned as much as possible. They justified their blind eyes by awarding Hal an extraordinarily rare “Marijuana Grower’s Permit” to produce medical grade hemp, which he sold to Uncle Sam for a hefty profit. Thus, Hal now oversaw one of the university’s most highly regarded, though equally disavowed, programs. Security demands were so strict that no official acknowledgment of the program’s existence was even hinted. Other than Hal’s own hands-on efforts, program administration basically meant “looking the other way,” even to the point of denying events witnessed by scores of locals. 
Every so often, half an acre or so of Hal’s “experimental crops” would mysteriously catch fire in the middle of the night. The locals attributed these occasions to UFO landings, which also explained to them how Hal acquired the arcane knowledge that led to his enormous wealth. But Andy had heard from more than one nubile coed that these fires resulted from open-air orgies Hal held in the covert pot plantations he disguised in the middle of his high-grown cornstalks. Hal, the coeds whispered, literally would build bonfires of the extraordinarily potent cannabis which grew mightily in the fertile Iowan soil so the party goers could dance naked in the hallucinogenic smoke. 
About three or four years ago, in a drug-induced state immediately after one such “UFO incident,” Hal and another of his students came across the curious idea that a biopolymer found in cornhusks could be modified to have electronic properties. Thus was born the science of “cornonics” and a within three years Hal was the Chief Technical Officer of a start-up company, Cornonics, LLC, with two-hundred thirty-five million dollars in the bank and affiliations with virtually every major industrial concern in the electronics industry. The incredible prospect of literally growing electronic components was being realized at Cornonics.  Their primary focus revolved around electron “holes” in the corn polymer matrix that made it, among other things, capable of resistance-free electrical conduction, or superconduction, at room temperature. This subcategory of cornonics, referred to by Hal as “cornholics”, was an industrial cash cow. Moreover, Hal suffered no shortage of “free” grant money from every governmental agency from the USDA to DARPA to agencies so secret they had not even been assigned acronyms. 
Despite the envy many of his colleagues failed to hide regarding Hal’s phenomenal good fortune, and allusions to him possessing a mediocre intellect, Andy knew that Hal was a mad genius. Hal’s IQ was apparently directly proportional to the concentration of THC in his blood stream, rather than the inverse. It was an unusual, but not wholly unprecedented situation in the history of science.
Hal and Andy had become friends based on mutual respect and Andy’s tolerance of Hal’s somewhat unorthodox approach to science and life. Today it appeared Hal had imbibed something other than just his usual dose of hooch. He looked, in fact, terrible, with a bluish pallor and red, bloodshot eyes surrounded by dark halos.  Andy went over to his table to ask what was up.
“H-dawn, you look like shit,” said Andy.
“Thanks, Andy, for your concern, tactfully expressed as always. I gotta admit I do feel like that statue of the molester I heard that you smashed into oblivion a few minutes ago.”
Andy bristled at the mention of Miles. He was still trying to wind down from the adrenalin rush following the clash in the Stancoach’s office.
“How in the hell did that news travel so freakin’ fast!” exclaimed Andy.
Hal said, “As if you’re surprised! This is Rimes, dude! Around here, word like that travels faster than Oprah’s latest book preference, especially within my patented cornholoptical fiber web, patent pending. When it comes to the undergrad grapevine, particularly as it relates to scandals, I have the best hook-up.”
Super-charged with Greta’s rocket-fuel caffeine, a rerun of the incident sped through Andy’s mind. “That self-aggrandizing bastard has to be taught a lesson once and for all. It is just not right to let him flaunt his sadistic treatment of people who actually respect him, and even care for him.”
“Yeah,” Hal groaned. “You’re right there, my militant and borderline psycho science comrade. That ‘rump-em-and-dump-em’ policy of Miles is distinctly contrary to my cosmically enlightened cornholistic philosophy.”
“Definitely more corn-holic than cornholistic,” said Andy, wondering if continuing to chat with Hal would permanently damage his ability to reason.
“But admit it, dude. Didn’t you overreact just a tad? After all, the people involved were adults. Jesus, if you pounded me every time I had consensual sex, you could fit my remains in a bong bowl.”
“Yeah. Then I’d cremate you and pass you around at your own funeral. Everyone would take a hit and remember you as the ash-hole who put the “fun” in funeral.”
“There you go, dude!” said Al with a chuckle. You gotta light up and mellow down. You’re way amped over a worthless prick. The molester doesn’t deserve your attention.”
“You have a point. My energy is off the chart.”
“What you need there, my friend, is a healthy dose of sex.”
Despite his mood, Andy smiled as he suddenly realized the irony of discussing issues of Miles’ promiscuity with Hal. He had to wonder at himself why he tolerated Hal’s highly liberal philosophy of sex, but not that of Miles? The answer arrived in an instant and was simple. Hal was like a rich kid in a candy store, enjoying the sweets but also treating his friends. Hal wanted everyone to have fun. But Miles wanted no one to have fun except himself, and his fun came from hurting and humiliating others, particularly if the suffering became public knowledge.
“And it would help to mix in a little depravity,” continued Hal. “You know that portable YAG laser the army gave me for prototypes of my corn-polymer super-capacitors?”
“Yeah, pretty sweet device,” said Andy. Hal did manage to do, or get his grad students to do, some amazing, way-out-of-the-mainstream work. “What about it?”
“It turns out,” said Hal, “that it is awesome for drilling holes in building materials. And in the interest of fleshing out the body of scientific knowledge, I tested it on the drywall adjacent to the ladies room on the second floor of the Nanotech building.”
“You are kidding, right?” said Andy, in astonishment. Here was one of the wealthiest men he knew with never an untended sexual, or any other, need…and he was boring peep holes into women’s bathrooms?
“Not kidding at all.” Hal’s spirits lifted as he warmed to the discussion. “In fact,” he continued, “you would be amazed at how many different approaches women take to vacating their bladders, seriously!”
Andy could not even respond to this. The mental image of Hal, a mega successful scientist and entrepreneur with his eye stuck to a hole in the wall of the woman’s bathroom was just far too much information. Particularly if that info was in the form of a database with notes and diagrams on female urinary practices. Or worse, maybe in a library of spy cam videos.
As he discoursed on women peeing, Hal would diverge every so often to make a double entendre remark to the any undergraduate female within earshot that had the poor judgment of picking this time to grab a cup of coffee. But then, the undergrads all knew Hal, or his reputation at least, and a significant number accepted the comments as compliments and a small price to pay for a possible invitation to one of his lavish parties. 
Still, Andy felt he had to say something. When Hal’s chattering abruptly stopped, Andy jumped in.
“Hal, you’re a true scientist, an asset to the institute, and a good friend. I know the ladies here know you and how your are. But the peephole thing, that’s different. There are privacy issues…”
But Hal wasn’t listening. He was frozen, his gaze fixed on some distant point.
Andy did not even have to guess to confirm what he already knew. He turned and saw that the object in Hal’s demented focal plane was none other than Laney, the newest, and by far most attractive Vibe employee, excepting Greta. She was being accosted at a corner booth by four skinhead punks, spewing her with playground sexual innuendos and a shaken-up beer. One of the punks was now miming at lasciviously “wiping off” her blouse-busting chest with a hairy, tattooed hand as he made weird, wiggling gyrations with his tongue.
Oh perfect, just what I need, more low functioning assholes, thought Andy as he took in the developing scene.
Andy saw Trey scrutinizing the situation, ready, but holding back for the time being since verbal abuse was standard operating procedure around Vibe’s female serving staff. Also, Laney seemed to not care one way or the other…so far. 
Then the apparent alpha male of the quartet yanked Laney’s waistband to pull her to him and growled, “Hey bitch, get your ass over here so we can order some of this shit you call food! ” 
When the asshole stood up to make his point more public by grabbing his crotch, Andy saw the “Satan’s Soul” symbol on his jacket that was identical to the one that Charlie’s assailant had worn this morning. Adding to his rapidly accelerating pulse was the recognition that this moron was in fact someone he knew, Kurt Fletcher, wayward neo-Nazi son of Art Fletcher, an ill-willed cop with whom Andy seemed fated to keep crossing paths. 
Andy approached the punks, beating Trey, who was also suddenly in motion, to the table by a good ten steps. 
As the oncoming presence of two rapidly approaching figures began to register in the meth-dulled and beer-soaked brains of the punks, Hal, sidling up to Laney, seized the opportunity to engage her in conversation and pull her away from the escalating bar fight scenario.
“What the fuck do you want, you little faggot?” said Kurt, hand still attached to his crotch, as Andy approached.
Trey stopped and stood by, ready to act, but still waiting for it to be absolutely necessary, a trait or a seasoned bouncer.
“What I want, Kurt is for you to apologize, first to the waitress, then to me.  Then to Trey over there on your way out of here...”
“Yeah, well eat shit and die asshole”.
“Um, Kurt, I was not quite finished.  Please don’t interrupt me again.”
Kurt looked at Andy, bewildered by the schoolteacher etiquette.
“The last thing I would like from you is to never have to see your ugly mug again.  OK, I’m done now”.
Kurt pushed Andy hard in the chest saying, “Fuck you.  You wanna go?”
Andy stumbled back, feigning loss of balance, and drawing Kurt in.  Kurt, foolishly thinking he was on top of the situation, too a swing at Andy with a big, circular motion of his right arm. Andy dodged the punch easily and with an Aikido motion, continued Kurt’s circle, pressing hard on his elbow and driving him back into the table where his buddies still sat.  The casual ease with which Andy dispatched him made Kurt angrier and, as expected he turned, ready to fight.  
Andy, feeling fully justified since Kurt had thrown the first punch, jumped off the floor and delivered two kicks to Kurt’s chest and face, perhaps a tad harder than he intended, sending Kurt sprawling across the table and into a six-by-six inch wooden beam, knocking him slightly silly.
The other three punks jumped up from the table and attacked Andy simultaneously and he had two of them in Aikido writs locks by the time Trey had grabbed the third, hauled him to the front door, and pitched him into the street like a piece of litter before turning back to the bistro to clean up the rest of the mess before it got out of hand. But Trey had underestimated Andy’s abilities. Surveying the scene, he realized the little white boy, as he liked to refer to Andy, had handled things pretty well.
Andy released the two remaining troublemakers and said, “Get on home and go fishing or something. Stay away from here or you’ll end up hurt.”
Being young and stupid, they did not take Andy’s advice. Instead, the larger of the two chose to use the classic broken beer bottle attack, something Andy had not ruled out despite his preference for ending fights with minimal damage to the opponent when possible.
Andy easily avoided the first two slashing moves by the punk, a backhand and a forehand. Then, with lightning speed, Andy followed the next backhand slash and stepped in, striking the inside of the punk’s arm with the palm of his hand at a point just below the junction with his shoulder. This resulted in an immediate separation of the arm bone from the shoulder, the tearing of several tendons and ligaments, and the release of the broken beer bottle, which flew behind the punk and smashed against the wall. The punk grabbed his ruined shoulder and, clearly not the brightest of kids, raised his foot in a weak attempt to kick Andy with his heavy black boot. Not even thinking, Andy acted purely on instinct derived from decades of training. He turned sideways and, making a “u” shape with his arm, scooped the punk’s leg upward. With his other hand he grabbed the bottom of the boot and, holding the leg at head height, pushed the boot toward the punk, causing his body to fly backwards onto a table and then crash onto the floor. As the punk hit the floor, Andy struck him in the face with a low side thrust kick.
It was over. 
The remaining youth watched this, all of which occurred in seconds, with his mouth agape as it slowly registered in his feeble mind that perhaps he might do better to surrender than to follow in the footsteps of his larger companion. But it was too late. As soon as Andy had finished off the larger punk, he spun and caught the befuddled one on the side of the face with the instep of his foot, softening the blow at the last moment so if was more of a push, sending the kid toward the door where Trey was waiting. Trey tossed the relatively unharmed kid out of the door and then, with one ham-sized fist, snagged the other punk and tossed him out too.
Andy moved to the door to ensure that the fight was gone from the punks. Kurt had awakened from his stupor sufficiently to feign an attitude, and, with hatred in his eyes, say to Andy “You are going to regret this you little bastard. My Dad is going to rip you a new one.” As an afterthought to Trey, he added, “You, too, nigger” 
Andy felt Trey bristle, but not move. Clearly Trey had been in more than his share of conflicts and knew better than to let some punk egg him on to the point that he might hurt somebody and have to face legal consequences. Being a bouncer at Vibe was a completely different set of rules from hunting down people on the street.
Trey turned to Andy and put a giant hand on his shoulder. Andy, still at peak adrenalin level, reacted instinctively and instantly applied an Aikido pressure point lock to Trey’s hand and wrist respectively. Andy knew this was a painful hold, but Trey did not even flinch. They stared at each other for a fraction of a second to see if the fight was going to flare up when, to Andy’s surprise, Trey reversed the wrist lock and Andy had to think quick to escape the reverse and drive his thumb deep into the well defined muscles on Trey’s forearm. At this, Trey did wince, and Andy sensed that now he had awakened the sleeping monster.
Unlike the punch-out battle with the punks, the contest between Andy and Trey was one of strategy and nerve, two masters playing body chess. Anger did not factor into this type of contest. The competition was pure instinct, training and cunning. Each time Trey attempted to grab Andy, Andy eluded the grasp and applied a defensive, but minimally aggressive maneuver. The last thing Andy wanted was an angry 300-pound enemy clearly skilled in the fighting arts to shift the conflict into one of brute strength, though Andy knew he could not keep up this give-and-take dueling forever.
With Trey about to launch a serious elbow to Andy’s nose bones, Andy released his arm-bar hold, jumped back, held his hands up, and said, “Trey, hold up! I’m leaving, and I have no fight with you.”
Trey, had never lost a fight, or left one unfinished as a draw. He looked at Andy for a good several seconds with an unwavering, smoldering gaze, but then stood back and said, “Don’t bring your problems here. Ever. Got that?”
“I read you loud and clear,” said Andy, as he threw down all the bills in his wallet to cover the broken furniture and sore feelings, then walked past Trey and out the front door.
Trey watched him leave and muttered to himself, “Tough little white boy.”
Little did he know how tough.
 
***
 

Chapter 6
Andy headed back to the lab, badly in need of another shower due to the unanticipated workout at Vibe. As he approached the still ugly building he noticed a city police car and two wannabe campus cop cars outside the main entrance.
“Oh, great,” Andy said out loud. “Now what?”
He made his way past the cars and headed directly to his lab, which, to his chagrin, seemed to be the focal point of police interest. As he approached the door to his lab he was bi-sensorily accosted with the vision and the odor of Art Fletcher, an ex-football player cop with hygiene and flatulence issues. Andy and Art had tangled in the past. Andy noted that the adjacent lab belonging to Emile was taped off by the police. 
As Andy approached the scene Art spied him and said. “Well, look at this. If it isn’t the fag scientist who thinks he is a genius because he makes one lucky guess. What do you want you g’dam commie?”
Andy thought, Commie? Did I just time-travel back to 1953? Instead he said, “Excuse me Art, that door you are blocking is the one I pass through every day on my way to work, an exhilarating activity you might try sometime.”
As Andy attempted to squeeze past Art and into his lab, Art “accidentally” bumped into him with is 325-pound gelatinous body while dropping a paint-peeling fart. Andy blinked away involuntary tears and coughed as the stench saturated his olfactory receptors. Just inside the lab Art grabbed his arm and said more quietly, “Listen, Cobb, I got a job, too. And as I remember, last time you got in my way, you tripped yourself up over some babe and fell into a world of hurt. So why don’t you just get the fuck out of here before you incriminate yourself, and let us pros do the work.”
Andy replied, “What do you mean incriminate myself? What the hell is going on?”
In a feeble attempt at intimidation, Art locked eyes with Andy, made with his best bathroom-mirror-practiced deadpan, and said, “As if you didn’t know.”
“Uh, Art,” said Andy. “For the record, if there were any “pros” around here, I would let them do their job. Unfortunately, all I see is a fat-assed ex-bench warmer for our beloved football team. So how about you get out of my lab and go nominate yourself for donut dunker of the year or something. And by the way, who was it that showed you how to do your job the last time around? And who got a citizenship award while someone else got busted down two ranks?”
Art turned from his standard apple to beet red, clearly pissed off by the reminder that Andy had bested him in the past and, despite lessons he should have learned from past encounters with, still attempted to push Andy backwards out the door. To Andy, this amounted to a slow motion movie of an oncoming cow, so he easily rotated his body ninety degrees and, with no contact whatsoever, let Art’s weight carry him forward through the door and into the hall until he stumbled and hit his head on the hallway drinking fountain. As Art cursed and furiously began to rub his forehead, Andy moved to Emile’s lab, stepped over the police tape and almost made it to the door of the lab when he was confronted by two campus wannabe police running toward him hands on their Tasers, ready for action. Apparently their official University Locks had not yet been issued to them. 
Thank God for small mercies, thought Andy. Then he said, “You’ve got to be kidding fellas. Don’t you have to run home? I think Barney starts in five minutes and it is the episode where he teaches the kids how to make a bug collection. Hey, wait, you could start your collection right here by pinning your bug-sized dicks to the poster board on that wall,” said Andy, pointing to a poster one of Emile’s students had hung on the wall describing his research on recombinant proteins to treat cancer. Unable to stop himself Andy said, “I have an even better idea, you could pin your brains next to your dicks and label them Dickis minimus and Cranius invisiblis, respectively”. 
The campus cops interpreted this relatively mellow tirade of insults as a “belligerent act” and in response they raised their Tasers to fire, saying, “Hold it right there, perp.”
Andy chuckled, “Prep? Do you even know what perp means you dumb shits. Didn’t I flunk you guys out of Bio 101 because you though an enzyme was where you make a touchdown? No wait, I think you were the ones who thought a Pap smear was what your incontinent grandpa left on the bathroom floor.”
The blank looks on the barely post-pubescent faces began to color with the vague recognition that this “perp” wasn’t as impressed as he should be by their intimidating presence.
Knowing before the cops did what was going to happen next, Andy dropped to the floor as triggers were pulled and spun backwards, extending his leg and knocking the feet out from under both of them. The two Tasers fired simultaneously, one striking the fluorescent bulb in the ceiling and sending down a shower of highly energized sparks, and the other making a bull’s eye in Art’s fat ass, causing him fall to the ground in a spasm, whining like a spoiled two year old. “My a-a-asss! You sons of bitches! Ow, ow, ow! It hurts! You cocksuckers are frying my fucking keister, fer krissakes!”
“Wow,” said Andy, enjoying the moment. “Nice light show. Kind of like Pink Floyd meets Porky Pig.”
The two Taser cops alternately looked at Andy and their equipment, brain-locked as to whether they should pursue the “perp” or try to recharge their spent weapons.
“Hey Art” said Andy. “I forgot to mention that I just kicked your son Kurt’s ass along with three of his playmates at Vibe a few minutes ago. Like father, like son, he’s an even bigger loser than you, so go figure. I guess you’ll have some heart warming “painful ass” stories to share tonight over the dinner trough.”
Art winced, unable to emit more than a pig squeal as he released more fetid gas, having lost all bowel control due to the three hundred thousand volts coursing through hindquarters. The blossoming fumes caused the campus cops to drop their now impotent Tasers, pinch their noses, scamper to their feet, and run out the door and down the hallway.
“Art, one word”, said Andy, “roughage!”
With the campus cops gone and Art incapacitated, Andy jumped over the police “barrier” blocking the door to Emil’s lab and entered for a quick look. He knew it would only be a few minutes before Rimes’ finest arrived to cuff and book him for assault, something he had dealt with previously. On the floor, lay a covered body on its back, two feet sticking out from the short blanket. When a new stench wave shocked his nose, Andy realized that some of the room’s aroma must have risen from that unfortunate figure rather than the noxious cloud in the hallway. 
Then Andy heard a stampede of footsteps and shouting down the hall. Better to check out the crime scene later and avoid trying to explain the law enforcement official lying prone alongside the corpse, Andy thought. So he bolted down the fire escape stairwell and out into the parking lot around the corner from the main entrance and the crowd gathered there.
As he walked away from the building, his pulse and breath still jacked, Andy grumbled to himself, “What the hell was that all about?” Startled by his own voice, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “I’ll give the bastards enough leeway to step on their own shoelaces and stumble themselves out of there. Then I’ll head back to figure out what’s going on without having to dodge those imbeciles.” 
Even when he hadn’t just survived a brawl, Andy couldn’t care less about minor quirks like talking to himself. Like a chat with any bright colleague, he found the practice clarified his thinking. So he engaged in open monologues frequently, despite disapproving looks from his more etiquette conscious fellow scientists.
Still, this was no time to draw undue attention. Andy switched his soliloquy to thought-only mode. Best now, he figured, to lay low for a couple hours, and let the dark clouds of anger drift from his mind until he could reason with blue-sky clarity. 
Andy was not worried about Art and the wannabes. Art’s pride would not let him admit to anyone that Andy had busted his chops yet again. As for the wannabes, they had the credibility of a blind man in the Indianapolis 500. But a dead body in the office right next to his laboratory did present a number of real concerns. 
First, besides the thorny issues that arose with unexpected death, Andy also had a deep-seated respect for the complexity of the life process. That reverence, the very reason he’d chosen the biological sciences as a career, had grown even deeper during his short time with Brianna. And with Brianna’s passing, the mystery of death, the dark side of life, had begun to affect him more profoundly as well. The stunning fact that death could strike again so soon and so near felt both sad and, Andy had to admit, threatening. 
Second, as callous as it seemed, Andy was keenly aware that he had been running an over-night experiment and needed to get back to it stat or the results would be useless. That data was to be the basis of many more experiments. The eventual positive benefits of the research, not to mention the immediate livelihoods of those who worked in the lab, depended on such progress. Cops running rampant through the building, and the chaos that came in their wake, could result in devastating delays. If they got into Andy’s lab, as they surely would, and bumped into the delicate equipment, he was totally screwed. He had to get back there and protect his research before the buffoon squad mangled it.
Finally, a tinge of embarrassment had begun to seep in and replace Andy’s ebbing anger. He did not regret having short-circuited Fletcher. He’d do it again, hard and often, until Fletcher dialed down his attitude to a tolerable pitch. But he recognized that he was in jeopardy of losing the hard-earned grip on his self-control. After many grueling hours of exercise, running and training in Sensei’s dojo and in solitude, he felt the iron will that he had forged, the discipline needed to maintain his lab work and continue blazing new trails, was starting to bend under the added weight of these wild events. The attack on Charlie, the harassment of Bobby, and now the murder of some poor sucker next door, loaded him down. No doubt some unknown but inevitable future catastrophe waited around the next blind corner. What worried Andy was not what that would be, but what he would do when he and the next nameless but certain disaster came face to face. 
 
***
 

Chapter 7
Two hours later, back at the death scene, a mob of police functionaries and gawkers mingled and strained at the lab door, everyone trying to get as close as possible to the carnage. Andy, disguised in a baggy Cornhusker sweatshirt and pulled-down, long-brimmed baseball cap snagged from Hal’s lab, blended in with the back row of the gaping crowd.
Art was gone from the room, and Andy noted the open window, most likely raised to alleviate the proliferating fumes from both the corpse and Art’s troubled digestive tract. No doubt Art had surreptitiously scurried out on a quick run back to the station to shower and change into another locker-wrinkled, too-tight suit and mismatched food-stained tie. “What a dick”, thought Andy.
Meanwhile, the wannabe campus cops were being reprimanded by the head wannabe, a shuffling old fool who issued parking tickets with the ferocity of religious fanatic. As a result, the entire incompetent bunch turned their officious efforts to ineffective control of the swelling crowd, which, Andy happily noted, rendered him increasingly less conspicuous. 
Andy became aware of a low roar from outside that was quickly growing louder. Turning to the open window, Andy spotted a helicopter emerge from the clouds. Slowly, the whirlybird eased down into a cordoned-off area in the adjacent vacant field, and stirred-up exactly the sort of ruckus Andy worried would bring a halt to his time-sensitive research.
Two real cops from Des Moines climbed out of the chopper, ducked their heads under the whirling blades, and threaded their way through the crowd to the building. Soon, they, too, were in the jammed laboratory trying not to look confused by the peculiar crime scene as they directed the assembled crew to take pictures and gather forensic samples.
With wry humor, Andy noted that the only calm, composed figure at the scene was the corpse himself, lying peacefully under his covers. Two gleaming, size-12, patent-leather-covered shoes, curiously un-scuffed, jutted from the bottom end of the blanket and reflected the hovering photographer’s camera flashes.
One of the Des Moines detectives, a thirty-something, neatly-coiffed blonde in a fuchsia designer suit, knelt beside the body, lifted the top end of the blanket, stared for a long moment, and then dropped it back down.
Her partner, a salt-and-pepper bearded guy in gray slacks and a blue blazer, scratched his ear and said, “I don’t get it. Where’s the blood?”
The still-kneeling blonde looked up, thoughtfully placed a manicured finger alongside her cheek, and responded, “Yeah. And where’s the guy’s head?”
 
***
 

Chapter 8
After the Des Moines cops finally organized the locals into a semi-functioning team that began to secure the scene and disperse the crowd, Andy ditched the hat and sweatshirt in the Decontamination Suite and went for a long walk around the campus. He recalled the woman cop’s funny comment about a head, but thought maybe he had misheard her and perhaps she was referring to the dead guy’s boss or something. Had she really meant that the corpse was headless? Weird. He had to admit though that the scene did look a lot less bloody than the typical television cop show, but he chalked that disparity up to rating-conscious networks wanting to splash as much eye-catching Technicolor red across every game-hardened tweener’s wall-sized plasma screen as possible. Maybe in real life there just wasn’t as much blood as in the latest Tarantino flick. Who knows?
Despite Andy’s animosity for the vast bureaucracy that sucked up valuable grant dollars for a useless provost’s crystal tea sets and leaden cocktail parties, he could not ignore the austere beauty of this Midwest University’s original campus. He dug the old buildings and the giant American elm trees that were probably already mature way back when some Chippewa-killing pioneers blasted through Iowa onward to the dismally smog-soaked and overpopulated one-time paradise called California.
“This has been one hell of a day,” Andy brooded, as he meandered through the campus. Then he slapped his head. What was he thinking? He had yet to make it to the lab to check on his work. Overcoming his inertia, he geared his slogging steps up to a trot and headed back to the Nanotechnology Institute building. The police were pulling away as he approached, including an old half-truck, half-van vehicle he assumed was the meat wagon carting away the cadaver. 
As Andy cautiously entered the building and headed to his lab on the first floor of the south side of the building He noted that the yellow police tape was still in place, but everything looked relatively sedate and intact. Maybe the whole incident would blow over and his work wouldn’t be shot to hell after all.
“Weird,” he said to himself, yet again, this time aloud.
He found the door to his lab unlocked, and said, “Note to self: remind students to lock the fucking door.”
Andy approached a small instrument sitting on a 400-pound block of cement suspended by four bungee cords from a winch in the high ceiling. This was his prized possession, his atomic force microscope, or ‘AFM’ as it was called by those in the know. It was so simple, yet so powerful. No bigger than a coffee can, the heart of the AFM was a tiny stylus, like a miniature version of a phonograph needle that measured the contours and topography of a surface. The AFM could literally feel molecule-sized bumps like an ultra small version of reading braille. Andy’s fascination never waned for this miracle device that was so sensitive it would chart the contours of molecules like DNA and protein, and even smaller objects, such as individual atoms. What’s more, the AFM probe could be used to pull, push, and otherwise manipulate individual molecules. In contrast to the small-minded politicking that dominated so much of academia, this working machine stood as a true monument to humankind’s distinctive probing intelligence.
The AFM experiment had been running overnight. As he paused the instrument and gave it an affectionate pat, one of his students, Mike D’Angelo, sauntered in.
”Hey, Andy. Hear about the molester?”
“What?” said Andy, distracted by his experiment, and vaguely annoyed that his rising spirits were to be brought down by one more sordid tale of that particular pervert.
“The molester!” said Mike. “Stancoach is as dead as a dildo!”
Both the unusual simile, and the information it conveyed, content caught Andy’s attention and he stood up, quickly putting it all together.
“Holy shit,” he said, more to himself than to Mike. “That’s what the whole police thing was about earlier.”
“No kidding,” said Mike, wondering how Andy could be so smart and so slow at the same time.
“What happened?” asked Andy.
“Not sure. I just heard that Stancoach was dead and they found him next door in Emile’s lab this morning, flat on the floor. People were acting all hot-and-bothered, you know, as if there were some weird-ass, tabloid-style circumstances about it. But maybe it was just the bizarreness of finding a prissy genius-slash-pervert like Stancoach dead without a three-piece suit appropriate to the occasion.”
Andy mulled this over. True, the oglers this morning had seemed ghoulish, but Andy had assumed they were hypnotized by the same blood-lust that slowed traffic for miles every-time a drunk undergrad swerved his 4x4 into a tree and sent his prom date and her five-dollar corsage through the windshield, while the driver staggered away from the scene with a hickey and wrist slap. 
Andy tried to fit together Miles’s death with the pieces of his morning’s other strange events. Mike sensed Andy’s preoccupation, so he drifted across the lab to the other AFM station to get some work done. 
Andy, watching Mike go, shifted his mental focus back to the tasks at hand. Thank God for people like Mike, Andy thought. He was a first-rate graduate student. He had created a technology that reduced medical tests from the size of a microscope slide to smaller than a red blood cell. This was revolutionary stuff that would not catch on for about ten years according to the “Cobb theory of latent acceptance of great stuff.” Stated simply, most people were too preoccupied with television fantasy and keenly focused on their tiny lives to be able to grasp big picture breakthroughs. But if such breakthroughs let them smoke, overeat, and dissolve into gelatinous ooze on their sofas, they wanted them!
“Damn it,” exclaimed Mike. “What fuck-face unplugged the ion gun?”
Andy looked over and saw that the ion beam sputterer, a device for putting extremely thin layers of materials like gold onto surfaces for AFM experiments, had been unplugged. 
“Shit, whoever did this is going to pay. I was sputtering some platinum overnight and now the vacuum is broken and there is all sorts of contamination on my surfaces. Son of a bitch,” Mike said, clearly, and uncharacteristically pissed off.
And wasted platinum, like wasted time, ain’t cheap, thought Andy, ever conscious that, in a lab, both funding and deadlines were always running out.
Mike plugged the sputterer back into is special 220V socket and opened the machine to begin the extensive cleanout procedure that would be necessary before he could start again. 
Seeing that Mike was clearly pissed, and still wrangling with the murder of Miles, Andy turned back to his experiment to make sure it too had not been sabotaged.
Andy looked at some of the AFM images he had collected overnight, specifically, human chromosomes. In fact, they were his own chromosomes, since he did not have a permit to work with human samples and did not see the value in jumping through years of regulatory paperwork when he was a perfectly good specimen. Or at least as good as any he might get from a scientific supply warehouse or a local wino volunteer. In the images, Andy saw the classical X-shaped structure that contained the DNA code for a human being. Andy had been collecting a series of images of this particular chromosome. In each successive image one arm of the X was getting shorter.
“Awesome,” Andy exclaimed. “Now that’s what I call salami science.” 
He called to Mike, “Hey Mike, check this out. What do you think is going on here?” 
This was classic science education, the kind no twenty-pound textbook or two-hour lecture could deliver. Ask a student a leading question and get him or her to generate a hypothesis to explain a real-world observation. 
Mike, still irate about the sputterer, glanced over briefly and said, “Looks like the left arm is shrinking with each successive scan. Slice and dice, baby!”
“Yup,” said Andy. “That is exactly what is happening. I’m using the AFM to cut small segments from the chromosome like carving a turkey with a delicatessen slicer!” Andy smiled as he squinted at the results. “But what is even cooler is that after each cut I recover the little bit of DNA into a tiny drop of liquid. I plan to use these isolated bits of DNA to make a complete detailed chromosome map of my own chromosomes. Do you realize how much time and money this will save compared to conventional lab methods? Millions!! And I will have my own genome, just like Craig Venter and Jim Watson. Craig would be impressed, if he wasn’t out collecting and sequencing obscure biological specimens as an excuse for cruising around the world in his bodacious yacht.”
“And think of the millions you’ll make once the world realizes you have the super-genome,” said Mike. “Every in vitro mom will be lined up to get a little dose of your spunk to convert their run-of-the-mill embryos into hyper-bright Andy-steins.”
“Building better babies through the miracle of modern science,” said Andy, as he returned to scrutinize his results.
“Yeah,” said Mike. “But be sure they all sign pre-nups so they don’t catch you on the back end with a bunch of law suits when the kids all turn out lookin’ like you.” Then Mike added, regarding his reflected features in a precious sheet of platinum foil, “‘Course, you could sell a customizing kit that includes DNA from some of your genetically well-endowed students.”
“Yeah, highly likely…NOT,” teased Andy.
Temporarily relieved of the distractions of the morning by his love for science, Andy was pumped. Each chromosome slice contained DNA, which is the chemical building block of genes. Most people these days were familiar with genes and understood that they somehow were related to physical characteristics and a person’s health. However, to study genes, and to understand how their location on chromosomes impacted their behavior, was a seriously laborious process involving millions of dollars and hours at the lab bench. What Andy had invented was a way to slice up a single person’s genes and put each one, or a portion of each one, into a separate microscopic Tupperware container. The DNA could then be analyzed piece by piece in perfect order, and that person’s genetic traits instantly understood at the molecular level. This was the future of personalized medicine and Andy had taken the maverick approach to making it possible. He did this often enough that he was deemed a “cowboy” scientist by most of his colleagues, a term that was only half-deprecatory.
“Man, am I good or what!” said Andy aloud to himself. Never one to demonstrate false humility, he sometimes was considered arrogant, at least in the eyes of some of his detractors. But from his point of view, he just knew where he was good and he applied himself in those areas. He never bragged to others about his abilities or achievements, but neither did he let anyone shoot him or his ideas down without a good logical argument. He rarely got into personal battles over sciences (unlike police work, football, and, he had to admit, the occasional woman) and just let his record speak for itself.
Andy restarted the AFM and continued collecting data while humming “Brick House” by the Commodores to himself. The students who passed through his lab, those who never really knew him, anyway, might consider him some sort of mad genius, or an enlightened science guru. But Andy just liked playing with molecules. Nanoscopic particles were occasionally troublesome, but they never gave you the kind of shit the big agglomerations of them, called humans, did, like that bastard Stancoach.
Something still bothered Andy, gnawed at the back of his brain. Yeah, sure, Stancoach led an unorthodox lifestyle. But part of that lifestyle was a narcissistic obsession with his own body. Could someone who took care of himself the same way a Lamborghini owner pampered his car have clogged-enough internal plumbing to cause a heart attack? Or had an ink stain on the inside pocket of his thousand-dollar camel hair coat sent him into a conniption fit?  Because, Andy figured, the big question was ‘why here?’” What the hell was Stancoach up to that caused him to die in such a, well, unorchestrated way? A guy like Stancoach probably had his demise scripted down to the color-coordinated embroidery of his pallbearers codpieces. Come to think of it, an anally neat death scene did fit the cops’ comments about a lack of blood. Maybe Stancoach had operatically stabbed himself with a “tagger” half tampon, half dagger, guaranteed to absorb even the heaviest blood flow.
And that sputterer was another bugaboo. Andy had designed the placement of the machine to minimize the chances of some numbnut kicking the plug out of the socket by accident, so what the hell happened there?
As these thoughts chewed their way through his consciousness, Andy began to lose his excitement for his science and to sink back into the black, bottomless abyss, out of which he had almost climbed.
Now, bubbling up from the murk of his mind was a snippet from his conversation with that useless fat-ass Fletcher. Art had said something that implied that Stancoach’s death was more than unexpected natural causes. “As if you didn’t know.” Yeah that was what Fletcher had said. As if I didn’t know...what? Thought Andy.
Maybe Art had gone through Andy’s lab and, out of dumb ignorance or, more likely, spiteful malice, had tripped over, or yanked out, the sputterer’s plug.
“What a dick,” said Andy for the second time today under his breath, realizing “dick” was indeed the right word for both the cop and the man. Andy was sure Art was still pissed and vengeful after Andy had publicly humiliated him by solving Brianna’s murder a couple years earlier when Art had totally botched it, as usual. Art held his job only because of his previous association with the most powerful religion in Rimes: the Church of University Football. The coach, Bud “Iceman” Gundrich, had lobbied hard to get Art his job in the police force, just as he had years earlier to keep Art in school despite his 1.2 grade point average, two counts of burglary, three allegations of date rape, and numerous drunk and disorderly citations, including one photographed session of the entire defensive front line gangbanging a hapless bovine. While Andy regarded Art as a stupid buffoon, a puppet whose strings connected to the fingers of the University donors, he had outright contempt for Bud. And, indeed, the feeling was mutual. Whenever he and Bud crossed paths, bad things happened.
Andy, his thoughts now whirling like an Iowan tornado gathering speed, continued to mumble out a personal monologue, just out of reach of Mike’s ears.
“What is going on here? All I want to do is great science, stay healthy, help good people when I can, and stay out of trouble. Yet all I seem to do is sink deeper in turmoil-quicksand, my protruding nose barely above the surface only because it’s caught on a fishhook lure of some new, competing dilemma.”
Realizing he was beginning to hyperventilate from trying to outrun his own mind, Andy gripped the table edge, inhaled through his nose, then out of his mouth three times, and he brought himself back to his mental center.
Andy thought about his teacher, John sensei, a quiet, soft-spoken, small, and very scary man. In his 80s, he could still give Andy a run for the money in a sparring match by barely moving a muscle. Most importantly, he could also point Andy in the right direction when his mental tapestry started to get a little frayed. Sensei’s history was somewhat mysterious, but involved many years overseas, lots of combat, and very little else of which Andy was aware.
In their last meeting, Sensei stressed the importance of balance, as he always did, and then caught Andy slightly off balance in a sparring lesson and sent him sprawling across the dojo floor with what looked like a mere touch. This was the kind of purity, power, focus, and commitment Andy sought, and sensei was the model Andy needed.
“That’s it. I am not going to get involved,” Andy said a bit too loudly, catching Mike’s ear.
“What did you say? Involved in what?” asked Mike.
Andy came out of his pensive stupor and said to Mike, “Uh, involved in anything that can get me into trouble.”
With a wide grin, Mike said, “Yeah, right. Like that’s even possible.”
Andy knew Mike had hit the nail on the head yet he decided that he was steering completely clear of this case no matter what. He had already opened the door for all kinds of legal problems with the campus cops and Art, so he was going to lay low, keep his nose to the grindstone, find his center, and stay put!
This resolve set Andy at ease, at least a little bit. He went back to the AFM and made a few adjustments to fine-tune the chromosome cutting process, and finally began to lose himself in his work. 
Then his cell rang. He recognized the ring tone of Dan Ishimoto, the county medical examiner and a long time friend.
“Dan!” said Andy. “What is up, Cuz?”
“Hey, Andy,” Dan replied. “Long time, no talk. Everything going okay?” Dan’s inflection suggested this was more than a simple hello.
“Define ‘okay’ and I’ll let you know,” said Andy.
“Gotcha,” said Dan, clearly waiting for Andy to say more.
“So, maybe you heard Art dropped by for a little visit today.”
“Yeah. He stumbled in here today hauling a stiff, and doused me with his usual pompous and racial BS. I told him that it was not my fault he was born retarded and could not tie his shoes without Bud’s finger on his tongue.”
Andy laughed. “I hope you mean shoe tongue. Any other picture of those beer-guts sticking their fingers and tongues at each other is more than my mind can take.” 
Andy and Dan had worked closely together on the investigation that Art had totally botched. Now, of course, Art had a hard on for both of them. 
Dan continued, “He’s still jealous because we figured out in thirty minutes of lab research what he could not accomplish in thirty days using what he considers ‘police interrogation technique’.”
“Yeah”, said Andy. “He is one dumb ass. But, whatever. The world is full of them and they seem to be drawn to positions of authority for some reason.”
Dan’s weak chuckle faded to silence, then he said, “Look. How do I put this?” Andy noted the serious shift in Dan’s tone. “The thing is,” Dan said, “Art thinks Stancoach’s death was not accidental.”
“Maybe Art offered Stancoach some tongue, too, and Stancoach got so excited his dick ring killed him of a testicular occlusion,” said Andy, forcing the bad joke.
But Dan didn’t laugh in response.
“Seriously, man,” said Dan. “He thinks he has some evidence otherwise.”
“That’s always how the trouble starts. Art starts thinking.”
“True,” said Dan. “And the trouble this time is he thinks the evidence points to you.”
“To me? As in, how?”
“To you, as in Stancoach’s murderer.”
“Murderer! You have got to be kidding. First of all, what even makes him think the molester was murdered by anyone? I mean, not that he didn’t have a few thousand enemies, but it is hard to imagine one of them having the balls to actually take him out.”
“As for the nature of the death, there are a couple of, well, details that force me to concur with Fletcher. Miles was definitely murdered.”
“What makes you so sure?” asked Andy.
“Well, the fact that his freaking head is missing kind of suggests that this was not your average cerebral hemorrhage. Busting an aneurysm’s one thing, but an entire head popping off just doesn’t happen no matter how high the blood pressure. And it really don’t happen that it pops off so hard no one can find it.”
“His head is missing! That is crazy. I shouldn’t ask ‘are you sure?’, but are you sure?”
“Yes, Andy”, said Dan. “After twenty years of pathology lab experience and working as both a coroner’s assistant and a medical examiner, I am pretty dang sure that this body is headless. And I don’t have the head, so if an alien didn’t abduct it, somebody else must have it, or at least have a pretty good idea where it was last seen.”
Andy was momentarily speechless. Now the fuchsia-suited cop’s comment made perfect sense. Where was the guy’s head? What the heck was this all about? Somebody decapitated the molester! Guillotining his dick might make sense, in a symbolic way, but his head? What the hell for?
“Very weird”, said Andy, recognizing what was becoming his mantra as of late. “But why does Art, who can’t even move his mouth unless Bud sticks his hand up his ass and pulls some strings, think that I had anything to do with it?”
“That’s easy,” said Dan. “Because he hates you for being what he could never be, and for showing the world what a shallow dork he is. Plus, he’s not exactly overjoyed that you beat his son and three buddies senseless for absolutely no reason, which is how he told me it happened...” 
Dan left the sentence dangling in hopes that Andy would fill him in, which he did.
“That much is true. In fact, I told Art so myself. But it wasn’t for no reason.”
“Well, that’s what Kurt, his beloved progeny, claimed”.
“And that’s his ‘evidence?’”
“Whatever evidence he has, that’s his interpretation.”
“Oh, great. Perfect timing,” said Andy. “What gargantuan karmic debt am I paying back now? What was I in a previous life? Attila the Hun?”
“Naw,” said Dan. “Probably just Julius Caesar, or Genghis Khan, or maybe Pontius Pilate. I mean, that dude has some serious bad karma coming his own way.”
“Thanks for the cosmic analysis, Dan,” said Andy sarcastically.
“No problemo, Andy,” replied Dan. “You know I’m here for you, pal, to battle the forces of Satanic wickedness and insufficient beer consumption, so let me know what I can do to help. And I do think you had better not sit this one out, because even if he is a pinhead and an ass-wipe, Art has powerful connections and, as we both know, football is king around here.” 
“Just what I need,” said Andy, “another confrontation with the football cabal of Rimes, Iowa. Bud, our illustrious million-dollar-a-year coach, who, by the way, could not coach a toddler nose-picking team, let alone a college football team, already hates me for not being six foot five and weighing in at 275, but still kicking his ass every time we tangle. Now he will have a rallying cry to incite a lynch mob for the evil scientist murderer in our midst. Jeeeee-sus. I must have been Julius, Attila, Genghis, Pontius, and OJ to generate this kind of karmic tonnage!”
Dan said, “Be mellow and focused Andy. You will sort this out. And I will be here when you need me. But we have to keep it covert and sly, because we’re both walking on thin ice over the proverbial creek.”
“Gotcha,” said Andy. “And I will be needing you soon to let me sneak a look at that body before Art does something really stupid like having it cremated…or stuffed and mounted for a football jersey mannequin.”
“Just holler,” said Dan.
“Will do.” Andy hung up the phone. He knew he could count on Dan through thick and thin. He knew that he had to investigate both the murder scene, even though Art and the clodhoppers of the wannabe squad had surely screwed it all up. But more importantly, he had to scrutinize the body as quickly as possible, because all the subtle clues that Art unintentionally would miss, or intentionally would destroy to frame Andy, were there. 
Could Art himself have absconded with Stancoach’s head? Maybe, for some twisted purpose, he grabbed the bodiless head, maybe after he decapitated Miles first, and figured he could heap suspicion on Andy helped by the circumstantial evidence that Andy had opportunity, because his lab was next door to where they found the body, and motive, because he detested Stancoach’s behavior. But, as Andy worked through his scenario, he could not get past that fact that while he and Art were not buddy-buddy, neither were they mortal enemies. More importantly, Art was just too freaking dumb to think up and pull off a plot this complex. Naw. The odds that Art could have done this to frame Andy were low. Still, he walked over to the supply storage refrigerator, took a quick peek inside just in case, rummaged behind the tissue samples and lunch leftovers, found a coffee can “sampler” stuffed with Hal’s biologicals, bags of varicolored weed and some dirt-brown substance Andy didn’t recognize, but not a human head among them.
Ignoring the fact that Hal was putting him in legal jeopardy by storing is ‘medicinal” marijuana in his fridge, Andy was a bit disappointed. Finding the head might be a coup, help to wrap this thing up quickly and get Art of his back. On the other hand, it would be almost impossible to explain how something as noticeable as a severed head just happened to show up in his fridge without his knowledge.  Andy stared into the cold space, lost in a bad premonition. 
Mike looked up and said, “Help you find something, boss?”
“Uh, no thanks, Mike, just checking inventory.” 
Just counting heads, Andy thought to himself. Even if Art was not smart enough to carry out a murder like this, then clearly someone was. And Andy had to find out who had done it before he took the rap.
Andy felt emotionally and spiritually wobbly. He needed not advice, but wisdom. Only one man he knew had been able to guide him through the trauma of the past two years. That man could be maddeningly elusive. Then, as though by a sixth sense, he would mysteriously appear just as events loomed toward a crisis. 
Now, Andy figured, would be the perfect time to seek out John sensei.
 
***
 

Chapter 9
The little house looked like a troll’s rustic hut. Barely larger than a one-car garage, the shack sat along a back alley on a forgotten postage stamp-sized lot squeezed in by a newly sprouted cluster of multi-story buildings in a misguided “smart growth” effort in the old town section of Rimes. 
When Sensei first hand-built the place, he could see the horizon in every direction and set his daily schedule by the progress of the sun through Iowa’s ever-changing cloudscape. Now he only glimpsed a few sooty rays at noon on a clear day. But that was of no consequence. He had long ago lost the need for any external measure of time. Meditative sparring with his inner self had revealed time was illusion.
Andy had met John Sensei out in California about twenty years ago while working on his Ph.D. degree. Sensei was then, and remained, quite the enigma. Small, but with perfect posture, he moved around quietly, yet with purpose, tweaking this or fixing that, always productive, while ever a constant model of stillness and balance.  
Andy remembered one of their early interactions. Sensei had just moved out of his girlfriend’s house in Berkeley and had asked Andy for a ride to his new hillside studio after their post-training, vegetarian dinner. Upon arrival at the tiny “in law”, the local realtor’s term for an expensive room in a house, underneath a nice old Berkeley hills residence, Sensei opened the trunk of a pale blue 1956 Pontiac StarChief that looked like a warped version of the classic 56” Chevy. Sensei trotted around to the other side of the aging vehicle sitting in the dirt driveway and pulled out a two-foot square flat stone which, after a moment’s consideration, he pitched onto the ground in front of him. He then proceeded to grab from the trunk one stone after another, each of which must have weighed forty pounds, and pitch each perfectly just beyond the previous one, until it was clear that he was building a path.
Andy joined in by hefting the stones out of the trunk and handing them to Sensei who in turn placed them in a natural, yet seemingly-preordained pattern, as the two men tacitly established a coordinated rhythm and silently paved a flat stone pathway from the edge of the dirt driveway to the front door of the tiny studio apartment. Not a word was said during the entire process. 
Thus Andy learned, and occasionally adopted, this method typical of Sensei: Why waste words when one can teach by example?
Likewise, Sensei had never proposed that he train Andy. In fact, Andy had begun his training at a school that was in the throes of disarray because it housed three instructors with three very different personalities. The first was a feisty, high energy Latino who compensated for not-quite-perfect skills with fiery flare and zest. The second was a scary automaton, a suitable trainer for military, CIA, NSA, or mercenary personnel, who despite his iron-faced expression seemed to enjoy inflicting pain just a tad too much. The third was John Sensei: flawless in technique, quiet, dedicated, mellow, even gentle…yet of the three, by far the most deadly. 
Eventually, inevitably, the school disbanded and Andy asked Sensei if he could continue to train under Sensei’s tutelage. Sensei agreed and Andy was among the first to join the small dojo that grew rapidly and mysteriously through no overt advertising Andy could discern. As if by magic, when new students would appear, Sensei would take them in, train them while they were there, observe them when they departed, and just “go with the flow”: half quintessential Californian, half ancient Asian master. 
Andy trained hard for several years, remained Sensei’s pupil, but also became a teacher in his own right at the dojo. Finally, upon completion of his Ph.D. and post-doctoral studies, Andy took the job in Rimes and sadly said good-bye to Sensei and the school. In an uncharacteristic expanse of words, Sensei simply had said, “Catch you later” and that was that. Yet the image of Sensei’s twinkling eyes, his perpetually detached and bemused expression, whether regarding a beautiful orchid or a brutal opponent, remained burned in Andy’s memory as he ventured off to his new Assistant Professorship in Iowa.
They had corresponded by email once a year or so, and Andy always received a “Happy Birthday” post card, precisely on his birthday, April fifth, from Sensei. But that was it. Until, exactly ten years after leaving Berkeley, Andy dropped into Field Goods, the local health food store in Rimes, to pick up a homemade blueberry scone and some pomegranate juice. Walking to the checkout stand, Andy glanced down the dry goods aisle and there stood Sensei, pondering, as he did that first pathway stone, the virtues of the various brands of legumes. 
As if sensing a “hello” in Andy’s bewildered gawk, Sensei slowly turned, cracked a wry grin, and said, “Hi Andy, how’s it going?”
“G-Good!” exclaimed Andy. “Wow, what a surprise!”
“Hmmm,” said Sensei, producing by deft sleight-of-hand a card printed on recycled bamboo paper. “Here’s my address. Drop by sometime.”
And that was it. Sensei, looking for the entire world like Iowa’s only Japanese gardener, strolled to the checkout line to pay for his lentils while Andy looked on dumbfounded. It wasn’t until a few minutes later, when Andy was in the checkout line that he muttered to himself, and a wide-eyed checkout girl, “Bizarre.”
That was ten years ago. Since that time, Andy had learned absolutely nothing that would make clear why his former teacher and life-guide spontaneously appeared in Rimes for no apparent reason. But he was overjoyed then, as he was now, that he had someone with whom he could train, break bread, and philosophize and, most importantly, someone who seemed to understand him without explanation. Knowing that Sensei was private kind of person, Andy tried not to impose upon him over much. Besides, Sensei would disappear just as quixotically as he had first arrived, so an unplanned visit would often prove fruitless. 
But today was one of those times when the imposition seemed essential. Andy swung open the garden gate, caught a few warm water drops on his face from the whirring rotating lawn sprinkler as he strolled up the short path, stepped up on the plank porch, and rapped on the wood-stained frame of the little gnome-house. 
No answer came. But when Andy turned around, Sensei was at work in the garden, as though he had materialized out of the rainbow-prism mist of his water sprinkler. Andy felt sure he would have noticed Sensei if he had been there all along, and there was no means for him to have hidden or slipped by. Yet, like a stage magician, Sensei seemingly appeared from nothingness. Weird, but typical.
“Hi, Sensei. How have things been with you?” asked Andy.
“All good,” said Sensei.
This curt response was followed by silence as usual.
Andy said, “Sensei, I have gotten myself into a jam and I don’t want to burden you with my problems, but you seem to have the ability to cut through difficult issues with amazing aplomb, and I…”
With a wave of his hand, Sensei cut him off and said, “Andy, sometimes the best way around is through.” Then Sensei turned his back on Andy and returned full attention to artfully shaping his bushes, leaving no visible stroke of the shears, as though nature alone had created their design.
For five minutes Andy tried to figure out what the hell Sensei had meant, while Sensei went on watering and pruning happily in his perfect little garden.
Then Sensei walked to his small porch, cleaned his tools, neatly leaned them in a row against the wooden slats of his house, and said, “Let’s spar.”
Andy was stoked. Sparring with Sensei was always fun, if often painful, and never without a surprise or two. But moreover, tangling with Sensei would require Andy’s complete attention, another form of moving meditation, and this would allow his subconscious mind to grapple with the problems his conscious mind could not fully grip.
The two of them walked around the house and onto an immaculate, gleaming natural wood deck surface that was covered by a slatted canopy held up by 4x4 lumber posts at the periphery. This was both Sensei’s backyard and outdoor dojo.
Saying nothing, Sensei stripped naked, then donned his gi and “black belt” that was actually frayed white with years, and probably the only thing Sensei owned, which was not much, that he did not keep in “as new” condition. Awarded to him by his own Sensei more than half a century ago, the belt symbolized long years of practice, both physical and mental, and it’s worn “makyo” quality was an important attribute of the meaning it held for Sensei.  Andy did not have his gi with him, so he removed his T-shirt and sweat pants, and put on a clean, pine soap-smelling and a spotless cotton gi that Sensei always kept handy hanging on a peg for visits such as this.
They stretched silently for ten minutes, a preparation ritual that was as important as any of the techniques Sensei had taught Andy over the years. Stretching was the best way to avoid injury, and to focus body and mind, which Sensei had managed to do far better than Andy. 
They circled until they stood directly opposite. They bowed to each other.
Then the dance began.
With near-perfect choreography, they blocked, punched, spun, kicked, jumped and rolled. Andy’s mind became one with the motions, aware of nothing else. Occasionally one fighter would acknowledge that the other party had executed a successful technique with a nod or the traditional “hai.” As they warmed to the bout, they would momentarily enhance their focus with a “kiai,” a guttural utterance that was unique to every individual. Andy’s kiai was midrange in pitch and short, almost a verbal jab. Sensei’s unusual kiai was the menacing growl of a tiger, subdued but with clear intent, which enveloped the opponent in his psychological control.
After a good ten minutes of sparring, Andy drove forward with a traditional Japanese front punch to Sensei’s solar plexus, fully expecting Sensei to block it and counter with either a mid-level forearm block followed by a quick punch, or a front kick that would stop Andy an inch or less before making contact with Sensei’s midsection. Instead, Sensei drove his body straight into Andy’s powerful punch, taking it directly in the rock wall of his abdomen with a particularly boisterous kiai as Andy’s arm crumpled and his body flew backwards, hitting one of the canopy supports, Sensei’s kiai echoing in his ears like a scream in a cavern.
Startled, Andy said, almost inanely, considering who was staggering up off the ground and who was still placidly standing, “Sensei, you ok?”
“Fine, Andy. Continue”, said Sensei.
Again a few moments later, Andy was preparing for a jujitsu throw, having positioned his hips adjacent to Sensei and his left arm around Sensei’s chest. But instead of receiving the roll or reverse that he expected Sensei to execute, Andy was suddenly lifted off the ground by a rarely used technique akin to when professional wrestlers lift their opponent above their heads for a body slam. Then, with a shocking roar, Sensei propelled Andy once again into a canopy support, off of which Andy crashed to the floor, causing the entire deck to shake. Andy saw stars for a moment, but recovered and managed to kiai to prepare for the powerful impact the instant before Sensei’s heel came smashing down onto his stomach, thankfully just below his solar plexus. Without the kiai, Andy would have suffered internal destruction of terrible proportions.
Looking up, Sensei appeared calm, collected and as enigmatic as ever.
“Continue,” he said.
Andy’s stomach hurt, but he sensed that there was no long-term damage. Sensei had always pushed him to his limits, but this was radical even for Sensei.
They continued sparring for a few more minutes. Andy was emphasizing evasive maneuvers with a lot of rotation, probably because subconsciously he did not want to incur the wrath of Sensei with another direct attack. Somewhere, in the back of Andy’s mind, a parallel between this fight and Andy’s approach to his other problems was beginning to form. Finally, seeing an opening, Andy executed a picture perfect front kick to Sensei’s midsection. Sensei raised his knee and with a perfectly timed lateral motion blocked the kick, then continued forward with a horrendous full-out yell and, using both fists and the foot of his already raised leg, delivered a devastating three-pronged strike to Andy’s chest and midsection, sending him backwards and over the railing of the dojo into the splintery fence defining the Sensei’s minimal property line.
When Andy regained consciousness, Sensei was calmly administering “kapo,” the healing arts, via a therapeutic massage to unblock and enhance the flow of “ki”, or life energy. Sensei helped Andy to his feet and they walked to the stoop of the little back porch where Sensei had some herbal tea brewing.
“Drink,” said Sensei.
Andy sipped the strange brew of ginseng, green tea and petals from some of the flowers growing in Sensei’s garden and reveled in its aromatic bouquet as he pondered the ass-kicking, the likes of which he had never received in his life, that this 80 year old man just given him. Interestingly, anger never played a role in this, or any other contest with Sensei, nor did he detect any form of hostility from Sensei. But something was up, that was certain.
With the ki flow enhancement and the tea, Andy’s pain subsided and he looked at Sensei and said, “That was amazing. Thank you for the lesson… and for letting me live.”
Sensei nodded the traditional mini-bow to accept the compliment, but did not respond verbally for a few minutes. He sipped his tea and looked at the slowly waving trees, enjoying the early fall afternoon. Then, timing his comment with the rhythm of nature’s music he said, “Andy, sometimes the best way around is through.”
But this couldn’t be true, thought Andy. He had tried the direct approach in his duel with Sensei, and he had been bounced back harder than he had ever bounced before.
As if reading his thoughts, Sensei laid a soft hand on Andy’s aching shoulder, and looked him square in the face with those damned twinkling eyes. Andy hoped for some clarification, some exegesis of the koan from the master. But in a different, deeper tone, caressing each word or phrase as though it were a light-multiplying jewel, Sensei simply said again, pausing for emphasis:
“Sometimes… 
the best way around… 
is through.”
 
***
 

Chapter 10
Stars still dusted the night sky at the end of the tunnel formed by the dark buildings surrounding Sensei’s house when Andy awoke.
After yesterday’s training bout, Andy had shared a simple meal with his master, prepared from winter vegetables Sensei had plucked fresh from his garden, then, at Sensei’s gentle command, had slept in a sleeping bag on Sensei’s outdoor wooden platform. Andy had craved the soft comforts of a real mattress, but Sensei insisted the flat surface and open air would more deeply heal Andy’s sparring wounds. 
Now, when he sat up, Andy felt that the soreness of his sinews was not compounded by any stiffening or compaction of his bones. The gentle traction of his sleeping arrangement had drawn his pain outward away from the core of his body.
Then Andy discovered what had roused him from sleep: an aroma of herbal tea, emanating from a cup set beside his bag, mellower than last night’s, no doubt another of Sensei’s special blends. As Andy lifted the stoneware cup to his lips and sipped the steaming liquid, he felt the warmth spreading from his insides out through his bruised tissues to his skin, chasing away most of the remaining discomfort. 
After a few stretches and some self-massage to his neck and feet, Andy rose to his knees, rolled up Sensei’s sleeping bag, and set it on the porch with the empty tea cup. He knew Sensei would be meditating and would prefer not to be disturbed even with a heartfelt thank you. His sweats, T-shirt and bright pink and yellow tennis shoes were folded neatly on the porch and, like the borrowed gi, were crisply clean and carried a light botanical scent. Andy wondered at Sensei’s simple and effective way of life, so well balanced, so perfected, as he put on the clothes.  Would he ever achieve that level of perfection?  At the moment it seemed like a distant and completely unobtainable dream.
Andy hopped off Sensei’s porch and, shoes in hand, jogged off through the empty, pre-dawn downtown streets. The slap of Andy’s bare feet on wet pavement echoed rhythmically against the high concrete walls, and he fell into a running meditation of his own. Moving meditation was the ultimate goal of the warrior and the athlete, something Andy had enjoyed on occasion but was unable to summon on a whim.
What had Sensei meant when he deliberately had repeated the words ‘Sometimes the only way around is through’? Did he mean sometimes the only way out was through, but sometimes not? And out of what, and through what? As Andy mulled these terms, they seemed simply to dissolve into meaninglessness. But was this “dissolving” the message itself? Were the obstacles Andy perceived simply mental constructs which, when examined so closely, fell apart so that Andy could pass “through” them and get “out” of their trap?
Andy could imagine Sensei’s response if Andy were to rattle off this chain of thinking aloud. Sensei would laugh and look Andy in the eye with that penetrating twinkle of his, and then make some seemingly random gesture, like standing on his head or feeding Andy a piece of pickled horseradish, which, one way or the other, would break Andy’s train of thought.
But if Sensei didn’t want Andy to think about the statement, why had he uttered it?
Exasperated, Andy shook his head, rubbed his eyes, and kept running. One thing he had learned from Sensei’s actions, if not his words, was to persist, never to give up.
Maybe, at least for now, it was as simple as that. Go back to the crime scene and scour it for any overlooked clues that might remain after Art and the Des Moines detectives had finished wrecking the place. 
The lab building, which Andy reached at the still dark and ungodly hour of 6 AM, was virtually empty but for one semi-comatose graduate student Andy glimpsed conducting an all-night experiment in the only lighted window, and the night janitor, who, with her compatriots around the world, seemed to dwell in a parallel nocturnal universe of their own. No supply vans signaled vendors inside restocking machines, no cop cars dripped oil in the parking lot. And Andy knew that the “regulars” wouldn’t show up until 7:45 at the earliest, just in time to cram for teaching.
By switching into “ninja mode,” he should easily have full access to the building.
Still shoeless for stealth, he entered the build and suddenly realized he might have trouble gaining entry to the murder lab. Initially, all the labs were keyed the same. But early in his career Andy had asked for full time access to the main administrative office to allow him and other professors to use general office equipment like typewriters and copy machines, and was denied. Rather than argue, he began a campaign of key acquisition. Shortly thereafter many keys, including Andy’s, for appearances sake, were similarly reported missing (and, in actual fact, accumulating on Andy’s personal key ring). The consequence of this rash of key theft was that several doors had been re-keyed to ensure adequate security. Fortunately, while Andy was waiting for his new key, he had “borrowed” a fairly complete set of new keys, including the building sub-master, from the former building manager just before the unlucky man was called up for war duty overseas. Andy had decided he’d quietly take good care of all those keys until the manager returned, and had stashed them for safe keeping in a canister marked “hazardous waste” located in a communal space for shared large instrumentation. This arrangement afforded him easy access. Unless the locks had been changed a second time, and Andy surely would have heard it they had, he should be able to get into any room. 
When Andy sighted up the “hazardous waste” canister, his heart dropped. The canister had been turned around. He always placed this canister with the label out, partly to adhere to federal regulations and partly as a means of monitoring undesirable janitorial activity near his lab. When he shook it, he heard the keys inside, beneath the bright orange containment bag, and breathed a sigh of relief. 
Keys in hand, Andy was inside Emile’s lab only seconds later. The body was gone, and now with all the interlopers out of the way, everything else looked surprisingly unscathed. By all appearances, no scuffle had ensued prior to the murder, assuming this is where the murder actually occurred.
Andy hunched down and examined where the body had been. Hell of a clean up job, he thought, nothing here but the usual scuff marks. He silently both complimented and cursed the janitor. After her usual thorough work, no neglected clues would be left.
Disappointed, Andy replaced the keys in the canister, sneaked ninja-style past the oblivious grad student, and stepped outside. Blinking in the early morning sun, he sensed the healing effects of Sensei’s tea had ebbed. What his body wanted now was his habitual wake-up latte. He could walk there in fifteen minutes, riun in 5, but he was concerned about leaving his truck across town at Charlie’s place.  Retrieving it would mean would mean a two-mile-long jog back to where he left it, but he figured he would have to get it sooner or later, and the strong slug of caffeine, spiced with a little TLC from Greta, would be more than worth it. He grabbed his girly shoes and ran, still barefoot, across town. It was about 7:30 when he reached the truck and he immediately hopped in, sweat pouring from his body and gluing him to the old vinyl seat. After a tense moment of searching he found the keys in the pocket of his sweat pants, started the engine and pulled out back toward ‘campus town’ and his favorite bistro, Vibe.

 
***
 

Chapter 11
Though Vibe had just opened, Greta, with her usual off-hand efficiency, already had the espresso bar up and running.
“Andy!” Greta exclaimed, “This is early even for you.”
As Greta turned quickly to greet him, Andy could have sworn he heard a slap back echo emanate from the canyon between her boobs.
“Just finished my workout,” he lied, hoping to account for his bedraggled appearance as he self-consciously slipped on his bright pink and yellow shoes, “and was hoping for your trademark, tasty single short latte to get the day rolling.”
“How about a single short, and, to go with your heavy breathing, a quickie on the side?” she said with a wink.
While Andy had always found Greta enticing, somehow he sensed that a “quickie” with Greta could lead to suffocation (her on top) or commitment (any position), so he respectfully declined, as always, even if her quips were nothing more than bar maid flirtation. But that same intuition told Andy that under her façade of banter, Greta actually liked him, maybe even a lot. She always dropped what she was doing to attend to him, and she constantly badgered him to perform his singer/songwriter act at her club. In fact, through the whole Brianna tragedy, she had been there for him in a way that had shown how perceptive and understanding she really was. 
And Andy had noticed something special about her, too. Running a place like the Vibe was no easy task, the usual demands of any self-owned business coupled with the odd amalgam of clientele that ran the gamut from university brains to biker brawn. Yet somehow Greta seemed to make it all look easy. Andy had to admit that somewhere deep inside himself, he had a true admiration, and maybe even a “thing”, for her.  But up until now, events just hadn’t been right for any potential relationship between them actually to develop. And maybe they never would. Certainly not now, with another dark cloud of murder hanging over Andy, which, this time, he was determined not to have rain on anyone else. 
Pouting at Andy’s rebuke, Greta made a single short latte and drew a heart in the cinnamon-sprinkled foam.
“Here ya go, Andy. And let me know if you have second thoughts about the other dish.” Again, Greta winked, then she sauntered off, Andy noting that although he had often focused on her chest she had one hell of an ass too. “Great genes,” he thought.
Andy cupped his hands around the latte, and kept his ears open as the bar began to fill up with morning customers. Apparently the news of the molester’s death had not yet made it to the Vibe gossip circle. Why, Andy wondered, were the police keeping silent on this one? He slowly sipped the excellent latte Greta had made.  She was a talented Barista in addition to her other attributes. After draining the cup he rose and left a five-dollar bill on the bar.
“Thanks Greta, catch you later”, he said as he got up to leave.
Greta gave him a smile that said, ‘whenever you’re ready cowboy’, and waved, turning away, but coyly looking over her shoulder as he glanced back at her one more time before stepping out the door.
“Wow”, he said to himself, not sure if it was just the caffeine that was giving him a rise.  But he had to focus on the problem at hand and so he forced his mind to put more pleasant thoughts of spending time getting to know Greta on the back burner, for now.
Outside, in his truck, Andy checked the time. Just a little after 8:00 AM. Still early, but he decided to call Dan Ishimoto anyway to see if he could get a look at the body. He dialed and Dan picked up on the first ring.
“Ishimoto, here. You stab ‘em, we slab ‘em.”
“Clever, Dan. It’s Andy. Can get me in to see the molester’s carcass before the autopsy or any other case-freezing shenanigans by ringmaster Art and his troupe of clowns”
“Oh, hey Andy,” said Dan. “Sure deal, if you can get down here within the next hour, I’ll sneak you in but it has to be quick. Art’s scheduled for 9:30. And if you get caught anywhere near the body, Art will arrest you, and probably me, too. He is really pissed off.”
Andy said goodbye, cranked the truck, and roared off. He actually looked forward to visiting Dan’s lab. The state had saved money by combining some pork barrel project for pig genome studies with the construction of a world-class pathology facility and located it in the same all-in-one public building as the medical examiner’s office. For Dan, it served as his autopsy lab, and body storage facility, in the event of death by suspicious means. The only drawback was when a family member was brought in to identify a body, the wrong drawer was opened, and the shroud was drawn back to reveal a snaggle-toothed hog snout or a jar of pork testicles, both great sources of DNA and not bad, if specialized, eating.
Andy arrived right on time and Dan cautiously let him into the office and led him to the lab. Stancoach’s body, along with a couple pigs, was inside a horizontal freezer, kept cold to retard decomposition. 
Dan asked, “You ready for this?”
Andy replied, “Sure, let me see the old fart.”
Dan opened the door and Andy grimaced in the emergent plume of necrotic vapor. Then, just as Dan began to pull out the roller-mounted slab which supported the body, they heard voices and footsteps enter the outer office.
“Shit!” said Dan, slamming the body back into the freezer and closing the door. “That’s Art. He must be really, really pissed to emerge from his hangover this early for police work. You gotta get out of here. I’ll try to hold them off.”
Andy barely had glimpsed the headless corpse, but knew he had better vamoose or risk another encounter with the brain-dead benchwarmer. As Art pounded on Dan’s door, Andy ran to the rear exit, grabbed the handle, and yanked hard. 
The rear door was bolted shut.
Likewise, the front lab door was locked, but not for long. Already, Art rattled his keys to find the one that fit the lock. Positioned to stall Art, Dan faced the lab’s front door with his back to Andy. The front lab door swung open and banged into Dan. Just as Art barged in and shoved Dan to the side, the sheet that covered Andy, who now lay on the autopsy table, fell to rest.
“Get out of my way before I pay you back for Pearl Harbor,” bellowed Art. 
Dan, never one to take guff from anybody, least of all Art, replied, “If you want to pay me back for World War Two, then you owe three years restitution for my family being held in Manzanar while my dad won two Purple Hearts in the South Pacific, dickhole.  As for World War Three, we already won that under the supreme guidance of Generals Toyota, Honda and Mazda.”
Art, being as thick as day-old oatmeal, said, “Hey, that’s right. My Accord needs an oil change. Thanks for reminding me, Nip.”
“Always a pleasure to help out one of Rimes’ finest,” said Dan said sarcastically.
Thinking he had been complimented, Art muttered, “Damn right,” headed to the autopsy table, and reached for the sheet revealing Andy’s oddly shod feet.
“Art!” shouted Dan. “He’s in the freezer.”
Art looked puzzled, but dropped the half-lifted sheet back on Andy and turned back to Dan. 
“Then who’s this?” Art pointed his thumb back over his shoulder as he lumbered toward the freezer.
“A homeless alcoholic from Des Moines Okayed for med school dissection. I gotta set him up for couple forensic majors who are due here…” Dan checked his watch “…in about twenty minutes to practice their scalpel skills.”
Stancoach’s drawer was still open a crack. Art peered in and then pulled the drawer out all the way. 
“So what d’ya think happened to the old faggot? Stuck his dick in a socket and the short circuit blew his brains out?”
“Art, you know I am not supposed to influence an official investigation, especially one already blessed with your brilliant scenarios. I’m just here to provide medical facts, and hope they don’t contradict your insightful hypotheses.”
“Yeah, right, like the fact that the homo had a bad case of buttfuckeroids, as I’m sure you, being a first-class closet case, immediately identified. I’m already up to here in all that shit. I’m talking about the stuff you and that ass hole Cobb want to hide from me, but ain’t gonna get away with this time!”
“Okay, okay, you’re right. I guess I should help out wherever I can and quit screwing around”, Dan struggled to feign sincerity. “What do you want to know?”
“I want to know what you think happened, you devious yellow-skinned, slant-eyed, can’t-drive-for-shit commie!”
“Well,” Dan replied, ignoring the bizarre amalgamation of insults. “You know the molester was a homosexual, right?”
“Du-uh!!” said Art. “After eight years as a jail guard, I’m plenty experienced. So, are you saying that he was bu-fued and then the corn holer killed him?”
“Like I said, I am bound by law not to give you any particular direction other than the facts. But it is amazing how you just happened to zoom in on that scenario over all the other possibilities…”
Art squinted at Dan for a minute, then turned away and, like a car starting in below-zero weather, his gears commenced turning. “Yeah,” said Art under his breath. “Now I get it. He was in the lab of that other weirdo, Emile the Nazi, who flunked me in biochemistry. Yeah, that makes sense. All them Nazis were fags. Emile must be a flaming homo and frickin’ offed Stancoach probably ‘cause he was jealous of his uncircumcised dick… or something. I mean, you have to be insane to decide to be a fag anyway, so it makes sense that it doesn’t make sense.”
“Right Art, cause being gay is a choice”, said Dan, sarcastically. “No one can figure ‘em like you” said Dan.
“Hey,” Art bellowed, turning abruptly toward Dan. “How big is the molester’s schlong?”
The sheet over Andy lifted about two inches as he stifled another laugh.
Dan said, “Dude, why do you care?” 
“I’ve spent a lotta time in locker rooms,” said Art. “If it’s one thing I know, it’s guy’s dicks. Fags all have weird ones, crooked and shit, and usually tiny, like yours, and sometimes blue from the bottles of guy-agra they snarf.”
“So you’re experience as a football player has really prepared you for a case involving homosexuality. Or was it just a lucky guess?”
“No, you squint-eyed prick. This is what we police detectives do, we detect. And I just detected that I practically have this little case solved and you had better not tell anybody about this conversation or you are up the poon-tang river with out a woody.”
It was all Andy could do to keep from rolling off the table in a spasm. How was Dan keeping a straight face?
“Look, Art, cut me some slack, okay? I’m not saying a word. Just let me do my job and I’ll stay out of your way.”
“That’s right. ‘Cause World War Fucking Four is going to be me kicking your ass all the way back to Mongolia!”
“Mongolia! What the… ?”  Andy was about to pop.
“Right, Art. No Mongolian ass-kicking for this Asian-American.”
“Damn, right”, said Art. “And just in case you get inclined to forget, let me make it formal. I hereby proclaim you are officially prohibited from being in any way involved with this case.”
“Prohibited by whose authority?” smirked Dan.
“By the court of If-I-catch-you-doing-anything-suspicious-I-am-going-to-flatten-you-into-a-sashimi-roll,” said Art, “and also by this court order,” Art added, throwing a crumpled piece of paper at Dan, “signed by coach Bud’s golfing buddy, the honorable Bill Bagley.”
“Sashimi roll, surprisingly clever, coming from your walnut-sized brain,” Dan mumbled just out of earshot. Though sashimi did not come in rolls, at least Art had gotten the culinary continent approximately correct. Dan looked at the court order and tried to hide his anger. Bagley was a corrupt local magistrate with a child pornography problem. Widely despised, he somehow managed to hold on to his post, probably by controlling a blackmail network with all his subordinate perverts caught in its web. For a moment, Andy flashed on the thought that maybe Bagley was covering for his own involvement with Stancoach’s depraved exploits. But it didn’t really figure. Stancoach was totally gay, while Bagley was an equal opportunity bisexual pederast.
“Glad you liked it”, said Art. “Now get the fuck outta here before I autopsy your ass.”
“Wait a minute. Like I said, a couple of students are coming in.”
“Whatever. Just keep those pre-med ass-wipes outta here till I finish my private inquiry.”
Realizing that it was worthless to pursue this low level line of insults, Dan headed out of the room, glanced at the adjacent autopsy table, which Dan knew was empty just twenty minutes ago, and hoped like hell Andy was not allergic to formaldehyde.
After Dan stepped outside, Andy lifted the sheet just far enough to observe Art.
Art pulled back the shroud covering the naked molester. First, he hefted the corpse’s shriveled penis a couple of times. Next, he stuck his curled finger underneath its testicles, apparently probing its anus. Then, finally, after wiping his fingers on his lapel, he tentatively poked around at the neck hole, then jammed his little finger down the esophagus, pulled it out and smelled it. He followed the smell test with a quick taste test, paused, repeated the procedure, and this time took enough sample to actually have to chew and swallow.
“Hmmm,” Art said to himself, “It really does taste like chicken.”
It took super human control for Andy to stifle a gasp as he watched Art slam the body backs into the freezer. 
Basically, Andy surmised, Art was a bumbling fool with no idea how to investigate a murder and was probably in violation of the rules laid down by the Des Moines detectives for this particular case, not to mention every health-related regulatory body in existence. If he truly had barred Dan from further involvement, then who was left to actually solve the case?
Art farted, and left the room, shouting something muffled about ‘Japs have tiny dicks’ to Dan on the way out. 
Andy heaved up off the autopsy table and took a step over to the freezer, then heard more noise in the hallway; perhaps several loud voices down the corridor. Maybe there was some truth in Dan’s story about med students coming by.
Not wanting to spend any more time on the autopsy table, Andy grabbed from the linen basket one of Dan’s lab coats, which prominently displayed the “Cloud Nine Cleaners” logo and snagged a surgical mask from the wall cabinet. Then he bolted out the front door, nearly colliding with one of the Des Moines detectives. He kept going saying, “That baby is coming out whether I get there on time or not. Gotta run!”
When he hit the outer door, Andy sprinted away from Dan’s lab, jumped in his truck and drove to the Nanotechnology Institute building parking lot. As he drove, pondering the events of the morning, he muttered, “If this morning is any indication of the afternoon, I’m in for a very long day.”
 
***
 

Chapter 12
In his lab, Andy pushed himself back from the microscope and massaged his tight forehead. 
Good science hinged on acute and objective observation, and Andy had lost focus. No focus meant no work. No work meant experiments languished, nothing got published, graduate students failed, funding dried up, the university suffered, his career tanked, and he would become yet another casualty of the ivory tower. A “teaching professor”, the feel good euphemism for a research failure who had become departmental dead wood. If he lost his science so soon after he’d lost Brianna, he’d lose his grounding, and then surely his grip on whatever tendrils of reality he still held.
He could sense that he was beginning to falter. He had almost lost it completely when he had observed Fletcher’s sick corpse-probing in the morgue. Art’s behavior had been disgusting. Andy should have been holding back his breakfast, rather than hysterics. 
What’s the big strain? Andy wondered. I’ve stewed in the pressure cooker before.
The demands and frustrations of academia guaranteed Andy was no stranger to potential flameout. Long ago, he’d looked for relief and found some in martial arts, music, and meditation. These practices had taught him how to tell whether his focus was blurred by weariness or muddled by worry. True, he felt spent, drained of the energy burned during the previous morning’s adrenalin-spiked rescue. But from that sort of exhaustion, he should feel release, not anxiety. More than mere tiredness dragged on him.
Andy stood up, stretched, breathed in, breathed out, relaxed. Maybe he should just let everything go. Maybe he should turn his back on Brianna and the past, Bobby and Stancoach, Dan and the morgue. Maybe Fletcher was right, and he simply should let others do their jobs. 
Surrender.
But Andy could not quit, ever. All his life, whatever the question, he had been driven by a desire to find out. “To seek the truth” was the definition of science, and of him. Even when the subject was his own dark corners, he would not sleep until the light had been turned on and every shadowed object revealed.  
He saw now what troubled him. His usual wise-guy attitude, his self-accepted way of snarling back at meanness, had given way to a grimmer force, a violence he meant to bury along with Brianna, as a tribute to her honor and affirmation of her spirit. But the strategy of containment now seemed only to bottle up anger for the moment, only to intensify future explosions, only to breed the very conflict Brianna had so firmly opposed. 
Brianna understood these things. For the too brief time they shared, she had been the solid fulcrum on which he had balanced his restless life. She would listen, and provide thoughtful and accurate counsel. He missed her counsel, her voice, her honest eyes and gentle, comforting embraces.  He missed her…
Andy walked from the lab bench to his desk, stared down at the photos and souvenirs under the sheet of glass that covered the desk’s surface. His eyes scanned the memorabilia with the same intensity he’d applied to the microscope. Then he dropped into the 1940s-vintage swivel chain, plunked his elbows on the desk, and plopped his forehead into his hands. 
Thoughts of Brianna stabbed like a double-edged sword. The good times like their trips to retreats at the mystical Asilomar and a majestic castle at the foot of the Alps had brought him unmatched joy. But her murder had filled him with pain and rage that sapped his energy as he strove to suppress them through sheer will.
Frustrated, Andy watched his thoughts carrousel in well-worn ruts. He leaned back, and the squeak of his chair cried like a distant moan for help.
Andy sat slumped that way for a long time. Then his near-comatose state was broken by a clear, familiar voice.
“Andy?”
Andy’s head shot up, startled. At first he thought he had fallen into a dream. He shook his head clear and confirmed that he was awake.
The voice spoke again, right behind him.
“Andy?”
He spun around. Nothing. But the voice was too memorable, exactly as he’d recalled it a thousand times, calm, full, and beyond question.
“Brianna?” 
Andy’s own voice sounded distant and trembling. He looked around, made sure nobody was within earshot, then ventured a whisper.
“Bri, is it you? Where are you?”
“I’m here, Andy, with you.”
Andy blinked, then muttered, “But...you’re dead.” 
No answer came. 
Andy’s analytical brain spun a mile a minute trying to figure out what the hell was happening. An elaborate prank by his students? Not likely. They liked Andy and were very sympathetic when Brianna died. Perhaps he had blown a major cerebral blood vessel and this was the hallucinogenic result. He had no problem with spirituality and the concept of some sort of energy transfer after death, a physicist’s idea of an afterlife, but a disembodied voice felt way too “late night movie” for him. 
Andy gave himself a reality check. He stared at the photo he had taken of Brianna at the cell biology conference where they first met. He touched the smooth glass that covered it. He carefully lifted the glass and removed the photo in is cardboard frame. Opening the back of the frame he removed a folded sheet of paper. A letter from Bri, ostensibly thanking him for a copy of the picture but also inviting him to visit her lab. The subtle gardenia fragrance still interwoven with the paper fibers brought pools of liquid to the brim of his lower eyelids. He sniffed hard, self-consciously wiped his face and sat back, tightly gripping the wooden chair arms, listening to silence, had feeling his heartbeat slow. 
Then the voice came again.
“Am I dead to you, Andy?”
W-what’s happening?” Andy spoke aloud now, engrossed by curiosity, unconcerned what an outside observer would have to think. 
He answered, “No, never...”
And he waited for the response.
“I’m here to help you.”
Help me? Andy wondered to himself. How could Brianna help me from the “other side”? 
As if she had read his thoughts, Brianna responded.
“The only way I can, to help you help yourself.” 
“Help me help myself?” Sensei, after too much sake, might say something like this. But the living Brianna had never been this cryptic. In fact, her direct manner was one of the reasons she and Andy had gotten along so incredibly well.  He was starting to become more than a little concerned that he had in fact suffered some sort of breakdown and had gone over the edge.
The etherial voice said, “To remind you who you are, until you remember on your own.”
Giving in to the impossible and desperately needing some closure, Andy said, 
“Who am I, then?”
“Remember the child? What did you tell the child?”
“The child?” Andy murmured. What the hell did that mean? My inner child? 
“The young girl, Beauty.”
Andy understood instantly, “You know about that?”
“I know everything about you, Andy. I am with you. What did you tell her?”
“Well…” Andy strained to recall. “That I’m a scientist. A cowboy scientist, to be accurate...”
“What does a scientist do?”
“Solve problems.”
“What problem do you need to solve now?”
“The problem of being unfocused, scatterbrained, and more than a little angry at the world.”
For a moment, a gap of silence loomed. Then Brianna’s disembodied voice spoke again.
“Let me ask another way, Andy. What problem do you need to solve, so you can solve your problem?”
“That’s a riddle, a paradox.”
“And how did Sensei teach you to attack paradox?”
“Not to think…”
“But…
“But to feel.”
“And…”
“And to act.”
“No mind.”
“Yes.” 
“So what do you feel?”
“Mainly confusion, disbelief and the need to see a shrink ASAP… and maybe a little fear”
“Yes, a little fear, but a fear of what?”
Andy knew the answer. It plagued him like a cancer, but he did not like letting it percolate into his consciousness, so he kept it locked in a little mental box in the attic of his brain. With the spectral Brianna’s prodding, however, the lid flew open and the truth popped out like a jack in the box. 
Finally Andy said, “Afraid that what happened to you might happen to Charlie and Beauty, and anybody else I get close to.”
“And so…?”
“So I must protect them.”
“Then act.” 
“Act? But how? Do what?”
Andy yearned for this advice. His eyes head jerked left and right, the cords in his neck taut as cables, as he strained to find Brianna, not to lose her again. 
No answer came. Andy felt a wave of panic wash over him. He had let go of disbelief to clutch the hope the voice offered. Now, as he dangled over black despair, that finger hold was crumbling. 
“Wait. Don’t leave me,” Andy pleaded. “Tell me what to do!” 
Nothing.
Andy pounded his right fist on the desk, dropped his head into his left hand. A warm tear rolled down his cheek. He felt frozen, unsure he would ever be able to move, until he again heard her voice.
The silence dissolved Andy’s grasp. He plummeted into darkness. 
Then came a whisper from memory, the quiet, steady voice of Sensei.
“The only way out is through.”
The words shot like a laser beam through a black night.
And Andy acted.
 
***
 

Chapter 13
“You think I was bait?” 
Charlie set down her coffee mug on the rough-hewn table in the den next to Greta’s office, and raised an eyebrow at Andy. 
Andy wasn’t sure how to answer. 
An hour ago, his plan fresh in his mind, Andy had rushed to Vibe and spilled out part of that plan to Greta. She had agreed, after some convincing, to allow Andy to meet secretly with Charlie in this back room. And despite her petulance at Andy for relaxing with another female on her own private sofa in her own private boudoir of her own private enterprise, Greta had also asked Trey to show Charlie to the back room when Charlie arrived. Astonishingly, Trey had demonstrated the tenderness of a true gentleman. He not only had made Charlie comfortable, but also had assumed supervision of Beauty outside the “Over 18” establishment. And Beauty, for her part, seemed charmed by the contrast between the man-mountain’s rippling muscles and his chivalrous demeanor.
“Well?” Charlie arched her eyebrow as she lifted the coffee cup to her lips.
Andy snapped out of his thoughts and answered Charlie’s question.
“That depends,” said Andy, “on how you look at things. I would rather see your role as “crime stopping goddess”, than bait...”
Charlie gave him a “that was pretty weak” half smile and said, “Well I guess we’re in this together, and I am a goddess... so, bait or goddess, what’s the plan?”
“We’ll know that when we put all our pieces on the table and make them fit, so have a few more slugs of that.” Andy pointed at Charlie’s mug. “Greta’s private blend is sure-fire starter-fluid for yakativity.”
“Yakativity? Is that in the dictionary?” Charlie laughed. Andy liked that Charlie was loosening up.
“Conversabilitation, loquacitude, whatever you want to call it, we need to talk.”
Charlie hefted the mug, took a sip, and said, “All right. What next?”
“Well, why were you so taciturn…” Andy trailed off when Charlie gave him the eyebrow again.
“Uh, taciturn,” said Andy. “It’s in the dictionary, it means…”
“I know what taciturn means, Andy.”
“The other day when just the three of us were at your place, I sensed you were, well, monitoring details.”
“Andy, we’d just met. Under unusual conditions, I admit. But I wouldn’t recite the entire novel of my life without first giving you a chance to check out the dust jacket.”
“Ah. Your jacket. It’s very nice.”
“It was a metaphor, Andy.”
“I know. What I mean is, if you were a book, I’d probably pick you up, uh, that is, figuratively, not literally though I guess I already did pick you up, literally, if you know what I mean.” Andy’s cheeks burned from the series of unintended double entendres. He liked Charlie, but he didn’t want to give the wrong impression. The Stancoach situation was too serious for glib flirtation. Plus, so soon after Brianna, Andy just wasn’t thinking about anyone “that way” right now.
Charlie played it off. “I know what you mean, Andy. If there’s something you want to ask, go ahead. I agree that we seem to be in this thing together. And at the very least, I owe you something for my rescue.”
“Then here’s my idea. I’ll tell you all I know about Stancoach and the lab, as long as it’s not classified, and anything else that might be relevant. After I fill you in on what I know, I hope you’ll see I can be trusted with whatever you have to say. The bottom line is that I have the feeling you have more information than you are revealing, and it might be important to ‘put it out there’ as we formulate a plan. ”
“You first,” said Charlie.
Andy took a deep breath and dove in. He explained how Stancoach was responsible for obtaining the government-based contracts that supported the lab financially. Though much of the work was mundane, security was a priority, and Stancoach in particular was a fanatic for keeping all his files in a secure vault he had specifically built for the purpose with funding from the Department of Defense. Files out in the open, like those Charlie had been carrying, might tempt thieves working for competitors, or jealous colleagues, or some combination of the two. That’s why it seemed out of character for Stancoach to transfer files casually, rather than by bonded delivery or campus guard. As for specific murder suspects, Stancoach was finicky in all areas of his life, personal as well as professional, which led to clashes with everyone he knew. Just recently, Andy had been talking to a colleague (Andy did not name Bobby) whom Stancoach had seduced but then dumped before the affair got too “messy.” 
Andy stopped speaking and studied Charlie’s reaction. 
“What’s the matter?” Charlie asked.
“It surprises me, that’s all. Though I guess it shouldn’t.”
“What?”
“You seemed indifferent to his “top secret” activities, which I figured might intrigue you, but you tuned in when I mentioned Stancoach’s personal foibles. But I guess for most people the soap opera is more interesting than the spy story.”
“Actually, you had me pegged right. My bookshelf holds for more mystery than romance. Beauty’s made sure of that.”
“So why the interest in Miles the molester?”
“When I attended the University some years ago, I knew Doctor Stancoach slightly. I think that acquaintance, and the little I’d learned about the nature of research while I was here, is what landed me the position with him now.”
“How many years ago?”
“Oh, maybe ten.” 
“I’m surprised we never met.”
“Well, I was in another building, I also worked a part-time job, and I was engaged, so…” Charlie looked down into her coffee cup, then took another sip.
“What were you working on?”
“A master’s degree in biomedicine with Emile Prottle. Do you know him?”
”Of course. Brilliant. In a class by himself. Been here longer than everyone, and taught just about everyone here, including me and Stancoach. He and Stancoach achieved some of our department’s earliest successes. He’s semi-retired now, though.”
“I’m surprised. He seemed like the type who’d lie down to die on his lab bench.”
Andy laughed. “He probably would under normal circumstances but since his wife died he gets over to the lab only two or three days a week. 
“So what was the big rush? Why was I to get those papers to him right away?”
Andy hadn’t known this had been Charlie’s errand. He stifled his surprise and tried to look thoughtful. Then he shrugged. “If some deadline were looming, and there always is, then Stancoach might risk sending work to Emile for a quick review before submitting it. But why use you to deliver?” 
“Stancoach said he thought it would add a little surprise to Emile’s day. I guess Emile leads a pretty routine life.”
“If you consider working on clandestine, cutting-edge research routine.”
Charlie said nothing, and Andy didn’t want her to clam up completely. So he took another tack. “So what happened? Did you finish the degree?”
“At first Rod and I were doing okay.”
“Rod?”
“My husband at the time. I introduced Rod to Stancoach at a biomed student-faculty mixer and Stancoach helped Rod get a job in the international arts department.”
“We have an international arts department?”
“Rod was pretty much it. He and Stancoach shared an interest in public art around the globe, you know, murals and mosaics, outdoor galleries, sculpture gardens, interactive installations…”
“Stancoach was probably planning ahead for a monument to himself. Something along the lines of the Washington memorial, but taller.”
Charlie cracked a wry smile and continued. “Anyway, Rod’s idea was to obtain grants from the national endowment for the art to fund large scale works of art on campus, make the university an eye-catching institution to garner recognition and attract more funding for all the departments.”
“If you’re talking lust for money and fame, you’re definitely talking Stancoach.”
“Stancoach certainly knew the ropes when it came to grants. And Rod had the vision and the passion to sell the project. The two of them got off to a fast start, Stancoach greasing the financial wheels for seed money, and Rod traveling nationally and abroad to make contacts, develop concepts, prepare presentations…”
Charlie trailed off and stared into the distance. Andy chose not to interrupt the wheels he sensed turning in her mind. When Charlie began talking again, her voice was softer, more resigned.
“Rod grew up on a small, isolated farm in a strict, conservative family. He didn’t fit in. He was smart, but also artistic, rugged, but also gentle, strong, but also graceful. For him, receiving a scholarship to the university was like receiving a return ticket to his home planet. He was no longer an alien.”
“And you seem so down to Earth,” said Andy. “If you don’t mind me asking, what was the long-term attraction?”
“When we met, we fulfilled complementary needs. He needed someone rooted and savvy who appreciated and encouraged his creativity. I needed someone whose idea of manhood went beyond football sweat, beer breath, and mindlessly kinetic sex. And we both wanted a family. When Beauty joined our family, everything seemed perfect.”
Charlie looked at Andy with misting eyes.
“You don’t have to ask,” she said. “I know the next question. What happened? I only wish I knew. But I can tell you the plain facts. During the time Rod traveled and I stayed home with Beauty, he changed. When he was here, he would spend days on end in his studio obsessed with his work. We only saw him when he needed a change of clothes or some food, and he would be wild-eyed and temperamental. Things reached a point where I feared his coming home, and sighed relief when he left. Eventually, I realized it had been many months since we had shared a bed, and in some sense our marriage was over. I still don’t know what was going on with him, what caused his irrational behavior.”
Charlie’s voice caught, and she took another sip of coffee to clear her throat. Then, staring off as though visualizing the scene, she went on. “One night, it was storming outside that way it does in the Midwest, raining buckets, flashing lightning. Rod kicked in our door and stood there drenched and dripping.”
In her mind’s eye she saw all too clearly Rod in the doorway, rasping gasps of air, his clothes torn, his hair matted into a filthy mane, his quivering fingernails arched like sharp, jagged claws. 
“He just stood there, his burning eyes riveting me in place. And I tried to hold his gaze, because at least his apparent rage was focused on me, not Beauty, who was sleeping in the bedroom. Then he lunged at me like a deranged animal, ripped the clothes from my body, and hurled me backward into the kitchen and then through a sliding glass door.” Charlie’s head dropped. When she raised it again, she looked directly at Andy, as though daring both him and herself to accept what she next would say. “He raped me while a shard of glass shoved deeper and deeper into my spine, severing my spinal cord. When he finished, he staggered off into the night. I never saw him again.”
Charlie choked back tears as she looked at Andy with an unwavering gaze.
“Did I leave out too many details this time?” she asked, before breaking down into uncontrollable sobs.
After a short rap on the woodwork, Greta poked her head in, took one look, said, “Oh, Jesus!” and shut the door, leaving Andy and Charlie alone. 
Not a minute later, Trey strode in, observed the scene for a moment, hoisted Andy by his shirt and balled up his free fist saying, “Andy, if you…” 
Charlie said, “No, no. It’s not his fault. It has nothing to do with him.” 
Trey dropped Andy back down. He stared at Charlie for a few seconds then, feeling out of his element and a little embarrassed, he glanced back at Andy with an indecipherable expression, turned and left the room just as Beauty was peeking through the door.
“C’mon youngster, let’s get you an I-talian soda”, he said, scooping her up like a stuffed animal.
Greta came back with two boxes of Kleenex. She sat next to Charlie, patting her gently on the back and saying, “It’s ok, it’s ok,” while handing her tissue after tissue. 
After about ten minutes, when Charlie’s sobs had reduced to snuffles, Trey reappeared, knocked gently on the doorframe, asked, “OK to come in?” When Charlie nodded her head yes, Trey entered, put his hand on Andy’s shoulder and said awkwardly, “Sorry, man, I....”.
“Forget it Trey, no explanation necessary”, Andy said.
Finally, Beauty trailed in behind Trey. Intuiting that something was wrong but needing no details she wrapped her arms around Charlie and laid her head on her mother’s hunched back.
For some minutes, Andy stared through the open door into the hallway. No one walked by to see his or her five figures poised there in a silent tableau.
Then suddenly a loud pounding echoed down the hallway from the club’s front door. Greta went to check it out, while Trey motioned everyone to stay put as he followed after her. 
Andy could hear Greta arguing with a man out front. Trey came back in, pushed Charlie’s sofa aside, and pulled open the drapes behind it to reveal French doors door leading to a little garden patio.
Trey said, “They’re covering the front and the back. This garden leads on to a cornfield. That’s how we go.”
Trey gently hoisted Charlie up on one shoulder. Beauty followed them out as Andy folded up Charlie’s wheelchair and carried it with him. As he stepped just outside into the patio he reached inside to pull the couch back into position, yanked closed the drapes, and swung the glass door shut. Then he quietly ran after Trey, Charlie, and Beauty as they padded through the emerging green stalks of corn toward a cluster of trees lining one of thousands of dirt roads that crisscrossed Iowa like a giant waffle iron.
When they reached the trees, Trey signaled them to stop and asked Andy for his truck keys. Keys in hand he left the group to wait concealed in the thick, rustling leaves. About fifteen minutes later, he came bouncing down the dirt road in Andy’s truck to pick them up. Quickly, they crammed into the truck cabin, squeezed much tighter than before by Trey’s added bulk. 
“Who was there?” asked Andy, as Trey steered them through the network of backfield dirt roads.
“The po po. You guys are hot.”
“Hot?” asked Charlie.
“Fletcher’s crew is after you.”
“We should have talked to them,” said Charlie.
“You need time to think on that. Fletcher is not one do stick to protocol when rousting innocent people and I was not about to let him start taking pot shots at you.”
“So where are we going, Treymont?” asked Beauty. 
Treymont? Andy wondered if he let anyone else call him that.
“We’re goin’ to one of my relatives, deep in the sticks.”
“We’re in Iowa, Treymont,” said Andy. Andy glanced sideways at Trey, who cut him a look. “The whole state is the sticks.”
“I’m not talking parks and farmland. I’m talkin’ weeds and oaks, brother. The tall grass and the river greenbelt, and”, looking sideways at Andy, ”the name is Trey.”
“Then let me out up ahead. You guys take the truck and go on. There’s something I need to check out on my own. Then we’ll hook back up.”
They dropped Andy off on a dirt road about two miles from town and he spent several hours heading back toward town as he intentionally walked a meandering route, and unintentionally stumbled over grass-covered potholes, boulders, and rusty plow parts as dusk deepened into twilight. 
 
***
 

Chapter 14
When the silhouette of the lab building finally loomed against the darkening star-flecked night, Andy circled around to approach from the back. He made sure, as he drew closer, that the parking lot was empty before he crept up to a side door and quietly entered.
After he slipped through the doorway to his own lab and silently clicked the bolt shut, Andy snagged a bottle of water and a bag of anti-oxidant rich trail mix from the fridge, then booted up his computer and launched Skype to try to catch Dan in his office.
“Andy, glad you checked in,” said Dan, his video image flickering in near real-time mode on Andy’s Skype screen.
“I wasn’t sure you’d pick up after you IDed me.”
“You’re right. I should probably sign off and keep my nose clean. But it’s your turn to do a favor for me, and I’ll even toss in a bonus heads-up if you can keep me ahead of that deadbeat Fletcher.”
“Why me?”
“You’ll see. But first answer me this. We had a bomb scare today. Someone found a suspicious box in a freezer at the university. When it was called in, we went to check it out.”
“A box in a freezer. Wow. That’s as rare as finding a cow pie in a pasture.” Andy checked the soles of his borrowed shoes while he talked.
“How many cow patties have you stepped in with this stamped on it?”
Dan held up a photo of the box. On the side was the symbol for radiation.
“Hmm. Still not that unusual. I’d bet there are at least a hundred boxes with that warning on them in this building right now.  A lot of people use radioactive materials around here, ya know.”
“Could this be from, say, your lab?”
“Sure. My guys work with radioactive nucleotides for tagging DNA. All the shipping boxes have that symbol. Like I said, a hundred or more in our building at any one time”.
“What do those radioactive nucleotides tags look like?”
“Invisible to you and me, usually dissolved in a drop of liquid inside a plastic tube in a glass vial that is inside a lead pig.”
“What the hell is a lead pig?”
“A lead cylinder for carrying radioactive shit. And don’t ask why they call it a pig, because I have no idea,” said Andy, slightly exasperated.
“In other words, they don’t look like this.” Dan held up another photo and Andy stared at it. Despite the blurriness, Andy made out the face of a human head.
“Jesus,” said Andy.
“No, we’re still looking for him,” said Dan. “This is someone else.” 
The face was strangely mask-like. “Who?” asked Andy, already knowing the answer in his subconscious.
“It’s kinda hard to tell by the atypical deadpan expression, but I think you can put one and one together.”
Andy recalled the headless body and his subconscious suspicion leapt to the fore. “You’re freaking kidding me, the Molester?”
“None other.” Dan, too, as an undergrad, had known Stancoach.
“His face looks so distorted.”
“Well, he’s been off lately,” said Dan, grinning ghoulishly.
“You oughta get a job as the host of a late-night horror show.”
“TV? Uh-uh, no way. I’ll take dead bodies over dead beats any day. Even when they require some assembly.”
“So the head does match the neck? You have a complete corpse?”
“Yes, it matches the neck. But no, the corpse isn’t quite complete.” Dan held up another photo, this one of the head sitting in a brace on Dan’s lab bench. The angle was an aerial view of the top of the cranium. A hole had been cut, clearly showing Stancoach’s skull to be empty.
Andy shuddered in disgust. “That’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. Beats the lady who cooked herself in the crock pot of her own Jacuzzi”
“And you accuse me of having a grave sense of humor.”
“I just hope you leave it at the office when your girlfriend asks you for some head.”
“That’s one image I didn’t need, bro.”
“Hey, I’m not the one with the photo archive of the world’s weirdest decapitations.” 
“You got me there, bro’,” said Dan. “This is definitely one of the weirdest. And you don’t even know why.”
“But you’re gonna tell me.”
“Only if you promise to answer one question after I do.”
“Sounds ominous.”
“Promise?”
Andy sighed. “Yeah.”
“This bastard had his head cut off and his brains scooped out…and there’s no blood!”
“What do you mean no blood?”
“The maniac’s a neat freak. Tidiest psycho killing I ever saw.”
“So this pretty much rules out suicide?”
“Pretty much. But it’s not your turn to ask questions. It’s mine.”
“All right. Shoot.”
“When they found the head, it was all wrapped up in plastic.” Dan stared at Andy through the screen. “Why was that plastic covered with your fingerprints?”
 
***
 

Chapter 15
Andy raced through the night. His legs pumped furiously, as though now he were being chased not only by a posse of redneck cops, but also by a mob of angry villagers convinced that the fingerprint evidence Dan had revealed only minutes ago certified him to be guest of honor at their next necktie party. Running first toward his house on the west side of Rimes, he made an abrupt turnabout, realizing that he did not want to be where the police might find him.  He decided that the Institute would be as safe as any place to sleep, and it would not be the first time a Professor had spent the night in the lab. 
As he ran back toward the Institute his mind also raced to knit together the threads of the crime. Someone had stolen the papers from Charlie, papers originating with Stancoach and destined for Emile. What was that all about? Emile never got them, but he might know what they contained. If he did, then he alone might be able to pinpoint the true killer. Because Andy knew a couple of things no one else knew, not even Dan. 
Andy knew he hadn’t played fair with Dan by not telling him everything. He trusted Dan, but he figured there must be a leak that threatened them both. And Andy didn’t want Dan accused of being an accessory to a crime, no matter how bogus that accusation may be. Maybe the computer Dan had just used was bugged. Maybe any one of those people Andy had seen around the coroner’s office had been eavesdropping. Anything was possible. 
But one thing was for sure. Whatever Stancoach and Emile had been working on had nothing to do with Andy, or he would have known about it. Therefore, sometime after the murder, someone had grabbed some plastic wrap out of Andy’s trashcan and wrapped it around the head to try intentionally to connect Andy to the crime. 
That person probably put the head in that radioactive box for the same reason. Emile’s lab assistants worked with those boxes all the time. Once the cops figured out how the box registration system worked, they would trace the serial number on the box to the person who ordered the shipment. 
The culprit, therefore, had to be someone who knew the lab procedures, who had access to both Andy’s and Emile’s labs to get the packaging materials, and who could plant the head in the refrigerator without being caught, so that, when it was discovered, Andy, Emile, and their lab people would be framed. 
A list of such people would not be long. 
Also, Dan hadn’t mentioned if the box itself bore fingerprints or not, but if it did, the killer probably had worn gloves to keep intact the prints of everyone who had handled the box, except the killer’s own. 
Andy smiled. Subtract the print list from the suspect list, and one of the very few who remained likely would be the culprit. 
Then the science module of Andy’s mind, the circuitry that ruled out no possibility in the search to get as close to absolute truth as possible, kicked in. Possibly, the killer would leave prints on the box on purpose, so that when the cops started to identify them, they would not be oddly missing. 
Either way, at least now Andy knew why the cops were hot on his tail. Since Fletcher suspected Andy, he probably already had a set of Andy’s prints to compare to the prints on the plastic. But he wouldn’t have everyone else’s prints yet. That’s why the cops had come looking for him that afternoon. They either must have tailed him, or staked out the club in wait for him, which certainly meant they were after him still.
Andy considered running to Emile’s home, but he didn’t want to bang on Emile’s door, wake the neighbors, and have someone call the police. He considered waiting in Emile’s office, but the cops there could easily corner him as well. Any direct attempt to contact Emile would be risky, so the best bet would be the reverse, to have Emile contact him. 
But how could that be arranged? Charlie might contact the office with a message for Emile to call a certain number, but that also could expose them, not only to the cops, but also, probably, to the killer.
With the killer ahead and the cops behind, how could “the only way out” be “through?” Andy felt like he was trapped between mechanical walls closing in from front and back.
Unless the way out and through was sideways. 
 
***
 

Chapter 16
Andy decided to sleep in the Decontamination Suite in the basement. Nobody would think of looking for him there, the place was never used, at least not formally. He threw a bunch of unworn containment suits into a pile and fell into them.  His mind caught in a tangle of hypothesis and questions, he barely slept at all.  Finally, at around 6AM he quickly showered, put back on his dirty sweats and t-shirt, and hustled upstairs to wait for the arrival of his perpetually stoned colleague Hal.  He crouched behind the poorly pruned dogwood shrubs with a vantage of the bike rack where Hal would come to park his Department of Defense funded carbon nanofiber molded road bike and smoke his morning joint before entering the building. 
Andy’s plan was to approach Hal with a handwritten message to deliver to Emile, should Emile come in. Hopefully, the cops would not yet have picked up Emile’s scent. Then Emile could call the pay phone near the bathroom in the park, where Andy would wait to pick up.  
During the night, Andy had awoken, run to the small park adjacent to the Institutes parking lot and tested the phone. Thankfully it was not out of order due to abuse and vandalism by the local students, a common problem. He copied down the number for Hal to give to Emile. Maybe these precautions were overly wary, but Andy didn’t want any cell phone records or tapped phone recordings to be gathered as evidence. Then he had scurried back to his lair for a few more hours’ rest, if not slumber.
It was well past nine in the morning and Andy shivered in the brisk morning air fearing Hal would never show up. When Hal finally did arrive, Andy could see why he was late. Somehow Hal had talked Laney, the statuesque barmaid, into walking with him to work, which meant they had spent the night together. 
Andy just didn’t understand how Hal did it. To be high twenty-four/seven, yet land massive government grants and found million dollar biotech start-ups, to be a forty something, pot bellied Jewish professor, yet constantly end up with babelicious girlfriends like the one on his arm now, defied all explanation. But Hal possessed the magic touch, and he sure knew how to push the right buttons.
Fortunately, when Andy approached, Hal was so mellow from sexual exhaustion that Andy could have asked him to bend over for a procto exam and Hal would have done it without question. Andy gave Hal the note, Hal tucked it into Laney’s ample cleavage in order to “smuggle it in,” and guaranteed he’d deliver it when Emile arrived.
As soon as Hal turned to go inside, Andy jogged off to shoo away anyone who approached the pay phone. Just after he ducked behind the bathroom structure, he glanced back around the cinderblock wall and spied a cop car as it pulled up to the lab. 
Maybe the cops simply had to do some follow-up on the Stancoach death scene or gather fingerprints for comparison as Andy already expected, but Andy feared the worst, that they had come to wait for Emile, and he knew he’d have to go back and get close enough to figure out their purpose without being spotted. 
As Andy crept from tree to tree back toward the lab building, Hal, the master of timing, happened to wander out of the lab, alone this time, and pluck a joint from above his ear to fire up while it he sat on a park bench and considered the day’s agenda. Andy jogged over to him and sat down. With characteristic cool, Hal accepted Andy’s sudden appearance out of nowhere as he would any hallucination, and relieved Andy’s concern by giving him a new one.
The cops were not there to confront Emile, confided Hal. They were there to present a court order to confiscate every scrap of Stancoach’s materials, including those he had stashed in the vault.
 
***
 

Chapter 17
“Dammit!” said Andy, to an oblivious and highly high Hal. “I gotta get in there before that lard-ass Fletcher does. There have to be records or reports in that vault the Molester did not want other people to see, or why else would he be so protective.” Andy didn’t mention the possible connection between the files Charlie had carried when she was attacked and subsequent events. 
Hal squinted through happy-lined, bloodshot eyes. “If there’s anything besides the official stuff the vault was built for, it’s probably just a bunch of pathetic porn downloads.”
“When it comes to porn, I guess you’d know.”
“Dude, with all the action I get, who’s got time to work the web?”
“Uh, wasn’t it you who told me something about a peephole into the girl’s can?”
“That’s real-time, live-action stuff, bro’. With all the demands on my dating time, I first gotta screen out the falsies and ‘vestites...”
Al’s THC-soaked mind wandered off, as though to reconsider the possibilities of foam rubber and cross-dressing.
“Well, Stancoach was screening out something, too. And I’ve gotta get behind that screen before Art confiscates it.”
Hal snapped back a few degrees from dreamland, and said, “Get real, bro’. You know Stancoach had that thing installed to be impervious to anyone but himself. The CIA insisted. I think he even carried the key on his cock ring. Now he’s dead, ain’t no one but feds gonna bust that baby open.”
“Believe me,” Andy said, remembering the bizarre scene between Fletcher and the Stancoach’s headless corpse, “when Stancoach croaked, his crotch was the first place Fletcher checked. If there’s a way in, Fletcher has it or he wouldn’t be in such a rush to seal the scene. 
Hal, conducted the air with his hand while he composed some cannabis motivated pop song to himself, “Keeps his key on a Johnson ring, unlocks the door by letting it swing...” in sing-song, tickling his own funny bone until his giggling evolved into a full-bellied, wild-eyed laughter, then climaxed in teary contortions as he slid off the bench into spasms on the ground.
Andy gaped for a moment, then sighed, threw Hal a quick “Call me when you’re sober” look, and sprinted to the building to beat the cops. 
The giant cube that constituted the building housing the laboratories of various professors was bordered to the north by parking lots. Stancoach’s office and labs filled the building’s north end ground floor, giving him and his research group a beautiful view of a sea of cars and the railroad tracks and maintenance buildings just beyond. By no coincidence, Andy’s lab was opposite, on the south end of the ground floor. Adjacent to Hal’s suite to the east and Emile’s lab just west. The vault was located at ground floor center, across the corridor from Hal’s lab. Andy somehow had to avoid the cops and access the vault. 
Yet, Andy had to admit Hal was right. The vault was designed to be unbreakable. His best bet might be to glimpse what the cops pulled out when they opened the vault, and, if he could tell what the materials were before the cops did, he might be able still to stay half –a-step ahead.
Andy peeped through the huge, custom installed picture window that constituted the north wall of Stancoach’s office. The cops were there in the office, sorting through filing cabinets, so he still had some time. He needed a way to conceal himself, but get a good look when they opened the vault. If only he could drill a gap like Hal’s peephole into the lady’s room. But then, if he could drill a hole to look into the room, he could also…
Of course!
Andy scrambled to the building’s rear door. Once inside, he lurked for a moment in the small foyer until the hallway was empty, then scampered to Hal’s lab. Hal did not answer Andy’s knock, so apparently he was still outside, as Andy had hoped. 
Since Andy and Hal were the two mavericks of the department, long ago they’d begun to count on each other for mutual support. Eventually, they’d had swapped keys, so they could borrow gear, cover for each other when administrators dropped by, and during long shifts of night work, steal from each other’s grub stashes. 
Andy eased himself inside, left the door ajar, and surveyed the equipment-strewn room for the YAG laser Hal had used for his peephole activities. Luckily it had been stored in the charger, in complete violation of all kinds of federal regulations, ready for five to ten bursts of diamond cutting YAG laser light. The charger charged the onboard hi-tech battery pack and the pack quick-charged the super-capacitors that actually powered the laser.
As Andy struggled with the twenty-five pound “field deployable” device to maneuver it out of the door and into the adjacent vault room, he thought, “Portable, my ass”.
Sweating like a meth-pumped hooker, he tried the door of the vault room and found it locked. He knew his master key was useless because the Molester had re-keyed the door when the vault was installed, so he did not waste any time trying. He focused the laser on the door lock, shut his eyes, and pulled the trigger.
An unnerving hum grated as the super-capacitors charged, then a wicked loud slap echoed as a burst of synchronized photons screamed out of the device and impacted the door, instantly melting the metal lock and blasting a clean, circular hole a good two centimeters wide. Andy pushed past the smoking door, closed it and froze, waiting a few seconds to see if the noise had attracted any curious spectators. While loud noises were not at all uncommon in the building, this one was somewhat unique. 
Satisfied that nobody had been unduly alarmed, he turned and saw the vault about twenty feet away. Over a million dollars of government money gleamed in state-of-the-art indestructible solidity, a seamless multi-ton mass of stainless metal whose appearance alone would daunt even the most hardened professional safecracker.
“What the hell could be so important?” thought Andy. In his experience, every single penny of grant money had to be justified to perfection, yet Stancoach had easily garnered the cool million required to install this one-of-a-kind data locker.
In answer to his own question, Andy said, “Let’s find out,” just as he would when faced with any scientific puzzle. Then he shrugged, pointed the laser at what he thought would be the most sensitive part of the locking mechanism, and pulled the trigger. 
Again the charging sound swelled, followed by the ear-torturing slap and an incredible spectacle of light as the photon packet impacted the door, melting the metal, but also reflecting sharply in all directions, including straight back at Andy. 
“Ouch! Holy shit!” cried Andy as high energy photons and molten metal sprayed in his direction. The pain was short-lived, though the damage was more permanent, as Andy inspected himself and discovered that, though he was mostly unscathed, a few small, clean, but definitely scar-deep, holes now pocked various parts of his body.
“Ucking-fay uther-mucker”, he pig-latined, as he quickly moved toward the door and hauled on it, trying to swing it open.
Nothing moved, not even a budge.
“Crap”, said Andy, as he stepped back, examined the door and realized that he had melted the mechanism and there was no way it would disengage now.
Thinking quickly, he barricaded himself behind a metal desk, took careful aim, and blasted first one, then the other of the two giant hinges opposite the bolt locking the door shut.
Setting down the laser gun, he approached again and looked at the hinges, melted into amorphous pools of hardened metal on the floor.
Finally, after a few moments of contemplation, realization, and then frustration that he had no idea how to dislodge the door, he jumped in the air, spun, and hit the door square in the middle with a side-thrust kick. The impact sent him flying backwards, while the two-ton door stood apparently completely unperturbed. 
As he massaged his foot in the girly shoes that afforded zero mechanical support, he heard a single squeak, like the oil-starved bearings on his desk chair. Then nothing. But, as he picked a slag sliver from his heel, he glanced up at the monolithic door. The tiny, high-pitched squealing resumed and built into a crescendo of twisting metal until finally the massive steel slab began to resonate, louder and louder, finally ringing like a bell. Then it simply fell forward, landing about a foot short of Andy’s toes, shuddering the floor almost to the cave-in point.
“Well, what do you know?” said Andy, as he stepped over the door into the vault and up against jail bars that blocked his final entry.
Beyond the lab door, muffled voices grew louder. Occasional explosions did not alarm the regulars in the building, but sometimes a lab neighbor might come by to laugh at the hapless experimenter. And cops probably would take sudden loud noises more seriously. Andy had to work fast.
“Shit!” Andy shouted, as he checked out the vault. He should have known. The vault was a double-door model and the inner door still held. Grabbing the laser one more time, Andy checked the charge meter and estimated that he had two more blasts left. He aimed at the metal lock and blasted it into oblivion. This time, the inner door swung open easily.
“Finally,” said Andy.
Looking around Andy spied a couple of metal boxes, one of which was open and contained what looked like several lab notebooks and scientific papers in various stages of preparation. Andy began to examine the notebooks, flipping through the pages rapidly. Apparently they belonged to Emile Prottle. 
What the hell, he thought. Why would they be in Miles’ vault?
Andy rifled more papers. After his eyes locked on one page, a table of hand-written data with a vertical scribble on one side that looked like: MSH IV+, he squeezed his eyes shut to force recall of why this seemed familiar, but no answer came.  
He stopped paper shuffling and stood still when he heard the sound of something on wheels rolling closer outside in the hall. He tiptoed to the door and spied out through one of the blast holes. Outside, Laney pushed a cart, designed to carry small instrumentation or shipping materials, up to a water fountain where she stopped for a drink. While Laney bent over, Andy slipped out of the door and scooted into Hal’s lab the instant before she looked up.
Andy quickly replaced the Laser in its charger and had just turned his back to it when Laney pushed in with her cart.
“Hey, aren’t you Hal’s friend?” Laney said to Andy, in a honey-smooth alto voice.
“Uh, yeah. Name’s Andy.” Andy dusted himself, then realized this might draw attention to his photon holes, and stuck out his hand.
“Oh, sure. Hal talks about you a lot. He really admires you, you know. In fact, you’re the only one here he doesn’t dislike…besides himself, of course.” Laney’s warm hand shook Andy’s, perhaps holding it just a moment longer than necessary.
“He does? That’s strange, since Hal is super-successful and I barely manage to stay afloat.”
Laney smiled, showing off a set of teeth usually reserved for a thirty-foot movie screen, and said, “Aw, that’s cute.”
Cute, wondered Andy. He’d never thought of himself or his misfortunes as cute, but something within him stirred at the way she caressed the word.
As Laney unloaded things from her cart, Andy, the observant scientist, took note of her dimensions, trying to put out the warm glow building inside him with a dose of cold reasoning. Laney, he decided, would exemplify the classification of women labeled as, perhaps, hyper-feminine, a category embodying those women who must possess and exude a triple dose of female pheromones. Lucky Hal.
“So, Laney, what are you up to with the cart and all?” asked Andy, as tried to deflect any conversation regarding why the hell he was in Hal’s lab, but then felt like a dork for forcing out such a dumb question.
But if Laney considered the question dumb, she hid her opinion well. “Oh, maybe Hal hasn’t told you, but he hired me on the spot at Vibe yesterday and gave me this great job. I can’t believe how lucky I am. I mean, I do have a little college experience, but Hal said my salary is about twice what a Professor makes. Can you believe it?”
With your qualifications, thought Andy… But instead he said, “Well, that’s Hal for ya, Doctor do-good, you might say.”
“You can say that again,” replied Laney. “He certainly is generous with everything he has.” Laney let the word “everything” sort of drip tantalizingly off her tongue, and Andy wondered what the “everything” was that Laney referred to, but decided he really didn’t want to know. “And Hal is so sweet, it’s like he’s known me forever and it’s really only been twenty-four hours!”
Andy thought, “Well, that explains why he looked so sex-sated this morning.” Twenty-four hours of Laney action would no doubt kill a normal man, or barring that, at least reduce him to the giggling mass of protoplasm Andy had witnessed Hal become earlier.
“I had better be pushing on,” said Andy, hoping that Laney would just ignore the fact that he never explained why he was in Hal’s lab in the first place.
“Okey-dokey,” said Laney. “Do you want me to tell Hal you are looking for him?”
“Uh, sure, th-that would be perfect. If you see him just tell him I wanted to catch up on his progress with the corn sweetener. He’ll know what I’m talking about,” said Andy, having no idea himself remotely what the hell he meant.
“Bye, Andy. Hope I get to see more of you.” Laney thrust her hips into the cart to move it to one side.
Was she flirting, or was it just the pheromones? Andy could not tell but, as he rounded the doorway into the hall, the friction of his jeans did let him know he had a semi-hard on just from this “innocent” social interaction.
“That lucky bastard,” he said softly, feeling amazed as always at Hal’s ability to score…and, he had to admit, more than a little dazed himself as he navigated down the hallway, gently bumping from wall to wall.
 
***
 

Chapter 18
Andy caromed off the hallway corner toward the exit on the lab building’s main floor straight into Art Fletcher’s Smith and Wesson M&P45, the reinforced polymer chassis drawn chest high and aimed at the “Booty Control” logo on Andy’s t-shirt. Behind Art lurked Kurt, his big black eye smack-welded shut, as other more-purposeful cops milled past.
“Cobb! Hold it right there, you little faggot,” drawled Art, as he loaded the chamber of his sidearm in complete breach of police protocol.
“Yeah, uh, girly boy,” echoed Kurt, in genetic homage to his father.
“Whoa, Kurt,” said Andy, “I love your new shade of eye shadow. The girls will go wild when they see how it matches the Hello Kitty cartoons on your panties.”
“Yeah, well,” stammered Kurt, his one good eye flicking back and forth as though cramming through a manual on crafting retorts. “Uh, you ought know about my panties.”
“I oughta know?” snapped Andy. “If that’s some sort of invite, I think I’ll pass.”
Kurt lurched toward Andy, but Art slapped his free hand on Kurt’s chest to stop him, and waved his gun hand at Andy.
“Just turn around and head back in the direction you just came from,” said Art. “I don’t wanna have to cap your ass right here and maybe get spatters on my suit.” Art liked using the lexicon he laboriously memorized after logging many hours of thug life videos.
“Yeah,” said Andy, thinking back to Art’s bizarre behavior in the morgue. “The blood stains might clash with your shit prints.”
Somewhere, unexpectedly, some defective synapses in Art’s brain fired, and for a moment Andy was afraid his insinuation might be detected. But apparently Art‘s gin soaked neurons were not up to the challenge, and is weak retort was, “The only shit around here is the load you’re gonna drop when I cap your ass.” 
“Cap my ass?” said Andy. “Art, you like that phrase don’t you? I didn’t realize you were a ‘gangsta’. Repin’ Iowa m’boy Art Fletcher.”
Art, totally baffled by satire as usual, gave up the verbal fencing and resorted to the brute coercion that always had served him best. He stuck the gun into Andy’s ribs and pushed him forward. With a couple of real cops around, Andy thought better of feeding Art his own sidearm and making a break for it, especially with Kurt as a one-eyed witness. So Andy did as Art said, and headed back into the building and downstairs in the direction of Hal’s lab. 
“Hey, Dad. Where is this fucking vault anyway?” asked Kurt, ever the close-to-the-vest card player.
Art screamed back, “Don’t discuss police business in front of a perp we’re trying to bust!”
“Uh, that’s alleged perp,” said Andy.
“Shut up, fuck nose,” said Art to Andy. “It’s two against one now.” Then turning to Kurt, he finished his fatherly instructions, “And don’t you say ‘fucking,’ you little prick, or I’ll let you spend some time in the joint learning what it really means.”
Andy knew what Art and Kurt were bound to discover sooner or later, so he figured it would be better to be there and try to slant their thinking when they did. “Before you guys make me walk all over the building just so you can map it out,” Andy said, “the vault is down this hall on the right.”
As they approached the vault, the acrid smell of ozone vaporized lubricating oil still hung in the air. Art turned to Andy and said, “What’s the stink, Android? You forget to wash your gay ass?”
“Naw,” said Andy. “I think you just walk through an updraft and caught a whiff of your breath.”
Art surveyed up and down the hall to make sure no one watched, then tried to cold cock Andy with the butt of his gun. Andy slipped the stunningly slow attack and allowed Art to pound his meaty fist into a cement column just behind Andy’s head.
“You fag bastard!” screamed Art, but he stopped before making a third mistake, and Andy thought to himself that even the mentally challenged can learn pain avoidance, just like a newt or some other lower life form.
With his uninjured hand Art cracked open the laser-fried hallway door. After one glance, he snagged the police walkie-talkie from where it dangled under his beer belly, thumbed the on switch, and yelled into it, ”Hey, get those finger print boys down here NOW!” 
Already on the scene in Stancoach’s office, the two-man, jump-suited fingerprint team traded a jaded look as they toted their evidence kits past Art into the vault room and began kicking up more dust than a hundred RotoZip fanatics at a drywall convention.
Andy had a sudden surge of that “Oh shit!” feeling and said, “Oh shit.”
Art turned to him, cocked his head so that one big red eyeball was about an inch from Andy’s face, and said, “You worried that we might find your prints down here, Cobb?”
Andy said nothing. He knew his prints were everywhere down here and that they would be found, even by this amazingly incompetent group of imbeciles. But he would wait until they actually did find them before he countered their accusations with the obvious explanation that since he worked in the building, naturally his fingerprints might be found everywhere. 
Having completed a quick dusting of the vault room Art directed them across the hall to Hal’s lab. While Art stood guard at the door and kept Andy in tow, Laney, still in Hal’s lab, confronted the dusters. As the squad members pushed Laney aside, they made sure to squeeze her ample breasts with their shoulders and chests in the process. Then, despite Laney’s pleas for delicate handling of the apparatus, they began to dust everything, including the laser gun Andy had returned to its charger base. 
Andy, concerned that the fingerprint guys might want him taken away from the area, realized it would seem weird if he slipped out of character and didn’t try to give Art a hard time, so he used an old page from Reverse Psychology 101 and whined, “Hey, Art. None of this has anything to do with me. I have an actual career besides escorting you guys around the building. Let me go do my honest day’s work.  You know where to find me if you need me.”
Art pondered this request for a minute, then said, “That’s right, Bubba. I do know where to find you, right here in front of my big fat face.” Oblivious that he had just insulted himself, Art continued, “And that’s where you’re gonna stay until I say you can leave, which will be never because first we’re gonna find your prints, and then we’re gonna send you up for life on death row, no chance for parole, locked in with some gigantic ass-raping monkey who’ll teach you a whole new meaning to the words Sing Sing.”
“Christ, Art,” said Andy. “With all these excuses to keep me close to you, I could begin to think you might be a fudge-packer yourself.”
Despite his glib comment, Andy had to wonder if Art really were retarded. This question was further lubricated by Kurt who kept mumbling something that sounded like “Try to frame me, huh? No fucking way! We got you by the balls, mother…” Kurt glanced at Art and didn’t complete the phrase, but did continue with, “Yeah, can’t frame me you little bitch whacker.”
“Frame you? Bitch whacker?” thought Andy.
Art escorted Andy into Hal’s lab, and Kurt followed him in. Seeing Laney, Kurt reflexively grabbed his crotch and said, “‘sup bitch?”
Laney glanced at Andy, then back to Kurt and said, “You are a child.”
Kurt grabbed Laney roughly by the upper arm and stared at her, not really knowing what to do. 
Andy leapt on Kurt in a second, yanked Kurt’s head back by his greasy hair (which he immediately regretted grabbing) and thrust a knee into Kurt’s sacrum which threw him off balance and exposed his Adam’s apple for a follow-up punch…which was all overkill because Laney, to Andy’s admiration, had rammed her knee in Kurt’s crotch at the same time. 
Kurt fell to the ground in the worst kind of pain, and retched.
“F-f-fucking c-c-unt.,” Kurt managed to squeeze out between heaves. “You and that wheelchair bitch are going down.”
Laney said, “Looks to me like you’re the one going down, and staying there. Then, reiterating what Andy had told Art recently, “And it looks like you could use a little more fiber in your diet. What is that, anyway? Eggs and Twinkies? Ewie, that’s just gross.”
Art, who had been “supervising” the fingerprint guys with his back to the incident, waddled over and said to Kurt, “Get up and clean up that puke, or I’ll make you eat it.” Then he looked back and forth between Andy and Laney. Andy whistled and walked away. Laney said, “He tried to touch me, and I guess I over reacted.”
Art said, “I warned him not to mess with women.” Then he stepped over Kurt, as Kurt struggled to his knees, and sauntered back to the fingerprint guys.
Laney turned and left the room. Art looked back over his shoulder at the sound of the door slam. Andy tossed a roll of paper towels he’d retrieved from the cupboard to Kurt.
Kurt had made a half-hearted attempt to clean himself up and remove the biggest chunks from the floor. Andy kicked Hal’s trashcan over to Kurt, and Kurt soon had it filled with a pile of stinking paper towels. 
Art came back over, inspected the floor as Kurt staggered to his feet, rubbed his neck as though to ease a headache, then ordered Kurt to escort Andy to the vault room.
On his way to the vault room, Kurt sidled by a row of pressurized tanks of nitrogen and argon that lined one wall of Hal’s lab, and yanked off a crescent wrench clamped to a regulator valve. Art meanwhile shoved Andy through the blast-damaged vault room into the vault itself, out of eyesight of the dusters. When Kurt moseyed in and pulled the outer vault room door shut, Art put his gun to Andy’s head and said, “Did you think I was going to let you and that slut get away with beating up on my son? You’re stupid, but you ain’t that stupid, are you, Cobb?”
Andy, not stupid at all, had wondered how these two nincompoops would try to extract revenge. Now their method was glaringly clear.
“No, Art,” said Andy. “But I did wonder if you were so retarded that no matter how many times I kicked your ass you would never learn that you cannot hurt me. You can’t even come close, not even with a gun an inch from my eye. You know why?”
“Spill it, shit head. Everybody’s entitled to last words. They’ll give Kurt and me something to laugh about on the way home.”
Andy turned to explain. “Because…” Before he uttered another word, Andy glimpsed Kurt move and dropped to the floor. Kurt swung the crescent wrench where Andy’s head had been, and nicely smashed three of the five fat fingers Art had on his gun. Andy caught the gun as it fell and tossed it into a corner for safe keeping. Then, as Art, mute with pain, hovered above him and massaged one ruined hand with the other, Andy spun, extended his right leg, and neatly swept the feet out from under both Art and Kurt.
Ready for more fight, Andy hopped up, only to find that the fallen father-son law enforcement team had cracked their skulls together and knocked themselves out. 
Exhausted, out of patience, and therefore reckless, Andy dragged them up against the vault’s back wall, then mustered nonchalant control to walk across the hall and grab the laser gun. 
In Hal’s lab, Laney turned from one floor-crawling duster to the next, urging each in turn to be careful. The dusters played on this, and as Laney turned to face one, the other bumped or brushed his face into Laney’s hips and buttocks. All three were oblivious as Andy came and went.
Andy returned to the vault and aimed the gun to weld Art and Kurt inside, but remembered Art had a walkie-talkie. Andy stepped in, grabbed Art’s walkie-talkie and frisked them both for their cell phones, which he jammed in the waist of his pants. Then he backed out of the vault, and with two quick jolts, welded the vault’s interior jail bars closed at the top and the bottom. 
The laser repercussion slaps reminded Andy of the seriousness of his situation, especially if the dusters in the outer office heard the bursts, muffled as they may have been by the proximity of their ears and Laney’s loins. 
With Art and Kurt cooled out, Andy felt his hate-frenzy ebb, replaced by the urge to lay low and sort things out. Maybe he’d gone too far when he welded Art and Kurt in a keyless cell, but to blast the laser again and free them would alert the fingerprint guys for sure. If so, he could not run with the laser and try to outdistance the dusters, however Laney-dazed. The gun was too heavy and impossible to conceal. But he could claim the jail-welding incident was his first use of the laser, if he had to lie, and then Art and Kurt would be forced to be witnesses in his defense, though of course they no doubt would lie too.
Andy checked the hall, stepped back across, slinked past the dusters, and quietly set the gun down in its charger. When Laney spun around and saw him, he put his finger to his lips gesturing her to shush, which she did, and he slipped out. 
Once in the hall, Andy strode briskly to the back entrance, and high-tailed it out of the building, unseen by the small but swelling crowd of onlookers and police gathered near the main entrance. 
As Andy made a quick escape into the small wooded area west of the building, he felt a buzz tickle his belly. He reached down and from his waistband pulled out Art’s cell phone, set on “vibrate.” Hit by an intellectual epiphany, Andy said aloud, “Wait a minute. That’s it!” He then patted the other phone still stuck in his waistband, a newer, hipper, and less traceable iPhone belonging to Kurt, and threw Art’s phone and the walkie-talkie against a plowed-up boulder. Plastic and metal shards splattered everywhere. 
Andy savored the moment of tension release, then geared up again to run hard. 
 
***
 

Chapter 19
Andy plunged through rough weeds, zigzagging through a linkage of residual farm fields, backyards, and undeveloped lots that led toward the much larger Emily Arthur Park situated in the middle of the Rimes west side residential district. His breath huffed in rhythm while his feet shushed through the overgrown grass, his evening shadow keeping pace behind him.
Funny, he thought, how quickly over these last hours he had grown used to a life of wild swings, hushed, furtive running that alternated with abrupt, volcanic violence. Neither state seemed true to the self he knew. But maybe he had changed. Nothing had been the same since Brianna’s death. She had been the conduit for his excessive energy, giving him the focus and direction that helped him avoid the kind of trouble in which he was now deeply immersed.
At the border of the park, Andy saw moonlight glisten on the wet grass slope he had slid down to rescue Charlie and Beauty. He’d come full circle to where his predicament had begun, and he felt the weight of exhaustion from the long lap he’d just run. His aching sinews warned him he couldn’t keep up this struggle forever. 
Approaching his tree-screened practice area, Andy slowed his pace from a trot to a weary walk. Then he sidestepped through the overgrowth into his secret sanctuary. 
Hidden by the circle of trees, Andy flopped on his back and stared up at the sky. It was almost dusk and the moon would rise early. His sweat mingled with the cold dampness of the ground cover, and his head hummed. When he shut his eyes he was enveloped by the pleasant pull of slumber. But he couldn’t afford the luxury of long rest, much less sleep. A single motionless minute might let his pursuers close in. But neither could he keep running without some long-term aim. 
As he lay in the damp, coarse grass Andy felt his body heat drop. As coolness set in, so did stiffness. The pain he had dismissed before now cried for his conscious attention. And no part of his body screamed agony more than his feet. Since jumping in that river, he’d walked on splintered wood, run over stones, tripped over rusty tractor parts, and kicked a kiln-fired clay head, Kurt’s ass, and a steel wall, all with joint-jolting force. Martial arts had made his feet tough, and the too-small girly shoes helped a bit, but flesh was flesh, however calloused. The ligaments and bursae, the “shock absorbers” between his bones, could take only take so much.
Andy gingerly removed the ill-fitting tennis shoes and held his foot up to his face. Squinting at the slime dripping from his toes, he tried to differentiate between the mud mixed with field droppings, blood of his own leakage, and, to his dismay, what looked like a nascent infection evolving from burst blisters.
Weirdly, the congealed clots confirmed to Andy, at the fringe of thought, that his brainstorm about the killing was correct. With that faint idea, a plan began to come together in his mind. 
Then he remembered his Nikes. He’d left them there in his workout spot, dangling from a branch as always, when he’d removed them to practice. He decided he’d grab them, trot down to the stream, clean his feet with a brisk dip, dry them as best he could, then put on the well-fitting Nikes and take the borrowed and beaten tennis shoes back to the decontamination suite later. The mere thought of swapping shoes conjured feelings of relief. Yet try as he might, Andy could not find his shoes anywhere. 
“Perfect” he murmured. “What the hell did I do with them?”
He stumbled through the bushes and down the hill. He swooshed his bare feet in the icy stream, but only succeeded in replacing the dull ache with a tingly chill coupled with the sharp sting of water in an open wound. 
“Youch!” he exclaimed as the pain receptors in his mangled feet sent the message “Dude, you are destroying yourself” to his tired brain. But, at least the pain was a different flavor from the previous ache, a welcome change.
Andy stood up, stretched, dried each foot on the opposite cuff of his sweat pants, slipped back on the borrowed shoes and slogged silently through the park toward Dan’s house, the closest notion he had to a plan. As he moved, Andy pondered what to tell Dan. With the possibility of Dan himself being bugged and tailed, Andy wasn’t sure he could convince Dan to help him, or even that he should try. Furthermore, Dan had seemed more and more annoyed by him. 
And, was it Andy’s imagination, or had Dan begun to grow suspicious? Andy doubted Dan could seriously suspect him of murder. They’d been through too much together. But death could happen many ways, and Dan could suspect Andy of, say, a cover-up. Was that really so far from the truth? Andy had to admit the situation was getting messy to the point where he couldn’t claim to be entirely clean. Both the laser break-in and the beating of Art and Kurt could be construed as crimes. 
The only way out was through. Andy had no choice but to move forward. His way to redemption was to find the truth in the only manner he knew, with science. When it came to criminal science, his key resource was the Medical Examiner’s office, and Dan was the key to the office. 
He would trust his instinct to find the right words to make Dan understand. But what if Dan were not at home? Like everyone else, Dan, despite his work ethic, did have a life beyond the examination of dead things. True, in a town the size of Rimes, there weren’t a lot of MEs, so Dan was on constant call. But fortunately, there also weren’t a lot of murders, usually, so Dan was probably either asleep, working late, or trying to get lucky one way or another at the only decent bistro in town, Vibe. 
Andy’s biggest problem, he realized, was with himself. The more he tried to prove himself not a criminal, the more he acted like one, trespassing, cajoling his friend on the force to bend the rules to the breaking point, evading officers, destroying property, assaulting a detective and his son, and running from all the known crime scenes.
The only way out was through. But the more Andy dug, the deeper he sank in the hole. Somewhere, Andy bet, Sensei drank tea with the infinite and laughed.
Directly addressing the cosmos, Andy looked up at the sky and said out loud, “OK, I get it. Life’s a bitch sometimes. And I guess I drew the queen bitch card this time around”.
When Andy reached Dan’s house, he dropped on the sofa of Dan’s back porch that overlooked Emily Arthur pond, put his feet up on the split-pine railing and stared at the star-flecked water. 
Then he saw that Dan’s motorcycle was in the attached carport and his car was gone, which was bad two ways. First, Dan probably hadn’t gone into work at this time of day and therefore couldn’t let Andy into the lab. Second, Dan had most likely gone to Vibe, hoping to either come home with company or not come home at all. 
Andy knew he couldn’t loiter all night on the porch. Woofus, Dan’s half-blind Rottweiler, currently chained to his doghouse, would bark his head off once he caught the pungent smell of Andy’s sweat drifting through the dark.
Just to make sure, Andy decided to check around using the iPhone he had confiscated from Kurt. If Andy didn’t clear himself soon, it hardly would matter if he were charged with cell phone theft. First, Andy called Dan’s cell, but all he got was the message machine. Then, he called Dan’s house, just to make sure the car wasn’t in the shop or out on loan to a friend while Dan slept inside. After the tenth ring, which he heard both on the phone and through the air, Andy hung up. Then he called Dan’s office, but again no answer came. That left Vibe. But when he called the bistro, Greta, confused and concerned, but trustful when Andy said there was no time to explain, told him she hadn’t seen Dan all evening. 
The formal possibility remained that there had been another murder, and since Dan kept his coroner kit in the car, maybe he had gone to the scene. But the idea of two murders within hours in Rimes was just too improbable to consider.
Andy thought he might begin work in Dan’s lab on his own. From the investigation of Brianna’s death, Andy remembered Dan kept a spare house door key in the dog hut. Dan was a detail guy, and probably kept a spare lab key somewhere in his home. But even if Andy found the lab key, the ME facility connected to the police station, and people popped in all the time. How could Andy explain his presence without Dan? 
Besides that, to get the key at night, when Woofus couldn’t see who Andy was, would be about as easy as to recover a spoon from a powered-up garbage disposal. On the other hand, to go home meant to walk into Art’s mangled hands. 
If Andy could get inside Dan’s house, lab key or no lab key, Woofus wouldn’t smell him all night on the porch and bark, and Andy could take a shower, borrow some of Dan’s clothes, tack a note on the door to alert Dan he was inside, and crash on the living room couch for a few hours until Dan showed up.
Andy crept to the carport, found a dog cupboard, and grabbed a Milk Bone. Then, he crossed the big lawn, slow and easy, toward Woofus, who appeared to be asleep, half-in and half-out of the dog hut doorway. As Andy got closer, he toddled in a sort of kata crouch, striving to look small and harmless.
“Hey, Woofus. Hey, boy. It’s me, your old pal Andy,” Andy whispered in his dog-friendliest voice, holding out the Milk Bone.
Did Woofus cock one ear, or was that was just an involuntary sleep tic?
“I’m coming to help you out, pal. I’m gonna let you come inside with me. Won’t that be fun?”
Did Woofus half-open one eye, or was that just a trick of the light? 
Andy reached out toward Woofus as he approached him, and said, “Easy, boy. Easy. I’m just gonna undo your leash.”
Like a cannon shot, Woofus sprang forward, snarling, spit flying through the air.
Without thought, Andy spun and whacked Woofus on the side of his head in his midair flight. Woofus hit the ground, down but not out, shaking his head and rattling his chain, trying to regain focus. Andy stumbled painfully on a heavily gnawed dog chew as he walloped Woofus again with a roundhouse kick to the head using the top of his foot, not the ball, to minimize the lethality of the technique. Woofus spun from the kick with his hindquarters toward Andy.  Seeing what was probably is only chance at subduing the animal non-lethally Andy leapt onto Woofus’ back and caught his neck in a Judo chokehold that would render a human unconscious in less than five seconds. The dog struggled to twist free but Andy had him locked in. Shortly the struggling stopped and like a tipped cow, Woofus fell flat on his side to the ground.
Andy, limping from the misstep during his second kick, knelt warily beside Woofus and felt his carotid artery. The strong pulse signaled Woofus was out, but not for long. Andy had only seconds to decide what to do. He didn’t want to risk hurting or even killing Woofus, but he didn’t want to risk being mauled either. And he definitely couldn’t let Woofus bark all night and annoy the neighbors so much they summoned the cops.
Andy hobbled back toward the house. Pain shot up his leg
“Shit, that’s all I need,” he said as he tried to sort the new pain from the familiar throb of his injured feet. His right foot, he assessed, was at-best sprained, maybe broken.  
When he reached the carport, he danced on his left foot across the cement, clicked on the light, and rummaged through the cupboard until he found what he sought, then hop-skipped back to Woofus.
Already, guttural groans were gurgling from Woofus’s throat as Andy slipped the muzzle over Woofus’s snout and secured it. Then Andy dragged Woofus by his hind legs toward one of the trees that bordered the pond and securely snagged the chain on a sturdy branch so that when Woofus regained consciousness, he couldn’t get back to the dog hut.
Andy limped to the dog hut, crawled inside, and found the key. Then he walked slowly to the house and up the porch, and let himself in.
As he planned ahead for his shower, Andy realized that afterward he’d need to bind his foot, and he wouldn’t want to wander around naked in case Dan came home with a friend. Surely Dan, the always-prepared ex-Eagle Scout, would have bandage material. Andy searched the bathroom, but medicine chest and cupboards yielded nothing, so he went to the back porch to dig through the cabinets for a first aid kit.
When Andy threw open the first cabinet door, it slammed against the wall and he heard a tinkling like wind chimes. Dan, Mister Ready-for-Anything, had a neat little row of screw-eyes mounted inside the cabinet door, and on those screw-eyes were duplicate keys. Though none were marked, a couple of them looked to fit heavy locks like Dan’s office would have, but there was no way to tell until Andy tried them. Andy slipped all the keys off their hooks and dropped them in his pocket.
Back in the living room, Andy laid himself down on the couch. On the end table by his head, an electric Zen water fountain trickled hypnotically. 
Now Andy probably had a way into Dan’s office on his own. But going it alone would really be breaking the law. And it would be difficult to pull off.
What should he do?
The weight of one more question, the burden of one more decision, felt too much to bear. Andy lay back on the couch, closed his eyes, and sighed. The jangling chain, the jingling keys, the tinkling fountain waters all cross-echoed in his mind, blending into a gentle lullaby of harp string-chimes swept by wind-fingers of memory.
The flat screen of the ceiling dissolved into an image of rolling clouds, as though the roof had softened to transparency to reveal the limitless dimensions of heaven. From the swirling mists, the figure of Brianna, robed in white, stepped forward. Everything seemed so calm, so clean, so peaceful. Andy wanted to talk to Brianna, to ask her so many things, but her silent smile seemed to say, “This is all I know, this is all I can tell you…” With complete trust in Brianna’s wordless counsel, Andy let go, relaxed, drifted with the breeze…
 
***
 

Chapter 20
A relentless chiming roused Andy with a start. He bolted awake, unaware at first where he was. Then he realized he had fallen asleep on Dan’s couch. 
The chimes came from Dan’s bedroom, and Andy shuffled in to shut off the Zen alarm clock. 
“Zen my ass.” he muttered as the bells tones continued resonating in his head.
The clock read 4:00 AM. Through the window over Dan’s rumpled bed, star-dusted darkness filled the sky. Andy looked longingly at the shower in the adjacent bathroom. Then the urgent pressure of his dilemma pushed him back into the living room.
He stretched through a sun salute to kick-start his circulation to the basal functioning point. As he stretched he considered the conundrum of Art and Kurt dogging his tail. He knew that, despite their ineptitude, eventually they would catch him. Andy had no intention of leaving town, and Rimes was too small a place to play cat-and-mouse forever. He would welcome the end of the chase, provided he had time to prepare his case before they threw him behind bars.
Andy had to check Miles’ corpse one more time before they buried, cremated, or did whatever they did with old autopsies. With Art briefly out of the picture, now was the time or never, even at the cost of Dan’s trust.
Slumped back on the sofa, Andy plucked at his grimy sweatshirt and sniffed it, chagrined at his grubby state. 
“Gag me,” he muttered as the various aromatic compounds from his general stink assaulted his olfactory bulb.
Strangely, this brought to his mind a vision of Brianna somewhere in a pristine and tranquil afterlife…stark contrast to his smelly clothes and ragged feet. If only Earth could be that pure…or even halfway close. 
Suddenly, in one of the “ah ha” moments cherished by scientists and musicians, the idea he had been waiting for came to him. He had never really broken the law before, at least not with premeditation, but he was going to do it now…if he could. 
Andy leapt up from the couch, dashed toward the door, and then caught himself. He ran back to Dan’s room, fumbled around the computer desk until he found what he wanted, then strode briskly back to the front door, and went out, locking the door behind him with a slam. As he ran across the lawn, he was glad to hear Woofus’s healthy, if muzzled, bark. He hated leaving the beast incapacitated like that but short of drugging the animal he had no idea how to remove the muzzle without getting mauled. He would have to remember to tell Dan un-muzzle the poor beast as soon as possible to avoid starving him to death.
 
***
 

Chapter 21
Cloud Nine Cleaners monopolized the laundry business in Rimes. They serviced everyone who outsourced their dirty linen: restaurants, motels, all the university facilities, including Andy’s lab…and the ME’s facility. Andy had seen the familiar trademark on the dirty linen basket when he snagged the lab coat to escape from Dan’s office. Now his mission was to break into that same office. And he would to use a Cloud Nine Cleaners van for camouflage. 
Like Dan with his motorcycle, Hal with his babe-magnet Porsches and BMWs, and most other “bio-mechanics” with their chosen vehicles, Andy was a car buff. Compared to the high tech nano-circuitry that was part and parcel of Andy’s profession, hot-wiring an ignition would be child’s play. The real trick would be to sneak into a Cloud Nine van without making too much noise and damage, and then to drive off undetected.
Andy thought ahead about his next move as he ran unevenly on his sore feet toward the cleaning plant. Though he told himself he would only borrow the van, he knew he would commit grand theft auto. He’d have to wrestle with his conscience about that later. A fat lot of good it would do him to contemplate his moral perfection while he counted down his last days on death row.
As Andy expected, while Rimes slept, Cloud Nine was up and running, which was both good and bad. The good was that the vans were being loaded with linens so he could use those as part of his disguise. The bad, of course, was that workers were loading those linens. Clever plans to distract the workers ran through Andy’s mind, but they all were worthless because they all required time he did not have. He’d have to play this one by ear.
Andy vaulted over the chain-link fence border to the Cloud Nine facility and selected his target site, a van being serviced at the end of the loading dock. 
Andy approached in a crouch, and from an angle that he hoped kept him unseen from the dock, as he sneaked up to the passenger door. He jiggled the handle, but the door was locked. Andy checked for a wind-wing he could pry open somehow, but the door boasted a single roll-up window. No car-jacking tool handy, nor the means to improvise one, Andy figured that the only way to open the door might be by shattering the window, and that would mean noise. Andy hugged and moved slowly along the side of the van. When each loader had his back turned, Andy quickly checked the rear doors, which abutted the loading dock. They, too, were sealed shut.
Andy retreated behind a row of dumpsters as a driver came out of the dispatch office, slid behind the wheel, and drove the van away. Only a minute later, the same driver brought another van up into the same slot to receive a load. Through a crack between two of the dumpsters, Andy studied this repeating pattern as he would experimental data. 
First, a van backed up to the dock. Next, the driver got out and went inside, while the loader filled the van. After that, the driver came back out with a clipboard, probably the delivery schedule. Then, he glanced in the rear of the van, shut the back doors, climbed into the cabin, and drove the van to a numbered slot in the lot. Finally, he made sure the van was locked before replicating the process with another van. 
The element on which Andy’s plan hung was that the driver left the doors unlocked and the keys in the van when he went inside to get the clipboard schedule. 
Andy crept toward the dock and lingered below the far end, and barely peeped up enough to survey the scene, in the hope that darkness, and prolonged moments of his own stillness, would help him remain unseen. But behind him, dawn was beginning to break. He felt the sun increasingly warm his neck as he crouched and waited for a chance to spring into action. He despaired that no opportunity would come before the day became too bright for him to stay concealed. 
Another one of the loaders completed piling linens in the van. But this time, the driver, whom Andy could glimpse through the dispatch office window, remained inside and joked with the man on duty while they chewed doughnuts, chugged coffee, and watched a small black-and-white TV set with their backs to the dock.
Andy cat-scrambled over to the back of the van, climbed in through the rear, and pulled the doors shut as well as possible from the inside without a loud slam. Then he clambered over the clean laundry to the driver’s seat, fingered the keys, and fired the ignition. Resisting the urge to speed off, Andy pulled away slowly from the dock and into the lot…and then right down the driveway past the fence and out onto the street.
Only minutes would pass before the theft of the van would be discovered. Andy’s one hope was that the last place someone would search for a just-stolen vehicle was the police station.
When Andy pulled into the police station parking lot, he was surprised to find it mostly vacant. It was early and the department was relatively small-staffed, but still it seemed unusually deserted. Counting his blessings, Andy positioned the van for maximum concealment at the back of the station, found the delivery man’s white sport coat, with Cloud Nine stitched on the back, hanging from a hanger on the rack behind the driver’s seat. He put it on and climbed through the back and out the rear doors.
Outside the van, Andy hesitated. Once he was in that station house, he figured his presence would be dismissed by his Cloud Nine Cleaners coat. He pulled his sweats pants down teenage-style so that the cuffs covered most of his bright pink and yellow shoes, and scuffled over to the back door.
Andy didn’t know the established policy for service workers to enter the locked building. He didn’t want to ring the bell and be recognized for an intruder. And he feared he’d be suspected if a department member chanced to observe him let himself in with an official department key, especially if he had to try most of Dan’s keys before he found the right one. On the other hand, the report on the missing van was sure to come in sooner or later, and he didn’t want to be near the vehicle when it did.
Andy put his ear to the door and strained to hear anyone just inside. 
The door flew open. Andy leapt backward to avoid a free rhinoplasty. A custodian came out with a trashcan to empty into the dumpster.
“Morning,” said Andy.
“Early, ain’t ya?” said the custodian.
Andy flourished his clipboard. “Them dispatchers. They start me earlier and earlier. But do they raise my pay? And when I talk to the boss about it, he just tells me how lucky I am, now I got time to take a second job in the afternoon and make some extra money!” Andy moved away from the custodian and walked to the rear of the van.
The custodian chuckled. “You got that right! I’m already workin’ two jobs, and I’m still lookin’ for a third one weekends to make ends meet. Stimulus package my ass.”
Andy feigned a commiseration laugh, opened the rear doors of the van and leaned inside. He picked up a load of what looked like lab coats, and held them up high in front of his face. The custodian held the door for Andy as he stepped inside, then followed him in. Fortunately, the restroom the custodian labored to scrub down was just inside the door and the parted company there. Andy walked down the hall, and turned toward Dan’s office and lab.
Andy keyed open Dan’s lab, slipped inside, reached for the light switch while he balanced his load, then thought better of it and left the light off. 
The room was so cold that Andy could see his breath in the dimness. He set aside his linens and stepped quickly to the drawer Stancoach had occupied. He pulled it open, steadied himself for the stench, and flipped back the sheet. Even in the gloom, he could see the corpse was decapitated. He pulled over a desk lamp, clicked it on, and trained it at the dead man’s neck. Then he fished out the camera he had borrowed from Dan’s computer desk, aimed it carefully at the headless stump, and took a dozen pictures from several different angles.
Now he had half the confirmation he needed to solve the crime, and to save his life.
 
***
 

Chapter 22
Outside, in back of the ME’s office, Andy tossed the linens back in the van, and debated whether to leave the vehicle or take it. He realized his fingerprints were all over it, so leaving it at a police station was asking to be busted. He wanted to get back to his lab as quickly as possible to get the second piece of evidence, which would complete his case. But he couldn’t park the van outside the lab for the same reasons he couldn’t leave it here. The best bet was to take it back to the Cloud Nine lot, which was on the way to the lab anyway, and re-park it there. 
Boldly, Andy drove into the lot and parked in a far corner. He got out and climbed the chain-link fence, his untied shoelaces tangling in the wires. But when a dispatcher ran out on the loading dock and began to shout, Andy yanked them free, swung over the fence top, and galumphed into a nearby stand of dogwood.
Through tree branches, Andy saw the dispatcher waddle to the van and check it out. Clearly he was more interested in the vehicle and its contents than Andy. With a sigh, Andy turned south and scrunched south through twiggy leaves, away from Cloud Nine. 
Now all he had to do, Andy thought, was suck it up and jog to his own lab as quickly and stealthily as he could.  
Andy’s feet ached at the thought. Andy pulled up his saggy pants. Grey-purple dappling swelled around his right ankle, bloody scratches crisscrossed both calves. He hoped, after this one last sprint, his running days, at least for a while, would be over.
Andy meditated on his mantra, “the only way out is through, the only way out is through”, to the lopsided rhythm of his jog, and made good time. But when he rounded the corner and caught sight of the lab, he stopped dead.
Instantly, he knew why the police station had been so deserted. The lab building crawled with more cops than when Stancoach was murdered. Cherry-tops from three counties spun beams over every nearby wall and window, every cop, reporter, and bystander. 
Glorying in the spectacle, Hal stood in the shade of a tree, apart from the commotion, safe in his magic circle. A curved Sherlock Holmes pipe dangled from the side of his mouth, which Laney fired up for him with a butane lighter, the sculpted features of her perfect face highlighted by the glow of the flame. As Andy eased nonchalantly up beside Hal, the heavy scent of ganja clogged his nostrils.
“Hey,” said Andy.
“Oh. It’s you,” said Hal, a bemused twinkle in his eye.
“Take this many guys to get Art out of the vault?” asked Andy.
“Should I ask how you knew Art was in the vault?” queried Hal.
“No,” replied Andy.
“Well, anyway, they freed him hours ago. In fact, I spoke with him not twenty minutes back. Seems they want to shut down the lab indefinitely, and he was asking me if there were anything I needed to do before they taped it all off.”
“Again?” 
“Yup. This time, the whole building.”
Why?”
“Oh. Didn’t you hear? Someone killed Kurt.”
“What? Who?”
“You.”
“Me? What the hell? No freakin’ way, uh-uh! I might have reset his clock when I massaged his pea brain with my left foot. But there’s no way I killed him.”
“Laney found him.” Hal pointed a thumb at Laney, who shivered and hugged herself as Hal went on. “From what she told the cops, it wasn’t the kick in his butt-brain. More like the snap of his crap cap.”
Hal began to chuckle. Andy sensed he’d missed the last reference and brought Hal back from his reverie with a hard grab of the arm.
“A snap of the what?” asked Andy.
“Put it this way. Your friend Dan made a tentative ID of Kurt by his tattoos. And dental records should confirm it,” Hal grinned at Andy, “If they turn up his teeth.”
“You gotta be kidding me. You mean he was decapitated, like Miles?”
“Yeah.” Hal angled up his arm to put it around Laney’s ivory shoulder. Laney snuggled back, and they both yawned. “It’s been a long night. I gotta tuck this one into bed.”
As Hal and Laney sauntered off, Hal glanced over his shoulder to give Andy a wry smirk. 
Andy retreated into the shadows of the trees and circled around the building to its rear entrance. 
Dan’s car was near the back door, which explained why he wasn’t home. A patrol car was parked alongside it, but as Andy lurked behind the bushes, the patrol partners came out, got in, and drove off, probably on the lookout, Andy realized, for him.
Andy fished the handful of keys he’d taken from Dan’s house out of his pocket and poked through them. The sun was well up now and he figured he’d be safer hunched down in Dan’s backseat than out in the open, behind the scant cover of the parking lot’s border hedges. Besides, he had to talk to Dan. He decided it was worth the risk that he might be spotted when he hustled his way to the car, or nestled inside it.
But when he got to the car, none of the keys fit the door. One of them, however, fit the trunk. Andy popped open the trunk, reached in, knocked on the thin wall between the rear of the trunk and the back seat, and quickly decided to climb in and shut himself inside. If he began to suffocate, he figured he could poke a hole through the rear wall and save himself. Probably.
Curled in fetal position, Andy rested his hand on the tire iron, closed his eyes, just for a moment, he told himself, and quickly fell asleep.
 
***
 

Chapter 23
Noise, and a bright flash of light followed by a sharp pain on the side of his head, aroused Andy from his fatigue-induced slumber. As he migrated from dream state through semi-consciousness to full awareness, a stream of expletives flew from his mouth.
“What the fu... goddam that hurts, son of a biscuit-eating, fly swatter, mutha fu...” As his brain hit its stride, he popped up like a querulous jack-in-the-box.
“Holy Shit!” bellowed Dan, clutching his heart. Then, after he bent down, he whispered fiercely, “Jeeee-sus Christ. What the hell are you doing, Andy? Good thing I have an extra pair of boxers in my briefcase, sheeesh.”
Andy snatched up the object that hit him, a heavy-duty plastic bag containing his lost Nikes.
“Awesome! Where the hell did you find these?” asked Andy.
“On the job,” said a still-shaken Dan, as he snatched the bag from Andy and stuffed it in a side pocket of the trunk.
“What, you got a side gig as a shoe fetishist?
“No, you douche bag. With the Toxic Waste Commission. This footwear has been condemned. I wanted to seal it up in one of those boxes you normally use for radioactive body parts.”
“And that’s why you’re here?”
“Uh-huh. That explains me. Now, before I shut the trunk and seal your doom,” Dan gave Andy a hard look, like he wasn’t entirely kidding, “just out of curiosity, what about you?”
“Oh. Well.” Andy retrieved the bag and held it up. “I was looking for my shoes.” 
Dan just stood there, his arms folded. He said nothing, but stared through Andy as if engaged with some complicated math in his head. After a long moment, when the computation was over, he said, “Andy, you are in the deepest of shit. These shoes are evidence we had to collect to place you near the murders.” Dan took the bag from Andy and shoved it deeper into the trunk pocket.  “I think Art and his crew have some lame-ass theory, which unfortunately is just the kind that sounds good in court, that you took off your shoes before you killed Miles so that you could not be traced by the tread.”
“What a bunch of dildos. I mean, c’mon.” Andy let out a sigh. “I admit that I had a little heart-to-heart with Fletcher and son a while ago at the vault, but that was it. They were both in near perfect working order when I left them, if you can call their normal state working order. I had nothing to do with Miles’ murder, nor did I off Kurt. You know that.”
“Oh, yeah? Well, here’s what else I know, what I have to report when I’m at the inquest. Your prints are on the head box, and your shoes are bagged, printed and in my car. Based on those two facts alone, Art has a decent premise, even if it is, as you claim, totally wrong. But you also had ongoing, violent fights with Miles and with Kurt, who have both since turned up dead. And now I’m on the spot as an eyewitness to your act of trespass in the trunk of an official police vehicle. Dude, what are you trying to do, get on the “World’s Most Self Incriminated” list of post office portraits?”
“Scheisse!” said Andy. “I know how it looks, but I’m trespassing, as you say, in the hopes that you’ll just listen to me before you file any more official reports. I think I know what really happened. But you have to give me a few minutes and hear the whole story.”
Dan wrinkled his brow and looked off in the distance. Then, without warning, put his open palm firmly on Andy’s face, shoved him into the trunk, and slammed the lid down on Andy’s head. Before Andy yelled the stream of expletives his brain had generated, he heard a muffled, but familiar voice.
“Hey, Nip,” said Art. “Where is your fucking murder-perp friend. And don’t give me any of the inscrutable, squint-eyed shit. I know you know where to find him.”
“Art, look, man. I understand why you’re upset. I am really sorry about Kurt. Really. He was a good kid and, well…” Dan paused for a moment. “I am sorry for your loss.”
“Listen, you little bastard!” Art erupted. Andy could picture the broken veins in Art’s face popped out, inflamed red. But apparently Dan’s words held enough sincerity to penetrate Art’s anger. Art’s voice broke and whimpered, “You…you fucking little Jap-bastard.” 
A huge thud hit the trunk, as if Art had grabbed Dan by the shirt and thrown him against it. “If you had anything to do with Kurt’s deat...”
Art trailed off and Andy suspected that he was too proud to let Dan see him have an actual human emotion. Despite their many run-ins, Andy was surprised to notice he felt something like empathy for Art at this moment, a feeling made all the more poignant by his own memory of Brianna’s passing. Losing a son, even a deviant loser like Kurt, had to be devastating. And Art, though Neanderthal, was still a human with some measure of sentiment buried in his simian chest.
After a few minutes Andy felt the engine of the car start, followed by the lurch of motion. He was a tad nervous, knowing that Dan’s highly-trained, hyper-analytical mind automatically would mull over all the evidence, and, despite Andy’s promise of an explanation, would continue to conclude that Andy’s claim of innocence was anything but supported by the available facts. And Dan was basically a by-the-book guy, so he would want to drag Andy into the station and let the legal system work things out. But, unlike Dan, Andy could not trust any system that allowed morons like Fletcher to muck up its works. And right now, Andy was in Dan’s car and at the mercy of Dan’s decision as to where that car was headed. 
Andy had to get his theory through to Dan immediately. He repositioned himself with his shoulders against the bumper end of the trunk, and with a thrust kick, opened a gap in the back seat of Dan’s car big enough to blast a rush of fresh air flush into Andy’s face as he caught site of Dan at the helm.
“Shit, Andy!” said Dan. “Do you have to frickin’ pulverize everything in your way? Haven’t you ever heard of finesse? You are going to pay me for that seat, even if it is with your fifty-cent-per-hour license plate manufacturing salary in prison!”
“Sorry, bro’, I was getting claustrophobic in there, and too damn near close to dying of carbon monoxide poisoning to worry about automobile etiquette.  And especially now, after hearing the revenge in Art’s voice, I have to tell you what I think really happened.”
Dan rubbed his brow. The double murders had really stressed him out and despite his long and solid friendship with Andy, the whole scene had gotten too far out of hand.
Andy pulled himself through into the back seat. Neither said anything at first. 
Finally, Dan said, “I can’t believe I’m aiding and abetting the flight of a murder suspect.”
“Just tell them I abducted you. I held you by force.”
“With what? Your fully-loaded kung-fu finger?”
“Maybe you had a gun in the trunk. Maybe I used that.” Andy stuck his finger like a gun barrel in the back of Dan’s head.
“Maybe this is all getting too freakin’ complicated and we better just get this getaway over with. Keep your head down.” When Andy dropped back in the seat, Dan pulled off his ball cap and tossed it behind him. “And put that on and pull the brim down over your face.”
Andy checked out the “Pathologists Do the Dead” logo, then put it on. “Oh, yeah. Now we’re way cool,” said Andy. “As long as we don’t get stopped and have to explain this gaping hole in the upholstery.”
“Like I said, you’re on the hook for every tuck and roll.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. With my death row wages, should take only a couple of years.”
“At least with you there, you won’t be able to give me a freakin’ thrombo every time I turn around.” Again, what Dan said didn’t sound like a joke. “Might be worth it in the long run.”
“At the expense of these wonderful chit-chats?”
“Oh, we can still communicate. At least I’ll know where to find you. If I’m feeling generous I may even put you on my Christmas Card list.”
Andy kept low, but leaned forward. “Seriously, dude. You are the only guy on the planet who knows me well enough to hear me out.” 
“Better stop right there. Anything you tell me I might have to repeat under oath.”
“I’ll take that chance. When I am done you’ll believe me because I know some things you haven’t had the chance to discover yet.”
“Such as what? I framed you because I’m the real murderer?”
“No. Such as this. I, uh, happened to stumble on the opportunity to examine Miles’ body again.” 
“How the hell…?” 
Andy interrupted. “Doesn’t matter. The thing is, with a closer look, I had a mini epiphany. All at once, I knew what happened.” 
“Alright. Try me. If I buy it, just maybe one of the jurors will, too.”
Andy tried to be matter-of-fact. “The decapitation was done by laser.” 
The car wheels kicked up a mile’s worth of asphalt gravel as Dan computed. Finally, he said, “Dude, either I’ve gone nuts, or that actually makes sense. No blood, plus signs of cauterization around the wound, does add up to a hot something. But, I mean, that would have to be one hell of a laser, like black-market, Reagan-era SDI tech.”
Andy said, “In a way, yes. Top-secret, government-funded, and cutting-edge, a descendent of the star wars military effort.”
Dan looked disappointed. “Come on, dude. Rimes is no Los Alamos. Ain’t nothing like that here.”
“You ever hear of the cornfield invasions?”
“Is that the best you can do, some weak-ass doper story about alien ray guns?”
“You’ve heard what I’m talking about. Everybody around here has.”
“Sure. And Elvis had sex with the Virgin Mary.” 
“My point is, every rumor has a kernel of truth. Something happens in those cornfields. And the guy who makes it happen is this insane genius that works at the lab.”
“Insane genius? Now we’re back to you.”
“The other insane genius. A guy named Hal.”
“The pothead?”
“He figured out a way to turn corn into a superconductor, so the military funded him to build a laser. It’s in his lab, really.”
“Sure. Then he won a sharp-shooting medal with it in the UFO rodeo.”
“Don’t believe me? You were at the crime scene. You saw what happened to the vault. How do you explain that? And, unlike the other cops around here, you’re observant. You probably looked in the lab across the way. Did you see something that looked kinda like one of those super-squirt water rifles?”
Dan stared stonily ahead and said nothing. Andy could tell Dan had seen it.
“That,” said Andy, “was the laser.”
“So Hal’s an insane genius and he has a super laser, therefore he’s the suspect?”
“Uh-uh. No motive. And lots of motives not to screw up his perfect life.”
“So?”
“So I have a real suspect, one that makes perfect sense in terms of motive and opportunity.”
“Who might that be, besides the dude sitting behind me?”
“Emile Prottle.”
Again, Dan stared ahead, then said, “No way. I took classes from Prottle. He worked to save lives, not take them.”
If Dan believed this about Emile, then he just might accept the rest of Andy’s hypothesis. Andy sped up his explanation. “The molester was blackmailing Emile. I saw some lab notes and a draft of a couple papers in Miles’ vault before I had that ‘incident’ with Art and his throw-back progeny.” 
Dan cut Andy a stern backwards glance. 
“Sorry,” said Andy. “I meant the dear-departed youth we all knew and loved as Kurt.”
Dan said, “A couple of lab reports won’t show blackmail, much less prove Emile guilty and you innocent.”
“No, wait!” insisted Andy. “The lab notes had a table referring to DNA and antibody blood tests with the scribble “MSH IV+” next to it. At the time, I wasn’t sure why it caught my attention, but now I know. I read it wrong; it was “MS HIV+. Miles Stancoach, HIV positive! Miles was infected with the AIDS virus.” 
“And sad to say, so are millions of adults and children throughout the world my friend. AIDS is a tragic disease, not a moral judgment.”
“Of course. I’m bound by science, not superstition. I have more reason than most to expect research will one day solve that problem.” How true that is, thought Andy, as he hid his knowing grin under his hat brim? 
“Plus if Miles were infected, it’s more likely Emile could blackmail him, rather than the other way around.”
“I suppose. And maybe the diagnosis is not such a big surprise, considering Stancoach’s high-risk lifestyle. But here’s the kicker. Emile was working on a cure for his wife’s neurodegenerative condition and using NIH funds that were awarded for a completely different project. Emile could not get federal approval for the work he really wanted to do, so he wrote what’s called a cover grant and got an award for a million-plus bucks that he used to create a hybrid virus carrying the HIV coat protein, but not the entire HIV genome.”
“Whoa. Wait a minute. Are you saying that Emile was using HIV for targeting to neural tissue? That’s crazy!”
“Not really. He had identified an HIV coat protein that specifically targeted cells in the central nervous system called microglia. Microglia are cells that defend neurons against infection. Emile’s idea is as brilliant as it is simple. Target the highly-mobile microglia with the friendly hybrid protein, then let the microglia migrate all over the immune system carrying repair genes for neurodegenerative disorders, like the one his wife had.”
“Simple, indeed. Too simple to be true.”
“The basic idea is simple, but the implementation, the conversion of deadly carriers into life-saving cures, required extraordinary know-how. Don’t forget, crazy or not, Emile is a unique genius. And I’m convinced he was on to something, because, according to the data in the papers I saw, the virus was successfully targeted to neural tissue. And guess where the biggest concentration of neural cells is in the human body?”
“The penis?” asked Dan.
“Yes, in your case. But the greater majority of us have just slightly more neural tissue in our brains. And, as I hope your profession has shown you, the brain is housed in the part of the anatomy Miles was missing.”
Dan tried to interject, “Ah, c’mon…”
“I kid you not!” said Andy. “So, the recombinant virus had parts of the microglia-specific HIV coat protein to target it to the central nervous system, which makes perfect sense if you want to target some sort of gene therapy to cure a neurodegenerative problem, right?”
“Uh-oh,” Dan mumbled. “In some sort of bizarre, B-movie way, this is starting to make sense.”
“And,” Andy continued, in a surge of intellectual excitement, “the virus also contained a cassette for insertion of human transposons, to stick foreign genes into the neural cell genome.”
“Okay,” said Dan. “I think I remember enough college biology to get the drift. Basically Emile was attempting to use the threatening invasive properties of HIV to do good by having them carry some medically helpful stuff to the degenerating tissues. And I get why Emile, if he was feeling the clock was running out on his wife, might try out such a wild idea and worry about HIV side-effects later. But how does this connect to Miles? I mean, what the hell did Miles’ care about a cure for neural degeneration that might come at the cost of HIV infection if his problem was that he already had HIV?”
“Miles knew about Emile’s violation of federal regulations and used that and Emile’s irrational need to cure his wife to leverage Emile to develop a variant of the virus that would, in theory, target the HIV genome in wild type virus and render it inactive.”
“A cure for AIDS?” said Dan, astonished at the implications.
“That’s right. And even more sinister, the drafts of the papers which described significant progress Emile had made on the HIV cure had Miles’ name as the senior author and did not mention Emile at all!”
“Man, when it came to exploitation, that dude was an evil genius,” said Dan.
“Yeah. But not when it came to science. He needed people like Emile for the ideas. So here’s what I guess happened. Emile saw what Miles was doing and realized he would be aced out of any monetary benefits to come from his research. And he needed the money to try every possible treatment to help his wife. So Emile went over the deep end. He had some sort of argument in the lab with Miles, who very probably responded with something snide enough to push Emile to the point of seeing red. Emile grabbed the laser in Hal’s lab right next door, and a femtosecond later, a headless Miles hits the floor.”
“Wait a minute. What about the head?” asked Dan.
“That’s just it. The head was the evidence. Nobody would look for recombinant virus in the extended neural system of a cadaver, but you would certainly examine the brain and, who knows, when you consider the treatment delivery method and today’s wide-spread awareness and concern about AIDS, maybe there would be vacuoles or viral particles or some other evidence of pathology that would lead you to discover the virus and trace it back to Emile’s lab. Particularly, if the research papers in Stancoach’s vault were revealed. After all, it’s what I saw in those that led me to the hypothesis I just explained to you.”
“Man, that sucks for Emile.” said Dan. “All he was trying to do was help his wife, and in the process probably develop a cure that might have helped millions of others and also lead to a methodology that could be applied in a multitude of situations, and the freaking molester screwed everything up.”
“Yeah. And all the legal system would see is that he had spent millions of taxpayer dollars under false pretenses. Though, come to think of it, isn’t that what the government itself does half the time anyway?
“You got that right,” said Dan. Then he thought for a moment and said, “Hey, wait a minute. Your hypothesis might fit the spin of a paperback yarn, but it doesn’t pan out with the real life autopsy. I did a standard HIV screen on the cadaver’s blood and it was negative. How is that possible, if the guy was ripe with virus?”
“That puzzled me at first, too,” said Andy. “But consider this. You did a DNA screen for HIV, right?”
“Yeah, standard procedure and way more sensitive than the antibody screen. How did you know?”
“I know because the Molester was HIV positive, but by the time you did the screen he was not carrying any virulent HIV.” 
“You’re shitting me,” said an incredulous Dan, as he started to get the bigger picture.
“I shit you not.” Andy let it sink in. “The therapy was working. Remember, there is no HIV DNA in the recombinant virus that you would see in the DNA screen because those sequences had been removed from the virus to make it non-infectious. In other words, that virus was just a carrier that would cause the real virus to commit suicide. So the therapy must have worked and eradicated most or all of the real HIV virus, or you would have picked that up.” 
They sat in silence for a moment, pondering the magnitude of what Andy was saying. Finally Dan said in a whisper, “I didn’t find the virus because Emile really did create a cure for HIV!”
“As they say, the line between insanity and genius is very fine…and necessity, or perhaps desperation, is the mother of invention,” said Andy.
Dan romped in an intellectual playground as he pondered from multiple angles the concept Andy had presented. Though intuitively Dan felt it to be correct, as a good pathologist he had to retest and reconfirm it several times before he’d convinced himself of its irrefutable truth.
“Hmmmm,” said Dan. He squinted as though he pictured the scene outside the windshield. “The coat protein is there, but in low concentration. And the HIV genome is fragmented and therefore not discoverable with standard DNA methods…”
“Yup, yup. And if you want to corroborate my theory, use some other HIV DNA sequences, some that are not usually the standard for the test, and see if you pick up anything in the peripheral neural tissue or in the brain, where the concentration should be a million times higher. You might try an ultra-sensitive antibody test, too, because that coat protein will be there, and with a concentrated brain sample, you should be able to detect it easily. I bet you a million dollars that you will find indications of the presence of HIV. But what you really will detect is the recombinant form that is the cure for HIV, not the cause of AIDS.”
“And then you’re off the hook.”
“Damn near,” said Andy, finally feeling relaxed enough to settle back into the seat. 
“But haven’t you overlooked a couple of small problems?”
Andy had been so enamored with his murder theory that it took him a minute to respond.
“What do you mean? Find that HIV and this is a done deal.”
“First of all, how does your theory explain that fact that Kurt also was killed and decapitated?”
“Oh, yeah,” said Andy. “Why the hell would Emile off that little genetic aberration?”
Andy was flummoxed. The death of Miles made sense. But Kurt was as far removed from the scientific community as was conceivable and also highly unlikely to be involved in any HIV testing. For one thing, as far as Andy knew, Kurt was not gay. Of course, no one was immune. He still might have contracted the virus; maybe through drug use, but his hetero, if warped, sexuality did make the possibility less likely. And even if he did have HIV, his condition alone, like all the other positive cases in the world, wouldn’t establish a connection to Emile. Kurt’s death was an anomaly, and this pissed Andy off.
“Dammit. I was sure I had nailed it,” said Andy. “I hate it when I think I have the answer, but I don’t.”
“Hey, keep plugging along and see what happens. I think we’re on the right track,” said Dan. 
Andy thought, at least I’ve convinced Dan so well that now he’s trying to convince me.
Dan went on. “I’ll push back the foreskins of science with the HIV screens on Miles’ corpse, and do the same with Kurt’s, just to be sure. 
“So when they don’t have brains, you test the area with the second highest concentration of neural tissue?”
“Except in your case,” said Dan, “where we’d have to test the anus.”
Andy laughed, and it felt good.
“Okay, I deserved that,” said Andy. “But you do buy my hypothesis enough to cut me some slack, to let me work on it from this side of the holding tank?”
Dan sighed. “Yeah, yeah. But you’d better lie extremely low before Art reams us both new back-end HIV testing sites.”
“What is it with that guy?” wondered Andy aloud. “I know I’m a thorn in his side, but he’s gotta know that’s because he’s treated me like dirt from day one.”
“I’m no brilliant theorist like Emile,” said Dan. “But it could be as simple as ‘you’re smart and he’s dumb.’”
“Yeah. And I guess he’d never forget the proof of that with Brianna’s case.”
“I’ve know Fletcher a long time. He definitely sees the world in black and white. In his eyes, if you aren’t with him, then you’re against him.”
Andy said, “All I need is Fletcher to ream me a new one with that bottleneck finger of his. And what’s weird is I actually feel sorry for him. No matter how big of a dickweed a person is, no one deserves to lose a son like that…though I doubt Art would care much for my sympathy right now.”
“Nope,” said Dan. “All Art cares about is to hang you high and dry. That way he’ll get revenge for when you showed him up, and he’ll get release for some of his grief about Kurt. And if there aren’t any witnesses around, I guarantee won’t be inclined to follow official police protocol either. So keep under his sights until I get more info from the lab and you get whatever else you can to support your case.”
Andy wondered what else that “case support” could be. Short of a confession from Emile, or the ability to find and wring testimony out of the severed heads, he really had no idea.
Dan asked, “How should I find you when I know something?”
“Hiding in Greta’s tits,” said Andy, a feeble attempt at humor, but one heck of a mental image.
“Dude,” said Dan, “just like Stancoach’s crotch, you know that’s the first place they’ll look.”
“Yeah, but they’ll be so distracted by the scenery I’ll have plenty of time to head south.”
“Seriously,” said Dan. “They’ll be watching everybody, Charlie and Beauty, Greta, Trey….”
Andy smirked. “Everyone, except Hal. That guy is always in the clear, lucky bastard.”
“Maybe he’d share a little of his mojo with us.” 
“It’s worth a try. Give Hal the info when you get it and I’ll make it my business to find him.” Andy grinned again under his hat brim. “I’ll use smoke signals.”
Dan chuckled. Even in local law enforcement circles, Hal and his un-bustable cornfield orgies with Laney-caliber babes were legendary. Dan had even seen photographs that one of his undercover buddies had taken, just Hal and a covey of nature goddesses celebrating the birth of the new moon by baring their own perfectly shaped moons in adoration.
Dan was about to call in all the favors he had done for Andy, and beg Andy to wangle him an invitation to one of the recruitment revelries Hal periodically threw to replenish his nymph supply, but Andy piped up suddenly and asked to be dropped off.
Dan pulled over on a foliage-lined street three blocks from Andy’s house. Andy jumped out and, remembering poor Woofus shouted to Dan, “By the way, check on that dog of yours ASAP, he’s probably pretty thirsty and hungry right about now.”
Dan, at a loss for any idea as to what Andy meant, watched his brilliant, if psycho, friend sprint to cover and disappear in a blink. 
Never boring with that guy, thought Dan as he cruised back to his house to check on his pet, then sleep, perchance to dream of naked virgins, their nipples perked up in the evening chill, as they frolicked beneath the star-vast, ganja-misted Iowa night sky.
 
***
 

Chapter 24
Andy yearned to run to his house, bound up the porch, bash though the door, and revel in a drawer full of warm, thick, clean socks. His knees buckled now from the shock waves as his tired legs pounded the pavement. He envisioned his connective tissue stressed to its limit and all the micro-tears that would hurt like a bitch for a week or more after the finale to this apparently karma-driven saga. 
But as much as he longed for home, as soon as Dan’s police-ride veered around the curve out of sight, Andy reversed course back to the lab. 
Dan was right. He had to get proof of his theory and make sure no one else destroyed that proof. Otherwise, Fletcher’s circumstantial evidence would convict him for sure. But he had to do it with no one else, not even Dan, in the know. He could not afford any leaks, and he could not afford to lose anyone who was still in his corner.
When he reached the lab, Andy dropped behind the perimeter shrubs, almost too weary to hide. Fortunately, the rigors of research had conditioned him to fight exhaustion and push through to get a result no matter what the physical and emotional cost. In science, a single mistake could collapse an entire experimental chain and require a restart from square one. 
This experiment, though, did not offer Andy the luxury of a second chance. No back up waited for him in the lab freezer. One slip could cost him his life.
Andy crept low behind the bushes and scouted the parking lot. Only two cop cars remained. He spotted and counted all four cops outside the building, two at the front door, two at the back, and he checked tenants and service people as they came and left. 
The service vans, easily identified by their logos, were parked in the specially designated spots for loading of supplies and equipment. Other vehicles were scattered throughout the lot. Andy circled the half-acre toward the gardener’s shack, the domain of one of Hal’s “experimental strain cultivation” assistants. As he’d hoped, he spotted Emile’s battered coupe, a ’59 Studebaker that Emile claimed was more fuel-efficient than any modern car except the new hybrids. The car was nosed up against the shack and squeezed half-hidden between the gardener’s truck and a mobile home. 
In this lull between the morning investigation and the afternoon follow-up, Emile must have scurried inside to gather up evidence, perhaps even Kurt’s boxed-up cranium, with an aim to destroy anything that might incriminate him while the cops busied themselves to check every meat locker and pork producer in a fifty mile radius for the makings of human head cheese. Andy could just see Fletcher as he gave the order, “Hey, its meat, even if it tastes like chicken. So where else would you find it?”
Andy had only suspicions as to how the head had escaped detection so far. But he was sure Emile would emerge and drive off any second, and he had to act fast.
Andy’s first step would be to figure a way in. Of course, he couldn’t just stroll in as himself. But he also couldn’t pose as a service person, as he had at the ME’s office, because a colleague or regular tenant surely would recognize him and blow his cover. 
Invisibility was the answer, but unfortunately, also in only the most rudimentary stages of scientific development. Andy had read about new materials that bent light so that the object behind the material was essentially invisible. But this was at a government lab and only worked under perfect conditions, and then badly.
He would have to come up with a more practical solution to corporeal disguise. A clever magician could create the illusion of invisibility. As a child, Andy had loved magic. Simple tricks like turning water to ‘wine’ had been his earliest introduction to science. If Houdini could manipulate the laws of perception to make an elephant disappear, surely Andy could apply those same principles to himself.
Andy studied the building. When the university, in an uncharacteristic act of financial conservatism, converted a pre-existing three-story administrative building into the Nanotechnology Institute facility, the entire structure was gutted and redesigned to accommodate the basement and two floors of labs. The foundation had to be strengthened, the walls reconfigured, and the ceilings raised. High stability to withstand the unpredictable Midwest storms, snow weight the occasional tornado, compounded by the requirement for superior vibration isolation for Andy’s AFM and other scientific equipment, demanded that the building structure be solidly connected to mother earth. Equipment dimensions required all labs to have high ceilings, so the so the two above ground floors were matched in height leaving space between and above them for containment of all HVAC and other mechanical passageways. This results in two crawl spaces about four feet tall between the first and second floors, and the second floor and roof. Both layers connected to a building-wide vertical shaft at the end of the facility to provide access for additional modification or installation. 
Wisely, when these crawl spaces were designed, the architects consulted the lab heads, including Andy. Since then, to make sure alterations were done fast and right, Andy had slithered through the spaces to handle specialized modifications himself from time to time. 
Now those spaces would afford him perfect invisible passage through the building, provided he hit no roadblocks, made no noise, punched no body parts through the drop-tile ceilings, and could access the rooftop entry door unseen.
Once inside, Andy would have to speed to his goal without a second guess, so he reviewed his plan. Step one: Time his sprint across the parking lot to avoid detection, then scamper up the outer wall ladder to the roof. Step two: Enter the vertical connecting shaft through the rooftop access door and clamber down the inner ladder to the layer sandwiched between the lab floors. Step Three: Catwalk on the horizontal support beams to Emile’s ceiling which he could locate using the 220 wiring harness and connectors for a landmark, since only he and Hal used 220V instrumentation and their labs were in the same corridor as Emile’s. Step Four: Lift a tile to note which of two rooms, the office or the lab, Emile was in, then drop into the other room, pull on some of the latex gloves Emile kept in both places, sneak up behind Emile and knock him out with a quick pressure point strike or, if necessary, a choke hold. 
This last step gave Andy pause. While either technique would be easy to execute, and the choice of which to use virtually second nature, Emile was old, and recovery from a strike or choke hold was not certain. Plus Emile was a good man who had suffered years of agony over his wife. Andy hated to add to Emile’s pain. But Kurt’s killing, which seemed unplanned and emotional, strongly suggested that Emile had gone off his rocker. Now that Emile was in so deep, more such impulsive killings were likely to occur if he weren’t stopped. And more killing would be bad for both the victims and (if he weren’t a victim himself) for Andy.
But no cop would believe Andy simply because he babbled out this hypothesis. Andy had to arrange things so the cop who found Emile also found the evidence all in one place in a manner that led the cop to draw only one unmistakable, correct conclusion. In short, Andy had to trap and frame a guilty man, to save both others and himself.
Andy went round to the back of the building, checked the windows and the parking lot, then positioned himself at a precise angle to run and hit the ladder to the roof from a minimum distance. Then he realized that the first step of his plan, which he had glossed over when he had laid the plan out, wouldn’t be as easy as he thought. 
Since the building was designed so that the two entrances were placed essentially on a diagonal line relative to each other, there was no sure way for him to approach the building, even at a sprint, that would guarantee none of the four cops would see him. And getting caught was simply not an option.
Then inspiration glimmered. Andy remembered one of the first principles of magic: misdirection. If you want to make an unobserved move with your left hand, you make some eye-catching gesture with right hand to draw attention away from the left. In other words, Andy had to get all the cops looking one direction while dashed to the building from another. 
But with magic, timing was everything. If the trick didn’t function like clockwork, the magician would be thrown off the stage, or, in Andy’s case, thrown in the slammer. And he didn’t have a whole lot of opportunity to follow the second rule of magic: practice.
Andy’s mind spun searching for possibilities. He had to settle on something quickly.  He didn’t have the hours, much less the lab resources, to create something like, say, a remote-control glider that could drop a stink bomb. Yet his gut feeling told him the distracting gesture had to be big and bold, ugly, even, something to guarantee riveting the attention of the cops. 
What could he create in five minutes with the materials at hand?
Almost without thinking, Andy’s body moved into action. In a crouch, he scurried behind the perimeter foliage back to the gardener’s shack. His dim memory of what he had smelled there was confirmed. 
Though the truck’s door was unlocked, no key was in the ignition. But Andy’s hot-wiring skills served him well, and ninety seconds later, the engine was rumbling. Slowly, Andy backed the truck out of the spot and re-parked it so he could see, in his side-view mirrors, the rear end of the truck distantly reflected in the picture window of the Institute’s north side administrative offices.
Leaving the engine running, Andy crept out of the cabin to the back of the truck and looked at its load: bundles of composting foliage and sacks of chemical fertilizer. Andy vaulted up to the truck bed and dumped a bag of the chemicals on the trimmings.
Andy slipped back down to the parking lot, opened the passenger door, rummaged through the glove compartment and found what he wanted. Then he eased across the seat to the gearshift, cranked the transmission into reverse, and slipped out the door.
As the truck picked up speed and headed in reverse directly for the building, Andy lit the book of matches he had taken from the glove box and tossed it into the rear of the truck. Immediately, the methane rich atmosphere and the chemical-covered dry leaves burst into roaring flame.
While the truck rambled toward the administrative end of the well-insured building, where, of course, the administrators had installed the most expensive and reliable safety systems, including sprinklers, Andy circled back to the other end of the lot.
Feeling the agony of seconds ticking away, Andy bit his lip until he truck smashed through the buildings picture window and spewed its flaming, smelly contents into the administrative suite. As the fire alarms went off, all four cops ran toward the site. 
Andy bolted across the lot, leapt onto the ladder, scrambled up to the roof, and rolled away from the edge.  At best, Andy figured it would take the Rimes fire squad at least thirty minutes to arrive at the scene, though probably the cops would assess that the fire had almost immediately been doused. More likely, hours would pass before anyone came to fill out a report form for the “accident.” He imagined the enormous amount of paperwork that would follow, local and federal regulatory agencies getting involved as they always did. In a weird way, Andy figured that he was helping keep the bane of his existence, unnecessary middle management and retarded regulators with nary a single novel idea in their empty heads, employed. The thought of empty heads resonated vigorously in his own head, and he snapped back to the task at hand.
Lying on his back on the roof, Andy felt amazed, and, well, oddly proud, that step one of his plan had been such an easy success.
Then Andy realized he had no key to the door of the vertical crawl space shaft. 
His entire key ring was back in his hazardous waste canister hiding spot where he had replaced it for fear of dripping it somewhere in Rimes during his escapade. Everywhere else he’d been recently had either been already open, or he had broken into with Dan’s keys or by force. But breaking into this metal-framed door seemed impossible. And there was no time to go home and get the keys because by the time he returned Emile would surely have vanished, along with any chance for Andy to clear himself. And, of course, now Andy was stuck on the roof with the very real possibility that a cop or a fireman might climb up to check it for damage.
Dejectedly, Andy shuffled to the corner and discretely peered over the side, half wishing Emile’s car were gone so that to sneak inside would no longer matter. But the old Studebaker was still there. 
Andy went to the door and yanked on the handle, but it didn’t budge. Then he ran his thumb along the frame. Not only was the door was metal-reinforced and tightly fit to the jamb, but the lock was a deadbolt, so even if he had a pry bar, which he didn’t, breaking in would be tough, sweaty work.
Andy wandered the roof briefly, tapped lightly on the vent pipes emerging from apertures too narrow to admit a human body. Then he shuffled to the corner, sat down, held his head in his hands, and covered his face with his fingers.
A sudden gust of wind, typical of Iowa’s wild climate swings, pelted him with pebbles from the roof. Smoke swirled up from the hot, damp foliage below. Dust billowed from the weather-worn surface and stung tears from his squinted-shut eyes.
“Andy?”
Andy’s heart thumped. He wiped the grit from his wet face, and looked up.
Brianna stood in front of him, as real as she’d ever been, not just a floating voice or a silent mist-veiled figure, but as close to flesh and blood as she possibly could look.
“Brianna,” Andy said, starting to rise.
“Don’t get up,” said Brianna. 
Without questioning her, Andy sat back. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
“I’m here for you,” Brianna said.
“But this can’t be happening. First you’re a voice, then you’re a vision, and now you’re…the real thing! The more real you seem, the crazier I must be.”
“Not crazy, Andy. Receptive. Like when weather grows strange, and sunspots go wild, and your radio tunes in a station far beyond its normal range.” 
“Hearing voices and seeing things is crazy. I’m crazy. Especially if I’m arguing with my own runaway imagination!”
“If you feel that way, Andy, then I will disappear. You’ll never see or hear me again. In the long run that’s as it should be. By the time this is all over, you will be ready to leave our shared past behind, and move on with your life. But for that to happen, for you to get through this, for both our sakes, I offer to help you one last time.”
“This is insane. I’m taking advice from an illusion.”
“Illusions are magic, Andy. Magic can inspire.”
“But you’re not smoke and mirrors, some ventriloquist trick. You’re…well, I don’t know what you are.”
“Someday you’ll better understand what I truly am. But for now, what’s more important, the quality of my being, or the quality of my advice?”
Andy gave in. What choice did he have? “Your advice,” he said.
“In that case,” said Brianna, “I’ve already given it.”
What happened next, Andy wasn’t sure. Maybe the wind and dust made his eyes water so he couldn’t see straight. Or maybe none of that mattered when you went so loco you saw things. But, as Andy looked straight ahead, Brianna became blurry and fuzzy, like when a storm knocks off the antenna and reception goes out on a TV set, and then, as startlingly real as she had seemed just a moment ago, she was gone, absolutely dissolved, no trace of her anywhere.
Then Andy was left with only the bizarre nature of Brianna’s advice. What did she mean, she had already given it? What had they spoken about, anyway? About radios and reception and range. What in blazes did that mean?
Andy slumped and stabbed his back with a protruding bolt. Then he jumped up and turned around.
Hal’s satellite dish. That was a receiver. When satellite first became available, Hal, of course, had to have one. This gigantic rusty bowl had been sitting up here for years. But how could that possibly help?
Andy’s sense of urgency returned and along with it a moment of clarity. Should he yank off part of the dish and use it for a crow bar? No, he had already ruled that out. Andy looked at the cable dangling down the side of the building to Hal’s window, flapping in the wind, its insulation half worn off. No way Andy could shimmy down that and get inside. Unlike the careful interior wiring Andy himself had threaded, the dish guys had done as little as possible to get their check and get out. Thus, the cable was external. And as for the dish itself, they had basically anchored it directly to the roof by drilling in some holes and securing it (with a loose interpretation of the word ‘secure’) with giant molly bolts. Fortunately, the upper crawl space immediately under the roof was used primarily for pipes and vents, with much of the electric wiring running through the lower crawl space. Otherwise, after the half-baked job the dish guys had done, every mild rain would have induced electrical shorts, not to mention the freeze-thaw cycle of each winter. The holes drilled in the roof were neither flashed nor tarred. In fact, in Andy’s office, one corner of the drop ceiling on the first floor, now gross with stain and mildew, presumably from water that leaked from the roof down two floors, had practically caved in last winter. Andy could only imagine the reaction of a federal agent on a “site visit” who had come to inspect the six-figure microscope his funds had purchased, if he had found it sitting in a puddle next to an assortment of beakers collecting drips of rusty rain water.
Rusty, broken, worn out... perfect! This is it, thought Andy. This is the way in.
Andy pulled sideways on the dish struts. Old nails whined as they yanked from boards. The dish tilted toward him.
Andy eased the dish back and glanced over the side. None of the cops, still supervising the extraction of the truck from the other end of the building, seemed to have heard the sound.
Andy ran back to the dish, and pulled harder. The dish came toward him again, reached a tipping point, and then it was all Andy could do to keep the toppling monster from crashing.
When the dish lay sideways on the roof, Andy ran to look at where it had been moored.
Two boards had been wrenched free up through the meager roof covering, leaving a jagged hole about sixteen inches in the longest dimension. Avoiding splinters, Andy lowered himself through it.
Once inside, Andy quickly scrambled to the vertical shaft, which connected the upper and lower crawl spaces. Andy didn’t have a flashlight, as he usually did, and the space was murky. But he’d climbed it before, so now, with a modicum of caution, he descended, rock climber style, to the lower crawl space. 
The lower crawl space was stuffy and dark. But occasional rays of light shot up through the drop ceiling four feet below and marked where cables and fixtures were attached to openings in the first floor ceiling. Andy balanced lightly on the beams, and used the pencil-thin columns of light to guide his way, as he sent up a silent prayer of thanks to Sensei for the training that allowed him to plant his feet firmly, one after the other, on narrow, splintery wood. 
Not all beams were sturdy and flat. One wavered, and as Andy tweaked his balance, he tread on an open staple, puncturing the thin sole of his shoe and gouging his instep. He clamped one hand over his mouth to stifle the scream, slipped his other foot off the beam and whacked a composition-board drop-tile with a heavy foot. He cringed, froze, heard noises in Hal’s office below and feared he’d been detected. But as he counted to a hundred and slowly pulled out the staple from his foot and shoe, the muffled sounds subsided. Spiked by adrenalin, Andy’s focused heightened as he scurried toward the 220 wiring that identified Emile’s lab.
Finally Andy reached the area above Emile’s workshop. Praying no one would happen to look up, Andy gingerly hung from a two-inch water pipe and lifted a drop-tile. Below, the lights were out and the room was silent. Andy crept over to the ceiling above Emile’s office and peeked through a small crack in one of the ceiling tiles. The lights were on, but he saw no movement, heard no noise. Directly below, Emile’s old battered brief case sat open on the desk. Emile was still here somewhere, maybe in Hal’s office or in the bathroom.
Andy moved directly over Emile’s desk, pulled out the ceiling tile entirely, and eased himself down onto the desk in the room. Then, as he replaced the tile above him, he heard noise passing in the outer hall, so he silently slipped off the desk and into the closet, and pulled the door almost shut. Even if Emile should open the closet door, Andy would have the element of surprise in his favor, and would easily be able to subdue him.
Andy waited for five minutes. No one entered. Andy decided to risk a peek in the open briefcase to see if it held any incriminating papers. 
He darted out and rifled the contents. Nothing looked like the files from the vault. Maybe those papers were in the workshop room. The element of surprise would be just as much in Andy’s favor if he were to hide in there as in the closet. He could get the drop on Emile better by attacking from behind when Emile came into the room, or, better yet, after Emile entered the room and showed by his actions where he’d hidden the evidence.
Andy strode to the workshop door, let himself in, shut the door behind him, and quickly felt his way toward a big worktable he could hide behind. 
Three steps later, Andy tripped and almost smashed his face, catching himself in pushup position just in time. Even before he pulled himself upright, he knew that what he had tripped over was a body. 
Andy stepped backwards to the door to turn on the wall switch light. As he flicked on the light and looked down, he chided himself for having worried about putting a choke hold on Emile. Someone had done far worse, and Emile was never going to strike again. His headless body lay on the floor.
“One thing is for damn sure,” Andy said to himself. “This is one murder Emile probably did not do…”
First, Andy made absolutely sure the body was Emile, though the age and size of the body obviously were right. He grabbed a pair of latex gloves from the dispenser, pulled them on, then twisted off the corpse’s wedding ring. Inside, was an inscription to Emile from his wife that left no doubt. Andy put the ring back on and let the dead hand flop. 
Andy sat back on his haunches and struggled to grasp the implications of what he saw. Either Emile had self-terminated, and someone else had removed the laser gun, or, much more likely, someone else was the murderer and Andy’s hypothesis, and defense, were in the toilet. Either way, someone had not only made off with the weapon, but with Emile’s head as well. And the last thing Andy needed was to be caught here hovering over the corpse.
Andy leapt up on the worktable, pushed aside a ceiling tile, and hoisted himself up into the crawl space. All those years of strength training now paid off. In the process, though, some slippery goo caused his hand to slide along the tile support. Andy ran his fingers over the tackiness on his palm. When Andy sniffed his fingertips, he identified a mixed aroma of sweat and hair oil and a reek similar to a guinea pig gore. Blood. Emile’s head apparently resided temporarily up here, but where was it now?
After he replaced the drop tile and once again huddled in the dark, Andy realized he didn’t know exactly where to go next. What he wanted was to find where the killer now roamed, so he could catch the killer and clear himself. 
Then mental lightning struck. If anyone were to use the gun again, it would have to be charged here on the premises. This was the only site within a mile wired for 220.
Then lightning struck twice. If anyone were to use the gun on the premises, Andy could surely know…because there was an amp-meter attached to the 220 wiring. For once, Andy thanked Buddha for bureaucracy. 
In an argument with the University Utilities Regulator Andy had claimed that he used no more power than any other professor, even though some of his equipment required 220V. To prove it (and that he did) he installed an amp meter and a data-logger in the 220V wiring harness. This way he could show the utilities regulator exactly how much usage there was on that one line. Predictably, the regulator had never graduated from high school and could not understand the basic power conversion math that Andy showed him so, to save face, he had given Andy a “too much power using” warning, handwritten, that Andy had framed and hung on the lab wall. 
Andy made his way to the meter, just above the anteroom to the vault, and tipped a ceiling tile beneath him askew just enough to admit light to read the meter.
It sat on zero, as expected, but then, as if on cue, the meter jumped and held steady showing a continuous draw of 30 amps. Right now, somebody was charging the laser and in a few minutes they would be able to remove it from the base and fire at least five or six murderous bursts of high-energy photons.  He watched the meter for several minutes and then, as expected, it suddenly dropped to zero, indicating that someone had removed the fully charged laser from the base.
Andy scampered over the ceiling beams and pulled up tiles. No one was in Emile’s lab, no one was in the vault, and no one was in Hal’s lab either, though the empty charger sat innocently in its normal spot.
Only one lab in the corridor remained.
Andy’s. 
 
***
 

Chapter 25
Andy scuttled through the crawl space toward his own lab, scrabbled over the scaffolding as though time were a slithering, salivating rat whose jaws snapped just inches from his heels. 
In the dim distance, Andy glimpsed the shadowy bulk of the powerful hoist attached to the building framework that he had installed to support the heavy vibration isolation table for the atomic force microscope. Suddenly, his memory flashed. Consumed for the past hours by the heat of pursuit and the pressure to avoid capture, he had completely forgotten that he was running an elaborate and sensitive AFM gene splicing experiment. 
“Dammit”, he muttered, “if that experiment blows up it will be perfect icing on this shit-cake I’ve managed to bake.”
The iron discipline of scientific rigor seized his mind. For a moment only the urgent priority of the experiment flooded his attention, followed by the realization that the work of months would be lost if these crucial final stages were aborted.  
“Arrgh!” Andy blurted aloud as he slapped his forehead. Then the sharp echo of his outcry registered in his ears and snapped his attention back to his need to solve the murders…and not get caught in the process. If he were thrown in jail, far more than months of work would be wasted.
Andy caught hold of himself and strained to hear if his outburst had given him away. Racked by impatience to move ahead, he held himself tightly in check until he felt sure he was still undetected.
Then Andy approached the ceiling tiles of his lab carefully and peered through the hole that allowed the AFM suspension system, basically NASA-grade bungee cords and 400 pounds of cement, to pass from the lab to the steel I-beams that were added during the building refurbishing to increase stability.
Though the suspension cord aperture was tiny, Andy stared through it and was equally certain and incredulous of what he saw, a scene on same weirdness level as his mystical visions of Brianna. But the utterly aberrant nature of the tableau just on the other side of the ceiling panels guaranteed it was all too real.
Charlie and Beauty were both in the lab, bound and gagged, pushed up against the south wall. They blinked, like interrogation suspects, in the light of a tall lab lamp trained on them. To their left, Hal’s current dream girl, Laney, lounged on a tall stool, her half unbuttoned neckline revealing bulging breasts nestled in a lavender lace brassiere, her leather mini-skirt hitched up to fully display her leggy figure. In contrast to the straining, wild-eyed figures roped to the sturdy metal legs of the lab bench next to her, Laney oozed nonchalance, accented by the occasional sips she took of a tall smoothie she apparently had whipped up using Andy’s blender.
Now that is just too freaking weird. What the hell is going on? Andy’s thoughts raced to make sense of the scene.
Just then, two voices, clear as bells, seemed to Andy to ring out, one in each ear: Sensei and Brianna speaking in unison. But this time Andy knew the voices originated not from outside of him, neither from a living master nor a spectral apparition, but both from within him, as though these two inspiring figures were now part of him, as though, Andy realized in the moment, he somehow had grown big enough to contain them.
“Andy!” their voices shouted, “you are out of time. If you are going to act, you must do so now!”
That was the final straw for Andy. Between life-sized Barbie dolls drinking strawberry coladas from his personal blender, people he cared about being hog-tied like carcasses in a meat-packing plant, and the mystery duo shouting in stereo with the apparent desire to test his bowel control, he flipped out, smashed through the nearest ceiling tile, and landed about seven feet away from the unnervingly serene Laney.
“Oh, hello, Andy,” cooed Laney, as if he had just walked into Vibe and ordered a double shot of espresso.
Thrown by Laney’s unnatural calm, Andy shot back, “Laney, what the fuck is going on here? Why do you have Charlie and Beauty tied up?” 
Suddenly, Andy’s nostrils were accosted by vile fumes spewing from Laney’s cocktail, totally at odds with its lurid pinkish hue. 
“And what the hell are you drinking anyway? It reeks…”
At that moment, Andy happened to glance past Laney to the bench that supported the blender and his protein powders, and he felt his gut clamp down.
Two human heads stared directly at him. Right next to the blender was Kurt’s whiskered mug, minus one bulky body, and next to him tilted Emile’s round pate, likewise dismembered, but far more pallid purple.
Kurt’s head looked relatively intact, but a large, perfectly circular hole graced the crown of Emile’s skull, like an uncapped hole atop a scooped-out Halloween pumpkin, and the handle of some sort of kitchen utensil stuck oddly out of it.
Andy was dumbstruck. Laney turned and smiled at the two heads, and said, “Look, guys, it’s Andy. Isn’t this great?”
Silence. 
Bizarrely, Laney cocked her ear to one side, nodded slightly, and cooed, “Uh-huh” as though she were on the listening end of a phone chat. Probably (Andy thought with a shiver) like he himself had done while he’d listened to Sensei and Brianna just moments ago.
“Kurt, now don’t be like that. You know that Andy only beat you up because you were being a bad boy and needed some discipline.”
Laney leaned in toward Kurt’s face, stared at his rolled-up eyeballs, and stuck out her lower lip in disapproval.
“And you should talk Emile,” Laney continued, as she turned to glower at the half-deflated blue balloon that once was Emile’s brainbox.  “Look at what you did to me. You are so lucky I don’t give you a good smack. Sometimes I think you are not as nice as you pretend to be.”
Laney ruffled the scant hairs on the back of Emile’s head and pouted in mock hurt. While Laney continued this literal tête-à-tête with the severed head, Andy glanced over at Charlie and Beauty. Something in Charlie’s eyes said, “Yup, she’s been going on like this since she tied us up and she’s totally off the deep end.”
Andy inched subtly toward his tied-up friends, but even this movement, though slight, magnetically drew Laney’s immediate attention, and she quickly turned her full and athletic body to face him. Reluctant to risk whatever wild response she might make, Andy froze in his tracks.
Andy’s easy halt and forced smile seemed to appease Laney. Her own weird grin returned and she asked, “You want a smoothie? There’s plenty left.”
At which point she lifted and tilted forward the blender. Andy could see pieces of bone and brain tissue that once resided in Emile’s now-empty skull as they now floated around in a gelatinous mass of pulverized gore.
Managing somehow to hold in a retch yet peep out his voice, Andy replied, “Uh, n-no thanks, not just now. I had a protein shake a little while ago…”
With a polished exuberance worthy of the perfect hostess, Laney said, “Okay, Hon. But I’ll save you some for later. This really is brain food, you know. I’ve already learned so much from Emile.” Laney turned to pinch Emile’s flaccid check.  “But I’m just too fascinated to let you go quite yet.” Then she gazed sincerely and Kurt, and said, “And I know there are a few more nuggets I can still pick up from you, too.” She turned back to Andy, and chirped, “My appetite for knowledge is just so endless, I can’t wait for you to join the conversation.” Then, with a small downturn of her perfect lips, she added, “Unless my tummy is too full by then.”
Cautiously, Andy asked, “What exactly have you, uh, learned, Laney?”
While he posed the question, he glanced at his AFM. As he had hoped, the experiment yet appeared to be underway, with the AFM still engaged and running perfectly, silently slicing up chromosomes and collecting images of the sectioned samples.
“Well” Laney purred, “for one thing, he said that Miles really did love me, well, I mean Rod, when I was Rod, or at least I looked like Rod on the outside, though I was always me on the inside, and that makes me feel a lot better because I was afraid that Miles might just be using me back then.”
Andy massaged his brow, trying to flood oxygen-rich blood into his brain so he could absorb the influx of bizarre data he’d just heard.
Laney noticed Andy’s gesture and seemed to sense his confusion. In sympathy, as if to help him understand a difficult new concept, she went on, “You see, I have to admit, coming from a small town like I did, I was, you know, a little naïve, and I guess vulnerable. I know this might be a bit of a shock, but frankly,” Laney said, as thought to share a confidence, “from what I’d heard whispered, Miles had a reputation for being kinda mean sometimes.”
The understatement, and the macabre context, made Andy’s jaw drop.
“It’s true,” she said with wide-eyed wonder.
Laney seemed to think Andy’s double take sprang from her surprise revelation that Miles could be a prick, rather than to her blithe claim that she once had possessed one of her/his own. The irony challenged Andy to keep a straight face. But Laney was schizo. Whatever nonsense she spoke had to be humored so she wouldn’t freak out on her captives. 
Still, Laney’s babble made startling sense on three counts. One, Rod had been Charlie’s former husband. Two, Rod had been involved with Miles. Three, Rod, caught in a clash between his rustic background and genteel interests, well might have felt gender-conflicted, torn between straight and gay roles and desires. 
Andy now apprised Laney with an objective eye.  She was tall, slender-hipped, and broad-shouldered, just as Charlie had described Rod. Her athleticism now made perfect sense. She was the worst kind of opponent, wiry yet strong. Andy noted this subconsciously in anticipation of a battle whose certainty was becoming more evident by the second.
Laney continued, “Yeah, Miles really was like my father. I mean, not like my biological father, who was an ogre and better off dead…I mean Miles was like a real father, the father I should have had, the one who understood my love of art and music and beauty...” At the mention of the word “beauty,” Laney looked over toward Beauty, and Andy thought he saw a tear welling in her eye. Then she looked away, and said, “Miles took me places, taught me about interesting things, and he was kind and gentle to me, most of the time anyway…” She broke off as she stared into the past.
Andy said, “But Laney, Miles is dead. And from the look of things, it seems you might know something… I mean, have learned something about that, right?”
Laney shot a stern, laser-sharp look at Andy. He tensed for an attack. But then she softened, and said, “Well, like I said, he was nice for awhile. But he was so hard to pin down. And I felt totally committed, like I’d opened up completely and given him my heart.” A dark cloud passed over Laney’s face. “Then, out of the blue, one day he just decided that it was time for us to split up. I don’t know what got into him…”
She trailed off, lost in some twisted memory.
“But anyway, a long time after we split up, after I went away and had time to put myself back together, it really worked out for the best. I had lots of fun with lots of guys. They really liked me a lot, especially when I looked pretty. I spent a lot of money and time to look pretty, almost like a goddess from a painting, for guys like Hal.”
“Sheesh!” thought Andy. Even the most “illuminated” of Hal’s mental states is not going to be sufficient for him to play down the paradox of this particular relationship.
“At first, though, I just had to make do with lots and lots of make up and stuff. But it was the best I could do, and I really did try to do my best.” Then her eyes flashed. “But Kurt, you were so mean!”
Laney swiveled and stared at Kurt’s head.
“That’s right, you devil. You heard me. You and your friends were really, really mean. And don’t try to talk your way out of it now. When I am done with Emile, I am going to learn everything you know and then I’ll understand why at first you guys acted like you liked me so much, then said it was only pretend.”
Laney started to cry, a big cloudburst of tears. Then she abruptly stopped, sniffled, and smiled at Andy. 
“See? He says he is sorry. He’s learned his lesson. He feels really, really bad. And I feel a lot better now.”
Laney stopped to take a swig of her drink, made a face, gagged for a moment, and then, bettering the impulse to reject the disgusting concoction, gulped it down, paused, and continued with her story.
“See, Andy. That’s what happens when people make fun of people. Feelings get hurt. Kurt and his friends made fun of me before. I thought they really liked me, but when they got me outside, they pulled down my skirt and everybody could see that I was a boy and then they called their friends and they threw garbage at me and they laughed at me and then…then they hurt me and they stuck things into me over and over again, and…well … it was just awful.”
Laney raised her head proudly.
“But I fixed that. And now that I am a whole lot of one-hundred-percent woman, no boys ever make fun of me anymore. Do they, Kurt?”
Staring at Kurt’s dead face, she nodded and muttered, “That’s right, that’s right.”
Andy soaked it in as best he could, and asked, “But what about Emile?”
Laney looked at Andy with a blank look, as though Andy were the one making no sense.
Andy continued, “As far as I know Emile is, uh, was, as straight as an arrow and in love with his wife. So why did he have to…join the conversation? ”
“Emile? Ha! Emile is the one who lied to me about the AIDS.”
“AIDS?” asked Andy.
“That’s right! Emile was helping Miles with his AIDS and he was going to help me too.” Laney glanced at her former wife for the first time since Andy’s arrival. “ Charlie said that Emile could cure my AIDS with his recombinant virus. He was curing Miles’ AIDS and Charlie knew. But it was no good! I got the cancer in my brain and it hurt so much. I had to see a lot of doctors and that is why I went to Sweden to that doctor that turned me into Laney. He was a real artist, you know? Even better than me. I only did busts of clay, like the one of Miles. He sculpted my whole body and made me perfect. Well, almost perfect, you know. That little brain problem…”
“Wait a minute”, said Andy. “You tried Emile’s cure for AIDS and the virus caused a tumor to grow in your brain?”
“Yup. And it really sucks, too, because they took some out, but the rest is still hiding in there and it bugs me all the time.”
“Maybe that could be fixed. Hey, there’s an idea. Look to the future and forget the past.”
“I am looking to future. Now that I have Emile’s brain in me, it will recombine like the recombinant virus with my brain and I’ll know how to cure myself. I saw him do it to Miles.”
Andy said, “You saw Emile do what to Miles?”
Speaking as if she were educating an imbecile, Laney said, “I saw him take Miles’ head so he could learn more about Miles’ AIDS. He cut it with the laser gun and he talked to it as he put it in a box. That’s when I knew what to do!”
Andy grappled with this convoluted interpretation of what Laney must have seen, Emile killing Miles and recovering the head to isolate the virus that apparently preferred to take up residence there.
“Uh, Laney,” said Andy, “I don’t think that’s how it works. You see, a recombinant virus is just a carrier to put genes into specific places.  I guess in this case Emile was targeting neural cells, but you can’t drink his, uh, thoughts and…”
Laney had become totally disinterested in Andy’s words. Hands on hips, she stared into Emile’s blank eyes, intent, as though she waited to get a word in edgewise. Then turned to Kurt and snapped, “Don’t you know it’s rude to interrupt?” She glared for a moment at the head, then spoke again. “What do you mean I should mind my own manners? I’ve already said thank you for the jacket, like ten times!”
This caught Andy’s attention and he said, “What jacket?”
Laney turned to Andy, again the patient teacher addressing the struggling r-tard. “The jacket with his gang sign on it. You know, so that when I took the papers from Charlie she wouldn’t know it was me. I really needed those papers because I thought they would help me understand how to listen to the heads and stuff. Of course, now I know all about that and the papers didn’t help at all. They were just full of gobblety-gobble about the AIDS and viruses and stuff I could figure out on my own.”
It all fell into place. Laney, had assaulted Charlie to get the papers that Charlie carried for Miles and she had used the jacket to disguise her identity. Andy wondered how much of this story, the sex change and all, Charlie knew about before the evening’s bizarre events.
Suddenly Laney shouted, “Screw you Kurt, I am going to get to the bottom of this once and for all.”
She grabbed the fully charged laser gun and, with a super-capacitor discharge clap that clanged Andy’s ears, she blasted Kurt’s head right through the eyes. Despite the weapon’s bulk and kick, she lifted, held, and aimed it as solidly as a commando. She set down the laser, then sauntered over to the head and fingered the large smoking holes in the front and back. Then she removed the utensil that rested in Emile’s head hole, a large spoon, and began to stir the contents of Kurt’s head and scoop out gray-white portions into the blender to whip up another brain-gore smoothie.
Andy’s gut instinct screamed it was now or never. He sprang forward and in an instant had his hand on the laser. But Laney, who still packed Rod’s solid muscle and bone, grabbed the laser and, with raging male strength, levered and yanked the weapon away from Andy. 
“Shit!” said Andy as he dodged a laser blast that singed his hair and sparked a fire atop his head.
Andy smacked out the fire with his left hand. He knew he had about two seconds for the next capacitor charge on the laser gun to build up. He brought his right foot up underneath Laney’s chin to deliver a rapid side snap kick. She pulled her chin back, tilting her face forward just enough so that he missed her chin but instead caught her full in the mouth. Her head did indeed snap up and back, as her expensively sculpted jaw made a terrible crack and her pearl white veneers flew from her glossy lips. 
Andy instinctively ripped off his useless shoe and grabbed his pulsing right foot while he hop-balanced on the left. This time he’d broken it for sure. He looked down, saw blood squeeze through his fingers. 
“Fuckin’ A!” Pain signals poured in from the rest of his body, peppered with punctures from a shattered flask. He tried to step on his kick foot, then grabbed it up again and dug at a tooth-veneer sliver in his heel. 
Down, but not out, Laney squeezed the trigger on the laser just as the door of the lab burst open under the hurled weight of none other than Art Fletcher.
“What are you fuckers doing? Drop that goddamn gun right now, lady,” Art screamed as the laser discharged in his direction, burned a hole in his upper thigh one inch from crotch center. Art looked more confused than hurt as the instantly cauterized wound caused him to stagger. His first reaction was to pull his size fifty-one waistband away from his stomach to inspect his equipment.
Then, while Art struggled to reach around his own girth and snatch his Smith and Wesson M&P Compact 9 mm from his ass holster, Laney grabbed Beauty in one arm to use as a human shield, should Art try to pump a slug into her before the laser powered up for another shot.
Andy, smoke still drifting from his scalp, seized the fractional second in which Laney lifted the laser toward Art. Using his pain for fuel, he jumped straight up on his one good leg and prepared to sacrifice his crumpled right foot to deliver a flying side thrust kick to Laney’s neck and end the battle quickly. But while he was in mid flight, Art shoved by and caused him to lose control. He barely touched Laney before he toppled into the wall. 
Beauty flailed in Laney’s grasp. But Laney still managed slowly to level the barrel at Art’s groin as her finger groped for the trigger.
Charlie’s strangled scream shocked everyone to turn their heads to her just as she shouldered her chair into a freestanding bookcase and it toppled toward Laney who instinctively jerked up a forearm to break it’s fall, releasing Beauty.
Art, with unprecedented presence of mind, crouched like a sumo wrestler and then, while Andy stared in joyful disbelief, launched himself, all 320 pounds of quivering jelly, into the ozone-scented air. He hurtled, then plummeted full tonnage onto Laney, and drove her, with rhinoceros impact, into the wall with a room-shaking thud
A gust of sprinkling plaster dust, and a moment of eerie silence, followed. 
Then, like an ice floe sheering off a glacier, Art tumbled aside, and Laney slid limply down, trailing a swash of blood from the back of her fractured head on the similarly fractured wall, while Beauty rolled away onto the lab floor.
Andy eyed the bodies. Of course, Art had whiplashed his Neanderthal brow against Laney’s skull, and knocked himself out. But, Andy had to admit, he also had crushed Laney into a limp pile of broken bones no amount of sculpting would ever put back together exactly right.
Andy grabbed a table to pull himself up and leaned against it. He dangled his damaged right foot above the floor like a dog with an injured paw, while he took stock of his ruined lab. 
Scooped-out heads with large holes and no bodies, spilled brain smoothies splattered over every surface, a 320 pound former University linesman out cold on top of a badly damaged man/woman/homicidal maniac, two bound and gagged bedraggled women squirming on the floor, and fragments of hundreds of thousands of dollars of equipment were strewn throughout the lab, not to mention the considerable structural damage to the walls and benches.
And one still-unconcerned, fully operational AFM, floating happily on a 400-pound slab of cement while slicing and dicing the human genome. 
“Hey, call Muldar and Scully. We got one more for the X-files,” Andy said, half delirious from the latest turn of events.
Andy bent on one foot and one knee to untie Beauty. She stood and rubbed circulation back into her rope-burned wrists, he did the same for Charlie, who wrapped her arm around his neck so he could push up on his good leg and set her aright in her chair. 
The door banged open a second time and a posse, made up of a pair of state detectives, mixed with a handful of Rimes police and campus cops, stood outside. The detectives blocked the door and tried to make sense of the chaos before the others barged in.
“Hey, Cobb. What the hell is all this?” said the older of the two detectives.
Andy thought for a moment and said, “Basically, the scene of a crime, and a solved murder mystery.” 
“Looks more like good reason to run you in for malicious mayhem…” The detective swung his eyes toward Art. “…and assaulting a police officer.”
“That’s not what happened.”
“Yeah? And how are you gonna prove otherwise?”
“Oh, that.” Andy waited a beat, then continued. “I have the whole thing recorded.
“Recorded? What, you got video in here or something?”
No, nothing that old school.  I have the whole melee recorded on that machine over there.” He pointed to the AFM.
Art groaned, hauled his bulk up, and grabbed his head with his right hand and his balls with his left, felt no comfort, switched his hands the other way around, still felt bad, gave up, leaned back against the wall, puked all over his shirt, and groaned some more. After he wiped his chin with his sleeve, he lifted his hands up to his eyes, examined them, and, relieved to find them empty, exclaimed, “She almost blasted my balls off!” before he slumped back down against the wall in a blessed-out stupor.
Andy looked at Art, and considered of the events of the last few days, including the murder of Art’s son. He kneeled down beside Art, winced when he bent his broken foot, and said, “I’m really sorry about Kurt. I guess I could have been more mellow at Vibe.”
Then he took Art’s tie, wiped at the dribble from the thick purple lips, and added, “And thanks for saving my ass over there. That was too damn close for comfort.”
“Forget it, Cobb.” Art said, his eloquent way smoothing over their differences. 
“There’s a lot I’d like to forget,” said Andy. “But the image of you landing a pile driver on that psycho is burned in my brain forever.”
“Shut your face and give me a hand, you freaking hippie. My leg is killing me.”
“For once,” said Andy, “I honestly can say I know how you feel.”
Andy helped Art up. Two of the locals flanked him and strained to lend support as he hobbled out the door.
The younger detective issued an order to the remaining officers. “Alright. I want all official personnel outside to secure the perimeter. This whole building is a crime scene, so get outside and preserve it.”
Andy caught the older detective smile at the younger one. Then he glowered at Andy and asked him to explain.
“It’s hard to know where to begin,” said Andy.
“Let’s start with them,” said the detective, nodding at the two heads on the bench.
Andy began to recount events, but when the detective looked doubtful, Andy said again, “Look, I have a recording of the entire confession. Just give me a little time to get it together for you”.
“I don’t see no cameras, you have a tape recorder in your pocket or something?”
Andy grinned and said, “Even better, every single vibration in this room, including all of the conversation for the last several days, has been recorded on my AFM.”
“Your what? You got an ATM in here?” said the detective, swiveling his head around.
“No”, said Andy, well versed in the laypersons tendency to hear “ATM” when he said “AFM”. 
“I have an atomic force microscope, an AFM, sitting right there”, pointing to the bungee cord suspended four hundred pound block of cement, and the delicate apparatus sitting upon it, “It’s just like a miniature old fashion phonograph recorder. The tiny needle in the AFM has been encoding everything in nanoscale indentations on the glass surface it was tracing during the entire event.”
“AFM? Nanoscale indentations?”
“Basically, that machine over there recorded the whole thing just like Thomas Edison’s original recordings on wax cylinders, except about a million-billion times smaller.” 
“Only trouble is,” said one of the detectives, as he scrutinized the machine, “Ain’t no fuckin’ sound system in the world can play that in court.”
“Just go ahead and seal the place up now,” said Andy. “Come back with me later, and I’ll run the AFM backwards over the encoded voices to dissect out the actual audio tracks. You can observe the process and ensure the whole thing is on the up-and-up.”
“Alright, kid,” said the older detective. “It’s your head.”
Andy said nothing. Actually, he had never done anything like what he’d just described. He might be completely wrong. But sticking his head in this little noose was nothing compared to the one he’d just escaped.
The older detective went to explain the situation to the cops outside. The younger one stuck around, supposedly to help Andy carry Charlie out. But when the older detective was out of earshot, the younger one said, “Listen, if this nano-shit works like you say, you patent it, I’ll promote it. I got a brother in Jersey who is connected, man. He can make shit happen.” 
“Yeah,” said Andy, wondering if somehow this guy was related to Art, or if all cops were retarded, “Who cares if a genius, now deceased, might just have come up with a cure for AIDS, which we lost because he was decapitated by a cannibalistic, transsexual maniac? Screw that. We can use the power of “nano” to cram a billion bytes of hypnotic advertising propaganda into every teenagers surgically-implanted earbud, cool.”
The detective, completely overlooking the exaggerated sarcasm in Andy’s voice said, “Now you’re talkin’ brother. Looks like I finally found a gear head who understands the real world!”
“That’s more true than you know,” said Andy. 
Then, too tired to try to pour some common sense into one more moral vacuum, Andy kept silent while the finely tuned investigatory and legal machine of Rimes, Iowa went about its business.
 
***
 

Chapter 26
After the detectives let them go, Andy helped Charlie into her chair, which had been strewn in the corner of the lab following its collision with the bookcase. They moved slowly out of the lab and, with no real verbal consensus, ambled toward Vibe for a beverage and some badly needed decompression. The short walk did them good, despite Andy’s limp and his companion’s bruises.
Trey manned the door and smiled when he saw Charlie wheel in.
“How you doin?” he said with husky warmth to Charlie. Then he cocked his head toward Beauty and said all he needed to with the wide spread of his bone-white teeth.
As Trey hoisted Beauty up into his arms like a toy doll, she exclaimed, “Holy shit Trey you would not believe what just happened.”
Trey’s smile instantly changing to a thin-lipped semi-frown. “What do you mean? Something bad happen?”
Charlie chimed in, “More weird than bad, but I think I’ll let Beauty tell you the story. I need a drink and so does Andy.”
Trey glanced at Andy for the first time and said, “’Sup white boy?” with a nod of his head. “Truck’s in the back”, thumbing over his shoulder.
“Thanks Trey, my gargantuan African American brother. You would not believe me if I told you ‘what’s ‘sup’, so I’m not even going to bother to answer that. But when Beauty is done telling you the story, both Charlie and I will confirm that it is one hundred percent true, and we’ll even fill in a few details.”
Trey watch suspiciously as Charlie and Andy wove a path through Vibe and took seats at the bar thinking, that is one strange dude, but Beauty captured his full attention as she grabbed his hand and launched into the story. Andy enjoyed watching Trey’s mouth grow wider and wider open for the next ten minutes, during which Beauty only halted her animated chattering and gesturing long enough for an occasional breath. 
Greta glided over, pendulating as usual, and asked what Andy and Charlie were having.
“Beer,” they said in unison, then glanced at each other with a chuckle.
“So, you actually married Rod slash Laney,” Andy said after the beers arrived and they each had had a couple slugs.
“Yeah, I definitely do not go for the middle of the Gaussian curve.”
Andy laughed. “Now you really have me worried. You’re starting to sound like a scientist!”
“Hey, you never know. Got any room in your lab for a new student?”
Andy looked at Charlie and was pretty sure that she was only half-kidding.
During their second beer, Hal burst into Vibe and shouted, “I need a freakin’ drink!”
He saw Andy and blurted out “She had her dick cut off! And, oh my god, we did everything. Everything. Detailed exploration of every hole in the human body!!”
Andy looked at his friend, tried to ignore the far too much information he had just received.  Andy patted him on the back and asked, “But Hal, honestly, how was the sex?”
Hal downed a few ounces of ten-buck-a-shot, single-malt Scotch, and thought about it for a minute. Then he looked Andy in the eye, cracked a sly smile, and said, “The freakin’ best ever!”
“You’re truly a pioneer, dude,” said Andy.
“Always have been, always will be,” said Hal, motioning to Greta to bring over the entire bottle of his private brand. 
After another slug right from the bottle, Hal seemed less concerned that he had been boinking a transsexual with AIDS than that Laney’s capture had written the final sentence of a unique chapter in his big book of love. But after another couple of shots, his eyes became glued to Greta’s chest and he was back to normal.
Andy looked seriously at Hal and said, ”Dude, you worried about the AIDS? You know, you probably should be.”
Hal cracked a sideways smile and said bluntly, ”Hell no. First of all, I was the pitcher, not the receiver, if you get my drift.”
Andy looked at Al as if there was a punch line coming. When Al said nothing Andy stated, “Uh, Hal, that means exactly nothing in terms of the statistical probability of you getting the virus.”
“Wait a minute”, said Hal, “you mean that even if I don’t take it in the ass I can still get AIDS. Holy cow, call CNN, this is big news!”
Andy knew he was being played now.
“Look Andy,” Hal said. “I took precautions, if you know what I mean, and besides, I have an AIDS test kit in my lab at all times and I am running the antibody test and a PCR right now just to be sure. Do you think I am such a numb nut that I don’t wonder about stuff like that, even with the fine females that find my penis irresistible?”
“Hal,” said Andy. ”I don’t think it is your penis that the women find irresistible. But your pocketbook maybe. Anyway, I am glad that you take precautions and test yourself because you are a truly unique snowflake, emphasis on flake, and I would hate to lose you.”
“Thanks, man, same to you, which is why you had better get yourself tested.”
“What?” said Andy. “I didn’t even kiss her, let alone drown myself in debaucher’s delight for days on end.”
“Well, that ain’t catsup leaking out of your foot now is it?”
“Shit!” said Andy. “That would really suck. I mean, what are the odds?”
Hal said, “If it was only saliva and your blood mixing, I’d say about zero, but based on the orthodontic imprint in your foot, and the shattered veneers all over your lab, I’d guess that Laney might have spilt a drop or two. And don’t forget the “health shakes” which contained blood from other high-risk individuals.”
After a depressing minute, Andy said, ”Hal, you got more than one AIDS test kit in your lab?”
“Dude, I have a hundred.”
Andy made a mental note to get a kit and do the test himself. He did not want to make a public presentation about this undesirable sidebar to a less than wonderful adventure.
Andy’s spirits lifted at the approach of Beauty and Trey. Some things were worth fighting for and maybe dying for, he told himself, though he could imagine a dozen more glorious ways to go than what the blood test might reveal.
He had to smile, though, at Trey’s expression, one he’d never seen before. Apparently Beauty had told the story well, because Trey, for the first time every, looked completely flummoxed.
“Hey, white boy,” Trey said. “Is what she says what really happened?” 
“Well, she knows a big part of it. There is more. But I am too tired to tell you all of it right now.” Andy noticed that Trey had unconsciously placed his big hand gently on Charlie’s shoulder, so he added, “Maybe Charlie can fill you in.”
Trey turned to Charlie, and his demeanor softened instantly as he flipped a chair around and perched on it attentively.
Charlie beamed Trey a killer smile, and said, “Sure Trey, I’d be happy to give you the low down. But maybe I should grab you a beer or something before we get into it.”
Trey said, “Thanks, Charlie, but I never drink.”
“Suit yourself,” said Charlie, and she began to fill in whatever Beauty, who now sipped a seven and lemon, had left out.
The beer leveled out Andy’s pumped adrenalin, and he felt the weight of fatigue. His feet were killing him. His body ached all over. He’d endured Sensei’s pounding, poorly shod marathons through rough terrain, the dog-fight with Woofus, the crouch-crawl through the guts of the lab building, and the final battle with Laney, not to mention the stress from the new threat of an incurable disease implanted into his foot by a homosexual’s fake teeth. 
Kurt’s stolen iPhone warbled. It was a text message from Dan saying, “All good. Art being almost nice, only called me a ‘damn nip traitor’ once, very weird.”
Andy smiled, finished his last beer, and said goodnight to his new friends, Trey, Charlie and little Beauty.
Pondering the potential catastrophes that might yet befall him if he tried to drive home with this much beer in his system, Andy began to walk. As he limped along through the crisp, spring evening he thought to himself, “I may have a long way to go, and a lot yet to learn, but at least life hasn’t been boring”. 
He chuckled as realized he was talking to himself. Well, better that than talking to severed heads. And it was conversation with someone who truly understood him. 
He continued his monolog, “So, Andy, what do you recommend next, the ER, bed, maybe a shower?
“Well, if I were you, which I am, Andy, after all that’s happened lately, I’d suggest a stretch of nothing but the boring, everyday routine of your typical cowboy scientist.” 
After a contemplative pause...
“Routine?”
Followed by the world’s most famous double positive negative. 
“Yeah, right…”
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