
The Biochemical Conspiracy
Ithaca Press



Ithacapress@yahoo.com

The Biochemical Conspiracy
Copyright © 2002 by Nicola Hines

All rights( reserved

The Biochemical Conspiracy is fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons (deceased or living), events or locales is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means-electronic, mechanical, photocopying or any other-except in the case of brief quotations within critical articles and review, without written permission from the author.

Published in the USA by

Ithaca Press

ISBN: 0-9679475-3-7
Chapter One 
The slattern disposition of a gawky blonde sporting a triple-headed serpent tattoo, deep blue eye shadow and garish fingernail polish, provoked me to scream, “Get a life. You anorexic, Trick!” Also blocking the usually low-trafficked parking lot entrance on Briar Boulevard, and drooling over the surgery-altered boobs popping out of her pink halter-top, were two subtle unabashed middle-aged men striking up morally repugnant bargains.
Hot breaths of unusually sultry March heat caressed my face…sweat smothered the edges of my fatigued brows…peeved, I waited for screwed-up Blondie, the human barricade, and her customers to make themselves aloof. 

I blared the horn. With an objectionable attitude, she rolled her ominous eyes. Two minutes drew on before she irresolutely moved out of the way. I grew more irritable and less patient. “Crack head, I’m one sick bitch you don’t want to mess with!” I threw back my shoulders and cussed. “Get out of the road before I kick your ghetto ass!” 

With fiery fury I angled the car into an abandoned parking space. Keen on revenge, I conjured up “will land my butt in jail” schemes: running the blonde over fell directly behind jumping out of the car and clubbing her in the knees. 

Her glares grew highly odious and her frown more distasteful. Hands on hips she grumbled morosely…if nasty looks could penetrate one’s skull, I’d be a goner. Irked, I slammed the car door shut. The flippancy of the streetwalker’s behavior proved harshly aggravating, but landing in jail for brutally striking a lewd woman was an unfavorable idea. After my mouth grew parched from bellowing obscenities to her face, I threatened to shove my right fist up her throat…her facial expression became fairly pleasant soon after. 

Marketing herself alongside the gawky blonde was her pavement partner, a strident brunette, who proudly clutched an unlit cigarette in hand and who straightened her lavish wig and gaudy stretch pants as I walked by. Batting her fake eyelashes at me made my stomach reel in disgust—I was anything, but interested in her bizarre lifestyle.

It was only after the pager vibrated against my hip that my attention was diverted and my temper mellowed out. Had that meager brunette made another suggestive pass at me, I would have shoved the unlit cigarette up her ass! 

I took a quick glance at the message scrolling across the screen. “Savannah, meet me at Lord Cameron’s estate ASAP,” reassured me that it was Scott, my boss, who was paging me. Complex research, instead of passionate leisure, had inadvertently invited work into my well-deserved day off from the labs at Liberty Biochemical Center. 

I hastened out of the parking lot where sweltering heat scorched my exposed arms as it bore down on the chipped concrete. Unsure of where to go next, I paused at the corner of Matheson Avenue and Briar Boulevard. The more irritability overshadowed my thoughts, the more obvious grew the beads of perspiration on my face. 

In department store windows, ahead of me, hung sales banners on exhibit. Immense markdowns, which sparked my interest, convinced me to let Scott wait impatiently. Further down Matheson Avenue, I grumpily passed up the opportunity to pursue a must-win lawsuit. Hunching low to avoid being hit by a dangling window washer’s boot after being narrowly missed by his bucket of overturned water only added more fuel to my sour mood. My day was young, but already it was crude.

Beneath Valerie’s air-conditioned department store entrance, sliding doors automatically opened. Snuggling on motionless mannequins, inside, were deliberately overlooked appealing dresses. My wardrobe consisted of jeans, capris, and slacks…on rare occasions, my thighs, navel or shapely calves were revealed, but I was mostly considered a tomboy. 

Purse in hand, I rummaged through sales racks in search of a pair of pants…I was a proud bargain hunter. The fifty-percent discount on two pairs of perfectly fitted blue jeans steered me from the layaway department to the checkout counter, where a lighthearted melody from the store’s speakers probed my earlobes and the gentlest smile softened my lips. Shopping was second nature to me—it always evoked an invigorating rush!

After light glances at my wristwatch reminded me that to Scott, time was considered a valued commodity, I crammed the receipt into my shopping bag and hurried back to the car—the pavement prostitutes were long gone by then.

Habitual road rage, fender benders and jaywalkers frequenting the highway on which I would travel, made me anxiously nestle the shopping bag in the back seat, slide behind the steering wheel and speed out of the parking lot. 

My back stiffening I continued in the direction of Highway 29. I hated traveling on the busy interstates, the quickest route to Lord Cameron’s estate, and was prepared to drive defensively until favorable traffic flow attributed a smooth fifteen minutes ride into Castleton Gardens. 

Upon arrival at Lord Cameron’s estate, iron gates parted, allowing my old grey Cadillac to pass through after security cameras zoomed in to take a shot. Inside the estate, I witnessed firsthand, how police thoroughly combed the woods in search of Roul Parker, his missing nephew. 

Hungry for live updates, the press plastered itself almost everywhere, ready to bounce on the tiniest tidbit of information. But cameras and crews were kept at bay during an interrogative session with Richard, the chief butler. 

Adrenaline cycled through my veins after I backed into a reserved parking space. Scott motioned for me to hurry up. Intrigued by the investigation, I bustled out of the car. “You’re forty minutes late! Where the hell have you been?” he asked, brusquely.

“Screw you!” I frowned. “I may have a passion for water, but my life doesn’t revolve around it. I’ll take a look at the mineral bath right away if you promise to be nice to me.” 

“According to Lord Cameron, he and his nephew Roul were taking a late swim last night when he heard strange noises in the water. After emerging from the water, his nephew who he swore was right beside him just moments before-had disappeared. Divers were called in this morning; so far they’ve found nothing but a pool of dead fish. The mineral bath flows into the pool which lies in the center of the garden.”

“They haven’t recovered his nephew’s body! Is that the story you’re feeding me?”

“Yes. 

“According to Lord Cameron, Roul disappeared without a trace. He must have seen something or someone...Isn’t it strange how all the fish turn up dead on the morning that his nephew disappears? He’s bullshitting us! I know he’s hiding something. Let me talk with him alone.” 

“No!”

“Why?”

“You’re not a private investigator. Let the police unearth any evidence or interrogate the victim’s uncle. Your job is to analyze the water and tell me your findings.”

“Go to hell, then!”

Silver-rimmed shades dissembled my furious eyes as I grabbed the bag with my diving gear from the trunk of the car. “Maybe Lord Cameron murdered his nephew himself or maybe he was kidnapped by one of his numerous playmates…who knows?” I muttered, beneath my breath. 

“What’s this woman doing out here? Which one of you rookies let her through the gates?” an authoritative voice demanded as I approached the mineral bath.

“She’s with Professor Scott Larkins,” a police officer bellowed back. “I think she’s here to do some research on the water.” 

Aloud, the authoritarian remarked. “Excuse me, baby doll, I hate to intrude on your anticipated aquatic adventure, but this is a secured area—a possible crime scene. Leave immediately and try not to contaminate any evidence on your way out.” 

My sour temperament heightened. I felt exasperated beyond endurance. “What’s with everyone today?” I grumbled. 

Stirred interest riveted through my brain after I spun around to face the overly self-assertive intruder. While whipping off my shades, my eyes bore into the soul of a tall lean fellow who had one hand resting on his hip and the other holding a notepad. 

At the end of a lengthy pause, I considered it best to ignore the loud-mouthed stranger. After he grew more insistent, however, sarcasm dripped off the tip of my tongue in response to his abrasive remarks. “The name’s Savannah Marine Biologist Richards,” I sneered. “Who the hell might you be?” 

People paused to witness what would happen next after I nestled my diving gear and miniature cooler on a nearby stone and reached for a pair of latex gloves and test tube vials in the bottom of my bag. But my thoughts shifted after my roaming eyes landed on his upper torso. His features proved pleasurably enticing, his physique held a rare alluring charm and his face was arresting.

Projecting biceps, professionally trimmed auburn hair, sculptured hands and a porcelain skin tone accented his towering frame…the guy looked like he’d just slithered off the cover of a fashion magazine.

The stranger’s expressive eyes prowled my face after I reached for my camera and fastened it to my waist…somehow he could tell I was secretly checking him out. 

Sparkling white teeth, perfectly shaped nose, aquamarine bedroom eyes and soft inviting lips also highlighted his compelling face. “What an erotic sex appeal!” I purred before banishing forbidden thoughts of what luscious flesh must lie beneath his starched white long-sleeved shirt. 

He closed the distance between us in one swift stride. “I’m Detective Ryan Beckerson,” he warned. “And I’m with the BayView Police Department.”

Detective Beckerson was unbelievably handsome, but this Marine Biologist’s/Geneticist’s focus was fixed on two particular things: water and research. Wasted moments, romance and vulnerability weren’t allowed on the menu of my life. 

“Pleasure to meet you, Detective Ryan Beckerson. Goodbye,” I snapped.

“Wait a minute young lady,” he persisted. “Just where do you think you’re going?” 

“Into the water! Do you have a problem with that?”

“You’re a feisty petite rebel aren’t you?”

As my furrowed brows made way for hibernating frowns, annoyance brewed within. Pressing demands held me obliged to past promises I’d created so I had no time to stand and offer an explanation to this pushy detective. 

I was expected to report to work at Lake Millennia about a week ago. They had a rare species of algae they wanted me to do some research on, but I couldn’t abandon Scott. Being short-staffed meant that I had no choice but to speedily assist him with Lord Cameron’s missing-nephew saga—and being late today, as usual, meant that his impatient attitude would sharply increase. 

The more the sun bathed the deep blue sky, the more my sweaty back stiffened. With clenched jaws and a hardened expression, I clamped my hands on my test tube vials and confronted Beckerson again. 

Sauciness was rich in my tone. “I’m not the enemy! We have a missing person, a pool of dead fish and no reliable witnesses or evidence to explain what went on last night,” I fussed. “All I need is a chance to test the water. A Biologist can get a chance to do that around here without getting harassed can’t she? Look! I’d love to stay and chit chat Detective, whatever your name is, but right now I’m not in the mood to socialize, so back your scrawny ass off my case!” 

Laughter spiraled through the air. With a look of utter disbelief, he scowled at his counterparts. I knew I’d struck a nerve when with swift angry strides he marched toward Scott, to complain to no avail. 

Raising my chin a notch higher and strolling toward the water proved how defiant I was. He had some nerve calling me a rebel. I was here to do a job and was not about to get pushed around by an ego-flaring detective. 

Thanks to years of broken promises, which teamed up with failed relationships, my heart was programmed to stick to work, to avoid men and to dismiss every future thought of love, marriage and motherhood. For peace and pleasure, I dedicated my life to the heart of the earth: the ocean.

Almost all of my feminine emotions grew dormant after I ceased from wearing my heart on my sleeve, after my father died and after tears were banished from my eyes. 

My face was a stage on which danced glittery, chirpy, expressions, but my heart was a canvas colored with strokes of fear, brushes of anxiety, and lines of unshed tears bearing distinctive marks of undetectable stains, pain and drudgery. 

With both feet embedded in the sand, I regressed to my childhood days in search of stimulating memories. Born the only child to the handsome Matthew and stunning Katherine Richards meant that I had every right to inherit their unconditional affection and striking facial features. But treasured memories of my once-happy parents always sent warm feelings through me until reality stepped in with its painful reminders: a part of my past was hardly a pleasant one. 

I was eight years old when Mother vanished with one of her bastard lovers: she had a blazing passion for men who originated from broken homes. I accidentally stumbled upon the affair when I was six. A skinned knee, which sent me clamoring home early from baseball practice led me to absorb her erotic moans, which in turn, led me to uncover a disturbing sight. 

Twenty-three years later, the mental snapshots of my mother squatting on both hands and knees while her lover repeatedly thrust his manhood from behind still held its haunting effect. 

With treacherous tears, Mother made me keep quiet her poisonous affair and with quavering lips she made me take an oath never to reveal her secret to anyone, including my beloved father. The day she left home in search of forbidden pleasures, Daddy and I were left to fend for ourselves. Directly over our front door she must have brandished signs, which screamed, “ADULTRY”; for the locals gossiped, teased, then hung us mercilessly at the top of their morally condemned citizens’ pole. 

The shame became unbearable so for survival, Daddy moved us nine hundred miles away and changed his first name from Matthew to Norman. Besides burying himself into his work, he devoted his spare time to me…I was convinced he’d gotten over my adulterous mother until the day he committed suicide. 

Before Daddy passed on, I thrived with energy and a budding sense of self-direction. Following his funeral, I weathered difficult patches…I sought comfort in the arms of fickly friends but received nothing but rude awakenings; bitterly did pain, lies, and deception wound me. 

Mother showed up unexpectedly on my doorstep a year ago; she’d been gone for almost twenty-one years; her sudden resurrection angered me, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t summon enough courage to chase her away. 

The discovery that she was dying from cancer convinced me I could forgive her and move on with my future. With the raw memory of Daddy’s death, and during the reconciliation process with her, I hardened my heart and discarded from within me every emotional attachment a normal daughter should have concerning her mother…lying to myself was a lot easier than confronting pent-up anger head on. 

Before my parents’ separation, laughter frequented my heart; after Mother’s whipsawed betrayal, pain transcended into a mocking whiplash. People thought they had me figured out, but their perceptions of me were every bit incorrect. For self-protection, authentic feelings were often suppressed so my facial and verbal expressions were misread. 

The trip down memory lane unearthed dormant emotions and made my eyes misty, but for self-composure naturally warm tears were stifled—they were forced back with a stern mental command; my heart was like a block of glacier after that.

Three connecting mountainous rocks bearing skillfully carved steps on their surfaces, stared back at me while I scrutinized their geographical structure from the shallow end of the water. Also on Lord Cameron’s estate were large boulders and limestone deposits. 

Studying the rocks from afar, I made the blind presumption that the water from the mineral bath flowed strictly from an underground source. Careful methodical analysis of the rocks, however, confirmed that my presumptions were inaccurate…the mineral bath’s water didn’t flow from an underground source, but from a slightly visible, fist-sized hole, in the center of the three rocks.  

Powdery sand, glistening coins, uneven pebbles and abandoned soldier crab shells caressed my fingers after I placed my hand in the water. This mineral bath was rumored to have healing powers and was considered a haven for people with problems with their joints and muscles. 

The mineral bath was whimsical. From afar, it appeared shallow…but the center was treacherous…the sand unusually shifty…and the depth increased at the rocks from which the water slothfully flowed. When the level and temperature aroused my curiosity, I reached for the test tubes to collect samples of the water and sand. To prevent headspace, each one of the vials was carefully sealed underwater.

It was while wading through the mineral bath, that the reflection of a metallic object snatched my attention. Without hesitation, I secured my diving gear and plunged beneath the surface. The movement only served to arouse my curiosity still more as I swam in the direction of the object. 

The mysterious object led me to a subtle blue hole directly below the fist-size hole...the blue hole led me to a hidden waterfall...beneath the waterfall were steps, which led me to a river, another body of water below the hollowed rocks. 

The object bypassed the steps beneath the waterfall as it dove into the river. In awe, I stared at its shape. It bore a striking resemblance to a Teuthoidea, an order of cephalopods, which had eight short arms, two longer tentacles, a long tapered body, a caudal fin on each side and a slender internal chitinouos support. 

All thoughts of my own safety were abandoned after plunging into the water in hot pursuit. The river was much deeper and colder than I’d calculated. Cold shivers, which danced up and down my spine, made me shudder before I reached for my camera. 

The water changed color allowing the object to disappear behind a large boulder. 

My eyes widened and opaque thoughts became unclouded while I combed the area in search of the suddenly disappearing squid-shaped object. Thrilled, I studied the geographical structures of the rocks again. Above the mineral bath, the rocks were smooth, but below some were terribly jagged. The steps below the waterfall were as equally smooth as the steps above the three connecting rocks. 

Scott’s voice penetrated the cave. “Savannah, where are you? It’s time to go,” he yelled, terminating the opportunity to further inspect one of the boulders. For evidence, I collected a sample of the river water before resurfacing. “Woman, where the hell were you?” he demanded. 

Biting on my lip assisted me in the suppression of a humorous grin. Scrutinizing Scott’s woodpecker-shaped nose, thick-rimmed bi-focal glasses, raccoon-shaped brown eyes, narrow face and half-bald head was like sipping on teaspoons of raw amusement. Besides bearing an uncanny resemblance to that of a classical animated character, each word that fell from this fanciful Geneticist’s lips, brought forth spittle like flying acrobats. 

“I don’t know,” I replied. “That hole in the center of the main rock is the source of the mineral water. It’s about the size of a fist when you look at it from afar. But as you go closer and look directly below it you’ll see a huge blue hole. It’s an entrance to a cave, waterfall, and river. All three rocks are hollow. I saw a metallic object while collecting some samples of the water. I followed the object, but when I reached for my camera it disappeared behind a large boulder below the cave. I searched behind the boulder, but nothing was there! Did you see anything strange just now?”

“Nope.”

“Something doesn’t seem right. I have to go back in the water. Scott, give me ten more minutes to look around.”

“Sorry, Savannah, but our time here has expired. You’ve aroused Detective Beckerson’s irritable streaks. Are you sure it wasn’t a fish that you saw?”

“I’m positive it was squid-shaped. Whatever it was, it was huge and smart. Here’s one of the samples of the water from the mineral bath. I’ll send the other two to the lab over at Lake Millennia for analysis.”

“Gracias for being flexible. Enjoy the rest of your day off. We’ve got enough samples to work with for now. I’ll see you back in the lab on Monday.”

When the pager went off again, my heart lurched in my chest. “Oh Mother,” I sighed. A swift glance at the number confirmed that it was Maria Herman, her hospice nurse, who was paging me. I grabbed my bag and diving gear and hurried back to my car in search of my mobile phone. 

Scott waved goodbye. “I--I’ll see you on Monday,” I mumbled. 

Two years ago Mother was diagnosed with cancer. Chemotherapy stole her hair and ravished every beam of hope before she settled for a natural way to die. Maria was an angel in disguise. If ever my patience grew thin, or frustration set in, she’d step in and make everything right again. 

I took a deep breath before dialing home. “Maria, is everything all right?” I asked, then swallowed hard. I was hoping she would dish out some good news.

“Savannah, your mother fell in the bathroom this morning. I found her on the floor when I stopped by to check in on her. Thank God she didn’t hurt herself. I think she needs a home attendant. I can start coming by twice a week if that’s alright with you,” Maria said.

“That’s fine with me. I’ll be there shortly. We can talk then.”

“I’ll see you when you get here.”

“Thanks again, Maria.”

Emotional and financial support was all that I could offer my mother. I wasn’t a religious person and couldn’t be counted on to give her any form of spiritual support. That was Maria’s job. She was the religious fanatic. She was the one who always prayed with her and who always offered words of encouragement. 

Hurling my bag on to the front seat did nothing to soothe my restless soul. 

Trapped between the crevices of misery, I slid the key into the ignition. 

Heart-palpitating anxiety took over once my feet bore down on the gas…speeding away from the buzzing estate helped me ignore the breathtaking scenery on my way home…my already burdened mind was deeply engrossed in Maria’s disturbing revelation.

I’ll never forget the day we discovered that the tumor was malignant. Mother’s face was gravely pale and grim as she lay on the gurney in the radiology department. Upon return with the biopsy results, it was apparent in the surgeon’s eyes that something was terribly wrong. His words turned the air cold. “I’m sorry Mrs. Richards, but I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.” 

The cancer that originated in her stomach metastasized to her bones, ovaries and lower back…so there wasn’t much that anyone could do. Following the reviewal of the most modern treatment options, she decided to give experimental drugs and radiation therapy a chance. But it wasn’t long before her condition became increasingly more fragile. Rashes, vomiting, and fatigue were three inevitable side effects. She battled for her life and sanity.

Pain riddled Mother’s body while I spent sleepless nights worrying, and pacing, in anticipation of the doctor’s prognosis. He shouldn’t have told me she didn’t have much longer to live. He shouldn’t have been so brutally honest…  

Her stomach ached ruthlessly, the weight fell and her body became frailer with each passing day. She was bed-bound when she decided to give hospice care a try. Before her diagnosis, I considered death as insignificant as a penny on a sidewalk. “Never fear anything in life or death,” was Daddy’s last command. Perhaps he foresaw her grave condition. 

My steps faltered after I slid out of the car in my driveway. I needed to amass temporary courage before confronting Maria. The minute I stepped through the door, her compassionate smile melted my sullen frown. “Hello, Savannah. Good afternoon,” she softly said.

“Hi,” I sighed. 

“Your mother’s sleeping right now. Can we talk in the kitchen?”

“Yep.”

“You might want to sit down.”

“I’ll be fine. What is it?”

“Your mother hasn’t been getting much sleep lately because of increasing pains across her lower back and abdomen. I would recommend an increase in the dosage in her medication. Instead of giving her 20 milligrams of Oxycontin, I think we should double the dosage. Is that OK with you?”

“Yes.”

“She’s become very restless, so I think it’s also time she starts taking an anti-anxiety drug. Ativan is a very good drug. One or two milligrams a day should help her sleep.”

“Sure.”

“Let’s check with her doctors before we alter any of her current prescriptions. Here’s another number where you can reach me during the day. Since you’re working overtime, I’ll have someone deliver her medication whenever she needs a refill. Regina Holloway, is a very amiable home attendant. Here’s her number, please give her a call sometime.”

“I will.”

“I know this must be very hard for you, but try not to get discouraged. There are lots of support groups to help you cope with a dying loved one. I think you should seek professional help.”

“You worry too much, Maria…I’ll give Regina a call today.”

“From now on, I’ll be here on Mondays and Fridays, unless something unexpected comes up. Call me if you have any questions or concerns.”

“I will—I promise.”

“Well, I’ll see you on Monday.”

“Goodbye and thanks again.”

Maria closed the door behind her, my nonchalant attitude evaporated and my agony worsened. Pyramids of fear seeping through my soul reminded me that in spite of increasing inner courage, I wasn’t truly prepared to deal with Mother’s illness. 

Less than a day after Maria made the disturbing revelation about my mother’s declining health, Regina Holloway moved in with us. Mother bonded with Regina instantly. Their sense of faith and humility wove a kindred bond that appeared inseparable. I couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy, which pulled at my heart after noticing Mother’s affectionate attitude toward her. I was her daughter, not Regina. I was the one who was in the process of losing her to that gruesome place they called the grave.

Of course I didn’t spend as much time with Mother as I should. I couldn’t handle the fact that she was dying so I buried myself in my work and invested more money in cancer drugs and advanced treatment options. Death was on its way to her bedside…I was doing all I could to delay its fatal footsteps...Should I be blamed for that?

Oh, how I wished she hadn’t given up on life so soon. What if there was a path we’d failed to explore? What if there was a miracle treatment out there we’d overlooked? What if the doctors were wrong? They’d been inaccurate before. They’d given her five months to live; this was now her ninth. 

Maybe all she needed was some extra attention from a daughter that she missed. Long before she left home, I had never been much of a daughter to her. I’ve always been Daddy’s little helper. He wanted a boy, but settled for me after health complications prevented her from bearing another child.

At age six, I gleefully traded in my dolls for baseball gloves and under Daddy’s stern yet loving supervision became the perfect tomboy. He taught me how to change flat tires, wrestle, hunt deer and stand up for anything that I believed in. In my eyes he was the greatest man who ever lived—and in my heart he was my ultimate hero.

The increased dosage of Mother’s pain reliever along with the addition of the anti-anxiety drug proved miraculous. That weekend, she rested more peacefully: two nights, for the first time in months, I was able to relax and fall asleep on the rocking chair next to her bed.  

Time passed too quickly though. At daybreak, the next Monday, I nestled Mother’s head against a pillow before bestowing kisses upon her cheeks. Running late for work, I grabbed a short shower then hurried to dress. With one shoe in hand and the other on my left foot, I snatched a half-toasted garlic bagel out of the toaster and hopped through the side door. I was hardly in the mood for another one of Scott’s “Savannah, you’re late as usual,” lectures. 

Detective Beckerson crossed my mind during the ride to work. The guy was arrogant and repulsive. He reminded me of an annoying allergy rash I sported on my left arm a few months back. He was willfully pushed from my thoughts as I pulled into the parking lot. 

I shoved the untouched bagel into my backpack before slamming the car door shut. Then with a half-buttoned blazer, I shuffled through revolving glass doors at the entrance to Liberty Biochemical Center, one of the most modernized twelve-story complexes overlooking the edge of Tega Bay. “Good morning, Tara,” I bellowed to the receptionist. 

Rolling eyes, drumming fingers on the wall, and fidgeting with my hair while waiting for the elevator were signs of my anxious mood. Five minutes drew on before the elevator slid open. With great impoliteness, I bullied my way through the crowd and secured a spot in the corner. Breathless and exhausted, I heaved a shallow sigh. I was happy to see my office on the tenth floor. 

Scott was waiting for me in the lab—something he never usually did unless something was wrong. He wore a puzzled expression while he repeatedly studied the results from the samples I’d collected at Lord Cameron’s estate. 

“Scott, is everything alright?” I pried.

“No,” he sighed. “I think you were right.” 

“About what?”

“About Lord Cameron. About something not being right at the mineral bath.”

“Why the sudden change of heart?”

“Chlorofluorocarbon!”

“A highly concentrated level of chloroform was detected in the water along with extrachromosomal rings of DNA bacteria, which replicates autonomously.”

“Tell me more.”

“I need new samples of the water in the cave. And I need to ask Lord Cameron a few questions if you’ll let me.”

“I’ll see what I can do. What hypothesis have you come up with so far?”

“I think Lord Cameron’s conducting some kind of biochemical experiment,” I replied. Chlorofluorocarbon has been banned since the late eighties after it was believed to have caused the stratospheric depletion of the atmospheric ozone layer. Those fish died from over exposure to the chloroform in the water. A normal mineral bath should not contain such halocarbon compounds. Someone deliberately placed them there. Why? I don’t know.”

“Chronic respiratory diseases are on the rise. You don’t have to be a genius to see how unhealthy the atmosphere is. Our hospitals are overcrowded with asthma patients. It’s as if someone is deliberately trying to deplete oxygen from the face of the earth.”

“Do you think the police will let us take a look at their report?”

“I don’t know,” Scott frowned. “I’ll make a couple calls. What exactly are you looking for?”

“Concealed aerosol propellants, cleaning solvents, or refrigerants should explain the presence of the simple gaseous compounds containing an unusual amount of carbon, chlorine, and fluorine.”

“I’ll see what I can do to assist you. When do you plan on revisiting the estate?”

“Tonight.”

“You might want to call before you go.”

“I will.” 

“I’m taking the rest of the afternoon off. Jamie, my oldest daughter, is performing in a play this evening. How’s your mother?”

“Much better.”

“Lord Cameron, what exactly are you up to now?” I murmured, after Scott closed the door behind him. Examining the report made me more curious. If Roul drowned where was his corpse? If he was swimming in the mineral bath as his uncle claimed, why wasn’t his body visible? As for the metallic object, what in the world was that? How did it move so quickly? Where was its main point of origin? Where did it go after vanishing? 

Unanswered questions plagued my mind. A rational explanation—any sort of explanation—was something I needed to quench my restless thoughts. Intuitively I knew that something fishy was going on. Determined and curious I’d make every available effort to speedily unravel this mystery. 

Chapter Two
A quick trip to the house during lunch was what handed me the opportunity to grab a change of clothes, flashlight and camera…more intense sleuthing around was at the top of my to-do list. 

Near nightfall, I ventured back to Lord Cameron’s estate where the luminous irradiation of a half moon guided me along a beaten path as I stealthily approached the mineral bath. 

In the woods, I appended the flashlight to my waist, discreetly buried the bag with my change of clothes beneath some shrubs and checked to ensure that the aquatic camera and test tubes were safely tucked away in the miniature pouch around my waist. 

Then with caution I approached the water. As my body sliced through, ripples were dispersed along the surface. Excitement billowed through me after the waterfall welcomed me inside the cave again. I wasted no time exploring the boulders. Keen on unearthing new evidences, I observed baby squids, schools of fish, and seaweed floating by. 

The water in the cave was as distinct as the water above the rocks. The mineral bath’s water was also the source of the waterfall in the cave. The underground river originated from somewhere up in the mountains, I suspected. 

“What in the world is going on here? Who made these steps beneath the waterfall? Where did this river lead?” I questioned myself before footsteps above the rocks thwarted my plans. 

I resurfaced and carefully climbed up on a boulder in the center of the river so I could hear better. Since I didn’t know who was out there, I thought it best to remain inside the cave until the intruders were gone. 

An hour passed before I considered it safe to leave the cave. Halfway up the waterfall I saw movement. I fixed my eyes on the spot where I had seen something move only to watch transfixed as the squid-shaped object swam gracefully among the fish. The intruders’ footsteps reverberated on the rocks again; the squid-shaped object disappeared behind a boulder; I was positive that it was the same object I’d seen on my first trip. 

I swore heavily beneath my breath after the object disappeared. If the intruders were a bit quieter, I could have taken a picture. Silence embraced the atmosphere before I collected three new samples of the water. Two from the river—and the other from the waterfall. I secured the test tubes while I trotted up the waterfall’s steps. Swimming through the blue hole led me back to the center of the mineral bath. 

My teeth chattered after I resurfaced and hurried back to the woods in search of my concealed bag. The temperature had dropped a few degrees. My back stiffened and neck hairs bristled; cold shivers ripped down my spine. Brushing off the strange feeling that someone was out there spying on me, reassured me I was just being paranoid. 

I slithered out of my wet pants and shirt before unhooking my bra. Clad only in a skimpy lace thong, I grabbed the towel to dry my hair. It was quarter past one in the morning and I had absolutely no right to be here trespassing on Lord Cameron’s estate.

“Stay right where you are!” a voice commanded. “Don’t move!” The bush parted abruptly…flashlights blinded my eyes…my towel fell to the ground. “Oh, no! No…Damn!” Detective Beckerson swore. 

Beckerson stared at my face in stunned surprise then focused his gaze on my pink mounds. Pleasure conquered fear when his roaming eyes traveled over my moist shapely body arousing hibernating emotions within me…

I found him to be overly flattering. The chemistry between us felt unquenchable. My heart pounding hard inside my chest my veins throbbed with burning intensity. Raunchy eyes danced up and down my body caressing every spot they touched. 

The guy was arrogant, but undeniably sexy. I wouldn’t want to live with him but sure could use him to sleep with. How could a magnetic fountain bring forth such bitter yet sweet water simultaneously? 

My pulse skyrocketed after becoming more turned on by his suggestive gestures. I was like a television set—and he was the hand-held remote, which flicked through my sensual channels. For a million bucks I couldn’t stop myself from surveying his crotch. The protuberating trousers made it clear that I was very pleasing to his sight. Conjuring up rated R lovemaking scenes in my head sent warm blood rushing through my thighs. 

I raised my head slowly. Beckerson blushed after my bluish grey eyes met his passionate deep blue ones and became locked in an erotic battle. Seductively, he smiled the same cocky yet charming smile, which stimulated my senses that first time we met. 

The more he absorbed the smoothness of my abdomen—the wetness of my thighs—the roundness of my hips—the more my desires heightened—the guy had me soaking in wild lust. 

Refraining myself from reaching over and nibbling on the edges of his lips was difficult to bear. Denying myself the pleasure of his touch was an emotional torture. Imagining his hands all over me made me grew breathless. 

It was only after noticing the three undercover officers staring back at me that our flirtatious connection was severed. A lump welled up in my throat. Head down, I placed my hands across my chest to shield my exposed breasts. Embarrassment took over as they stared more intently. My lips quavered. The wind felt colder by the second. 

Beckerson grew serious. “Fellows, I’ll handle this one alone. Let’s give her some privacy,” he said. Their obedience was hesitant. “Now!” he screamed. My face grew pallid. I sunk my teeth into my lower lip. “Here, make yourself decent,” he advised, as he handed me the towel; I reached for it with unstable fingers; he turned his back to me, but my hands felt clumsy; fumbling with my zipper and hurrying to dress was challenging. “You have a lot of explaining to do, Miss Savannah.” 

I felt guilty for desiring Beckerson after my usually dormant conscience kicked in. About dawn, I was certain I’d be one of the main topics in the men’s restroom, at the 25th Precinct.

“Can I turn around now?” he asked, sometime later.

“Y--yes…” I stuttered.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I came here to collect samples of the water.”

“Didn’t you collect enough when you were here last week?”

“Yes, but I needed more. There are two separate bodies of water. I had to get some samples of the river in the cave.”

“What cave? What river?”

“The one below the mineral bath.”

“Are you lying to me?”

“No!”

“You’re telling me there’s a cave beneath the mineral bath and that there’s another source of water below there?”

“Yes.”

“Impossible!”

“Why don’t you take a look?”

“We did! There’s only one body of water here on Lord Cameron’s estate. We had professional divers, Savannah, so you’re going to have to come up with a better explanation than this. In the meantime I’m taking you downtown.”

“What?”

“You heard me. If you don’t start talking I’m taking you downtown. I’m going to book you for trespassing on private property, withholding evidence and obstructing the investigation.”

“This is insane!”

“Let’s go,” he ordered. He reached for a pair of handcuffs, but I backed away from him. “You have the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you…” 

“Bastard!” I screamed, swiftly my hand whipped across his cheek. Grabbing both hands, he clamped the handcuffs on instantly then reached for his radio. 

“Fellows, go ahead and confiscate her things,” he mocked. “We’re taking her downtown.” 

I watched while the men rummaged through my wet clothes and bellowed a few obscene remarks after one of them playfully dangled my satin bra for the others to inspect. “Hey, uniform-clad gigolo, put my bra down!” I cussed. “Why don’t you try visiting a strip joint tonight? You might get laid!” 

Beckerson led me away after my tone grew too abrasive. I had never been so humiliated in my life. I hated him and his crew. My teeth sunk deeper into my lower lip; my pride was sharply wounded. Spasms of pain shot through my head, but I willed them into oblivion. 

I didn’t retaliate when he opened the door of the patrol car and ordered me to get in. From the back seat I couldn’t view his facial expression as he sped off down the street, but a quick guess told me he was probably wearing a triumphant grin…putting me in nerve-wrecking handcuffs was payback for verbally assaulting his counterparts and for slapping him across his right cheek. 

I wrestled with the handcuffs…the harder I struggled the tighter they got…defeat settled in before I quit fighting. Riveting waves of nostalgia overcame me after visualizing my dad sitting next to me. If he were here Beckerson would not have disrespected me this much. 

The car came to a sudden halt before I opened my eyes again. I was stunned to see that he had stopped in front of my house. Avoiding eye contact, he opened the door. “Stay away from Lord Cameron’s estate,” he warned before releasing the handcuffs. “You could get arrested the next time you’re caught trespassing on private property. Lord Cameron’s estate is no place for a Marine Biologist to hang out. You could end up getting hurt! Miss Richards, please keep your nose out of this investigation. I’ll return your stuff tomorrow.”

The car door was slammed real hard. He was very angry. Tires screeched as he sped off down the street. I was elated. I wasn’t looking forward to spending the night in jail. What was he doing at Lord Cameron’s estate this hour of the morning anyway? What did he mean when he said that I could get hurt? He assumed I was lying when I told him about the cave. Perhaps I was considered a suspect in the investigation. 

Disturbing Regina was an unfavorable idea, but my choices were miniscule; my keys were in the bag, which the police officers confiscated. Climbing through one of the bedroom windows would get me inside, but would trigger the alarm as well. 

Pounding on my door for assistance at two in the morning only heightened my embarrassment. Regina’s questioning eyes surveyed my face after she opened the door—my expression hardened after I mumbled a word of gratitude—I didn’t owe her any explanation—this was my house—she was just hired help.

My head reeling with facts and fiction I settled in one of two recliners in the den. Pen in hand, I stayed awake the rest of the night scribbling hypotheses across blank sheets of paper. My fingers penned inconsonant theorems—skepticism danced across my heart—blind presumptions registered in the depth of my mind—as a cocky pragmatic, my faith was based on tangible things and was always backed up by reasonable evidence. 

Dawn teamed up with sunshine and pierced silver lined clouds while I chewed mercilessly on the tip of an already frazzled pen. I’d run out of logical theories. Weary, but determined I wadded up countless sheets of paper and purposefully tossed them across the room to the wastepaper basket that had been strategically placed there. 

Unearthing a plan to return to the estate without running into Beckerson was challenging, but finding a way to speak to Lord Cameron in private was worth the hassle. I couldn’t interrogate him over the phone; he’d quit accepting calls after his nephew disappeared, but I could plots ways to do some practical sleuthing around.

Grabbing a warm shower and slipping into a pair of well-worn capris and ruffled linen shirt did wonders for my stale mood. My stomach churning, I tiptoed into Mother’s room; ignoring the hunger melody was easy; she was much more important than the first meal of the day. 

Concerned about her health, I paused at the door to observe her breathing. She sensed my presence as I neared her bed. No matter how stealthily I tiptoed she could always tell it was I. Peace swept a veil across her face as she stirred beneath the sheets…I snuggled in the rocker next to her bed.

“Hi sweetie,” she said. 

“Mother, are you having difficulty sleeping again?” I asked.

“No, not really.” 

“Don’t lie to me. You’re not OK, are you?”

“Savannah, I don’t want to burden you. I’m sorry. I wish there was a better way. This isn’t fair to you, honey.”

“I love you. And you’re not a burden to me. You’re all I have left.”

“You shouldn’t work so hard. The Lord will make a way somehow.”

“I love my job. I love being at the lab.”

“I need you here too, you know. Sometimes I just want to talk to you. To bond with you.”

“I’ll try to take some time off soon.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.”

I held Mother’s feeble hands until she drifted off to sleep. Beneath the doorpost, guilt cascaded through me, but I erected barriers between my conscience and I. I was not about to become emotional and was certainly not ready to discard the tough image I’d clung protectively to for 28 long years. Independently, I’d rely on my own strength—and independently, I’d invent ways to break through this almost impenetrable wall of pain. 
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