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      He found the letter waiting on the breakfast bar. He left it there unread as he loaded the coffee machine. Then he turned and stared at it. She’d had the nerve to fold it, as if hiding it from the world would somehow increase the gravity of its message. He picked it up and sniffed: patchouli. Disgusting.

      He’d fallen into a deep and comfortable sleep the night before, after a marathon session in the lab. He must have been dead to the world. She was there when he had fallen asleep, had vanished when he’d awoken, refreshed and eager to get back to his lab. Sometime during the night, she’d made her escape. Lucky her.

      The letter was filled with apologies in scalpel-thin script, filled with wishes for his happiness and a sprinkling of regret that she could never compete with his work—added, he surmised, as an afterthought. Kristin had closed the thing with a tinge of bitterness: it was his fault; he had never truly let her into his life. He crumpled it up and dropped it into the trash.

      She was right, thought Alex Knight. God bless her, she was right. How could he have let her into his life? She was merely a mistress. His work, on the other hand--that was True Love.

      As he stood in the shower, the memory of the lost girl rinsed away like day-old sweat. Breakfast was a hastily-grabbed bagel, washed down with strong coffee.

      He paused before closing the front door behind him. He smelled juniper on the May air. A smile crept onto his face. The mistress was gone, and it felt great.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The laboratory was quiet when he arrived, save for the hum and buzz of the refrigerators and various other pieces of equipment. It would soon be a hive of activity as his team started to turn up for work. He threw off his jacket and pulled on his white lab coat. Knight couldn’t help but feel like Bruce Wayne every time he donned his office attire. To the Bat Cave!

      The printer tray was filled with the sheets of data that had been printed out overnight. He scooped them up and scanned the numbers. The samples prepared yesterday were developing well. Today’s tests would show if he had generated the stem cells required for Stage 6. It was all leading up to Stage 6.

      Stage 6 was human trials.

      Stage 7 was the Nobel Prize.

      Knight had basically cloned himself and derived the stem cells from the undeveloped embryo of his own identical twin, grown in vitro, here in the lab. Utilizing the theory put forward in his doctoral thesis, he’d managed to manipulate the DNA within so that the cells were virtually incorruptible. He’d achieved stasis.

      He could save thousands from just about every disease science had ever identified.

      All he needed was time... and maybe a little bit of secrecy: embryonic stem cell research was currently illegal in the United States. Maybe his research would change that glaring government miscalculation.

      The National Institutes of Health, or NIH, had provided a sizable budget for his work, which they presumed to be research in basic gene therapy. (A trumped-up report sent once every three months helped to continue the ruse and keep the funds flowing.)

      After collecting his specimens, he watched his beautiful cells flicker and jiggle on the monitor, relayed there from his scanning electron microscope. Every second a new chemical process moved the cluster of cells further along the path of life, every second the product of a huge investment of intellect, of time, and of money.

      A face popped in the door. “Call for you,” said Samantha, an intern working the dual jobs of receptionist and assistant to whoever needed an assistant. (“Hold this beaker steady, will you? And would you mind putting all my calls through to voicemail for the next hour?”)

      Knight stared at the monitor. “Anyone worth talking to?”

      “Dude from NIH headquarters.”

      Knight grimaced. “Jesus. Really? Now? I have to leave my work to speak double-talk to a bureaucrat?”

      “Should I tell him you’re in the midst of marveling at your own genius?”

      He gave her the side eye and a flirty smile. “Tell him I’ll be right there.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knight’s office was large and sparsely decorated. His various degrees and awards remained packed in their boxes. The Freudianly massive oak desk was bare, save for a small intercom and monitor. The keyboard was a holographic projection on the soft red leather desktop.

      He dropped into the large office chair and tapped a few holographic keys on the desk.

      “This is Alex Knight.”

      “Dr. Knight,” said a voice made of pencils, “this is Dean Sellers from the NIH. How are you today?”

      “Good.”

      “Good, good to hear it. I’m just calling to see if I can get a follow up on your last report.”

      “Uh, I don’t understand,” he lied, “was there something missing from it?”

      Fake chuckle. “Oh, no, of course not. No. But you know how it is. The higher-ups want to see some intermediate work. An update. Version 1.2, if you will.”

      “Yeah.”

      Silence.

      “Well,” said Dean Sellers (the name of a game show host, Knight thought), “so, we’re just wondering if you can’t go ahead and shoot us that update. Sound good?”

      “Sounds great. But I can save us both a little time right now. The latest samples have responded well to the procedure, and it looks as if I’m ready for Stage 6.”

      “Stage 6,” said Sellers, drawing out the words as if searching his mental database for their meaning.

      “The move to human trials,” Knight clarified.

      “Oh, that’s right, of course. Human trials. Duh. Well, OK, that sounds fine, I think I can make that work for now. Can you just go ahead, though, and put that in writing for us? You know these higher-ups. They always wanna bug the little guy.”

      “You’re telling me,” said Knight. “Hey, why don’t you fight back?”

      Fake laugh. “Oh, don’t tempt me, sir.”

      “You’re laughing,” said Knight, putting his elbows on his desk. “But I’m serious.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, get them in hand to hand. They’re politicians, a buncha milquetoasts. One punch to the throat and they go down.” He made a punching gesture despite being on the phone. “Do it to the biggest one, then the rest will know who’s boss, you know what I mean?”

      “W-, y-yeah, sure. Well, OK, Dr. Knight, it’s been great chatting with you today.” Sellers’ voice had gone up an octave. “Let us know if you need anything, all right?”

      “You got it, Deano.”

      “Y-yeah, well, OK, you have a great day now.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      Knight smirked as he ended the call. It was nice to play the twisted genius scientist every so often. Low-level guys in the NIH fell for it so easily. But aside from being fun, it had another advantage: it tended to keep the higher-ups off his back.

      His real research was not just illegal; for many it was immoral and unethical--pure blasphemy, a denial of God’s will. If he were ever exposed, the name Alex Knight would be cursed and banished to the lowest, darkest pits of hell.

      The intercom chirped its mechanical melody.

      “Yeah,” said Samantha, the intern, “I don’t want to alarm you? But there’s, like, a bunch of guys outside? Like, police officers?”

      “OK.”

      “Yeah, and it kinda looks like they have, um, like, a warrant or something? They want to get into the lab.”

      Knight tapped on his keyboard and brought the door’s camera footage up on his monitor. A gentleman in a suit was holding a document up to the camera. A police officer behind him stepped forward with a handheld battering ram.

      Knight jumped out of his chair and ran into the lab. The technicians watched as he scrambled to his workspace.

      His fingers shook as he inserted a high-volume memory stick into the main computer and began copying terabytes of data. Months of back-breaking work had to be saved.

      “Police, open up!” came the call from outside.

      “Don’t open it!” Knight shouted at the frightened techs. “They have no right!” He watched the transfer process, his heart thumping violently. “Come on,” he muttered.

      The data transfer had reached sixty percent complete when the battering ram hit the laboratory door for the first time. Seventy percent on the second. Eighty percent on the third. The door crashed open on ninety percent. There were the sounds of footsteps rushing along the corridor as the data transfer completed the last few percent. On one hundred percent, he pulled the memory stick and slipped it into his pocket.

      The police burst into the lab with batons drawn. Four men in suits walked in behind them. One held up a document.

      “Alex Knight?”

      Knight stepped forward. “That’s me.”

      “Special Agent Childs.” Badge. Bad hair that day. “Would you mind coming with us?”

      “I kind of do.”

      “I’m gonna have to ask you to come with us,” said Childs. He turned and addressed the room. “Everyone remain calm. I want you all to step back from your desks. Do not make any sudden moves.”

      A uniformed officer fell in step beside Knight and, with a gentle hand at his back, escorted him as they followed the FBI special agent out of the lab, out of the building, and into a waiting car.
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      Ever since he was a teenager, David Stone had dreamed of one day walking into the Oval Office, having been summoned upon special request from the president himself. His position at the head of the National Institutes of Health regularly brought him into contact with politicians and government officials, but he had never met the big man. Now, sitting in the reception area just outside the Oval Office, the twenty-five-year veteran of government was jittering like a schoolgirl meeting the pop star whose picture was in her locker. Stone had been hesitant to sit even when invited and had done so awkwardly—finding he didn’t exactly know what he should do with his legs.

      It had been almost twenty minutes before the interoffice phone rang, and the president’s personal secretary picked up and said, “Yes, sir... yes, sir,” then hung up and rose from her desk.

      Smiling graciously, she uttered the eight words he’d longed to hear all his life: “Mr. Stone, the president will see you now.”

      President Teller was pacing the carpet when the secretary opened the door.

      “Mr. President, David Stone here to see you.”

      “Professor Stone,” said the six-and-a-half-foot tall man, beaming the election-winning smile, “how do you do? I’m Ben Teller.”

      Ben. Not Benjamin.

      Stone took the president’s hand and shook it. It was warm, dry, and rigid.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” the president continued. “The country doesn’t run itself, you know.”

      “No, sir,” Stone said tensely.

      “Professor David Stone, I’d like you to meet Arthur Hopkins, my Chief of Staff.”

      A man in military garb rose and offered his hand. “David?”

      David shook Hopkins’ hand, a bit dazedly.

      “And Mike Umberland, Secretary of the Interior. David Stone.”

      “How do you do?”

      Another handshake.

      It was almost too much for Stone. He might as well have been meeting the Beatles. Once the introductions were done, he shifted nervously, hands clasped before him.

      “Won’t you sit down?”

      As he sank down onto the proffered couch, he noticed now that the president was much taller than he appeared on television. Also, the couch was firm. There was an antiseptic smell mixed with polished wood. It was like sitting in a historic replica.

      “Well, first of all,” said Teller, “I want to thank you very much for coming today. It certainly means a lot to us.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President. It is my pleasure to be here.” It was a line he’d practiced for forty years.

      The President of the United States took a seat opposite him.

      “It is? Well, you may not think that once you find out why you’re here.” President Teller smiled crookedly. Stone felt a pang in his chest. The president looked over at Umberland, who sat on Stone’s right.

      “As you are no doubt aware, we have a certain constituency that has raised a concern over a particular issue. We’d like for you to spearhead a program aimed at rectifying the situation,” Umberland said.

      Despite the vagueness, he didn’t like where this was going. That much red-tape talk crammed into two sentences meant bad news and months of drudgery behind it.

      Umberland opened a binder that was sitting atop the coffee table.

      “These are the stats regarding a recent study conducted by the Concerned Americans for Vaccine Awareness, CAVA. They’re a nonprofit group who are, as their name says, concerned about a supposed government cover-up regarding America’s vaccination program.” Umberland spoke with officious authority, gesturing as he spoke, relating dry facts with the counterfeit warmth of political communication. “Their study cites a survey of parents across the nation who are reporting certain adverse effects that—they claim—vaccinations have had on their children.”

      “Of course,” said the president, “we know that’s horse hockey.”

      The three men laughed, because they had to.

      Umberland continued. “Now, there are certain influential celebrities—I’m sure you know who they are—who have recently made statements in support of the anti-vaccine movement. And because of that, Professor Stone, and because of the study by the CAVA, the administration thinks it’s finally time we addressed this issue.”

      Umberland was matter-of-fact, his tone utterly belying the horrible truth underneath: that for the next six months, David Stone was going to be up to his neck in unnecessary bullshit.

      “For the record,” President Teller interjected, “every one of my children was vaccinated. There is clearly no basis for these well-meaning but ill-informed parents to have any concerns about the safety of this vital healthcare program.” He paused. “I change my mind. Make that off the record.”

      Another unnatural laugh from the men.

      “Professor Stone,” Teller continued, “I want the NIH to open a study into our vaccination efforts and possible adverse effects these vaccines are having on children. We’ll call it the VVP: Vaccine Verification Program. Everyone around here loves an acronym. Whatd’ya, say, Stone? Feel like helping us, and your country, out with this?”

      “Absolutely, Mr. President, it would be an honor.”

      “But...?”

      Stone was caught off guard.

      The smile was back. “Come on, Stone, I know there’s a ‘but.’ Out with it, man.”

      “Well, Mr. President,” Stone said as diplomatically as he could. “With all due respect, the NIH has conducted several studies, and the results are always the same: vaccines are safe. There are no concerns. Ask anyone in the NIH and they’ll tell you the same. It’s a non-issue.”

      The president leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I know, Professor. But the American people have spoken.”

      With those last few words, the president decreed that it was going to be so, no matter what objections he, Stone, could raise.

      Umberland lifted the binder from the table. “We have a couple of things we’d like you to sign. Standard forms. Non-disclosure and such.”

      The president held up his hand. “Make sure you have the clause in there about throwing him in Guantanamo Bay if he screws up.”

      Stilted laughter—from the two cabinet members.

      Stone signed where he was instructed and handed the binder back to Umberland, who took it and flipped it closed with a thick sound.

      “We’ll have some documents delivered to you in the next couple of days. All the need-to-know stuff, a timeline, etcetera.” Umberland held out his hand. “Great to have you aboard, Professor. Thank you.”

      “Thank you for coming, Professor,” said President Teller. “By the way, your predecessor, Jeremy Sholes? Helluva guy. You got some big shoes to fill there. But I know you can do it.”

      The three men rose from the couch.

      “Mrs. Warren will show you out,” said Teller.

      Stone turned and saw the kindly secretary waiting for him by the door. He hadn’t heard her enter.

      “Thank you, Mr. President,” Stone said. “It was an honor to meet you.”

      It was another phrase from his lifelong script. Not exactly in the context he’d imagined.
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      Knight sat in the interview room with his hands clasped on the table in front of him. He saw his reflection in the large one-way glass window; rough, unshaved, and unwashed. He’d been sitting alone for hours. A young police officer had brought him a paper cup of water what seemed like an hour ago. The cup was dry, he had to pee, and not a soul had entered since he was delivered to this room.

      Until now, when Special Agent Childs entered with a uniformed police officer and sat down in the chair opposite Knight. The uniformed officer remained standing at the door.

      Childs interlocked his fingers and leaned against his elbows on the table. “First of all, before we begin, is there anything we can get you? Water? Soda?”

      “I would like to use the restroom.”

      Childs nodded to the officer at the door. “We can arrange for someone to escort you.”

      The officer opened the door and mumbled something to the guard outside.

      Knight swung around, then back to Childs. “He can’t do it?”

      Childs smiled amiably. “He’s my guy. Someone will be around in a second. So, what’s going on?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I think you know what’s going on. You’ve been read your rights. That doesn’t mean you’re guilty. It’s just informing you of your rights.”

      “But you think I’m guilty.”

      “It’s not a question of what I think. It’s what the evidence shows me. And I’m seeing a guy maybe caught up in something that he had no control over.”

      Knight sat back in the chair and smiled. Childs was fishing. As far as Knight was concerned, this was a straight road to checkmate.

      Childs returned the grin. “What are you smiling about?”

      “Call it an inside joke.”

      “I’d like to talk to you for a little bit, though. OK?”

      Knight continued to smile, enjoying the verbal cat and mouse.

      “OK,” Childs said calmly, staring him directly in the eyes. “First, however, I want you to listen for a second. Now, based on your highly sensitive work--and I think you and I both know what that means—it should come as no surprise that you were being monitored.”

      The words twisted Knight’s stomach.

      “There was a girl who lived with you. Kristin?”

      Knight’s mouth went dry.

      “She told us quite a tale. And of course, the official charter for your laboratory states that you are engaged in cell protein research. The problem is, Alex, we couldn’t find any information connected with that sort of work anywhere in your laboratory. And that’s an issue.”

      Childs’s voice turned sympathetic in a way that made Knight’s skin crawl. “Now, I realize that a guy like you, young, motivated, isolated by his work, misunderstood by his peers—a guy like that, any guy in that situation might find himself in a position to test his authority. Maybe overstep it a little bit. I get that. I happen to be a special agent, but I have superiors who boss me around. Sometimes I wish I could just go ahead and make my own rules. You know? Flip them the bird,” he said, miming the gesture, “and say, ‘Listen, guys, I can do what I want around here. I can do a job that I know I’m worth doing, rather than doing the job you need me to do just because you have the power to control my life.’ You know what I’m sayin’?”

      “Sure,” Knight said coolly.

      “We have guys who are pretty well-versed in what you do. They tell me there is some seriously good encryption on that server you’re using. And they also tell me it’s a very well-equipped lab. In fact, they say it’s probably a bit too well-equipped, you know what I mean?” His eyes bore into Knight. “You see, Alex, we have guys who are expert cryptographers. These are the best guys in the country. I’m gonna go ahead and make the leap and say they’re the best in the world. Now, I could go ahead and get a warrant to search your computer, but something tells me you wouldn’t want that. So, we can talk about what’s on that server now, and save us a little time.”

      Knight weighed his options. Maybe if he came clean now, told Childs all about the stem cell work, the cloning process, he could make a bargain, minimize the jail time he’d get from a judge, or avoid jail altogether. Maybe he could walk away from the whole mess and get a new job, something petty in a real hospital.

      But then there was the work he had been doing.

      It was worth the ulcer he was getting,  the paranoia and the secrecy, and all the urgency of not getting caught. It was all worth it.

      And there wasn’t much of a choice, at least in his book.

      “I’d like a lawyer,” he said.

      “Then we’re done here,” Childs said flatly, the sympathetic, friendly facade melting like snow on fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Wilhelmina Jones hated her name. No one in her cyber group called her that. Online she was just Mina. She’d been given the name by her main collaborator in tech skullduggery, Benji Johar, who was a Dracula fan, had named her after the novel’s female protagonist. Like her namesake, Mina Jones was a level-headed huntress, fierce and unyielding.

      She’d met Benji in the forums. The two had exchanged barbs over a slight disagreement over the methods used in a recent DDoS another user had bragged about. Soon after, she hacked into the Mumbai telephone company and increased Benji’s phone bill by several hundred thousand rupees. It had been a playful prank, which Mina apologized for by removing Benji Johar from the billing system altogether. He hadn’t received a bill from the telephone company in almost two years. For this, he gave her a nickname as well as his undying allegiance in all things hacking. It was a relationship based on mutually-assured destruction: each possessed the same level of skill and knowledge in computer systems and networks as well as the same outlandish, mischievous nature. They were firm friends sharing a rudimentary and perverted form of trust, one that only hackers of their caliber—and heads of nuclear nations—could understand fully.

      She sat on a park bench in the Californian sunshine, her laptop tapped into a nearby Wi-Fi signal. She was waiting for her friend to log on. Benji was late as usual.

      Finally, the video chat box popped open. Benji’s youthful features appeared, smiling.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she said. “Nice!”

      She was referring to his new glasses—round-rimmed in the John Lennon style. He beamed back at her. He had a charming smile.

      “So, did you hear the news?” He could barely contain himself.

      “What news?”

      “The FBI raided that lab,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “I had a data crawler out and it came back to me the moment the FBI frequencies mentioned the raid. So I hacked the security cameras and watched the whole thing live. You want a copy?”

      He gave her a virtual high-five. “I didn’t expect them to act so quickly.”

      Mina shrugged. “Me neither. I didn’t think the FBI was that interested in illegal stem cell research. So, what do you want to do today? Find anything interesting?”

      “I thought maybe we could find a nuclear waste repository and send their data to Greenpeace.”

      She leaned forward in a mischievous laugh. “Perfect! Hang on.” Her fingers danced over the keyboard. “Here we go. Finland. No one gives a shit about Finland. What do you think of this one?”

      “Damn, you’re quick.”

      “I have my filter set for whoever has the heaviest encryption. The largest data stores usually get my attention.”

      “There probably isn’t anything interesting hidden behind all that security,” he said.

      “Oh, not at all,” she agreed, sending the links to him.

      “Is that how you found the stem cell lab?”

      “Yup. That idiot locked everything down so tight, it might as well have had a neon sign on it saying ‘hack me.’”

      “You’re too funny,” he said.

      “That shit is like a red cape to a bull.”

      “And you’re the bull in this case?”

      “Yup.”

      “And you charged,” he laughed.

      She shared his laughter. “Oh, I did.”

      They gave each other another cyber high-five.

      “So,” she said, “you want to get started on this nuclear thing?”

      “It sounds... OK.”

      “Just OK?”

      “I was just looking over the links you sent me. Why don’t we do a bank or something?”

      “Banks are too easy. So many customers, too many ways in. And it makes more of a commotion. I just like stirring shit up, not causing a panic.” Mina leaned in toward the camera, lips twitching into a smirk. “And I love watching them run around trying to cover it up.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “This is why I adore you.”

      “You ready?” she asked.

      “I’m already in,” he said, looking up and smiling.

      “Hey, I didn’t say, ‘One, two, three, go.’” Mina laughed and started attacking a string of security code. Benji was in first. “Damn, Benji, you say I’m fast.”

      “You snooze, you lose.”

      “Keep going, smartass. We’ll see who grabs the data first.”

      Wilhelmina Jones got to work on her latest hack, dodging firewalls and creating wormholes, just for the fun of it. Life was good.
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      Professor Stone dropped his briefcase on the hall table and walked through to the kitchen. He switched on the small television then searched the cedar rack for an appropriate bottle of wine.

      The story at the top of the news was the continuing riots in Central America with Costa Rica, specifically San Jose, as the latest flashpoint. People were roaming the cities in seemingly uncoordinated, mindless mobs. The news footage showed bandana-covered vandals throwing bricks through windows and setting fire to cars.

      “Savages,” Stone muttered.

      The “Panamanian Flu pandemic,” as the media was fond of terming it, was sweeping through Central America, tearing a swathe through the population. Law and order crumbled at the foundation as terrified citizens scrambled for food and medicine. Medical services were the first to fail and then went the police.

      But that didn’t mean they had to act like animals.

      The reporter spoke in cold tones.

      “Chuck, it seems to be utter chaos here. As you can see behind me, shop owners have pulled down their shutters. And people are demanding intervention as the massive death toll from the pandemic continues to rise steadily.”

      “Looks terrible, Brian. Tell us, does there seem to be any attempt to control the situation?”

      There was a pause from the satellite delay. “I can’t say yet, Chuck. As of now, it seems only the military authority is able to cope. And we have it on good word that this could be absolutely devastating for Costa Rica’s economy. It could be permanently, irrevocably damaged.”

      “Well, that certainly is shocking. Brian, keep safe.”

      “Thanks, Chuck.”

      “And we’ll continue to keep our viewers updated as the story continues to unfold. We’re getting confirmation now that the government of Costa Rica has enacted emergency powers legislation, allowing the military to take over many civilian duties. One of the most time-consuming of these is, of course, the collection and disposal of the dead.” Chuck’s voice remained monotone despite the grisly nature of the news. “Costa Rican military sources are reporting that, due to rioting, the civilian government is, in fact, being relocated, and has now taken refuge behind a wall of soldiers. We’re expecting word from the Costa Rican president, presumably just as soon as he is in place. Right now, authorities are urging citizens to try and remain calm. Coming up,” he previewed, voice turning pleasant, “a surprising tip from our in-house home improvement expert could save you a lot of cash...”

      Professor Stone selected a 2003 Chablis. He was exhausted and crestfallen. His first time meeting the president, and what did he get from his meeting? That he was expected to stand up to a hysterical group of loud-mouthed parents with nothing better to do than find conspiracies in stupid places. A six-month study to tell parents that vaccines were safe? They had been told. It was all too ridiculous.

      He poured a glass and swirled, sniffed the bouquet, and took a sip, letting the crisp, chilled wine roll over his tongue.

      His cell phone rang. A pang in his stomach. He looked at his watch. Eight-thirty: too late to talk shop. He’d done his dirt for the day. He gave the glass another swirl.

      The cell phone stopped ringing, but only momentarily. It started up again and he sighed, placing his glass carefully on the counter.

      “Yes?”

      “More bad news,” said Rita, his secretary.

      “Oh, goody.”

      “The FBI called.”

      “Really?”

      “They wanted to inform you that a lab in the metro area was raided today and shut down. For illegal stem cell research.”

      “And I suppose Brubacher wants a report.” He winced. Uttering the name of the Secretary of Health near a glass of Chablis was like cursing in church.

      “He does. Immediately.”

      Stone sighed. “Goody again.”

      “They want you to issue a media response. The team has one already drafted, but they need your sign-off... and they need you to deliver it on camera. And they might need you to assist the police.” Rita sounded like she was delivering bad news to a mafia don. “A car’s on its way. Please don’t hate me?”

      As if on cue, there came a knock at the door.

      Stone looked at the television and sighed. All he wanted to do was put his feet up and watch mindless television as he polished off a good bottle of wine.

      Another knock at the door.

      He picked up his glass and held it up to the light. A beautiful, pale straw color. A terrific vintage. He brought the glass to his nose and sampled the aroma again, inhaling deeply.

      A third knock

      “I’m coming,” Stone said, placing the glass down next to the open bottle. He resealed the bottle with an airtight lock and placed it back in the chiller.

      Ruining a date with a bottle of Chablis was a crime against humanity.

      He switched off the television and walked out, lifting his briefcase from the hall table on his way to the door. He opened it and was assaulted by a flood of white from the car’s headlights. Shielding his eyes with his elbow, he could see a driver standing next to a black Lincoln staff car, the back door open.

      So much for a peaceful night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At the head offices of the NIH, only an occasional security guard or cleaning staffer haunted halls that usually bustled with health department administrators and academics. Stone took the elevator up to his office, the glass-sided elevator car giving him a view across the darkened and deserted reception area that took up the entire ground floor of the modern building.

      The message light on his desk phone flashed. He sat on the desk, pulled the phone to him, picked it up, and listened to the message.

      “Professor Stone, Armand Heller, Secretary of Health and Human Services calling. There is an urgent matter we need to discuss. Please call me back immediately.”

      Stone’s finger hovered over the speed dial button. No doubt, this was about that guy busted over the stem cell thing. They were going to make an example out of the poor schmuck.

      This was politics at its sharpest. David Stone was good at politics.

      He was also good at saving his own ass.

      If he could throw this wayward scientist to the dogs and save himself, he would, without hesitation or remorse. He liked his job and his position. The work was fulfilling. Life was comfortable. He’d worked his ass off to get to a position where he could attend meetings and dinners, be the big man at the table, and then go home to enjoy a good bottle of wine when he cared to.

      He dropped the receiver back into its cradle, then went to his chair and unlocked the bottom drawer in his desk. He took out an old cell phone, nothing but a keypad and small screen. He typed a number in. It rang once.

      “Yes.”

      “A laboratory closed by the FBI,” Stone said into the phone. “Have you heard about it?”

      There was a pause on the line and the sound of breathing. “Dr. Alex Knight.”

      “Right.”

      Another pause. “Need him decommissioned?”

      These euphemisms always made him smile ironically. He clicked his tongue in his cheek and thought of the manner in which this gifted doctor might wind up dead. But he despised waste; he might have a use for this Dr. Knight. He had nothing against stem cell research personally.

      “No,” he said after a moment. “I want you to clean up the lab.” He relaxed into his large executive chair. “The doctor is going to be released, I assure you. Leave him to me.”

      The cell phone went dead. Stone leaned back in his chair for a moment, his fingers tented before him, his job security ensured by the terse conversation. He leaned forward against the desk and snapped the cell phone open, removing the card from inside. He pressed it against the side of the desk, using a little force on either end to snap it. The broken pieces went into his pocket to dispose of—far away from here. He dropped the cell phone back into the drawer and slid the drawer shut. It locked automatically with a snap.

      So far so good, he thought. A small team was on its way to the laboratory to clear any evidence of stem cell research. This Knight fellow would be released due to a lack of evidence, and Stone would have his man for the vaccine research--the job no scientist in the department would want to touch. Of course, he’d need a tiny bit of persuading.

      Piece of cake.

      Stone congratulated himself on a job well done. This was the hardest he had worked in weeks, months even. There was only one more thing to do, and then maybe he could get home to that Chablis.

      Stone picked up the phone and pressed the speed dial button for Armand Heller, the nation’s Secretary of Health and Human Services.

      “Mister Secretary,” he began. “I am so sorry to have kept you waiting.”

      “Late night for you?” asked Heller.

      “Well, you know how it is. The government never sleeps.” He sounded so oily he wanted to vomit. “I just wanted you to know that I have my best people on this.”

      “Your president is counting on you. He’s expecting a full investigation.”

      No shit. “Oh, yes, of course, Mr. Secretary. I assure you no stone will be left unturned.”

      “Anything else, David?”

      “That’s all. Just giving you an update.”

      “I appreciate that. Thanks, David. Have a good night.”

      “You as well, Mr. Secretary.”

      Stone dropped the receiver into its cradle. He sat back in his chair and swiveled gently back and forth.

      Tomorrow he would have another conversation with Heller to present his star doctor and head of the research team; Heller would offer a congratulation and perhaps an invitation to dinner.

      But for now, Stone had one last pressing matter--and that matter was chilling in his wine rack.
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      Knight sat up on his cell bunk as the door opened.

      “Knight,” said the guard, “get up. You’re free to go.”

      Knight swung his feet off the bunk and sat upright, looking sideways at the guard. “Wait, what?”

      “You’re free to go. Come on.”

      “I don’t understand. Someone post my bail or something?”

      “Nah,” said the guard, as if it was a ridiculous question. “You’ve been cleared. You’re going home. Right this way, we’ll get you processed outta here.”

      Knight stood up and took a hesitant step through the open door. Special Agent Childs spotted him from down the hall, excused himself from the person he was talking to, and walked over. “Sleep well, Doc?”

      “Like a baby,” Knight said confusedly.

      Childs smiled. “Try again. We’ve been watching you.” He pointed to the small viewing hole in the heavy cell door. “We haven’t found any evidence. The investigation is ongoing, mind you, but for now, we can’t hold you here.”

      All Knight could think of to say was, “Thanks.”

      “Anytime,” Childs said. “All they have to do is return your belongings and sign you out.”

      The guard escorted Knight, with Childs following close behind, along the corridor of police cells, then up some stairs and past the interview room where Knight had spent most of the previous day. They entered the property store through a side door.

      The sergeant standing behind the wire dropped a gray tray onto the counter and slid it through the small gap in the barrier. Childs snatched up the tray just as Knight was reaching out for it.

      “Not much in here, Doc. Your wallet, keys, cell phone...” He stared Knight in the eye. “And a memory stick.” He pushed the memory stick around in the plastic tray before picking it up. He tossed it into the air and caught it, holding it tightly in his clenched fist. “You always carry one of these around with you, Doc?” Childs held his fist next to his ear and gave it a little shake. “Lotta important stuff on here?”

      Knight held out his hand. “Data,” he replied.

      “Mm,” Childs nodded, his mouth closed tight. “Sciencey stuff.” He slowly lowered the memory stick toward Knight’s open hand. “Anything interesting?”

      “All data is interesting to the person studying it, Special Agent Childs.”

      “I’d like to have a look at it. Maybe I’d  find it interesting.”

      “Maybe.” Knight snatched the memory stick out from the agent’s grip and shoved it deep into his pocket.

      Childs smiled. “Then we are all done here.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sun streaming in through the large window at the front of the police station made him squint.

      Knight pulled out his phone to dial a cab. The phone was out of charge. He turned to Childs. “I need to call a cab.”

      “You won’t need it. Someone has come to collect you, Doc.” Childs indicated the chauffeur standing in the waiting area, suit and cap and all.

      Knight looked at the chauffeur and then to Childs. Childs smiled broadly. “You must have friends in high places, Doc.”

      The chauffeur stepped forward. “Dr. Knight?”

      “Have a safe trip, Doc,” Childs sneered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Childs stood on the steps in the morning sun and watched Knight follow the chauffeur to the NIH staff car. He watched as the chauffeur opened the door to let Knight in. An agent, Simonson, came sauntering out of the police station and stood next to him.

      “I’ve got all the damn evidence I need on that memory stick,” said Childs, watching Knight being driven away from the station.

      “If we had a warrant, we could bust those servers.”

      “Yessiree. If only we had a warrant.”

      Childs stared as the car drove away from the front of the police station.

      “Watch him,” he said and went back into the station.
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      Stone breezed into the office. He did not feel like a man who’d had three hours of sleep too few and one glass of wine too many. Nor did he feel like a man who had just covered up a serious biomedical crime. A man with power and control, that’s what he felt like. He ordered his assistant to place a call to Secretary Heller as he strode past her desk.

      Stone flung his heavy office door shut behind him. He threw his briefcase onto his desk and dropped into his huge chair. In a moment, the light on his phone started to blink, signifying that Heller was on the line. He waited another delicious moment before answering.

      “Mr. Secretary? How are you this fine morning?”

      “Not bad. Yourself?”

      “Oh, not bad. Not bad at all. We had an interesting development in that case involving the doctor. What was his name—Knight?”

      “What about him?”

      “Well,” fake chuckle, “the whole thing was the result of some disgruntled employee, a college kid, an intern, phoning in a false tip. Even sent along a forged report to constitute probable cause.”

      It was comically easy to deceive the government. Stone melted into his chair.

      “We’ve been getting a lot of that. The media blows these guys up to celebrity status. We used to call them rat finks. Now, you rat someone out and you’re considered a hero.”

      “Whatever happened to good, old-fashioned integrity, eh?” Stone said.

      “Exactly my point. Do you know we actually had a case like this a while ago? A tech working in vaccination program called the FBI and told them that his supervisor was tampering with the vaccines and directing his team to do likewise. All because he was leaving a job he hated and wanted to give an eff you to the place on his way out.”

      “Disgraceful,” said Stone.

      “Terrible,” said the secretary. “Well, at least we get them. That’s the point, right?”

      “Absolutely. Can’t have these scumbags walking the streets.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “As a matter of fact,” said Stone, sliding his briefcase toward him and popping the clips, “I happen to have the report that was delivered last night. Here it is. Says here, ‘A brilliant mind, but a troubled young man.’ He was having a problem with drugs, it seems. His friends at work said it was booze and marijuana at first, then morphine and heroin.” He flipped a page in the file.

      “Tragic,” mused Stone’s boss.

      “Yes, it is, sir. He was showing up late and then missing work altogether. His supervisor had given him plenty of warning to improve his attendance, but it just came to a point where they had to let the young man go.”

      “Perhaps he’ll get some help.”

      “Well, the laboratory supervisors have provided avenues for help and support, and even a promise of a return to work if the young man can sort through his addiction problems. The young man will face charges from the FBI for making spurious allegations, but they are not expected to pursue him too vigorously. Anyway, back to our friend at the lab. He was merely researching cell structural proteins.”

      “All righty. Well, if that’s all, David. I’ve a great many things to do this morning.”

      “No doubt, no doubt, sir. We’ll talk soon.”

      Stone flipped the file to its first page. The man in question, Glen Markham, smiled brightly from the photocopied picture of his employee badge.

      It was a shame, thought Stone, that the young technician would be unable to break his frightening addiction to this insidious drug, and that he would be found dead of an overdose a few days hence.
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      The driver dropped Knight off at the front of the NIH building. A security guard was waiting at the bottom of the wide stone steps leading up to the entrance.

      “Follow me,” said the guard.

      Knight nodded at the guard and fell in step behind him.

      The lobby of the building was spacious and bright. A huge glass front let light pour into the reception area. Offices on higher levels overlooked the entrance. Above Knight, for floor upon floor, were the offices of the low-grade administration staff, who were all locked behind their glass walls.

      The guard motioned with his chin toward the elevator. “You’re going to see Mr. Stone. Head on up to the sixth floor.”

      Knight stepped in, a strange sense that he was being sent into some shadow part of the building that no one knew about. As the elevator rushed upwards, the transparent doors allowed him the view across the wide reception hall that fell away below him and into the offices where government workers sat at their desks or walked back and forth, carrying piles of paperwork.

      When the elevator came to a stop, Knight stepped onto the sixth floor. This Stone person had the biggest office on the grandest, most luxurious floor in the building. Huge windows looked out across the city. The floor was covered in thick, lightly colored carpets and every door was a bright, highly polished timber.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Stone,” Knight said, approaching a huge reception desk.

      The receptionist glanced upwards. “Dr. Knight?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Have a seat, please. Professor Stone will be with you in a moment.” She pointed to a set of low chairs and a matching table.

      Knight sat and looked out the expansive window to the city beyond. Nervously, he fingered the memory stick in his pocket. There was so much incriminating data sitting there, yet it felt so light and insignificant. There were people out there who would give anything for its contents.

      “Dr. Knight?” Knight looked over to the receptionist. “Professor Stone will see you now. Go right through there,” she said, pointing.

      Knight walked toward the timber double doors. As he reached out for the right-hand door handle, the left-hand door flew open, revealing a tall, thin man with twinkling eyes and an almost elfish grin.

      “Dr. Knight. I’m Professor David Stone. Pleasure to meet you. Come in, please.”

      “Nice office,” Knight said, turning slightly to regard the sparsely furnished room.

      “Do you like it?”

      “It reminds me a little of my apartment.”

      “Does it really?” asked Stone. “Of course, furnishings do tend to get in the way, don’t they?”

      “I have little time or patience for ornamentation if that’s what you mean.”

      The man smiled his elfin grin and held his arm out toward a chair. “Have a seat, Doctor. Can I get you anything? Coffee?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “It’s been quite a night for you, I understand.” Stone took a seat behind the desk and swiveled gently in his chair. “They should never have locked up a respected and, well, forgive me for saying, such a brilliant scientist such as yourself, without having irrefutable proof of guilt. I was just saying so to the Secretary of Health and Human Services only a few moments ago.”

      Knight felt tiredness grow and wash over him. He had no time for these games. “Why have you brought me here?”

      Stone laughed. “Alex. Can I call you Alex? I would have thought you’d be a little more appreciative of all I’ve done for you.”

      “And what is it that you have done for me, Professor?”

      “Maybe we should talk about what you’ve done. Working on illegal research.”

      “I’ve been conducting research funded by our government.”

      “Mmm. The only problem is the FBI seemed to think that you were conducting illegal research, specifically stem cell research. And I think they had probable cause to suspect such a thing.”

      “There is no evidence of that. As a matter of fact, I’ve been released due to a complete lack of evidence.”

      Stone opened his briefcase and took out a file. “Yes, Doctor, you were wrongly accused. There was nothing found in your laboratory to support the claims of illicit research. Your work has been found to be purely academic research into cell proteins. There was a surprisingly small amount of data on your server considering the time you’ve been spending on the study. You might have been a little less than prudent with government money than you should have been, but that’s not a crime, is it?”

      “Cell protein research, that’s correct. I’m not sure why anyone would think I was doing anything else.”

      Stone looked him in the eye. The elfin grin was gone. “Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.” Stone reached into his case and took out another file. “We do have this, however.” He placed the file on the desk and opened it. “A lab technician. Do you know him?”

      Knight looked at the photo and recognized the man, a young member of his team. A happy and fresh-faced graduate. Knight had never spoken to or worked with him, but he recognized him as one of the junior laboratory technicians.

      “Yes, I know him,” Knight said.

      “He was fired from your division. And he was annoyed for being fired. He contacted the FBI and told them all about the stem cell research. There is some evidence to suggest he was looking for money. Ostensibly to finance his drug habit.”

      “Drug habit?”

      “He is no longer your concern, Alex. Nor is he my concern. But you are. You are very much my concern.” He crossed his legs and put two fingers thoughtfully to his chin. “What are we going to do with you?”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      Stone leaned forward. “Alex, the truth could yet be discovered. The stem cell data could yet find its way to the FBI. You could still find yourself in prison. It must be terrible to spend so many years in a small cell. So much worse to spend those years with a huge, violent, and sexually-frustrated cellmate.”

      “You’re really playing the homophobic prison card?” Knight retorted.

      Stone grinned. “I suppose you’re too smart to fall for that. And, of course, it’s an unlikely scenario anyway. After all, you’ve been cleared. You’ve been conducting cell protein research.” He tilted his head reflectively. “How would you like a new challenge? A fresh start, so to speak.”

      “I’m fine with my old job, thank you.”

      “Yes, I thought as much, which is why I want to show you this.” Stone took another file from his case and handed it over the desk. The front bore the presidential seal.

      Knight rifled through it. “What is this? Vaccines?”

      “Precisely. It’s an outline brief for a study into the safety of vaccines. We call it the Vaccine Verification Program, VVP for short. I thought you might be just the man for the job. Well, Alex, how would you like to work for the President of the United States?”

      “You must be joking. Vaccines?” Knight handed the file back to Stone. “Why me? I’m a laboratory scientist. A research scientist.”

      “It’s not a high-profile position. It’s a backroom job. You’ll be able to keep your head down for a while. There may even be a bit of sampling, a bit of testing. You’ll still get to work in a laboratory from time to time.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to decline, with all due respect to the president.”

      There was a vicious twinkle in the man’s eye. “That’s a fine way to treat your benefactor.”

      “Benefactor?”

      “Yes, you see, that absence of evidence you referred to earlier? That was due to yours truly. They found nothing because I ensured they wouldn’t.”

      Knight narrowed his eyes at the man.

      “So, Alex, you ought to think twice about refusing what I consider to be a non-negotiable proposition,” Stone continued, undaunted. “Non-negotiable, in that you will not refuse it. I have everything I need to put you in jail for a very long time. At the very least, you’ll be fined beyond your capacity. You won’t be able to find a job testing urine for marijuana, let alone cell protein research.” He hocked his throat, as if this last phrase were a bad taste.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “What do you think?” Stone sneered. “An intelligent man such as yourself should know the difference between a threat and a hugely beneficial job offer, so let’s not start out on the wrong footing. Let’s be friends and let’s get you started. Is there anything you need?”

      “So that’s it, then.”

      Stone’s eyes brightened. “That’s it. Easy, wasn’t it?”

      “When do I start?”

      “You start right now. With a company perk.”

      “Come again?”

      “The car and its driver. They’re yours. You’ve been upgraded, Alex. We can’t have the head of a study as important as this driving a motorcycle. The car will take you to your offices when you’re ready. Maybe a shower first? A shave? Give me a call when you’ve settled into your new office. And let me know if there’s anything you need.”

      Knight hauled himself out of the low, comfortable chair. He felt tired and grubby. He definitely needed a shower and a change of clothes.

      “Oh, just one more thing,” Stone said as he shuffled files around on his desk. “I’ll take the data.”

      “What data?”

      “The data in your pocket, for heaven’s sake.” Stone continued to move papers around on his desk, not once looking up.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Stone looked up, stopped shuffling, and reached under his desk. He’d evidently tapped a button, because, at that moment, the office doors opened and in walked two security guards. Not the fleshy unfit type who stomped around on the ground floor; no, these were burly, hard men who filled their uniforms with muscle.

      Reluctantly, Knight removed the memory stick from his pocket and handed it over the desk.

      “Thank you,” said Stone, placing the stick in his open suitcase and then slamming it shut with a locking snap. “Turn your attention to the job at hand, Alex.” Stone’s voice hardened momentarily, and Knight detected it clearly. “You’ll hear from me soon.”
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      Knight disliked the new job. He disliked the new office. He disliked the location of the new office, and he disliked being chained to a desk. He missed his old lab. Missed laboratories in general. He had spent most of his working and student life in labs. Even his motorcycle workshop had been more like a laboratory than this new office.

      He slumped back in his executive chair and rotated gently. He looked across his desk and out through the interior window to the wider office. It was drab and soulless, an off-the-peg office. Ugly lighting dribbling out from wide translucent panels set in the low suspension ceilings filled the space with gloom. The light brown low partition panels cut the space into small, dreary enclaves. Large potted plants that were strategically dotted about the office did little to bring any cheer, the drooping green leaves seeming to suffer from the same miserable cloud that hung permanently across the space.

      He rested a heel on a partially-opened desk drawer, folding his hands behind his head, and stared at the miserable workplace. His small team seemed to have plenty to do. He had not given any instructions, but the three kept themselves busy. The office manager, Mrs. Blunt, was a librarian type nearing retirement age. She had worked for the National Institutes of Health her entire adult life, starting as a mailroom clerk, and had risen to the position of office manager.  Knight noticed that she had the uncanny ability to spend an entire day giving the distinct impression that she was busy.

      The youngest member of Knight’s small team, Simon Jeffries, was also the least busy, apart from Knight himself. Jeffries, the nephew of some senior government official, seemed to be mostly occupied with social media; he sat at a desk giggling most of the day, apart from the rare occasions when Mrs. Blunt gave him something useful to do.

      Having spent the best part of a week spinning in his chair and staring out across the small office, Knight could see without a doubt that the only member of his team who actually did any useful work was the administrative assistant, Sarah Hansen. She spent extended periods at her desk typing on her keyboard and either reading from or writing in the large diary she kept open on her desk. She was the only person who seemed to use the photocopier, apart from the day when Jeffries spent hours photocopying a series of graphic novels that he openly boasted about returning to Barnes and Noble for a full refund. Sarah was also the only person in the office who had ever used the bank of filing cabinets.

      He’d watched her closely. What she was typing, writing, and filing was anyone’s guess, but he had no reason to think it was anything other than work-related. She rarely spoke on the phone. She rarely talked to her colleagues, other than her regular offer to bring coffee from the cafe across the street. She would also knock on Knight’s door periodically, popping her head in to ask if he wanted something of whatever it was she was running out for. She always leaned in, her loose blouse falling forward to reveal the pretty white bra she wore, along with a tasteful yet arousing amount of cleavage.

      He had spent much of the last week watching Sarah Hansen. He became familiar with the way that one long curl of hair fell at the side of her face when she typed at her desk, and how she stopped to tuck it away, her chest bursting forward as she sent her hands behind her head. He noticed the way her skirt rode up and her calves tightened when she went up onto the tips of her toes, reaching up to place files in the top drawer. He noticed the dark line that marked the top of her stockings as the skirt climbed. He noticed the way she leaned on the photocopier, her bottom straining at the tight gray skirt.

      He noticed he was staring at her after a few days when she looked up from her desk and straight at him. She smiled in a friendly way, swept the long, dark curl away from her face, and returned to her work, leaving Knight to watch as that curl came loose again and tumbled down the side of her smooth cheek.

      A week on the job, he thought, and I’ve been reduced to a leering creep.

      But it was more than that. There was a longing deep within him. If he’d taken a moment to honestly reflect on the situation, he might have seen how his loneliness left him vulnerable.

      With his first week drawing to a close, and with little to show for his time, Knight started to plan his weekend. Maybe he could rent some lab space and work on his research. Or  rent some equipment and convert his apartment into a bio-med lab and complete the work from home. Perhaps he should take some time away and clear his head. The last week had been a roller coaster. He’d been raided, arrested, released, and set up in this nonsense job. He owed it to himself to take a little time off.

      He’d take his bike along the coast for a few hours, pull into a small hotel and catch up on some reading. Hang out in the city, go to the movies, or try that new Moroccan restaurant.

      Maybe, he thought grimly, he ought to do some work.

      He had spent the entire week growing increasingly impatient at being locked out of his lab, prohibited from doing the work he was meant to be doing. The job he had now was little more than a glorified book review. All he had to do was trawl through hundreds, if not thousands, of pages of reports and testimonies on vaccinations, and then compile a report refuting any claims that they were a health hazard. Even that lazy boy Jeffries could do it, if Mrs. Blunt were to crack the whip on him every few minutes.

      Knight took his feet down from the desk drawer where they’d been resting and stood up from his chair. As he walked toward the office door, he noticed how Mrs. Blunt seemed to become a little busier, and how Jeffries sat up and stopped giggling. Only Sarah, currently at her desk, curl hanging, seemed not to notice that he was walking toward the office door.

      Knight opened the door, the blinds clattering against the thin glass. Jeffries shifted uncomfortably. Blunt punched her keypad a little more quickly. Sarah stopped what she was doing and stood up, a notepad and pen in her hand as if drawn from a holster.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, Doctor?”

      “What time do you usually finish work on a Friday?”

      Knight noticed Jeffries suddenly become attentive.

      “Office hours are until five thirty, Monday to Friday,” said Mrs. Blunt.

      Knight nodded and made a show of considering this information. “I see. I might want to make a few changes as we go along. And perhaps we could have an early finish on a Friday, say four o’clock?”

      Alex Knight hadn’t become such a good scientist without strong observational skills. He could see now how all three of his staff members were excited by the suggestion, even as they all tried to hide their enthusiasm.

      “Unless anyone has anything on their desk that can’t wait until Monday,” he glanced up at the large office clock that was showing a few minutes to four, “I think we can shut everything down and head off for the weekend.”

      The office emptied in moments. Jeffries was the first out, closely followed by Blunt. As Knight came back out of his office, swinging his jacket over his shoulder, he saw only Sarah was left. She was sitting against her desk and had kicked off her heels. They lay on the floor next to a pair of turquoise Nike sneakers with red laces. She had one foot in her hand, and she rubbed her arches and calf muscles, her hand sliding over the light nylon stockings. She glanced up as Knight pulled his door shut.

      “Any plans for the weekend, Doctor?” she said, sliding a foot into one of the sneakers.

      The office lights had been switched off; only the daylight coming through the window was lighting the drab, gray interior.

      “Work,” Knight lied. “You?”

      Sarah swept the hanging curl back over her ear and began readjusting her hair, tying back the simple ponytail together with the errant curl. With her hands behind her head adjusting her hair, her chest strained at her blouse. “A few hours in the gym, and then meeting my mother. Maybe a show.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “You?”

      “Oh,” he said, flustering, “I have stuff I need to take care of.”

      “Huh,” she said, slipping her feet back into the heels. “To be honest, I’m not all that into working out tonight.”

      “No?”

      “Nope. As a matter of fact,” she said, putting a finger to her lip, “I’m more into a cheeseburger and a good IPA.”

      “Are you now?”

      “I mean, if you’re buying.”

      He laughed. “Okay then, I guess I’m buying.”

      She turned and bent over her desk to grab her handbag that was sitting on her chair.

      He felt his enthusiasm for the secretary grow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “How long have you been with the department?”

      “You mean Tumbleweed Hall? About eight years. I took a job straight out of school in a small office near where I grew up.” She ran a spoon around the inside of her mug and scooped up the creamy froth that had clung there. “And I found I was really good at admin. It’s not difficult, but I enjoy it. I saw an advertisement for a junior office administrator in the department. The money was decent, so I went for it. My old boss said only connected people get those kinds of jobs and that I shouldn’t bother. I’m sure he didn’t want to lose me. He liked me, you see.” She looked at Knight and put the spoon in her mouth before sliding it slowly out, taking all the milky, coffee foam off  it.

      “Well,” he said, pretending not to notice, “you seem wonderf-, you know, you seem to have everything under control.”

      Once again, she slowly ran the spoon around the inside of the cup. “I like to stay on top of things,” she said coyly, looking at him through the tops of her eyes.

      Her body suddenly convulsed in a sneeze. “Eek-chew!”

      He laughed. “Now that was just adorable.”

      She chuckled. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Don’t make fun of my sneeze!”

      “I can’t help it. Eek-CHEW!”

      She reached over and hit him on the arm.

      “All right, all right, I’m sorry!”

      Knight happened to notice his reflection in the coffee shop window. It was after eight, and the windows of the coffee shop were reflecting the bright interior. “It’s getting late,” he said. “I know a bar nearby that makes an excellent Long Island Iced Tea.”

      “Have you ever been there?”

      “The bar?”

      “Long Island.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “Pity. I always wanted to visit the birthplace of that exquisite iced tea.”

      She winked at him, and then her cell rang. She dug her phone out of her purse, took a quick look at the screen, and then looked up at Knight with a flat, apologetic smile. “It’s my mother.” She answered the call. “Hello, Mother, I’ll call you right back... What? Oh... all righty.” And then she ended the call. “Sorry, Doctor.”

      “Alex,” Knight said. “Please call me Alex.”

      “I’ll have to take a rain check on that cocktail,” she said, gathering her things.

      After walking her to a taxi, with a promise that they’d continue their scintillating conversation (he loved her sense of irony) over as many Long Island Iced Teas as her tight little vessel could hold, he stood there in the dark city, pumped on caffeine and not feeling one damn bit of good about it. A hot woman had just run out on him, leaving him a little confused. Women had never left him confused. He could score a date for tonight if he wanted, some girl who would drink that cocktail or two and not run out on him for her mother. He could call up any number of girls for a date. So why didn’t he feel like it? Why instead did he opt for watching the taxi carrying Sarah disappear into the night, feeling sorry for himself?

      He looked across the street to the office, the low building that looked more like a used car shop than a government health department.  The nearest high-rise buildings were a few miles away with a mix of low-rise, low-rent businesses and residences between this area and the desirable part of the city. The pretty Ms. Hansen had been a diversion, but this was the reality: a crappy office in a crappy part of town with a crappy job to do until that bastard Stone let him back into a lab. Who knew how much of his chops would be rusted and creaky by then. Added to that, being held over a barrel was every bit as crappy as he ever thought it could be.

      If he was going to endure this situation, he would at least make the most of the one perk. He would get that staff car to take him uptown where he would get that Long Island Iced Tea. It was Friday, goddammit.

      He pulled out his cell to call for a staff car from the department. A terse operator told him the nearest car would be with him in thirty minutes. The moment Knight questioned this, the operator shot back that it was Friday after all and that it might even take forty minutes. Fearing another complaint would add another swatch of time to his wait, he decided to thank the operator and wait it out.

      The night air had taken on a chill. He turned back to the coffee shop. A young waitress was turning the sign to ‘Sorry, we’re closed’ just as Knight stepped up to the door. The server offered a shrug and a smile. The door stayed shut.

      Knight stood on the sidewalk and looked left and right for another place to wait. He didn’t know this part of town at all and couldn’t be sure where the nearest hot or alcoholic drink could be found. But there across the street, silhouetted in the darkening evening. lay the dreary little office.

      I either stand out here with my nose to the windows of closed-up shops like Charlie Chaplin, or I do something useful with my life.

      As a chill breeze ruffled his shirt, he strode across the street, hands digging out the small bunch of office keys from his pocket. At least he’d be able to sit down and wait for the car, even if it was at his desk.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At this time of night, with the harsh lights blinking on and the cold glow from the computer monitors absent, the office was at the peak of dullness. Even the whir and hum of the office equipment was missing. The place was as dead as Gandhi.

      He went into his office and slumped into his chair. He checked the time on his cell. Still twenty-five minutes to wait. He switched on the computer and sat back in the chair as the monitor blinked to life. The computer desktop was neat and ordered. The project brief from Professor Stone sitting in a folder on his desktop was the only thing on the computer of any significance. It was all a sure sign, Knight thought, that he hadn’t been doing any work. All week spent at his desk in this job that any halfwit could do. All week spent staring out at the office floor watching his little team.

      The simple fact was that he missed his lab. He could work there, he could do things there, and he could change the world there. He could save lives there. Here, stuck behind this second-rate office desk, all he was doing was feeling his life—and the lives of countless others—slipping away. It was a moral equivalence, to be sure. Alex Knight had no dog in the fight against human misery as it stood in the world. But he liked to think that in some small way he was pulling the ropes, grinding out bolts and bullets for those who would be doing the fighting.

      Stone would be in touch early next week. Monday, no doubt. The fastidious dandy would want a report. What was there to say? Knight could frankly admit he had done nothing, that the work was pointless and a waste of his talent. He could tell Stone that the office sucked. The location sucked. He could tell him that Mrs. Blunt was a lazy old prune, that Jeffries was a lazy young idiot, and that Sarah was the only one who actually did any work, and thank you for hiring her, by the way, for she happens to be a rare and radiant jewel in this petrified turd factory...
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      It began with a combination of search terms, and the door opened for Alex Knight.

      He found himself transfixed by the articles that came up. The supposed link between vaccines and autism was a rich vein. Parents across the nation were convinced that their children had developed autism following vaccination. It was no small corner of the population, or some niche group making complaints. These reports were coming from all walks of life, from all socio-economic, racial, and cultural groups. No group, it seemed, was unaffected.

      Knight clicked from one article to another, skimming in moments that which some people might struggle to absorb and comprehend in hours. He read account after account of distressed parents. He read counter claims from medical professionals that there was no link, that this was a coincidence, an unconnected occurrence, or just bad luck.

      His work demanded skepticism, and so he formed his own pet theory. It was a matter of the cluster effect. No broken glass will scatter its shards in an even distribution across the floor, and no disease or neurodevelopmental disorder will behave the same way. There are bound to be clusters of people affected. And humans, being pattern-seeking animals, needed to find connections. Add to that a distraught parent desperate for answers that science is not yet ready to provide, and you have something akin to a simmering mob, one waiting to be fed the right amount of heat to be pushed to boil.

      After he’d exhausted page after page of clickbait headlines, he switched to the medical journals. The scientific consensus was solid: no connection between vaccines and autism. Case closed.

      Now, he thought, it was time to start compiling the data. And now it was time to test his own theory.

      Then an unrelated article grabbed his attention. It had come up in his search with the tag, “vaccines.”  This was no fearmongering diatribe written in the language of hysteria, citing no  or outdated and discredited studies; this was no anti-vax polemic written by a half-literate B-movie comedian with a pet cause to keep him or her in the spotlight. This was a scholarly, well-written, dry-as-a-bone article. Its author was one Dr. Norman Scarfe.

      Dr. Scarfe was reporting an increase in child paralysis in a particular metro area. He then branched out with a survey of the surrounding region. That was the extent of the study. But why the tag of vaccines? He scanned the article and found a footnote referring to the fact that the children all had precisely two things in common with one another: 1) their paralysis came on after the measles/mumps/rubella booster shot, and 2) all the victims were girls.

      He sat back and rubbed his chin. Knight was a good enough scientist to know that correlation does not necessarily equal causation. But this was an odd correlation, of that there could be no doubt.

      The article had made mention of a grassroots organization bent on increasing awareness of the problem. Concerned parents had all contributed their names to a petition urging the government to look into the case. Among the most vocal of the group were known anti-vaxxers, the article had stated. Not in those terms, of course.

      One more search and he found the petition online. It lay in a corner of the internet untraveled by anyone not specifically looking to wind up there. “Pebble dot com.” PEBBLE, the website said, stood for ParEnts for Better Bio LEgislation. The web design was an old one. He had a peek at the forums. The last post was more than ten months old. He clicked on a JPG that was a scan of the petition filed with the government. Phone numbers and addresses were blacked out, but the names were clearly legible. He grabbed a pen and began scribbling down the names. He opened a series of fresh tabs, each with a link to every social media channel he could think of, and then he started searching for these parents.

      Knight looked for the first parent on his list: Sue Johnson. Hundreds of names were suggested, each with a small picture of some smiling woman, Sue Johnsons all. Knight refined the search. He filtered for children, for children with physical disabilities, for a connection to PEBBLE. Eventually, and with enough searching, he found her social media page, which was being run posthumously. Sue Johnson was dead.

      The next name on the list was that of a young father and high school science teacher, Peter Hancock. Again the long list of names from social media, again a painstaking filtering process, again Knight found him on a page with a black border. Another posthumous page. Another dead parent.

      Beth Oaks, a factory worker whose daughter had lost the ability to walk at the tender age of five, had been killed in a traffic accident.

      Samantha Francis, a stay-at-home mom and mother of twin girls who had both developed advanced paralysis, had been killed by falling masonry during a storm.

      Lee Hunt, a childless single man who had followed the study purely out of academic interest, had been electrocuted by faulty wiring following his poor attempt at home improvement.

      The list was not a long one, and soon Knight had tracked down every person who had signed the PEBBLE petition.

      Jason Carver, dead.

      Emily Chilton, dead.

      Samantha Bond, dead.

      Nicola Taylor, dead.

      Dr. Norman Scarfe, the scientist who had authored the original page, was alive and well, retired, and living a quiet life in a quiet town. The top hit in the search engine for Dr. Norman Scarfe was a scandalous piece of junk press about his affair with Nicola Taylor, a vocal supporter of the anti-vax movement, a woman who ultimately turned up dead. Knight was surprised and delighted to find that the doctor was also credited with a long list of published works in the field of cell biology.

      He searched for Scarfe’s last employer. Scarfe had been funded by the National Institutes of Health. The scientist had had a busy career that had come to an abrupt and dishonorable end.

      Knight fell back into his chair. He would arrange to meet this Dr. Scarfe. It should be easy enough; the National Institutes of Health would have his address. A fellow scientist wishing to talk about academic work would surely be welcome.

      He swiveled around and looked out at the dull office. This was his job now: reading nonsense on the internet and visiting retired doctors in their suburban homes. He should be developing his stem cell therapy in a lab. He should be drinking his second Long Island Iced Tea. He should be screwing Sarah in his apartment.

      Not screwing. He couldn’t do that to her.

      At that moment, the office lit up as the staff car pulled into the small parking lot in front of the building.

      He grabbed his jacket and dashed for the door.
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      Professor Stone relaxed in his living room armchair, tie pulled loose, and shoes kicked off. A huge glass in his hand contained a small measure of a 2008 Shiraz. He sipped and swirled the deep red vintage around in his glass. The wine was drinking well. Not a truly great bottle, but good enough for a quiet Friday evening.

      He checked his watch before unclipping it. She was late as usual. He dropped his watch on the small wooden table next to him then took another sip of the Shiraz.

      He tipped his head back, eyes closed, and settled into the deep, soft cushions. He opened his eyes with the sound of the doorbell.

      Stone carefully placed the large glass next to his watch on the small table and picked up his cell phone. He opened his security app and spoke. His voice came through the small metal speaker next to the door. “One moment,” he said, and tapped on his touch screen, accessing the door controls. He dropped the phone back onto the small table and picked up his glass.

      He heard the front door open and  footsteps padding through the main hall.

      “I’m in the drawing room!”

      The drawing room door opened and Sarah Hansen walked in, perfume first.

      Stone sat up and with an outstretched hand offered Hansen a seat on the sofa to his right. “Come in. Sit.”

      Hansen perched on the edge of the wide seat, hands on her lap.

      “Glass of Shiraz?” he offered.

      “No, thank you.”

      He stared at the complete vision of her. She was delectable tonight.

      “You have a report for me?”

      Hansen nodded. “He just sits there all day doing nothing.”

      Stone took another sip of wine.

      She tilted her head at him. “I thought he was supposed to be some sort of highly-driven genius. How come he’s not done a single thing all week? He looks bone idle to me.”

      “You’d be surprised how much a man like Alex Knight can accomplish by merely sitting and staring into space. Every one of the greatest innovations in the world has its origins in the act of some genius staring into space.”

      “But he’s not staring into space,” Hansen said. “He’s staring at me.”

      “Good,” Stone said with a grin. “So, you have his interest.”

      “I think so. He’s asked me out.”

      “That’s great. Keep him interested. Is this the type of thing you’ve worn to work?” He looked her up and down.

      She held her hands out to her sides and showed off the outfit. A simple business suit that was tight in all the right places to show off her every curve.

      “Continue doing what you’re doing. I have it on good authority that you are just his type.”

      “Do you want me to get closer to him?”

      “I appreciate the initiative, but no.” Stone felt a sudden pang of jealousy. He picked up his glass and took a sip. “I don’t want you getting too close yet. Keep him on the hook. Just observe.” He put down his glass. “Now come here.”

      She smiled coyly at him, stood up, and moved over to where he was sitting, kicking her heels off onto the thick carpet. “I’ll do whatever needs to be done, of course. And whomever.” She picked up the glass and took a sip. A small drop remained on her lip, and she bent down and kissed him.

      He could no longer control himself. He pulled her down to his lap. One hand slipped around her waist, the other over her thigh.

      He closed his eyes and breathed her in. There was the smell of her hair, her perfume, and beneath it all, the faint, intoxicating scent of her honey skin.
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      Knight hadn’t spent an entire weekend at home in years. This weekend, he’d barely left his apartment. There were a few hours tuning his BMW S1000R in his building’s underground parking lot and a few minutes of listening to music. The rest of the time he spent pouring over the published work of Dr. Norman Scarfe.

      Scarfe had spent years as a laboratory scientist at several of the most respected universities, undertaking work in drug research and development. But he had switched specialties after his paper on what he later called Sudden Onset Hereditary Paralysis, or SOHP. None of the subsequent work on SOHP was published. Knight accessed it through membership to a personal blog that Scarfe kept.

      The work was accurate and precise. It could not be faulted or questioned in terms of implementation or design. It was an excellent piece of science. But the link to heredity was not clear. And Scarfe admitted as much, which eventually led to his careful implication of vaccines being a possible culprit. Nothing in the papers discussed the work of PEBBLE or the mysterious deaths which seemed to plague the group.

      On Monday morning, Knight called the National Institutes of Health’s human resource department. After giving his credentials, he was given the contact details of Dr. Norman Scarfe.

      He called Scarfe’s number.

      “Yeah?” came the gentle voice, as if expecting the caller to share a juicy piece of gossip.

      “Dr. Scarfe?”

      “Speaking.”

      “You don’t know me, sir. My name is Alex Knight, and I wanted to—”

      “What was your name?”

      “Alex Knight, sir.”

      There was a mischievous chuckle. “I thought that’s what you said. You aren’t the Alex Knight that subscribed to my blog, by any chance, are you?”

      “That’s me, sir.”

      “Well,” the man said jovially. “It’s a pleasure to hear from my one and only fan!”

      “Your work is excellent,” said Knight, his tone pushing the limits of flattery. “And your conclusions, most of them, are sound. And I wanted to know if you’d be willing to sit down and talk a bit about SOHP.”

      There was a momentary pause. Then, “Who do you work for?”

      “I’m currently employed with NIH.”

      “Ah huh, yeah, well, no thanks.”

      The call disconnected.

      Knight weighed his options. A second call would only be ignored at best, and interpreted as harassment at worst. He sat down and composed an email.

      Dear Dr. Scarfe,

      I don’t blame you for hanging up on me. I realize that your work may have  landed you in some hot water. I assure you, I’m not part of the kettle.

      Attached is a scan of my credentials and a summary of my achievements in the field of cellular biology. Let’s talk.

      Sincerely,

      Dr. Alex Knight

      After ten minutes, his phone rang. It was Scarfe’s number.

      “Hello, Dr. Scarfe,” he answered with a disarming tone.

      “I never intended to create a fuss.” Scarfe’s tone sounded as if he was about to say goodbye at any moment.

      “Listen, Doctor, I don’t want to trouble you.” Knight was his personable and diplomatic best. “I have to compile a report that is going straight to the president, and I think you could be a big help. I want to talk to you about your work.”

      “I’m sorry,” said the man, who sounded tired now, “but I don’t want anything to do with the government. You can understand, right?”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, I do have a personal interest in your work on a purely academic level.”

      “Everything I have to say is in the papers I’ve published.” The man was clearly impatient. “It’s all there. I’m retired, Dr. Knight. I don’t have anything to add. Now, I have plans for today, so I will ask you to excuse me.”

      “What if I told you I was recently busted for conducting illegal stem cell research?”

      Knight let out a tense breath. He’d just gotten that in before the man had a chance to hang up on him again.

      There was a pregnant pause on the other end. “What’s your point?”

      “Just that, from one cast-off to another, I think we might be able to make some progress together. And in the meantime, you could help me get this bullshit report off my desk so that I could do some real work for a change.”

      “I’m recording this conversation, you know.”

      “Oh, I had a feeling,” Knight said with a smile. “That’s why I said that.”

      The man’s heavy breath blew across the line. “So, how do you want to do this?”

      “Well, let’s start with a meeting.”

      “Come to my house,” he said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knight turned onto Peach Tree Drive at a sedate twenty miles per hour. He sat up on the motorcycle and looked out for Scarfe’s house. Up ahead on the right he saw it, a large white house with a low picket fence. Several birch and willow trees were dotted about the wide front lawn, and there, near the house was Doctor Scarfe concentrating on a stand of roses at the side of the house.

      Scarfe lives in a Norman Rockwell painting.

      The man by the roses was older than his official photo. Scarfe looked withered and bent. He was the picture of a man who seemed to be weighed down by years of work.

      Knight watched as Scarfe pulled a rose closer to him and then pulled his glasses out of a pocket. Scarfe held the glasses as a magnifying glass and studied some point on the stem.

      “Dr. Scarfe?” Knight asked, dismounting from his motorcycle.

      Scarfe turned a small, limp rose this way and that, examining it. He let go of the little flower, allowed it to fold back into the bush. Then he took hold of a leaf. Again, Scarfe turned the leaf this way and that, studying it from all angles before releasing it.

      “Dr. Scarfe?” he called out again.

      Scarfe raised his hand to ask for quiet. He took hold of another leaf and studied it.

      Knight stepped up next to Scarfe and looked at what he was doing.

      Scarfe let go of the leaf he was holding and tucked his glasses away into his shirt’s top pocket. He stepped back to take another look at his roses. “All I wanted to do when I retired was to develop a hybrid rose and name it for my wife.  I bought this property because it had the perfect conditions. I planted these in the perfect spot. I controlled for every known pest and blight. Do you think I can grow a rose?” Scarfe stepped forward again, took out his glasses and again started studying a leaf.

      “Poor growth with weak stems, leaves, and flowers,” said Knight. “No visible signs of infection or infestation. Good, dark earth. How’s the local drainage?”

      “Fine.”

      “Do you lay mulch to keep the moisture in over the winter?”

      “It’s only been one winter. I moved into this house last autumn.”

      Knight smiled. “It’s the perfect spot. That’s your problem.”

      Scarfe dropped his leaf, the stem bobbing, and turned to Knight. “Come again?”

      “What was planted here before these roses?”

      Scarfe shrugged. “Don’t know. There was just bare soil here when we moved in.” Scarfe trailed off as the realization came over him. “Roses,” he said, putting his glasses away. “Do you think someone planted roses here before?”

      Knight nodded. “If it is indeed the perfect spot, then I think it’s likely. And if that’s the case, then the most likely culprit is replant disease.”

      “Huh. Replant disease. Now why in the hell didn’t I think of that?” Scarfe turned back to his rose bush.

      “Try taking out your roses,” said Knight, “replace the soil, and then replant in the fresh soil with a good amount of nitrogen fertilizer. That should do it.”

      Scarfe ran a hand across his thin, white hair. “I’ll be damned.” He turned to Knight.

      Knight extended a hand as if he’d forgotten to. “Oh, Dr. Alex Knight.”

      Scarfe took his hand. “I know.” His face became a piercing stare. “Come on inside.”

      Knight followed Scarfe through a door that led to a neat kitchen. Scarfe waved him toward a seat at a small glass-topped table. He offered coffee as he took two dainty china mugs off a rack hanging above the coffee machine.

      “That first paper was a statistical disaster,” Scarfe said, sipping his coffee. “More of an op-ed piece than a real study. But my boss told me to go for publication. He was insistent. I was worried what it would do for my reputation to publish something like that.” He took another careful sip of his coffee. “My concerns were justified.”

      “You think they came after you because your research was faulty?” Knight asked. “Seems a little unjustified, doesn’t it?”

      The old man’s eyes were sunken and dim. “They don’t like dinosaurs like me. They think we tend to cling to outmoded methods and theories. They think we’re rigid.”

      “Again, you think that’s a proportionate response.”

      The man narrowed his eyes. “What are you getting at?”

      “Dr. Scarfe, in your article, you made mention of a group called PEBBLE.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Have you kept up on their whereabouts?”

      “Last I heard, they sort of fizzled out.”

      Knight shook his head. “Well, not necessarily. Doctor, a good many of the signers are dead.”

      A pause. “OK.”

      “They were all young parents.”

      Scarfe sat back in his chair and stroked his chin, his mouth open thoughtfully.

      “My problems,” he said, “started when those anti-vaccine activists got hold of my report. They started making a fuss. They were sending me letters; they were turning up at the lab and my offices. Then phone calls started to come through to the house, and soon they turned up there.”

      “What did they want from you?” Knight asked.

      “I don’t know.” Scarfe stared into his coffee. “They treated me like some kind of hero. Telling me they were grateful someone was on their side. I wasn’t on anyone’s side. I certainly wasn’t doing it for anyone’s adoration. The attention was a real nuisance, to put it bluntly. It put a lot of strain on my wife and myself. Not to mention the fact that I don’t necessarily like to be seen comporting with conspiracy theorists.”

      Knight leaned forward. “Doctor, forgive me; I saw an old news report that you’d been in a relationship with an anti-vaxxer by the name of Nicola Taylor.”

      Scarfe nodded knowingly. “Yeah, that was a complete fabrication. I have always been faithful. I would never have cheated on my wife.”

      “Did you know Nicola Taylor died? She had an accident.”

      “I am aware of that.”

      “The accident happened shortly after the allegations of your affair appeared in the press.”

      Scarfe looked up and fixed Knight with a fierce and withering stare. “I had never even met the woman.” He dropped his mug down so heavily that Knight thought the table’s glass top would shatter. “And you tell me why the government would want to kill off a few nut jobs.”

      “They’re nut jobs now?”

      “I never said they weren’t.”

      “And I,” Knight retorted, “never said the government was involved.”

      “Listen, Alex—may I call you Alex? That whole affair made me sick. It’s behind me now. I throw an article or two up on my blog about whatever interests me and that’s it. No one listens. No one cares. And I prefer it that way.”

      Knight could see the old man was reliving the pressure that he must have felt during that hard time.

      The old man sagged, then regained composure and got up to top off his mug. He poured and then leaned against the counter. “You know I kept asking for funds to do a follow-up study and check the results from that first one? I was denied again and again. Eventually, they offered me a study into biological contamination of surgical apparatuses and medical equipment. They wanted a cutting-edge, state-of-the-art solution to contaminated equipment. Understand? They wanted me to write a report on cleaning scalpels.”

      And with that, the conversation was over.

      Scarfe followed Knight to his bike, which was parked in front of the wide lawn with its light scattering of trees.

      “Just you watch out for that anti-vax crowd,” he said as Knight climbed onto the S1000R. “Anyone who dips their toe into those waters is sure to get nibbled. Or devoured alive. They’re a crazy bunch. And what’s more, they’re dedicated. Just be careful.”

      Knight smiled and shook the old man's hand. “Good luck with the roses,” he said. “I’m sorry about your wife.”

      Scarfe smiled a weak, flat smile. Then his face changed. “Hang on—I never told you Mary died.”

      Knight looked toward the house. “I noticed something was missing.” He turned back to Scarfe. “Your wedding band. You still have the indentation on your finger, which tells me you only recently came to terms with removing it.”

      Scarfe looked at his hand. “Not a day goes by that I don’t reconsider the decision to take it off.”

      “Give me a call anytime, Doctor,” said Knight. “We’ll talk roses.”

      He shook the man’s hand again.

      “Be careful, please,” Scarfe said, his tone dark and weary.
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      Knight settled into his office chair and tried to relax. The speedy ride back to the office had been exhilarating but also tiring. He sank into the work and surfed the news channels on his computer, one eye on the flu epidemic racing across Central America.

      Mrs. Blunt entered the office hesitantly after a single-knuckled knock.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need your authorization on this.” She handed him a sheet of official-looking paper.

      “What is this?”

      “Supply requisition form. We need paper clips, printer ink, a new fax machine, and...” She leaned in slightly and lowered her voice. “Feminine products for the ladies’ room.”

      “Of course.” He signed off on the form and handed it back. She took the form and turned quickly on her heel.

      “Mrs. Blunt?”

      The woman stopped and turned.

      “Next time, you don’t need to itemize the list for me. I trust you.”

      She grinned shyly. “Thank you, Dr. Knight.”

      “And it’s Alex.”

      “Yes,” she said, and hurried out of the room.

      Another knock came at the door. It was Jeffries. He remained in the threshold.

      “Yes?” said Knight.

      “May I come in, Doctor?”

      Knight rolled his eyes. “Yes, you may enter, O wise one.”

      Jeffries approached the desk and stopped a few feet away. He locked his hands in front of him and shuffled in his spot.

      “Jeffries?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Do you need to use the bathroom?”

      “No, sir. I wanted you to know that I am going to have to leave an hour early on Friday.”

      “OK. That’s four days away. You can wait till Friday to tell me.”

      The young man’s mouth hung open.

      “Anything else?” Knight prompted.

      “No, sir.”

      “And it’s Alex.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      He too hurried out as quickly as Mrs. Blunt had. Knight rubbed his temples. He was beginning to get just a wee bit tired of the sycophancy around here.

      Finally, Sarah, someone he didn’t mind seeing, appeared in the threshold bearing a cup of coffee. “Thought you’d like one of these.”

      “You read my mind.”

      She closed the door behind her. “And speaking of coffee, I wanted to thank you for the other night. And I also wanted to apologize for running out like that.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.”

      “It’s my mother. She’s one of those people who always has something wrong with her. She’s only sixty, but the way she talks, you’d think she was pushing ninety. She stubs her toe on the bedframe and all of a sudden she needs foot surgery. Or she gets a cold and it’s Panamanian Flu. The other night she got a rash from the cat licking her arm, and it took me three hours to explain that it wasn’t shingles.”

      Knight chuckled at this. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to laugh.”

      “No, it is funny. I can’t laugh because it’s my life and it’s annoying.”

      “Really though,” he said, “you don’t owe me any explanations.”

      “Well,” she said plaintively, “I guess that’s all I got for now. I just wanted to... you know.”

      She left slowly.

      He turned his attention back to the news. A breaking headline had appeared. A container ship out of Costa Rica had radioed for assistance after all the crew had succumbed to the Panamanian Flu. The captain was incapacitated and the first officer was in command but was also succumbing to the virus fast. Every person in the thirteen-man crew was infected and in varying states of the illness. The Costa Rican government had dispatched a medical team aboard a coast guard vessel, and they would be boarding with full biohazard protocols to administer whatever relief they could.

      Knight looked at a map of the spreading infection. It had engulfed Panama and spread to Costa Rica, then south into Colombia. The United Nations had taken over control of the locks on the Panama Canal to ensure this vital trade corridor remained open.

      Knight looked around his dingy little office. His stem cell work was more important now than ever. If he was released from this ridiculous investigation and allowed to finish his work on the stem cell therapies, he could fight this flu pandemic. He could save so many lives if he were allowed to continue his work. Instead, he was expected to write a report that would confirm what science already knew: that vaccines were safe. His report would only serve to antagonize a militant group of anti-vaxxers and would go no way toward convincing them of the safety of the things. This was a pointless task--a waste of his intellect and his time.

      Knight slumped back into his chair in frustration. He looked out of his office window and saw a car pulling up to the curb. He recognized the man who jumped out of the passenger’s seat to gallantly hold the office door open for a woman who was entering the building at the same time: Special Agent Childs.

      Knight jumped up out of his seat, skirted his desk, and opened his office door, the blinds clattering as he yanked the door open. Mrs. Blunt and Jeffries looked up at him suddenly, and then as the visitor entered the office from the double door at the other end of the floor, they both jerked their heads that way, as if at a tennis match.

      Special Agent Childs walked over to Knight.

      “Spiffy office you have here, Doctor.”

      “Agent Childs,” said Knight, extending his hand.

      “Can we talk somewhere in private?”

      “I suppose if I said no, I’d look suspicious.”

      “Not really,” said the agent, “but this isn’t a social call, if that’s what you mean. Maybe we could step inside your office?” Childs looked past Knight into the small office and then back again. “Just enough room for us to have a quiet talk,” Childs said, smiling.

      The two men entered the office, and Knight shut the door, ignoring the inquiring looks he was getting from Blunt and Jeffries.

      “Have a seat,” Knight said, taking his place behind the desk.

      “I thought you were a laboratory scientist,” said Childs, taking a notebook out of his jacket pocket. “I didn’t expect to find you working in an office on this side of town.”

      “I’m working on a program for the president.”

      “The president? Doing what?”

      “Top secret nuclear missile defense.” He put a finger to his lips. “Ssshhhh.”

      Childs tilted his head and smiled. “Cute.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, for one thing, I thought you’d be back in your lab, studying...” Childs looked in his notebook, “cell proteins. What gives?”

      Knight shrugged. “The NIH has deemed it necessary to reassign me for the time being. I expect I’ll be back in the laboratory before too long.”

      “Okay.” Childs looked up from his notebook, a grave expression on his face. “When did you last see Trevor Keen?”

      When Knight was silent, Childs slipped a photo out of his notebook and onto Knight’s desk. “Trevor Keen,” he repeated. “He was a technician at your laboratory. He was working on your cell protein study.”

      Knight looked at the picture, recognizing the young man from the photo Professor Stone had shown him. It was the young technician who, according to Stone, had blown the whistle on the stem cell research.

      “Yeah, I know him. I remember seeing him around the lab. But I don’t mix with the team very much. I don’t know when I saw him last.”

      Knight glanced out of the office over Childs’s shoulder. Mrs. Blunt was surreptitiously looking into Knight’s office. Jeffries was less sneaky and was blatantly staring like he was at an aquarium.

      Childs took back the photo and tucked it carefully into his notebook. “You don’t remember.”

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      “Mm. You don’t remember when you last saw him. How about hearing from him?”

      “I don’t know,” Knight replied, not liking where this was going. “Probably back when we worked together. Did something happen?”

      “He was found dead from a heroin overdose.”

      “You’re kidding,” said Knight, feeling a strange queasiness in his stomach.

      “Were you aware Mr. Keen had a problem with heroin?”

      “No,” said Knight.

      “Do you remember where you were last Friday at around two a.m.?”

      “I was at my apartment, sleeping.”

      “We can check that. Ever been to Lane Park on Leland Drive?”

      Knight shook his head. “No.”

      “Never been there?”

      “No. Never.”

      “That’s where they found the body,” Childs said absently before pressing forward. “Let me ask, do you think there could be any connection between Trevor Keen’s death and the fact that he gave information to the FBI about a breach of law at your lab?”

      “Wait, hold on, back up. What?”

      Childs fixed Knight with a level stare. “We’re sure it was Trevor Keen who informed my office about the illegal stem cell research at your laboratory. Shortly after, he turns up dead, pumped full of heroin. And not just any street mix full of Tylenol and strychnine. No, this was high-grade stuff, pure Afghan.”

      “Jeez.”

      “Do you think he could have acquired it through contacts at the NIH?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think he could have. Then again, I hardly knew the man. I don’t know what he was in to.”

      “Did he ever confide in you that he was having problems with anyone, or with any group in general?”

      “As I said,” Knight replied, shifting uncomfortably, “I didn’t know him.”

      Childs slipped the notebook back into his jacket pocket and rose from the chair. “If you think of anything, such as why this young man might have thought your lab was conducting illegal research, or why he thought he could rat you out for it, or how he could have ended up dead,” Childs said, dropping a card onto Knight’s desk, “that’s my cell number. Call or text anytime. I don’t sleep much.”

      Knight picked up the card and looked at it. “Thank you, Special Agent Childs.”

      “Please, call me Mark.” Childs smiled broadly. “So long, Alex. I’ll see myself out.”

      Knight watched Childs walk confidently through the office, breezing past the curious Blunt and Jeffries. Sarah rose from her chair to see Childs out of the building, but he passed her quickly and was out the door to the waiting car.

      Knight sat back, a barrage of questions bouncing around in his brain, none of which he had an answer to.

      Knight didn’t like not knowing. He did not like it one little bit.
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      Wilhelmina Jones was sitting in a coffee shop with her laptop when Benji Johar popped up in a little box in the corner of the screen. Mina thought he looked worried.

      “You alright, Benj?” she asked.

      “No. No, Mina. It’s bad. Bad, bad, bad.”

      “What is it? Slow down.”

      Benji’s head was wobbling side to side. Mina could see he was troubled. “Just tell me,” she said. “What is it?”

      A link popped up on Mina’s screen.

      Mina clicked the link. It was a news report from a respected daily newspaper. The report was about a young man, Trevor Keen, who had been found dead of an overdose of pure heroin. The story went on about how the epidemic of drug abuse was crippling an entire generation of the nation’s youth.

      Mina shrugged. “So what? Some kid got too high and floated off the planet. It happens, Benj. What’s so special about this one?”

      “Read the rest,” Benji said. “It’s the lab we hacked. They say he was a fake whistleblower. An unhappy employee. They say the lab was running protein trials or something. It’s a cover-up, Mina. And they killed this guy to cover it up.”

      “I don’t know if…” Mina trailed off as she struggled to find a reason that didn’t associate her with an innocent man’s death. “It’s not because of us.”

      “It is, Mina. It is,” Benji asserted, sounding panicked. “We’ve had some fun, but we’ve never had anyone die before. It’s bad, bad, bad.”

      “Well, I’ll just send the FBI agent a message and tell him it wasn’t this guy, it was us.”

      “Don’t get me involved anymore, Mina. I’ll see you around.”

      And with that, his face disappeared from Mina’s screen.

      Mina reread the article and then scanned other related articles and cross-referenced them. Then she hacked into the employment records of the NIH and found the record of the young man.

      Dismissed for poor attendance and possible drug addiction.

      There was a note about rehabilitation programs that had been offered.

      On a hunch, she decided to search the lab’s CCTV footage. She limited her search to the last several months, incorporating a facial recognition feature into the search using the photo from Keen’s employee file. The search came up empty in a matter of seconds. She then found out why: the CCTV folder on the NIH server relating to that one lab was empty. The files were not missing; they had been erased.

      “OK,” she said bemusedly. So, someone was covering this up, but why? Some scientist involved in illegal research. So what? No one cared about science anyway. It wasn’t as if he had forged bank notes; it was only human cells. Why the big cover-up?

      But more importantly, she wanted the credit. It had been a good hack, and she’d broken that network’s encryption. She would tell this FBI agent what had actually happened and who the real informer was. It was her: Wilhelmina Jones, ace hacker.
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      When Knight had first laid eyes on that photo of Trevor Keen Stone showed him, he had been exhausted from a night in a police cell. He’d been  worried about himself and his research--terrified that all that everything he’d worked for and his myriad samples would be destroyed. Years of work that was going to provide breakthrough treatments for everything from head colds to cancer down the tubes. The photo and the face of Trevor Keen had been too far down on the list of things to care about to seal in his memory.

      But now, that photo of Keen shined in his mind. And the horrible truth, that a young man had possibly been killed to protect Knight and his stem cell work, came to rest on his conscience. Knight wondered why Stone would protect him. Why wouldn’t the man with the elfin grin simply wash his hands of the study and throw Knight to the wolves? Was Stone protecting the stem cell studies? And if he was, from whom?

      And then Knight realized Stone was protecting himself. If the stem cell work was brought to light, how long would it be before the head of the NIH came under fire for allowing such a study to be conducted under his nose? Professor Stone was covering his own ass and doing so with the death of an innocent man.

      The street lights were just blinking on when Sarah opened his door, a light knock echoing through the air as she stepped into his office.

      “It’s late, Alex,” she said. “Do you need anything before I go?”

      Knight looked up from his screen. The office lights were dimmed. Blunt and Jeffries were gone and their computers powered down. “No,” Knight said, uncertainly. He rubbed his tired eyes. “No. Except, yes, I do want some dinner.”

      “I can book you a table somewhere,” she said. “Or I can order in if you’re planning to work late. Or...” She tilted her head coyly at him and suggested, “You could buy me dinner?”

      He began shutting down his computer; the face of a young vaccine victim disappeared as the screen powered down.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The restaurant that Sarah had chosen was busy for a Monday, but quiet enough for the two of them to talk. They sat opposite each other at a table big enough for four. A bottle of Chardonnay sat untouched as they talked and laughed.

      “My old boss was a nightmare,” she said.

      “As bad as Mrs. Blunt?”

      “Mrs. Blunt is not my boss. She’s just an office manager. She doesn’t really know what we’re doing. She just re-orders printer ink when we’re running low.”

      “That’s no way to talk about a colleague,” he chided playfully.

      Sarah scoffed. “She is so close to retirement she doesn’t care what I think or do. Lucky for her, I just get on with my work.”

      Knight picked up the wine bottle and silently offered to fill her glass. She shook her head and wrinkled her pretty nose in a polite refusal, her long, thick hair dancing and bouncing as she did so.

      “So, who is your boss?” He thought he detected a minor flicker of something, maybe guilt, maybe a secret, but it was gone and buried under Sarah’s bright smile.

      “I guess you are,” she said, then picked up her water glass and took a tiny sip.

      “So, you have to do what I tell you?”

      “Within the limits of the law.”

      The line stung slightly. There was no way she could know that he was here as part of some weird plea bargain to keep him out of jail.

      “I’ll keep it legal,” he said, feeling a sudden unease about the evening.

      She smiled at him. “Alex, I know this isn’t your ideal job.”

      “Huh?”

      “Come on. You’re obviously overqualified. You’re here because some government bureaucrat decreed it.”

      “The president decreed it.”

      “Yeah, because a bunch of bureaucrats needed to justify their jobs. It’s all part of the game, and unfortunately, you were made an unwilling participant. But don’t worry about it. Drudgery can be made bearable by the company you keep.”

      The waiter brought their meals. Knight was suddenly ravenous.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They got into the staff car together, laughing at shared jokes.

      “So, big spender, where are you taking me now?” she asked.

      “Wherever you want.”

      “Take me home,” she said, staring him in the eye.

      “Remind me again where you live.”

      “Your home, silly.” She kissed her finger and placed it on his lips.

      The journey was short and quick. It was late, and the traffic had died down. The city streets were quiet.

      Suddenly, there was nothing to say. They understood each other in ways they hadn’t just a few hours before. There was so much to be said. And yet, Knight thought, words would only ruin this understanding.

      The car pulled up outside Knight’s building. Knight tipped the driver and wished him a good night. The car sped off, leaving Knight and Sarah standing on the sidewalk outside Knight’s apartment block. Sarah stared up at the building.

      “It’s a long way to come up for coffee.”

      “It’s a bit late for coffee. I’d never sleep,” Knight said. And that was that.

      The pair stood in the elevator in silence, only sharing a few furtive glances at one another, fingers touching.

      They tumbled  through Knight’s apartment door, wrapped up in each other.

      She pulled at the back of his hair, separating them slightly, and looked him in the eye. “Things could get weird at work. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      He smiled and stared into her dark eyes. “Maybe it’s time to let things get weird.”

      The truth was that he didn’t want to live his life alone. Although his work would always dominate his thoughts and dreams, there were other things he wanted—needed—to share. That had become painfully obvious in the preceding weeks.

      “I’ll take a chance if you will,” she said.

      And they kissed as the city lights illuminated the room in a dim orange, shadowy glow. Neither of them needed to see. They just needed to feel.
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      Childs drove carefully along the highway, the GPS chirping every couple of minutes, letting him know he was on track. The small town outside the city was home to a former biologist who had been involved in a vaccination study. A file lay open on the seat next to Childs. He glanced at it whenever the morning traffic brought him to a stop.

      Dr. Norman Scarfe had retired recently and left the city with his wife, who had died shortly after the move. What really interested Childs was the fact that Dr. Alex Knight had recently paid Scarfe a visit.

      He pulled up into the driveway of Scarfe’s house, alongside the wide lawn with its lightly branching trees. Next to the house lay a pile of compost bags and a shovel. The soil in the flower bed had been dug out and replaced. A pile of earth, presumably excavated and waiting removal, lay at one side of the driveway.

      Childs walked along the small path across the front of the house to the main entrance. He climbed the few steps up to the veranda. To one side of the door was a small table. A glass and pitcher of what looked to be iced tea sat on its top. The glass was half empty. The pitcher was cold to the touch, but there was no ice. It must have been sitting outside for the entire night, he thought.

      He rang the doorbell. A strumming chime sounded within the house. Childs waited a few moments before ringing the bell a second time. He listened intently but could hear no movement from inside. He went a few steps along the veranda and looked through a large window. No signs of activity. And no sounds.

      He walked back along the veranda and looked in through a second window. This time he could see through an open interior door to the back of the house and what looked to be a kitchen. A small window at the back of the house was open. He stepped down off the veranda, walked around the house, past the mound of soil, and up the drive to the closed garage, hoping to find some access to the backyard.

      A tall gate between the garage and the back of the house was shut. He tried the latch. The gate swung open. He glanced around the large rear garden, looking out for the doctor before he stepped through the gate.

      At the back of the house were a wide window and a set of tall sliding glass doors. Childs could see the entire kitchen area. A large central worktop dominated one end of the cooking space; on the other was a small tile-topped wooden table. A mug and an open, well-thumbed-through newspaper sat on the table.

      He could see further into the house through the rear window: the hall and the front door, the banister and the bottom step of a staircase leading to the upper floor. And then Childs spotted it: feet dangling into the hall, suspended somehow, the rest of the body hidden from sight.

      Childs tugged at the handle to the glass doors. They were locked. He pulled out his 9mm, took careful aim, and blasted out the lock. Glass shattered and a burglar alarm sounded, loud and shrill. He stepped inside and ran across to the hall. As he approached, he could see the doctor, hanging from the top rail of the upstairs banister by a length of rope. The face was blue, the tongue swollen and protruding. The man’s eyes were red and wide, staring into oblivion.

      Police sirens came to mingle discordantly with the shrill sounds of the burglar alarm. Childs tucked his FBI badge in his breast pocket and opened the front door, hands raised.

      “Step outside. Kneel on the ground,” a nervous deputy shouted at Childs, his weapon leveled.

      “Special Agent Childs!” he identified himself, standing still with hands raised as the deputy came forward cautiously. Childs nodded toward his breast pocket, and the deputy slowly removed the badge as Childs remained still.

      The deputy took a good look at Childs’s badge and then holstered his gun. “I can switch off that alarm,” the deputy said, returning Childs’s badge.

      “And then seal off the area, Deputy. We’ve got one dead inside. This is my scene. OK?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      While the deputy sealed off the area and went into the mechanical operations of dealing with the scene, Childs studied the pile of soil at the side of the house. The earth had been removed and replaced, presumably for gardening purposes. The flowers in the newly prepared beds were roses. The roses were bunched together and leaning against the side of the house. An unfinished job. Why would Scarfe go through all the trouble of replacing the soil only to plant his roses in this haphazard manner, and then go and kill himself?

      One bag of topsoil was untouched, and there was more space in the flower bed for the extra bag. And then there were the gardening stakes, left beside the shovel with a roll of green twine.

      Definitely an unfinished job.

      He studied the soil some more. There was a disturbance in the heavy scatter that lay across the drive. The more he looked, the clearer it became: two people had been here.

      Childs could see where Scarfe had been kneeling at the flower bed. He went back inside and looked at the body. Sure enough, the knees were soiled. He walked back outside. It didn’t take long to spot fingerprints in the dirt, and scuffs made where someone had stood up, and the footprints of two people walking side by side. The leftmost one, he guessed, was the doctor. In the other set, one foot dragged slightly, perhaps an older man—presumably Scarfe—walking somewhat awkwardly after having knelt for quite some time. The second set of prints belonged to someone taller, Childs guessed, or at least heavier.

      The dirt covering the drive was more than a scattering of dust. It was half an inch thick in places. He could not detect any patterns from the soles of the shoes. But he had the story: At some point, Scarfe had been interrupted in his gardening work by a tall, or possibly heavyset, man.

      Alex Knight was a good foot taller than the dead man.

      At this point it was all an educated hunch.

      He walked back down the drive to his car when his cell phone rang. He pulled it out and looked at the display. The number was restricted.

      “Childs here,” he said.

      “I sent you the data from the lab,” said a young female voice.

      “Who is this?”

      A pause. Breathing. “I hacked the stem cell lab, cracked the encryption, and sent you the data.”

      Childs stopped in his tracks. “OK. May I ask to whom I’m speaking?”

      “I’m the hacker. They set up that young tech to take the fall. He didn’t rat out the lab. I did.”

      “Okay, would you like to come down and tell me this in person?”

      “No.”

      “How did you get my number?”

      “I hacked the FBI and got your number. Where do you think I got it?” The voice had turned impatient.

      “Do you have any proof of what you’re telling me?” Childs asked. “Anything else you can offer besides a phone call?”

      A sigh. “I was going to prove it to you, but the NIH deleted all the CCTV footage of the lab from before the raid. I think they’re covering up the fact that the dead guy was actually there working at the time they said he’d been dismissed. They said he was on drugs. I don’t know about that, but I do know he wasn’t the whistleblower. I was.”

      “Why then,” Childs said, patience strained, “did you do it? What was the point of hacking this particular lab?”

      “The encryption,” the girl said matter-of-factly. “It stood out like a beacon. It was begging to be hacked. It’s all about the challenge. But I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “OK,” Childs said with a sigh. “I’ll look into it. How can I contact you?”

      She laughed mockingly. “Nice try. Just watch out, Special Agent Childs. This goes deeper than a stem cell lab.”

      And with that, the call disconnected.

      He stood in the driveway, replaying the conversation in his head. Deleted footage? He shook his head.

      One man was ripe for questioning on the matter, and Childs got in his car to pay him a visit.
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      The morning had come too soon for Knight.

      He stretched out through the tangle of bedcovers. Sarah was up and about. He could hear her heels clicking across the floor toward the bedroom. He sat up and gathered the covers around his waist.

      She leaned in through the doorway, a pose he’d seen from her so often in the office but for the first time here at his apartment. A surreal sight for sure.

      “I’m leaving,” she said. “I’ll be a little late to the office, OK?”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Everything OK?”

      “Mom again,” she said with a smile and an accompanying eye roll.

      “I see. No worries.”

      “See you later,” she said as she turned and let herself out.

      He fell back onto the bed. She was something special. And she had come along at just the right time. If he wasn’t being forced into this pointless job, he wouldn’t have time for dates and relationships. She seemed keen on him, too. He was a good judge of people, and he could tell she enjoyed his company. She listened, but she also talked openly. She’d told him about herself, and he liked what he heard. They were comfortable together.

      Comfortable. A word he’d never associated with a woman before. Of all the times to get comfortable, he thought.

      He wondered how comfortable they would be in the office with their colleagues, the dour Mrs. Blunt and the hopeless young Mr. Jeffries, around.

      Yes, he thought, they were comfortable together, but there was something hidden, something mysterious about her. He wondered if he would discover what it was, if the mystery would fade. He wondered if she would let him in. He hoped she would.

      He called for a staff car to come in an hour and rolled out of bed. He might get some work done if he could stop thinking about Sarah. Her silhouette wouldn’t leave his minds eye. Maybe a workout first.

      Knight finished his morning run on the treadmill in record time. If he’d been in a track event, he would have smashed the opposition. It seemed that all he needed to improve on his best times was the thought of this one entrancing creature.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Professor Stone was entering the vast reception area of the National Institutes of Health building when his cell phone rang. He looked at the display and gave an annoyed grunt before answering.

      “Why didn’t you pick up last night?” he barked.

      “I was busy.”

      “What a wonderful excuse for a paid escort.”

      He knew it stabbed her. It gave him a pleasant jolt to say it.

      “That was uncalled for,” she said with obvious restraint.

      “Oh, get over it, Sarah. You’ll hear worse in your life, I assure you. Are you getting closer to him?”

      “You could say that.”

      The old jealousy kicked in. “Too close?”

      “Close enough,” she said. “David, I can’t watch him just from my desk. I’ll have to interact.”

      “I thought you were a professional. I think I’ll have to find another position for you besides horizontal.”

      Stone’s voice, raised as it was, reverberated within the large, glass-walled reception area. The few staff at the elevator and the security guard looked over at him. He lowered his voice. “Perhaps you should meet me for a debriefing. This morning. You know where.”

      “I’m expected at the office. I’ll meet you later, at your place.”

      Stone growled harshly into the cell phone. “You need to understand I have the authority to break you into a million pieces.”

      “Oh, threats now?” She sounded dismissive, which only made him angrier.

      “Don’t test me. I’m not a man to be crossed.”

      “You know, you talk like a super villain.”

      Stone spoke quietly and roughly into his cell phone. “Remember, Sarah, I can replace you. There are thousands of eligible whores who can easily fill those well-worn heels of yours. Debriefing. One hour.”

      Stone ended the call, feeling the rush of power and triumph.

      What a waste of talent. Sarah Hansen had been an excellent choice for someone to get close to Knight. She was just the sort of woman he liked.

      But there was one man to whom she belonged, and that was David Stone.

      She was wasted on Knight. And David Stone despised waste.
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      Knight breezed into the office, flicked on the computer, and began skimming through endless nonsense about poison vaccines and various other conspiracies. He knew how medicine worked, how blind trials were conducted, and how these vaccines were as safe as humanly possible. But he was here to do a job, so he dutifully opened the next report and read.

      This  report asserted that vaccines were being deployed by the government in order to sterilize the human race. According to the research, which amounted to little more than anecdotal evidence from worried parents that had been conducted and compiled by the report’s author, the government was hiding ingredients in the childhood vaccines. These components were designed to lie dormant in the child until adolescence when the chemical would render the child sterile. The criminal chemical, known as Titan X, was discovered in 1947 within the wreckage of the UFO crash at Roswell.

      The report had been given to him, and now he had to do something with it. He was prepared to dash off a quick paragraph—regarding David Hume’s maxim about extraordinary claims requiring extraordinary evidence— that he had nearly memorized word for word when the notion struck him that he should compile just a bit more about Titan X, the brand name for a very real chemical developed by Zystra Pharmaceuticals and not spacemen from Alpha Centauri.

      The NIH library had extensive files on many commonly-used chemical compounds. Originally, Titan X had been used in pesticides, remaining inactive in the soil until a particular pest ingested it, at which point the chemical would become active in response to hemolymph, a fluid exclusive to insect physiology, releasing a combination of toxins that would render the insect sterile. Titan X was simply a molecular glue used to bind several of these sterilization chemicals together and hold them in an inert state until it was activated. The Titan X molecule would be destroyed in the process.

      Titan X had been genetically modified to respond in a similar fashion to hemoglobin in humans. In this way, it could be used to bind vaccines in a multi-vaccine treatment. The vaccines were injected into a child, and only then would the various vaccines be released.

      Its job complete, the Titan X molecule was then absorbed as a dead component.

      He could see how someone who wasn’t thinking from a medical point of view could conflate the two uses of Titan X into a sterilization conspiracy theory. It seemed ripe for that.

      It struck him then that if he was to go through every report by some crackpot and chase down every last molecule used in every vaccine, he was going to be sitting in this chair until the end of time. It would be so much easier if he could simply test these vaccines in a well-equipped laboratory. That was, after all, what he was best at. He was a scientist. He would have a report for the president and the final word on vaccines.

      He dashed to the office door again and flung it open. This time Blunt and Jeffries were ready for him, and both appeared to be working hard.

      “Mrs. Blunt,” he said, “I’ll be out of the office for the rest of the day. Call me if you need anything.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” she said.

      Knight looked around the office, then looked at his watch. “No sign of Sarah?”

      Mrs. Blunt looked up at him for a moment, then went back to her computer screen. “No, and she knows she’s supposed to report to me directly when she’s taking a personal day.”

      He realized his blunder too late. He should have asked, “Where is Sarah?” or better yet, “Where is Ms. Hansen?” The very phrase “No sign of Sarah” implied that he knew she was going to be late. And Mrs. Blunt would only need to speculate how he knew. Her tone implied that she was in the process of doing so.

      “Right then,” said Knight. “Could you do me a favor and try to contact her? Find out why she hasn’t come in today and let me know.”
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      The city traffic seemed lighter. Knight usually found himself battling rush hour traffic at his time of day. He let his bike roar from one red light to the next, enjoying the extra space on the streets. He cut through the traffic and pulled up at the National Institutes of Health building in a relatively short time.

      He was going to walk straight into Stone’s office and tell the professor that the Vaccine Verification Program was a waste of his time, talent, and a waste of government money.

      The elevator opened on the floor dominated by Stone’s office. A neat receptionist sat behind the large desk next to the set of double doors. She looked up, smiling as Knight strode out of the elevator.

      “I wasn’t expecting anyone at this time,” she said in a diplomatic yet forceful manner. Knight heard the message hidden in the words. He understood clearly that the receptionist was telling him: he was not welcome.

      Knight had no intention of leaving. He walked straight up to the double door and barged into Stone’s office without breaking his stride, hearing the receptionist shouting something about calling security. A quiet yet incessant alarm began to sound.

      Stone was standing at a wet bar on one side of the huge office next to two small leather sofas and a small, reclaimed wood table. He turned, a large scotch in his hand, and looked at Knight.

      “Dr. Knight,” Stone said, turning  back toward the liquor cabinet. “Drink?”

      “My talent is being wasted in that office,” Knight said, removing his jacket and tossing it onto one of the sofas.

      “Have a seat, please,” Stone said calmly, as he lowered himself into one of the opposing chairs.

      At that moment two burly guards charged in, batons drawn. Stone held up a hand. “Thank you, gentlemen. It’s all right. False alarm. Dr. Knight is my guest.” His voice was oily. “We have some things to discuss. And switch that alarm off, would you?” He waited until the guards were gone then sipped his drink slowly. “So, what brings you here, Alex? Please, sit.” He swirled the ice cubes in his glass, making them chink and clatter against the sides.

      “I prefer to stand, thank you very much,” Knight responded before barreling head on. “I need a lab. I’m achieving nothing in that office. I could disprove this nonsense about vaccines and show that they are safe with just a few months back in my lab. What is the point of me trawling through all those old reports?”

      Stone relaxed into the comfortable sofa. “I’m not funding a lab for you, Alex. Keep doing what you are doing. Keep digging.”

      “But it’s a bottomless pit of nonsense. Endless reams of half-baked and ill-conceived crap. I could waste the rest of my career wading through all that junk. Set me up with a lab and I will have irrefutable evidence to show once and for all that these vaccines are safe.”

      Stone took a sip from his glass, a devious twinkle in his eye. “No.”

      “I could just walk away. I could get a job in a medical practice. I don’t need to work for you.”

      Stone leaned forward and carefully placed his glass on the small table. “Alex,” he said calmly, “you haven’t forgotten about our little deal, have you? I understand the FBI has been sniffing around. They don’t have any evidence that they could use against you... not yet. Do you understand?”

      “I don’t appreciate you lording my research over me like that, in case you haven’t noticed. On that memory stick is everything we need to consign every disease to the history books. I was on the brink of a huge breakthrough.” Knight felt his frustration rising as he considered how close he had come. He heard his voice rising as frustration threatened to boil over into anger. “And instead, you choose to hoard it like a miser and use it to blackmail me into doing some shit job that any intern can accomplish.”

      Stone picked up his glass and relaxed back into his seat. “Yes, you’ve achieved something quite remarkable. You could give the world something that has only ever been dreamed of. You would still go to jail. All I’d have to do is let a few files slip onto one or two desks here at the NIH, or let your records land on a desk at the FBI…” Stone sipped the bright amber whiskey. He jangled the ice and fixed Knight with a mocking stare.

      The man’s eyes were bright and cold. Stone was not just a scientist but a shrewd politician. No one got to the top of a government organization as large as the NIH without being a devious, determined, and dedicated political operator.

      Stone returned the glass to the table and stood up. He stepped over to Knight. “Alex, I realize it’s a difficult job, especially for someone of your talent and ability, but please, complete the work, present your findings, and then we can get you back where you belong. Show me you can be a team player and we’ll get you back in the lab,” he promised. “And, who knows, once you have completed the Vaccination Verification Program, there may be fewer restrictions on the stem cell work. You may be able to complete your work in that field. I’ll even go so far as to say that if I can’t get you the very best laboratory after you have completed this job, I will resign in protest.”

      Stone held out his hand. Knight reluctantly accepted it.

      “Get it done, Alex,” Stone said, brushing off one sleeve with the back of his hand. “And, please, the next time you wish to have a meeting, arrange it with my secretary first? Hm?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knight rode back to his office, doing his best not to give into to road rage. He parked and stormed into the office. Mrs. Blunt and Jeffries were sitting at their desks when Knight entered, both trying to look busy. Sarah’s workspace looked undisturbed.

      “Any word from Ms. Hansen?” Knight asked.

      Mrs. Blunt took a moment to realize she was being spoken to. She shifted in her chair. “I haven’t been able to get a reply.”

      “Try again,” Knight snapped, almost cutting her off. He turned to Jeffries, “Show me your work from the last three weeks.”

      Jeffries looked up at Knight from his desk, a mixture of surprise and disdain on his face. “I am in the middle of that report on the FDA’s use of Titan X you asked me to compile.”

      Knight leaned heavily on Jeffries’s desk and fixed the kid with a withering look. “I asked for that two days ago.”

      The kid avoided his gaze. “Well, it’s taking longer than that, hotshot.”

      Knight stood up. He couldn’t believe his ears. “Listen, punk,” he said with all the acid he could muster in his voice, “just because your uncle is a senator doesn’t mean you have free reign to be a colossal ignoramus. Now clean out the fuzz in that wasteland between your ears or start looking for a job in a shoe store.”

      Jeffries rose from his desk and strutted out of the office, full of arrogance and false pride. Knight walked over to Mrs. Blunt, who was still looking busy. “Have you tried Ms. Hansen again?”

      Mrs. Blunt picked up the phone and dialed. “Trying for you now, Dr. Knight.”
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      Knight sat at his desk trawling through search engine results. He had read so many versions of the same claim--that vaccines were tied to autism--that he was past caring.

      A message box popped up at the bottom of the screen, a welcome distraction from the endless reports of well-meaning but poorly informed parents about the dangers of vaccines.

      The message had come from an address in the National Institutes of Health central offices. He clicked it open. It was a web link, nothing more. No greeting. No introduction. No hint of what the website was all about. He closed the message.

      He clicked on the next link in his search engine list and began to scroll down, scanning all the poorly set out arguments in this latest tirade against vaccination. Halfway down, an embedded video began playing. A young lady in a poorly-lit room leaned in close to the camera, waving with both hands as if to attract attention. And as Knight scrolled passed the video he saw the young lady throw her hands up in frustration.

      He skimmed the article and went on to read the next. He felt he was becoming stupider by reading all this poorly-educated ranting.

      The next link led to a blog by a teacher who had witnessed  an entire class of high school students become withdrawn and sullen in a matter of days. Their class test results dropped dramatically. Their behavior became sluggish and lethargic. Their parents complained about the behavior, thinking some element of their schooling had induced their lackluster manner. It all appeared to Knight to be extremely unlikely that an entire class, over thirty kids, could have suffered from the same rare disorder.

      He closed the blog and searched sites for any other news regarding that school, that class, and that teacher. One report issued one week after the blog post by the teacher leaped out at Knight. The teacher had been arrested for possession of over a thousand dollars’ worth of drugs, including substantial amounts of marijuana, LSD, amphetamines. and heroin. All this was found together with a large quantity of cash.

      A report from the local paper, dated a few days later, said that the teacher had been released on bail. The local judge was quoted as having told the defendant to expect a significant custodial sentence to be passed on him and that he should prepare himself for the eventuality.

      The same local paper ran a small update to the story a few days later. The defendant had been found dead in his small apartment, apparently having succumbed to a massive overdose of heroin.

      Knight wondered how on earth this teacher had been released on bail. Surely a person placed in a position of trust over vulnerable young people who had abused that trust by presumably selling them various mind and mood-altering drugs should never have been allowed to walk free, not even while awaiting trial. Knight needed to check the law on this. He opened a tab and searched for sentencing guidelines for various drug offenses.

      The first link was an informational guide from the federal judiciary. It was a long document written in almost impenetrable legal jargon. Knight was able to make sense of it, but he wondered what layperson could. It was almost as if it was designed to be unintelligible.

      As he scrolled down, he came across an embedded video. He thought he recognized the young woman in the video. It was the same person he had seen in the video earlier. He began to scroll past when he noticed she was waving a handwritten sign and she was leaning closer to the camera and waving wildly at Knight.

      He stopped scrolling past. He paused and looked at the girl. She mouthed the words “thank you” and then held up the handwritten sign. It said, “Click the link.”

      At that moment, the embedded video disappeared from the federal judiciary website and a small message popped up at the bottom of his screen. He hovered his cursor over it. It was just a link. He hesitated. How could the girl in the video have anything to do with this? He clicked the link.

      The link led to a basic-looking web page, like an old bulletin board from the early days of the internet. It was text and nothing more. Knight began reading.

      The text outlined a conspiracy amongst various government agencies to create a generation of uber-intelligent individuals, covering many fields, from science and engineering to arts and politics. According to the site, their creation was to be clandestine and would be achieved by randomly including hybrid genetic material in vaccines destined for use on the general public. The subject would obviously be monitored.

      Knight read this with disbelief. Why would the government agree to arbitrarily increase the intelligence and ability of a few random individuals? Knight searched through the text several times. This all sounded like some fantasy concocted by some hippie on a long-lasting LSD trip who had somehow gotten it posted on the early internet, and there it had lingered in cyberspace.

      He closed the report. There was no way he was going to include any of that nonsense in his report for the president.

      Then another line of text popped up at the bottom of the screen. This time it was a message: answer the call.

      Then his cell phone rang.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Who is this?” Knight asked. He was interested, if a bit alarmed.

      “Hello, Doctor. I’m Mina.”

      “You don’t sound like a Mina. Are you the girl in the videos?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you do that?” Knight asked, both mystified and impressed.

      “You aren’t the only genius around, Alex. But how I did it should not be your first question. Do you want to know why I did it?”

      Knight found himself smiling. She reminded him of himself when he was a teen. “Yes, tell me, Mina. Why did you do it?”

      “You’ve been searching for vaccines. Tainted vaccines. Autism and vaccines. We keep tabs on searches like this in case anyone finds out what we already know.”

      Knight found this a little hard to believe. This Mina was clearly clever, and she sounded earnest, too, but it was all nonsense. Surely it was all nonsense.

      “What is it you think you know?”

      “What we know is how the human race will end.”

      “The four horsemen or the beast?”

      “You and I, Alex. You and I will be the end of the human race. You and I, and all the people like us.”

      Knight laughed. “What do you mean like us? I’ve spent my professional life doing everything I can to save life, to preserve mankind. I’m not going to be the end of it.”

      “You still have a lot to learn. There are things you have only just begun to discover. You have come this far. Take the next step, Alex. We need you. We need you to believe. We need you to understand. We need you to know. Click the link.”

      And with that the call ended and a new message popped up on his computer. A new link. Knight looked at his cell phone.

      “How did you get my number?” he asked aloud.

      Then he slid the cell phone back into his pocket and clicked the link in the message. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to get his attention. He thought he might as well have a look at what they were selling. He was a man who knew his own mind, the power of which could unravel the truth from a pack of lies. He wasn’t going to have his judgment clouded by a few computer party tricks, but it wouldn’t hurt to read more.

      His computer screen went blank, and the computer seemed to restart. When Knight’s monitor came back on the young lady, Mina, appeared in a video on a small window in one corner of the screen. She began holding up a series of handwritten signs.

      Click these links.

      Speak soon.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The computer hacker who called herself Mina had sent a list of web links direct to Knight’s computer. The first link that Knight clicked was an article that repeated in more detail the idea that all vaunted intellectuals, from fields as varied as neuroscience and politics, were the products of a special vaccine. The report went on to say the end goal was to establish a hybrid race designed to someday dominate society.

      Another article came with a headline that called for all intellectuals to beware. It listed a group of radical political activists who were meeting in secret to discuss the ways in which the hybridized intelligentsia could be isolated from society. These radicals wanted to prevent hybrids from infecting the natural population with their tainted genetics. They talked about setting up concentration camps for the gifted.

      Knight shuddered as he read. It all sounded very Third Reich. The super-intelligent would be held like beasts of burden. Their abilities were to be used to aid the wider society in whatever direction said society deemed appropriate. It was outlined explicitly that the intelligentsia should not dictate what direction society, government, science, or art be developed; rather, that all hybrid intellectuals should be made to serve the needs and wants of normal human society. They would be tools not catalysts.

      Something about the words tugged at Knight’s subconscious. Memories sprouted.

      Knight had always experienced a degree of ambivalence from his peers. Throughout high school and college, he had always had those friends who were keen for him to review their work or for him to give a thumbs-up and a suggestion for a little improvement. These same people would often snicker at him for being a geek or a nerd when they thought he wasn’t listening. He’d gotten used to it. It became his normal.

      The article had nothing to do with him.

      His mind skittered down another path.

      From a young age, Knight had a hard time filtering information. The whole world seemed to stream directly into his consciousness, like a million points of light assaulting his eyes. There was no fragment of information lost on his psyche. He could build pictures of events from minuscule scraps of information by combining several seemingly unrelated pieces to produce a complete masterpiece. When he had told his peers about it, he was called paranoid, a freak. He was left isolated and humiliated.

      It had only happened once in high school and once again in college. He was a fast learner but had been slower when he was young. He’d walled off that part of himself and moved on.

      He was no freak.

      Knight had, however, always been different. He’d learned to embrace his unique abilities even if pigs like Stone sought every advantage over Knight’s genius.

      He was no slave.

      But this article detailed a whole new level of coercion. It spoke of control and imprisonment. It was a new kind of segregation being advocated by this anti-intellectual group. They discussed how to corral and manipulate anyone with a gifted intellect. It was a discussion borne out of fear for a group who could view the world in a new way, a way that challenged strongly-held beliefs. But Knight read between the lines.

      This was about power.

      It was only a short step from fear to hatred and then persecution and possibly...

      Knight shuddered to think of it. It was only another short step to plotting the annihilation of the world’s most intellectually gifted, or, as the group put it, intellectual hybrids.

      It couldn’t be real, just a story concocted by this Mina and her hacker cohorts. Just a stupid story.

      He felt a little unnerved by what he had read about concentration camps for the intelligent, the echoes of past atrocities in the name of social betterment.

      Knight clicked the next article with a shiver. What was he going to find next?

      The next article was an account written by a self-proclaimed product of engineered intellect. It was an account of a former scientist who had discovered a wonder drug that would enhance concentration and cognitive abilities. He was offering drugs for sale on web auction sites and advertised them as exam-busting enhancements. It was claimed that with minimal preparation time and a single dose of the drug, any average college student could achieve a top grade in any test on any subject.

      The author of the account had researched the story and conducted his own investigation. He’d somehow done it without drawing any attention from the police or the press. His deduction was precise. He stated that the scientist had stumbled across a set of special vaccines and discovered, through a bit of re-engineering, that the substance provided a limited boost to concentration and brain power. The author had further deduced that the special vaccine only produced a permanent and full-blown effect when administered to adolescents. Adults could only acquire a reduced effect for a limited period, but it was enough to make a difference in limited settings like college exams.

      The scientist had sold his wonder drug to a few dozen college students before he was found dead, killed by a massive overdose of heroin.

      Heroin again, Knight thought.

      The police investigation concluded that the scientist was pedaling heroin and that any perceived benefits from his wonder drug were simply a feeling of contentment derived from the effects of the illicit drug. There was no enhanced ability, merely a relaxed attitude to failure. The police also discovered that all  the students who had purchased the wonder drug had also died of heroin overdoses, never having taken the exams they were preparing for. Case closed.

      The author of the account concluded that the scientist had been murdered and all the students who had bought the drug had also been murdered. Heroin had been used as a cover story to hide the fact that the scientist had accidentally discovered the existence of a special vaccine.

      There were more articles, and Knight read until his eyes ached. Mrs. Blunt entered his office, and Knight realized it was almost dark outside. He had spent the entire day reading one unbelievable article after another. Mrs. Blunt asked Knight if there was anything he needed her to do before she left work.

      Knight rocked back in his chair and shook his head. He sent Mrs. Blunt home, rubbed his eyes. and clicked on another article.

      It couldn’t be real, yet he read on.
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      Special Agent Childs leaned back against his desk and looked at the large cork board that dominated one wall of his office. It was a spider’s web of brightly colored string wound around pins that held photos, small maps, and printed documents to the cork. At the center of it all was a picture of Alex Knight. This was an investigation into a web of intrigue. There were no answers yet. First, he needed to find a question. He was sure the question was going to include words such as stem cell research, lab technicians, retired scientists, and murder. Whatever the question was, Special Agent Childs had a gut feeling that the answer would be Dr. Alex Knight.

      It had all started when Childs received the tip-off that a young hacker Mina claimed to have sent. She told him about the huge amount of data being collected on stem cell research, and that the research was happening smack dab in the middle of Knight’s lab in the city. Childs had been suspicious at first. Why would a kid hacker bust a lab server? It might have been, as she’d said, because a computer with that much encryption was just begging to be hacked. And having cracked the machine purely for the challenge of it and discovered that there was obviously a crime being committed, she had done what she thought was the decent thing and sent all the data to the FBI.

      That hacker had triggered Childs’s involvement, but who had started Alex Knight on his criminal path?

      Knight’s funding came from the National Institutes of Health. A red string traveled from the pin on Knight’s photo to a printout of the NIH federal seal, and next to that, a photo of the department’s head, one Professor David Stone. A snapshot of the young technician with a death certificate next to it was pinned with a string leading to Knight. There were various pieces of information regarding Knight’s old lab, including blueprints, lease information, receipts for various pieces of laboratory equipment, and a plastic bag containing a small, high-capacity external hard drive containing all the stem cell data the lab had collected.

      Child looked at that little bag. It held all the evidence needed to convict Knight, but since the data had come to him from an illegal source, he knew he could not proceed with a case for prosecution. Any third-rate lawyer could blow the whole case out of the water by attacking the key piece of evidence. Childs could well find himself up on charges of illegally obtaining government-owned data.

      The string wound around photos of Knight’s apartment, Knight’s motorcycle, Knight’s current office and its small staff, along with records of trips taken in the staff car: times, durations, and destinations. All information had been logged as standard operations for a government agency staff car and was freely available to any and all, including a curious FBI agent.

      Childs reached behind him and picked up his coffee mug emblazoned with the legend “Old cops never die; they just lose their beat.” He took a sip and grimaced  the  stone-cold coffee.

      Somewhere in that mess of information was more than a scientist performing illegal stem cell work. There was too much going on here for a simple crime. Childs couldn’t work out exactly what it was. He didn’t even know if he was close, but he had a nose for this sort of thing. He was going to find out more about this Dr. Knight. He was going to discover the truth, no matter how bizarre or unlikely the answer might be.

      Simonson opened the door to Childs’s office. His tie was loose around his unbuttoned collar, his sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, and a piece of paper was held in his hand.

      Childs looked the young agent in the eye, barely concealing his annoyance. “Yes?”

      “We got something you might be interested in.” Simonson handed him the paper.

      Childs read. It was brief, to the point. And brutal. A young administrative assistant who worked in Alex Knight’s office, Sarah Hansen, was dead. The young woman had been found strangled in Lane Park, an area not far from Knight’s apartment building.

      “Thank you, Agent Simonson,” he said.

      He stared at the paper then at the board, pursing his lips. He carried the report over, picked out a pin, and stuck the paper next to the photo of Knight’s office in the bad part of town. He took a piece of string and wound it around the pin in Knight’s picture and connected it to the pin in the new sheet and then to a photo of Sarah Hansen, the young secretary who had recently spent an evening at Knight’s apartment.

      Childs stepped back and leaned against his desk, picked up his mug, took another sip of the horrible cold coffee, and studied the board.

      Somewhere amid all these names and places was a question involving a growing list of crimes. And, whichever way Childs looked at it, the answer to this deadly puzzle was Alex Knight.
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      When Knight pulled up to his office the next morning and saw the police cars parked outside, he found himself dreading the rest of the day.

      What now? he thought as a uniformed officer approached him.

      Not long after, and for the second time in as many months, Knight found himself sitting in a police interview room. The door opened, and a pudgy man in a brown suit entered gut-first. His skin was pasty, as was the case with someone who spent a great deal of time indoors. He held a cup of coffee in his hand with no steam coming off  it.

      “Morning, Dr. Knight, I’m Detective Patron. How are you doing today?”

      “I’m peachy.”

      “Uh huh,” said the detective, taking a seat opposite. The chair edged backward with a screech to accommodate the man’s belly in the confined space between chair and table.

      “I just want to go over a couple of things with you this morning. As you may or may not know, we’re investigating the disappearance of a young lady who works for your office. Sarah Hansen?”

      “OK.”

      “Were you aware she was missing?”

      “I was.”

      “I just want to let you know, you’re not under arrest. You’re free to walk out that door anytime, all right? But we would like your help in finding out what happened to this young girl. First of all, when was the last time you saw her?”

      “She left my apartment two days ago. It was the morning. Maybe six, six-thirty?”

      “OK. Would it interest you to know that that morning was the last time anyone reported seeing Miss Hansen?”

      “Interesting isn’t the word I’d use.”

      “You seem to be getting a little defensive,” Detective Patron said mildly.

      “I’m not getting defensive, I’m getting irritated.”

      “Irritated?”

      “Make that frustrated,” Knight said, his neck tensing.

      “How so?”

      “I just don’t like all this beating around the bush. Has something happened to her?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

      “By interrogating me. Because I just happened to be the last one who saw her.”

      “Relax, Doctor. No one is saying you’ve hurt her.” The detective crunched the small plastic cup, bending and warping it so it made an irritating crackling sound.

      “I know no one is saying it. I’m reading between the line, detective. I’m suspicious because I was the last guy to have seen her.”

      “Where did you go that morning?”

      “I went to work.”

      The cop titled his head. “Did you?”

      A sudden jolt of memory seized him. “No, wait, I’m sorry, that’s not true. I went for a ride on my motorcycle. For an hour or so. To clear my head.”

      “Is that so? Where’d you ride?”

      “Around. I like to go through the city when it’s not jam packed with traffic.”

      “Like where?”

      “Broad Hollow.”

      “Really? That winding road that goes up and around that hill over on the north side of town?”

      “Yeah.”

      “OK. You see, the problem is, Doctor, we have no way to prove that you were there. There aren’t any cameras in that area. So, you can see—being an intelligent man and all—how we find it very difficult when someone presents a story that is unverifiable.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “How about the truth?”

      “That is the truth,” Knight said through gritted teeth.

      “A minute ago, you stumbled over your story. You said you went straight to work. Then, when I pressed you about it, you reversed and said you had gone for a ride. You see how that might raise a red flag on my end?”

      Knight clenched his fists, focusing his frustration in his palms. “I can see that, yes. But I’m telling you the truth. I answered too quickly before. I’d forgotten that I’d gone for a spin before work.”

      “You go to work every day?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh huh. You see, I can understand, Doctor, if you went out on your bike before work most mornings. But this was a rare occurrence. That’s what you’re telling me. You see how that’s an issue?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’re getting irritated.”

      “Damn right, I am.”

      And at that moment, there was a knock at the door, followed by the door opening and Special Agent Childs entering. He carried a cardboard tray with two cups of coffee. The fat detective rose without a word, and Childs placed the tray down on the small interview table. He sat in the chair the fat detective had just stood up from and smiled at Knight.

      “Hello, Doc. Mind if I have a word?” And then, without looking away from Knight, he said, “You can leave us, Detective Patron. Thank you.” Then he turned to Knight. “Coffee, Alex?” Childs slid one of the cups across the table.

      The pasty detective stormed out and pulled the door behind him, grumbling something about jurisdiction. Knight took the coffee and pulled off the lid.

      “It’s black,” said Childs. “I didn’t know how you take it.”

      “Black’s fine.”

      “Alex, we’re trying to figure out what’s happened to Sarah Hansen.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      “I’ve been watching the detective interview you. You did stumble over the question of whether you went straight to work or went for a ride.”

      Knight responded with an exasperated sigh.

      “What do you think happened to her, Alex?”

      “I don’t have any idea.”

      “Well, we need your help. You’re a smart guy. Some say a genius. We need help in figuring out what happened. So, could you give us an idea?”

      Knight couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?” Childs asked.

      “Just that you’re about as transparent as a piece of cheap cellophane,” said Knight, blowing over the rim of his coffee cup and taking a sip.

      “Well, I’m sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, Alex,” Childs said, his gaze fixed firmly, “but she’s dead.”

      Knight felt his stomach constrict and his heart went heavy in his chest.

      “She’s dead, Alex,” Childs repeated.

      “How? How... ?” Knight said, failing on this one very rare occasion to be able to finish a sentence.

      “I think you may already have told us how.”

      “No...” The room began to blur as Knight’s thoughts clouded over with the realization of what was happening. “I didn’t...”

      “She was murdered, Alex. Were you close?”

      Knight sat back, unable to cry or scream or do anything beyond stare blankly. He saw the way Childs was looking at him, studying him as the news was given, looking for a flicker of guilt or some tell-tale sign that he, Knight, was the killer.

      “Do you think it was me?” he asked quietly.

      Childs sat back in his chair and studied Knight for some time before taking a deep breath and saying, “I don’t know what I think yet. But I know that detective has a theory. You were the last person to see her alive. And you stumbled over a simple question regarding your whereabouts the morning she disappeared. Police tend to think everyone is guilty, I’m sure you know that. And sometimes, Alex, it only takes one thing, one simple little thing like a screw-up of words, to reveal what’s going on inside a person’s head.”

      Knight picked up his coffee. The mug shook uncontrollably and he spilled the hot liquid over his hand, scalding himself. He returned the mug heavily to the table, cursing and wiping his now sore hand.

      “So, you are human after all,” Childs said.

      Knight shot a withering look at Childs. He was in no mood for jokes. Sarah had been special. She had been mysterious. She was smart and witty and fit perfectly into the crook of his arm while she was sleeping. She had been a little unknowable, and Knight had found it fascinating. He was missing her already.

      “Can I ask, Alex: Do you know if she was seeing anyone else? Did she seem to have any secrets? Did she take phone calls from anyone when you were together?”

      Knight fought through the pain, trying hard to remember.

      “Only her mother,” Knight said at last.

      “Her mother.”

      “That’s it. She said she was a real pain.”

      “Her mother’s dead, Alex.”

      Knight blinked. “What?”

      “She died when Sarah was still in high school. Her father never remarried. He died shortly thereafter.” He paused, to let the revelation sink in. “She was all alone in the world.”

      Knight had also been alone in the world and liked it. At least until Sarah showed up. She was exciting and she had been his. At least that’s what he’d thought. But now Knight felt more alone in the world than he ever had before. It was an unusual feeling. Distressing. And infuriating.

      Get a grip!

      Childs picked up his coffee and held it suspended before him. “Can I ask you a question? Why did you go and see Dr. Scarfe?”

      “I just went to ask his about his work, about one study in particular that relates to my current project.”

      “Was there anything unusual about the outside of his house when you went?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like odd mounds of dirt lying around? Anything like that?”

      Knight realized Childs had been out to see old Dr. Scarfe. “His roses. He probably replanted them. You must have been out to see him.”

      “I did go out there, yes.”

      Knight dreaded the answer to his next question. There was only one reason why the special agent had brought Scarfe up. “Has something happened to him, too?”

      “Yes,” Childs said. “He’s dead.”

      Knight looked Childs in the eye, hoping for some sign of deceit. The answer he dreaded was far worse now that he heard it come directly from the agent’s mouth. He had to be joking.

      “Dead?” Knight barked. “How can he be dead?”

      “He hanged himself, by the looks of it.”

      Knight slumped back in his chair. He was stunned. Two people he’d recently spent time with were dead. He’d never known anyone who’d died before. Then he remembered the lab technician. He’d been found dead, too.

      People all around him were dying. Who was next?

      Then he realized where he was, in a police interrogation room being asked questions by an FBI agent. He suddenly felt a pang of worry in his gut. He was their main suspect. As if he had woken up one day and begun some mad murderous spree. Innocent or guilty, his life as he knew it was over. Knight felt the inevitability of coming death creeping in.

      “I’m going to tell the detective to let you go,” Childs said.

      “I’m not under arrest?”

      “No, Alex. I don’t have any reason to hold you here.”

      Childs dipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a card. He placed it on the table and slid it over, avoiding the large puddle of coffee. “If you remember anything, if anything comes to you about where Ms. Hansen might have been going or who she was meeting...”

      Knight slid the card back to Childs, ploughing through the spilled coffee. “You’ve already given me your card. I’ve got your number, thanks,” Knight said, feeling the bitterness in him. He couldn’t contain it.

      Childs pulled a dry card from his pocket and held it out to Knight. “In case you lost it,” he said.

      “Don’t worry.” Knight stood up. “I’ve got your number.” And he walked out the door.
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      Childs stayed in the interview room long after Knight had left, thinking through every facet of the case. It was true that the good doctor had gotten himself into trouble in the science world. But that evidence was inadmissible in its current tainted form. However, since they’d started watching Knight, people had been turning up dead. There was evidence that Dr. Norman Scarfe had not really hanged himself. Bunches and wrinkles in his clothing suggested that someone may have lifted him and placed his body into position, either unconscious or semi-conscious. Someone had been there, after all, standing on the drive, talking with him before his death. And it must have been someone he knew. Scarfe had presumably been at ease and had carried on with his gardening. There were no signs of struggle.

      The only problem was that Knight hadn’t reacted the right way. Or rather, he did react the right way: he reacted the way any innocent man would have reacted.

      But what exactly was his involvement? There was something strange going on, and Childs was going to find out.

      The door burst open and the Detective Patron walked in snarling. “You let him go.”

      “You had nothing on him.”

      “I had him in here. I had him talking. He’d slipped up. And you screwed me.”

      “You have zero evidence,” said Childs, ignoring the smell of sweat and cigarettes that came off the detective.

      “You don’t think he did it?”

      Childs stood up and carefully slid his chair under the table. “He didn’t kill that girl.”

      “That arrogant bastard is our only suspect, and you let him go.”

      Childs laughed. “He is arrogant, isn’t he?”

      “What are you, sweet on him or something? Is that why you let him go?”

      Childs squared up to the fat detective. “Once again, I let him go because you have no evidence. If there is any evidence on our Dr. Knight, I will find it. And if he killed that girl, I will bring him in and I will personally walk him to the execution chamber. This is about the law. You should know that, Detective.” Childs breezed past Patron and out of the interview room. “Don’t get too close to this one, Patron,” he said over his shoulder. “Alex Knight is mine. Don’t get in my way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Childs sat at his desk reading through Knight’s internet search history. An application to the court for a record of websites visited in the last month had been granted.

      A pattern emerged quickly: Knight was reading everything he could get his hands on regarding vaccines. He had been an eminent young biologist working in a well-funded government laboratory. Why, Childs thought, was he sitting in a crappy little office reading about vaccines?

      A small message box popped up on his monitor. It was Mina, his online informant. Although Childs had only recently come into contact with Mina, he had received loads of useful information from her. The material she’d sent Childs was gained illegally and Childs could never use it, but as with any information from an informant, whether it was from a high-ranking gangster or a low-level hood, information gave him leverage. Childs had a high winning percentage. More often than not he  scored a conviction. Another criminal down. Another notch in his gun belt. Another reason for his fellow agents to call him The Vise.

      Childs clicked the box. Text appeared on the screen. It read, “I have a recording you might be interested in.”

      He clicked a link and was taken to a plain web page with a single sound file embedded in the middle of the screen, along with a time stamp. He clicked on the play button and switched on his speakers. It took him a few moments to realize what he was listening to. Childs glanced at the time stamp. The morning Sarah Hansen went missing.

      Was this the voice of Sarah Hansen?

      The chilling recording was a muffled mess, but three things were clear: Hansen (if it was Hansen) had met someone she knew. Childs listened carefully as she entered a vehicle, and then been strangled to death shortly after getting in the car.

      The recording of the young woman being choked to death was grisly and disturbing. A fresh text popped up.

      “That’s all there is.”

      The special agent sat back in his chair. He hadn’t learned anything the coroner hadn’t already told him, but one thing was clear: she had been killed by someone she knew, just shortly after she had left Knight's apartment.

      Childs was once again of the opinion that Alex Knight was not the man behind the murders, but he was involved in some way. Knight probably knew more than he was letting on. Childs needed to find out what it was before anyone else got killed.
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      Knight couldn’t ride away from his pain no matter how far and how fast he gunned his bike. Eventually, he had to return to work. He’d learned over time how to bury himself in his job as a natural antidote to whatever ailed him. This, however, was going to be a challenge. Depression and frustration weighed on him like a lead sheet.

      The office seemed even more miserable, even more gray now. No sooner had he dropped into his chair than he found himself in an internet chat room full of anti-vax activists, all sharing information and their online research about the dangers of vaccines. There was an active discussion about government involvement in the deliberate tainting of vaccines.

      Knight logged on as a guest user and joined the conversation.

      He’d come looking for more arguments against vaccines so he could better pinpoint the answers he needed to find. This chat room was full of people telling each other what they knew to be the truth, but there was no evidence. That there was evidence available somewhere was taken to be a given. The scarcity of proof, in these people’s minds, confirmed its existence—somewhere.

      Knight decided to go for broke.

      Anyone here, he wrote, have any experience with paralysis from vaccines?

      As Knight was reading the long and bizarre list of conspiracy theories, with not a single post addressing his question, the thread disappeared. And then the web browser closed by itself. In its place, a line of text appeared at the bottom of his screen: Click here to restore.

      Knight hovered his cursor over the text and hesitated, then clicked it.

      Immediately a new browser and chat room opened. There was only one topic: “Why you shouldn’t talk about your work online.”

      He opened the topic and read the only post that had been placed there. It was almost as if it had been written specifically for him, and then he realized it had been. It told him his study into the safety of vaccines was getting him into areas where the biggest secrets lay. He was warned not to discuss the topic with anyone online, as the government and the controlling agencies were monitoring web traffic looking for the people who knew the truth.

      A new message popped up underneath the first from the same user. It went on to say that the vaccines were contaminated in various ways and that he should look at the following links. A list of links appeared in a fresh reply.

      Knight typed a message of his own, expecting it to be read right away: But you just told me not to talk about this online.

      A reply came back immediately. Welcome to the Dark Web, Dr. Knight. Message me in here when you’re ready to talk some more. –Mina

      Another piece of text came up below that: Contact Darla Newman. Dnewman4645@yahoo.com. Just write your name in the subject. She’ll know.

      Knight’s palms were sweaty as he typed an email to Darla Newman on his phone with the subject line “Dr. Alex Knight.”

      A moment later, he got a response:

      Dr. Knight,

      Are you available to meet in fifteen minutes at Lane Park by the plastic slide?

      DN

      He typed his response. Yes.

      No other messages came through.

      He told Mrs. Blunt he’d be out for a little while, he didn’t know how long. The woman appeared taxed beyond capacity. News of Sarah’s death reverberated throughout the office. The absence of Jeffries, lollygagger that he was, had transferred a great deal of burden onto the old office manager. She’d managed to hold things together, but the toll had already been taken on her limited emotional reserves.

      But Knight had other things to worry about at the moment. His staff would have to wait. Besides, it was looking more and more likely that his job was simply a threadbare blanket trying to cover deadly government secrets.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was a school holiday, so the Lane Park playground was busy. The grounds teemed with exuberant children and was lined by parents, venti lattes in one hand, cell phones in the other, one eye up and one eye down, keeping a safe distance. Some parents—the newer ones, thought Knight—paced the perimeter of the blacktop like football coaches, trying desperately to track the whereabouts of highly-mobile progeny.

      One mother, however, stood by the plastic slide, one hand on a stroller, the other at her side, her thumb hooked into the front pocket of her skinny jeans. She was the prototypical modern young mother—hip, aware—dressed to be seen and standing confidently, and somewhat defiantly, by herself. She wore aviator sunglasses as she scanned the playground, presumably for him.

      As he approached, she locked onto him. She gave a slight smile. Her child said something unintelligible. She responded with a hushed word.

      “Darla Newman?”

      “Dr. Knight,” she said.

      They shook hands.

      “And who’s this?” he said, looking down at the child. It was a little girl of about four years of age. Just a hair too old and grown to be in a stroller.

      “This is Jocelyn.”

      “Hello, Jocelyn,” he said, offering a smile. The girl, one finger in her mouth, regarded him suspiciously.

      “She... can’t walk.”

      Jocelyn looked up at her. The child’s grin was the kind that people of resilience get when they’ve been dealt an unfair hand. Strong and sure. Knight wasn’t sure what to say to this.

      “I’m sorry,” was his feeble attempt at empathy. He hated himself for this sudden awkwardness.

      To his chagrin, she ignored the remark. “She was vaccinated against whooping cough when she was two. I swear it wasn’t a month after that when she started to show signs of weakness in her legs. Her pediatrician was baffled, as was a specialist in California. And I was stumped… as a scientist.”

      He scrutinized the face, ran her name through the database in his mind. Darla Newman...

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “I’ve heard of you.”

      She looked down at her feet, a modest smile on her face.

      “Darla Newman,” he said. “You spoke at a conference on epigenetics—” He stopped himself, as the rest of the story came to mind.

      “Yeah,” she said by way of confirmation. “You remember the next part of the tale.”

      “There were problems.”

      “You might say that. They got a hold of some photos of me hugging the chairman of the bioethics committee, and they doctored them to look like...”

      He held up his hand. “You don’t have to explain. I remember.”

      “Then you remember how it didn’t matter how much I protested. Because every time I did so, there was another Twitter pile-on calling me everything from a slut to an adulteress, with more and more photos. Well then, all I had to do was go into seclusion, right? You might think that. I tried.” Her voice was tinged with bitterness. “I should’ve changed my name and moved across the country. Try having people take your work seriously after you’ve been dragged through the muck like that. You’d think I’d just have to wait until it all blew over, right? Well, I waited.” Her grip on the stroller tightened. “My grant money dried up. There were the jokes about me online. I may have gone dark, but the rest of the science world hadn’t. All you had to do was Google my name and there I was. ‘Newman. A new man every night,’ and so forth.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” he said softly. “But I’m confused. That kind of publicity should have had no bearing on your work as a scientist. I don’t see the connection between that and being denied grant money. I’ve seen others do much worse.”

      “You and me both, Dr. Knight.”

      “So, you think someone had it in for you?”

      “Someone, something, yes. Do you remember the subject of my talk at the conference?”

      It took him a second to remember. “Cancer genes.”

      “I put forward the idea that there was no such thing. It’s my theory that although cancer is the result of changes at the gene level, more specifically, induced by exterior influences—carcinogens—a process can be introduced at the cellular level to override whatever it is that’s telling the gene to prevent the effects of carcinogens to switch off.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I used some of that as the groundwork for my own... research.” He still had to be careful, he realized, about allowing his history with stem cells to go public. Besides, he didn’t know this woman and everything he’d been privy to up to this point could all be pure bogus.

      “Bet you had trouble accessing the paper,” she said.

      “I just thought you hadn’t published it yet.”

      “Oh, I did. It was scrubbed from the internet entirely.”

      He stared down at the child. Jocelyn was amusing herself with a Barbie doll, making it talk, softly, to her.

      “I was married and pregnant with Jocelyn at the time,” Darla said. “The scandal put a strain on my marriage. He left me soon after.”

      Knight shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Fast forward,” she said, ignoring the platitude. “A couple years later when I realized that Jocelyn’s legs were failing her. I happened to stumble upon an article written by Dr. Norman Scarfe. He called the syndrome Sudden Onset—”

      “Hereditary Paralysis,” said Knight.

      “That’s right,” she said. She stopped, her eyes reflecting the experience of reliving those awful times.

      And there was something else in those eyes. It was everything that Knight hated about his job. Here was a woman, a doctor and an ethical scientist like him, suffering and soldiering on with a child who might be paralyzed for life.

      And here was the beautiful child. Jocelyn looked at the other children with a quiet, dignified longing. Perhaps she too had caught a glimpse of everything wrong with the world at that moment. Or maybe he was just projecting. All he knew was that his heart was breaking for her. And for her mother. And then, the thought came. It began as a tiny speck of light that grew until it eclipsed everything he knew to be true. The vaccines were safe, he’d said time and time again. And they were... when it came to autism. But not when it came to a child’s legs…

      “I think what Scarfe said was wrong,” he said desperately. “I don’t think there’s anything hereditary about it. I have a feeling you agree.”

      “I think there’s something wrong with the vaccines,” she said plainly. And an ironic chuckle came forth. “Which kinda sucks, you know? You find yourself assaulted by a bunch of crackpots if you even dip your toe into those waters. But I have to go where the evidence leads me. And there isn’t much of it. But based on my epigenetic research, I think something in the vaccines switches off whatever series or combination of genes is responsible for the development of the leg muscles.”

      He took a deep breath. “Dr. Newman, I’ve been asked by the government to investigate the supposed link between autism and vaccines. It’s my considered opinion that there is no link. But I think that the government is responsible for perpetuating the autism rumor.”

      “Why would they?” Her face transformed with the sudden realization. “Unless it’s to call attention away from...”

      “I was called to investigate something that isn’t there. A red herring. I give them my report. People don’t trust it. Another report is called for in a couple of years. And again and again. And every time, attention is called to a problem that doesn’t exist. It’s a ruse to cover what’s really going on. This.” He pointed to the stroller. “And thousands more like her. I don’t know why or how it happens. All I know is that it happens. And every time someone goes public with it—”

      “That someone dies,” she finished.

      “Yes,” he said, letting go of a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “You were onto something with your research. The scandal, the denying of grants, even the dissolution of your marriage may have been a calculated plot to destroy your work.”

      He put his hands to his temples and turned his head up, squinting at the sun. He wanted to scream at an empty sky. A chuckle started in his throat and then a crazy laugh burbled out of him. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I’m acting like a melodramatic actress from a silent film. But I don’t know what to do with any of this.”

      “Dr. Knight,” she said calmly, “you never asked me how I found you.”

      “I found you,” he said. “Mina, she gave me your number.”

      The woman smiled and shook her head slowly. “No, Doctor. Mina told me of your work. I told her to contact you on my behalf. Stem cells, Dr. Knight. I know that there’s hope for Jocelyn. I know you have the power to help her and others like her. I can give you my research, what little I have left of it.”

      “No,” he said, and it tore him open to say it. “I can’t. I mean, I don’t have my research. It was confiscated.”

      “I know,” she said. “Maybe I can help you get it back.”

      “Maybe,” he echoed dubiously. “I don’t know.”

      He looked at her. There was something familiar in the way her upper lip curled when she offered a smile. Or was it the way her hair spilled around the arms of her glasses as they rested atop her head? There was a little bit of Sarah there, or was he just imagining through his grief and confusion?

      “It’s OK not to know,” she said.

      He knew this. He told her he knew it. What he didn’t tell her was that somewhere along the line, he’d forgotten it.
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      When he got back to his office, an alert had appeared at the bottom of his computer screen: You have 1 message. Its icon was Mina’s avatar. He clicked on it. It automatically began a video chat connection. His camera lit up, giving him the eerie feeling that his life was under someone else’s control.

      After a moment, she picked up, audio-only. “You alone?”

      “I’ve got my staff here–what’s left of them, anyway. So, you’re a woman?”

      A pause. “Yeah. They shouldn’t be hearing this.”

      “More cloak and dagger stuff?”

      “Um, excuse me,” she said, “I’ve been doing a little back channel research here. You have no idea what I’ve managed to uncover, Doctor.”

      “Who are you anyway?”

      “I’m a concerned citizen. That’s all you need to know.”

      “How do I know you’re on the level?”

      “Let’s see,” she said. “I’m talking to you over a Dark Web connection. I’m feeding you information regarding stuff that involves government corruption and possibly murder. What else? Oh yeah, I know you were busted for doing stem cell research.”

      He sat forward in his seat. “How did you know that?”

      “Never mind that for now. Are you convinced I know what I’m talking about?”

      “Go on,” he said reluctantly.

      “You know about the Panamanian Flu, right?”

      “It’s only all over the news,” he said.

      “I’ve just been privy to the latest report from the CDC, released secretly three days ago. It gives a timeline of six months to kill off twenty-percent of the population. Panamanian Flu is a hybridized version of influenza. It was engineered to spread easily but act slowly. The flu only causes serious illness and death in the host several weeks after infection to maximize the amount of time the host is spreading the virus.”

      She sounded like she was reading.

      “The strain,” she continued, “can quite literally be weaponized by turning its host into a human bomb. It doesn’t spread from person to person. It spreads from person to people. When the host dies, the virus erupts from the host’s cells in a volcanic explosion and, like dandelion seeds in the wind, travels to new hosts. Couple this with a highly mobile population, and we are sure to have the virus spread to all corners of the earth in short order, if it hasn’t already.”

      “OK,” he said. “What does this have to do with anything I’ve been investigating?”

      “Hang on,” she said. “Get this. It says here that the epidemic is occurring ahead of schedule. Then it goes into a little recent history. Apparently, the British army was testing what was to become the Panamanian Flu in the jungles of Belize. A rogue officer of the British army tried to destroy the experiments but failed. He was killed, but his actions inadvertently led to the premature release of the flu virus strain H1N1/3, the Panamanian Flu.” Mina’s monotone recitation of the grisly facts was making Knight’s skin crawl. “The report ends with a prediction that should the world find itself in the grips of a global pandemic, it would be the worst humanity has ever seen, one that will paralyze the international community in a matter of months.”

      “Right, I got it. Starvation and pestilence. The end times, behold a pale horse and all that. I still don’t see what this has to do with what I’ve been working on.”

      “Vaccines,” she said calmly, as if he was supposed to glean the answer from a single word.

      He waited for her to finish, then said, “Vaccines what?”

      “You’re, like, a genius, right? Or you’re supposed to be?”

      “Who are you?” he retorted sourly.

      “I’m telling you something you should have figured out by now, genius. I’m telling you it all ties in somehow. I don’t know how. If I knew, I would tell you. All I can say is that wherever you look at a story of tainted vaccines, a story about Panamanian Flu comes up. It doesn’t matter where you look. One thing leads to another. Then, bam, Panamanian Flu. It’s uncanny.”

      “Uncanny?” Knight echoed. “Aren’t you a little young to be using that word?”

      “Don’t believe me?” she said, sounding legitimately annoyed. “Look for Dr. Eric Baron. He’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

      “And who is Eric Baron?”

      “First of all, that’s not his real name. Second, he was a scientist who worked for the CIA back in sixties. Ever hear of Project Wildfire?”

      “No.”

      “No one else has, either. I can’t get any more out of Dr. Baron. Maybe you can.”

      “And how can I find him?”

      “I’m not giving you his address. Go to the UK. He’ll find you.”

      Knight threw his head back and laughed.

      “Did I say something hilarious?” Mina asked.

      “You want me to just pick up and go to the UK to meet with some phantom source?”

      “All right, smart guy, you want a little more? Your friend Darla Newman and he were colleagues. He gave her kid the vaccine that paralyzed her.”

      “What?” he answered incredulously. He’d stopped laughing.

      “You want to ask her? Go ahead. Ask her what happened to the guy who gave her daughter a vaccine that was supposed to make her smart but just wound up making her disabled. Go on.”

      Knight remembered Darla Newman’s words regarding her daughter: “She goes from gifted class to gifted class, unable to make any lasting friends.”

      “That’s all I could get out of him,” said Mina. “Happy now? I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.”

      “I have to go,” he said suddenly. He needed to see the woman and her child again.

      “Now you’re motivated.”

      “Shut up,” he said. “How the hell do I turn you off?”

      “Talk soon, Dr. Knight,” said Mina, and the call disconnected.

      Talk soon. She sounded like she was smiling when she said it.

      He googled the White Pages site for Darla Newman’s address. There was one just two miles away. He didn’t want to do it, but catching her unawares might help.

      It just might get her to talk a little more this time, because he needed answers.
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      He pulled up to a modest ranch home covered partially in green growth, as if it had been dipped into a giant vat of the stuff. It was the type of abode that was built economically  in the post-war era of quick and cheap, designed to show off equal parts modernity, efficiency, and prosperity, but displaying none of these things, and surrounded by cloned specimens.

      As he approached, he remained focused. This was another problem for Alex Knight. That’s all it would be. Another puzzle that had a solution lurking inside a tangled web. He’d work it like he worked everything: by sifting through chunks of seemingly unrelated data, trying to find the patterns.

      Her front door was open. The jamb was splintered.

      Adrenaline leaves one with little time to consider things rationally. Knight entered the house, his heart pounding. He called out for her. For anyone.

      The place was devoid of life. A chair had been overturned. A phone ripped out of the wall. A lamp knocked to its side on top of a couch stand.

      He stopped before a small circle of what appeared to be blood on the kitchen floor. A carving knife lay several feet away.

      His heart froze at the sight in the hallway leading off the kitchen: an overturned stroller and a Barbie doll nearby, lying on its own hair.

      Something like panic scorched through his veins.

      He searched the room for any tangibles clues left from the struggle, anything that would tell the rest of the story. A functional computer sat on the corner. Its surface was littered with the debris of someone’s paper life. He scanned the documents, moving aside one from atop another with his knuckle. A stapled bundle of papers with a cover page titled “On the Epigenetic Origins of Sudden Onset Hereditary Paralysis.” But it was the byline that caught Knight’s attention: Eric C. Baron, PhD.

      There were four or five thick, dusty books on the shelf above the PC. Three were computer user manuals. Two others sat with a space between and were bound in leather. The spines read Chemical Induced Chromosomal Mutations in Cyanobactor Filaments in Lichen, Vols. I & II by Darla Newman, M.S.

      Underneath those was a sticky note attached to the shelf that read “Eric Baron.” And a phone number.

      He grabbed the sticky note from the shelf and stuck it to the Baron dissertation, then tucked it under his arm while he searched for more clues.

      As he strode into the center of the room, his eyes turned to the doorway. A neighbor had walked into the middle of the street and was staring at him, a cellphone to her ear.

      Shit!

      He heard the woman’s voice rise. “I can see him!”

      He made his way to the back of the house. There he found himself in a child’s room. There were modifications to the bed: silver bars that would eventually help the child climb in and out. The window here was just large enough for him to squeeze through.

      Sirens began to wail somewhere close by.

      Knight ran through backyards and tangled woods. He ran until his chest felt like it would burst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      It was over now. He wouldn’t be going back to the NIH. At least not for the function he originally filled. It occurred to him now that he had indeed been placed there. Stone hadn’t hired him; Stone had shoehorned him into it for reasons known only to Stone.

      It was this anger fueling  Knight’s flight now as he anxiously entered the Thurgood Marshall Airport departures area.

      He could buy all his physical necessities either here or at Heathrow. He could even buy clothes. The simple provisions didn’t concern him at the moment. Right now, for all he knew, he was a wanted man. They could be tracking now, but he didn’t care. All he wanted was answers.

      He booked his flight to the UK, all the while enduring the suspicious looks and questions after he told the girl he had no baggage to check.

      With nothing else to do but sit and wait for boarding time, Knight made his way to a Starbucks and sat down. Coffee would be a bad idea. He needed to eat, but he felt like he couldn’t hold anything down. So, that left him sitting with one knee bobbing up and down.

      Relax, Knight, he told himself. You’re not exactly melting in with the crowd.

      Someone sneezed.

      Eeek-chew!

      Like a cat, his ears pricked up, and he instinctively picked up his head to periscope across the wide stretch of pavilion.

      It couldn’t be her.

      He saw a woman walking quickly toward the boarding area. Her hair was short, jet black. She wore a dark blue business suit and carried an attaché case. She walked as if bent toward a singular purpose.

      There was something about her. And then there was the sneeze.

      She was Sarah’s height and approximate weight. But the hair was wrong. And her manner of walking. Sarah was graceful in her body, not stiff and formal.

      The impossibility nagged at him now. It nagged him so much that he got up and followed the stranger to her gate.

      He found his pace quickening. As if he didn’t already look suspicious, traveling impulsively without baggage and acting like a nervous wreck. Now he was going after a woman in a way that looked a lot like a chase.

      Her gait picked up as well. Like she could feel his presence stalking her.

      He slowed as she approached the boarding station. The woman walked swiftly past the other passengers, presenting something to the guard, who ushered her through without a word.

      He watched her disappear down the corridor. It wasn’t his gate, but the flight she boarded was bound for Heathrow.

      As he nervously made his way to the boarding area, he became aware of the swiveling heads of security guards. Perhaps it was paranoia. Or perhaps someone, Darla Newman’s neighbor maybe, had tipped off the cops with an accurate description. Prickles of danger danced along his arms and legs. Professional trackers could be creeping right behind him in lock step.

      As if he needed anything to amplify the suspicions of airport security, he jumped at the sudden sound of an email alert on his phone. He took it out and puzzled over the sender’s name: Dracula’s Guest. Having vaguely remembered reading Dracula in his youth, it only took a moment of thought to realize this was Mina’s little joke. He opened the email. The subject line read “A little in-flight reading for ya ;)” and contained a link to an article.

      He clicked it and a PDF file downloaded to his phone. He then put his phone away for the time being.

      It was boarding time.

      He approached the watchful eyes of the ticket taker.
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      Another checkpoint cleared, he thought, walking through the cylindrical tunnel that connected to the plane. Another thought came on the heels of the first: Y’aint outta the woods yet. An alert or an APB could come through. He pictured taking a seat and getting situated, only to have a swarm of armed guards rush into the cabin, and felt sick.

      The wait for takeoff was interminable. But the plane was soon in the air, and for the first time in what seemed like a week, he let out a breath and allowed himself to relax. He put all thought of landing out of his mind for now. He’d deal with his problems when the time came.

      He remembered the email from Mina and almost ignored it. Nope. His brain wouldn’t allow it.

      He sighed and pulled out his phone. He opened the document and began to read. It was a manifesto of sorts, titled “’Tis Time to Part.” Its authorship was attributed to The Patriot.

      He recognized the line from Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. OK, so this was going to be some bit of nutcase radical propaganda. Add it to the pile with the others, Knight thought.

      With nothing else on hand to distract him for the next eight hours, he’d at least kill a few minutes with this. He began to read...

      [image: ]
* * *

      ’Tis Time to Part

      Our daughters have lost the ability to walk.

      And so it begins, with the realization that we must do everything in our power to resist the power of the sinister forces that seek to destroy our children, molecule by molecule.

      When a human-controlled system becomes overwrought by its own purpose – when purpose overtakes those souls who’ve made it their duty to keep the welfare of humanity in their care – that system is obsolete and must be replaced.

      We hereby unite in the name of humanity.

      We are The Cortex.

      Let the following seven points constitute  our mission:

      That we resist the compulsory diminishment of our physical bodies.

      That our minds remain intact and at their peak performance.

      That we seek out members from that cadre of vile men and women who engage in the willful weakening of innocents.

      That we assemble under the flag of our shared, pro-human ideals.

      That we accept those who share our ideals, regardless of race, creed, color, gender, or sexual orientation.

      That we shall not be afraid to die in the service of humanity.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It felt like something was missing. Maybe he hadn’t downloaded the whole thing?

      The Cortex?

      He’d wanted to avoid paying for Wi-Fi access, considering the very real risk that someone was tracking his credit card use. But he needed an outlet. Sleep was impossible. He needed to do something to engage his mind, to calm his nerves. He could check the news for stories about Darla Newman; even now, his fingers trembled as he imagined that one line in the story: “One eyewitness said she saw the intruder leap over the backyard fence...”

      No sooner had his phone finalized the connection to the plane’s Wi-Fi signal than a text came through. The number was 000.

      --Hey, ya big dumb genius, what do you think?

      Another one followed on its heels.

      --It’s Mina, by the way.

      He typed back What do I think about what?

      --The manifesto. I know its unfinished. But how do you like it so far?

      Hold on, he typed. You wrote that?

      --I’m working on commission, but yeah.

      Pretty intense. But what does it all mean?

      --Too much to go into. And I don’t really understand some of it so I’m not the right person to ask. Baron will explain it all.

      The text dissolved in a graphic display like an Alka-Seltzer tablet, complete with fizzy sound effect. Then black covered the screen, with text in plain, white Arial font: The Doctor is OUT. Then that faded away as well, and his phone was back to normal.

      He closed his eyes, feeling the pull of fatigue, and the dull roar of the engine soothed him like a balm of white noise.
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      He awoke to a descending plane and the sounds of sickness.

      A woman three seats up had fallen ill; she was writhing in her seat, moaning pitifully, and clearly feeling extreme discomfort. Her neighbors and the flight attendant were doing what they could to make her more comfortable. But the plane was landing now.

      He couldn’t believe he’d slept through the entire flight.

      “There he is,” said the flight attendant when she noticed him stirring, a wearied fake smile on her face. “Rip Van Winkle.”

      “Is that woman OK?” Knight asked, nodding toward the ill passenger.

      “She’s just a little sick, probably from the flight.”

      “That doesn’t sound like air sickness.”

      “She has a touch of...” Her smile went limp. “Just a touch of something perhaps.”

      The flight attendant moved along swiftly to the jumper seat and fastened herself in for the landing.

      Just a touch of something. Like Panamanian Flu, Knight thought.

      The sick woman was taken from the aircraft first, fastened to a wheelchair and pulled from the plane by an ambulance crew.

      Heathrow was a vast airport, a huge international hub. Knight knew that at least one person in the airport was probably suffering with Panamanian Flu. There were others, flown in from Central America or elsewhere. The pandemic was about to burst across the world, and this was how it would spread. Knight needed to protect himself as best he could. He spotted a drug store and went inside to buy hand sanitizer and a new set of sunglasses that better covered his eyes. He sanitized his hands, tossed the old sunglasses, and put on the new ones. He found a large gentleman’s scarf in another store. He bought it and wrapped it around his face.

      Conspicuous? Maybe.

      Was he safer? He had no idea.

      He needed to clear Heathrow before he picked up the virus. Not that his precautions would do much good if the virus really was airborne.

      He followed signs to a car rental company.

      They gave Knight a brand-new BMW X5, a beautiful machine, even if the Brits did insist on put the steering wheel on the wrong side of the car. As he sat in the driver’s seat, he wondered if it might have been better to rent a motorcycle, but it was sure to rain and he had come to England without a coat or an umbrella. The car would keep him warm and dry. He fastened his seatbelt and pulled out of the parking lot.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knight didn’t know where to go except he wanted to put as much distance between himself and Heathrow as possible. While driving along a motorway heading out of London, his cell phone rang again.

      Mina spoke quickly. “Meet the doctor at the George Pub in Brighton tomorrow at two p.m.” Before Knight could ask anything, Mina ended the call.

      “You couldn’t spend a moment to give me some directions, could you?” he said to the empty car.

      A road sign at the side of the highway showed an advertisement for a service station with rest facilities, restaurants, and stores. Knight left the motorway, parked his vehicle, and went looking for a map.

      The service station was large with parking for cars, buses, and trucks. The mall complex at its center was busy with people coming and going. Knight found a bookstore that sold road maps of the U.K. He searched for and found the town of Brighton. It was a small town on the south coast. It was probably only an hour’s drive away and Knight wasn’t meeting this mysterious Dr. Baron until the afternoon of the following day. He had time to kill.

      Knight sat in the food court, sipping coffee from a paper cup and picking at a disappointing croissant. He was bored. He considered taking a short detour and looking at Stonehenge but decided to head into Brighton, buy a change of clothes, and find a hotel for the night. He didn’t care how luxurious the BMW was; he wasn’t going to sleep in it.

      As he walked out of the service station and into the parking lot, it started to rain. A heavy, cold rain. The dark clouds overhead seemed to bring night a few hours early. Knight jumped into his car and headed to the south coast.

      He had only looked at the map for a few seconds, but he drove toward the small town feeling confident that he knew the roads he needed to take. Just on the edge of town was a Travelers Rest, a small and neat budget hotel. Knight checked in, found his room, and collapsed into a fitful sleep until morning.

      The next day, the sky was bright and clear. Knight took a brisk walk in place of his usual morning workout. The beach front was lined with Victorian-style mansions and hotels. The wind cut over the sands and low gardens that fringed the beach, chilling Knight. It was a cold and relentless wind that cut through to the bone, but at least it was dry--for now. Away from the beach, the streets offered shelter from the wind, and the day began to feel warmer in the still air hanging in the narrow boulevards. The sun glowed without a cloud to obscure it.

      It was a pleasant English town. Knight wandered around the a maze of slim roads that were lined with old buildings. Around lunchtime, he came upon the George Pub on a corner of two winding side streets. He entered through the low, wide door.

      The place was like Hollywood’s idea of what an English pub was supposed to look like, complete with a set of characters from central casting. It was an old building with squat ceilings and miniature windows. A fire crackled in the stone fireplace. Even at this time of year, the fire added a welcome bit of warmth to the cold British climate. The pub was quiet as the old walls absorbed the noise and stale smoke. An ancient television mounted to the side of the bar was showing a daytime game show. An old gentleman sat at a small wooden table near the fire, a lethargic mutt at his feet. A group of three young men in workwear stood at one end of the bar, each with a meat pie and a pint. Behind the bar stood an older woman, dressed as though she’d just stepped out of the eighties, resplendent with towering shoulder pads and big hair. She greeted Knight cheerfully.

      “What can I get for you, love?” she asked.

      “Pint of Guinness.”

      “Here on holiday?”

      “Hm?”

      “You’re American.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Here on holiday?”

      “Yeah... sort of.”

      She poured a slow pint of draft. “Weather’s gettin’ bit of a nip on, yeah?”

      He found it difficult to make small talk. So many buzzing ideas and questions in his head. “I, um, I just got here.”

      “Huh,” said the barmaid, eyeing him suspiciously.

      He took his pint and found a seat at one of the small tables. It was two o’clock exactly.

      Knight looked around for anyone who might be Dr. Baron. The old man with the dog could have been a retired doctor. The three men in work wear looked to be carpenters or janitors by their clothes.

      The game show ended and the BBC afternoon news headlines began. At the top of the news was an item about a British politician saying something unkind about one of his European counterparts. A question was asked in the House of Parliament about whether he was a suitable man for his important post. This was followed by a round of jeering with many shouts of “resign” thrown about the gallery.

      The second item showed a container ship off the coast of China. China was refusing entry to any container ships that had either originated from Central or South America or had travelled through the Panama Canal. The Chinese authorities were also vetting anyone arriving by airplane into the country for signs of the Panamanian Flu. There were long queues at check-in desks throughout China, and anyone planning on visiting China should expect delays on arrival. The British journalist in China also reported that if China refused to take goods from around the world, the global economy was sure to feel the effects.

      The next item was about a soccer (football on the British television) player who had moved from one club to another.

      Knight took a deep drink from his Guinness.

      The door creaked open, and an elderly man entered. He walked with a spring in his step that seemed youthful for a man of his age, but his bald head, fringed with grey hair, and the deep wrinkles on his face and hands betrayed his real age. He wore faded brown shoes and baggy trousers topped with a shirt and tie underneath a heavy tweed jacket. He removed his woolen hat and unwound the long scarf he wore around his neck. He tucked the hat and scarf into a large leather bag he was carrying over his shoulder.

      The old man strode to the bar, making the briefest of gestures to Knight, which Knight correctly translated to mean that he was to stay in his seat and not speak. Knight looked at the television but watched the old man out of the corner of his eye.

      The three young workmen finished up and left the bar together, calling out a cheery thank you to the barmaid as they left.

      The newcomer collected a skinny glass of beer from the bar and took a seat at a table near Knight.

      “You’re not local?” the old man said.

      “No.”

      Before Knight could say more, the old man cut him off. “Just visiting?”

      “Yes.”

      “Me too,” the old man jumped in again. “You here alone? Or, uh, has anyone come with you?”

      “I’m here alone.”

      “Somehow I doubt that. They are not going to let you out of their sights.” The old man took a sip of his beer.

      “Dr. Baron?”

      The old man turned away from Knight and quieted him with a soft but insistent shush. “We both know who is who, and why we are here.” He picked up his beer, walked over to Knight’s table, and pulled out a chair. “Uh, may I?”

      “Please.”

      “Why are you looking into vaccines?” the old man asked, situating himself at the table.

      “It’s just my job. I’m working for the National Institutes of Health. I’m sort of in charge of the Vaccine Verification Program.”

      “But you were working on stem cells before.”

      “What makes you think that?” Knight turned to the old man.

      “I hope you didn’t come all this way to lie to me, Doctor,” the old man said over the rim of his glass.

      Part of Knight wanted to get up and run. He had some money put away. If the authorities hadn’t confiscated it by now, maybe he could cash out while he still had a pulse.

      No dice. You’re in this neck deep, Knight.

      “I was studying stem cells,” Knight confirmed, making his choice.

      “Illegal research. That’s why the FBI raided your lab. That’s why Professor Stone had everything covered up. That’s how he’s got you over a barrel, and that’s why you are now entangled in some crackpot conspiracy mess about vaccines.”

      “That’s a... succinct way of putting it.”

      “Would you like to hear the rest of the story?”

      “I have to admit, it would be nice to get some clear answers.”

      “Yes, it would be, wouldn’t it?” Baron sounded almost amused at that. “Do me a favor, Dr. Knight. I’m going to tell you a story. It’s going to be a rather long one and you’ll probably want to have a piss and order another beer. It’s on me. But I’m going to ask that you allow me to finish – hear me completely, through to the end – before you ask any questions. Deal?”

      “It’s a deal.”

      “Lady Ophelia!” the old man called out. “Another round for me and my friend.” Then to Knight he asked. “You have to use the bathroom before I start? Don’t want any distractions, you know.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Good,” said Baron. He poured the last bit of foam down his throat and wiped his mouth with two fingers. “Now then,” he said, his voice becoming thick and grave. “Let’s get on with the story...”
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      “I want you to listen to me very closely because you’ll only hear this once. In 1968, Richard Nixon’s election campaign was involved in an operation to subvert the Paris peace talks that would essentially end the Vietnam War. They promised the North Vietnamese that they would get a better deal under a Nixon presidency. It was an enticing offer. The North Vietnamese subsequently rejected Johnson’s Paris proposal. Now, why am I telling you this?

      “At that same time, Nixon had also received word that the CIA was working on a program called Project Wildfire. This was a program aimed at injecting an untested chemical known as Titan X into the unsuspecting subjects and their children. Their aim? To increase the intellectual capacity of the human brain by targeting specific genes within the X chromosome. This way, not only would the parent be affected, but it would ensure that the gene would be passed to their children as well. A self-fulfilling master race. The only catch was that the child would only achieve the benefits of the enhanced genes upon receiving a second injection – a booster shot, if you will.

      “You see, the CIA had been fighting a losing war with Communism. It was time to act. A report had come out – NSC Memo 342 – that laid out a ten-year plan detailing the rise of China’s intelligentsia. China was the sleeping giant, Dr. Knight, we all knew that. The West, America specifically, had been planning for the wrong eventuality. They’d worked to prevent a militaristic communist nation, not an academic one. NSC 342 gave leaders a glimpse of a future that terrified even the most hardened of Cold Warriors. It didn’t just mean battle on the high seas. It meant an intellectual war that could spill over to very roots of the international economy.

      “Nixon won the 1968 election and set off on two courses of action designed to kill communism once and for all. He established two fronts: military and academic. The first step was to recognize Red China. You know the old rule: keep your enemies close. At the same time, the US would open trade relations with China in order to keep precise tabs on China’s economic growth. You see, historians always paint the Soviets as the villains of the Cold War, but Nixon was shrewd enough to see the rise of the sleeping giant. He knew who the real enemy was.

      “Well, the best laid plans of mice and men, yadda yadda. Hoover died in 1972 and then Watergate happened. The CIA shelved Project Wildfire with the intent of resurrecting it once the stench of Watergate blew over. But by then it was too late. Jimmy Carter became president. The Iranian hostage crisis, the energy crisis. CIA veterans retired or moved on. Reagan was elected and, by then, the conflict was firmly entrenched in the military arena. What America needed was a combined effort, a hybrid military and intellectual push in the world.

      “But if you were alive in 1989, you know how that panned out. Communism crumbled. That was that. The US had just awakened from a fifty-four-year nightmare. Where did it leave us? Second in the world’s technological market behind China. We’d been beaten by the communists on a whole new playing field. We responded first by cutting all Sino-US military ties and then by cancelling all technology transfers and sales of US military equipment to China. That’s when the CIA really kicked into high gear.

      “What you don’t know is that there had been a secret provision installed in the CIA’s original charter. The clause gave the agency the power to undertake operations that would protect America so long as the operation didn’t conflict with a sitting president’s current plans for the country. That’s subject to a pretty broad interpretation, Dr. Knight, wouldn’t you agree? The provision was meant to allow the CIA to foster forward thinking without the constraints of political wrangling, but it morphed into a sinister tool to skirt the law and the president.

      “And so, in 1999, after declassified documents showed the world how the CIA had botched several missions during the Cold War, and with the agency’s renewed vigor in repairing its tarnished reputation, the Central Intelligence Agency took the initiative and resumed work on the long-forgotten Project Wildfire. The CIA would prove once and for all that it was a viable organization, one established to protect America at all costs.

      “The project resumed on a massive scale. Like Nixon’s earlier attempt to attack on two fronts, the CIA targeted subjects at home as well as abroad. At home, the campaign centered on cultivating an intellectually-superior nation, a super race if you will. Abroad, it focused on weakening the competition. You can probably guess where our story goes now, Dr. Knight. They modified Titan X slightly and made it a mandatory ingredient in vaccines, ostensibly as a preservative. It was rebranded with the innocuous name Phlogisterol. Look it up. It’s right there under everyone’s nose. Phlogisterol. Ring a bell? The Phlogiston theory was a pseudo-scientific theory espoused by alchemists. Phlogiston was thought to be the fire element contained in all combustible bodies. A sly reference, that one. Phlogiston, Project Wildfire?

      “Anyway, along with this fiasco came the false flag operation known as Project Roadsign. It was positively elegant in its simplicity. A few plants here and there. One of the oldest tricks in show business. A paid performer in the medical field, maybe a well-intentioned doctor with poor critical thinking skills as well. You look at the latest concern among new parents, the one with the most unanswered questions, and bang, you’ve got a new boogeyman: autism. You feed your plants false information that there’s a link between autism and vaccines, and you set them free. And there it is: you’ve manufactured a controversy. Thimerosal? It’s harmless. But no one realizes that. And that’s fine because before you know it, you’ve got a hysterical constituency rallying around a cause that’s diverting everyone’s attention from the real masquerade.

      “Well, science, as you know, has a way of biting back. Pasteur said that chance favors the prepared mind. Well, the minds at the CIA were ill-prepared for what was to come. There were two major catastrophes. At home, Phlogisterol somehow switched off the gene responsible for muscular development in the legs. Since it was on the X chromosome, it only affected female children. Surprise!

      “On the overseas front, something even more sinister occurred. A virus, Dr. Knight: H1N1/3, the Panamanian Flu. Titan X built it, and we let it happen.

      “Now we have paralyzed children at home, and a pandemic abroad threatening to wipe out the planet. All because some well-meaning patriots in the CIA felt that America was losing its foothold on the global stage.

      “Where has this led us? Well, in its efforts to maintain plausible deniability, the CIA backed away from the Panamanian Flu. But they’ve backed away too far. In its absence, China stepped in to fill the void. They’ve not only created a vaccine for H1N1/3, in record time I might add, but they’ve also begun a program of mandatory inoculation for its citizens. Don’t think that China will be keeping the vaccine for itself, at least not for long. No, they’re planning to use it as – well, let’s just call it a ‘bargaining tool.’ Select groups who agree to their terms will get the cure.

      “This is the new Cold War. It’s more than just a global struggle for power. This is a systematic redesigning of the global population. This is about the willful subordination of one side and the intellectual and militaristic domination of the other. The rest of us are caught in the middle. We are no longer fighting for a nation or an ideology, Dr. Knight. We are fighting for the soul of our species.”
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      Baron lifted his foamless pint and took a sip, then sat back in his chair. He stared at Knight, waiting patiently.

      “Should I know what to say?” said Knight.

      “No. I didn’t know what to say, and I was there.”

      Knight frowned. “What do you mean, you were there?”

      “Dr. Knight, do you think a man like Professor David Stone rises to the level of director of the NIH on his own? No, there was a vacancy.”

      Knight squinted at the man, and the light of reason hit him. When he took a moment to think, he realized it was the only answer that made sense. It was so incredible,  yet it was the only logical answer.

      Knight lowered his voice to a whisper. “Dr. Jeremy Sholes?”

      Whispering the name of the former director of the NIH felt as if he was incanting some magical spell.

      The old man smiled.

      Knight shook his head. “It can’t be. You... you’re dead...”

      Baron—or Sholes—nodded slowly. “That’s right. Jeremy Sholes is dead. Eric Baron is alive and well.”

      “Your face...”

      “Cosmetic surgery. I even took a drug that would make me lose my hair. I have too much to lose to worry about vanity.”

      “You faked your own death?”

      The man licked his lips, a dry, tacky sound. “Not exactly. You see, they think I’m dead. And I see no reason to shatter the illusion. In fact, it’s in my best interest to continue the charade.”

      Knight’s head was spinning. “I’m having trouble underst—”

      The man put a hand on the table. “Listen, Dr. Knight. There are a lot layers to this conspiracy. I found them slowly. They weren’t readily apparent, obviously, but once I uncovered one it led me to another and then another.  You’d be surprised whom you run into when you’re engaged in such an expedition. They tried to kill me. It was by the sheer grace of God and the sheer incompetence of a human that allowed me to live. The assassin they hired was, well, new on the job, I guess. He shot me once, from afar. I fell. He fled. By that point, I was already involved with the group.”

      “The group?”

      “The Cortex, Dr. Knight. The resistance. They helped me. They forged a death certificate in the name of Jeremy Sholes. Would you believe I actually mourned the loss of my old identity? You don’t know true strangeness in this world until you’ve gazed at your own autopsy photos. They did a marvelous job. No one suspected a forgery.”

      Knight stared at the table, drinking in the sounds of the pub and the dying light, trying to digest the words coming from this odd little man. Then something hit him. A question. He looked up at the man.

      “Who?”

      “Sorry?”

      “The autopsy photos. Who were they for?”

      The man’s face took on a look of paranoia.

      Knight pressed on. “You were obviously trying to prove your death to someone. Who was it?”

      “Keep your voice down, for heaven’s sake,” said Baron, his gaze darting about the room. Then he turned back to Knight and said, “There is a faction within the National Institutes of Health. It is a government within a government, established just after Project Wildfire was reopened. It’s composed of a cadre of key individuals in the American military-industrial complex – high-ranking economists, generals, and scientists – about nine men in total. Not even the president knows of their existence.” Baron paused a moment before continuing.

      “Dr. Knight, let me ask you something. What is the first thing you do in a murder investigation? You look to see who benefits from the commission of the crime,” he said without waiting for Knight to respond. “These nine men all have investments in projects that stand to gain astronomically huge profits in the coming biological catastrophe. The establishment of new cities, Dr. Knight. Watch for them. These will be bubbles of uninfected populations. New landscapes. New oil pipelines and other energy sources. New ways to mind-control citizens through enforced medical requirements. A benign totalitarianism with human survival as the chief currency. These nine men foresaw the redrawing of the map and have taken steps to profit from it.”

      “Dr. Stone?” asked Knight. “Is he one of them?”

      The man chuckled ironically. “Stone’s a pawn. I doubt if he knows which way is up in that place. He’s looking to save his own ass.”

      “Then who? Who is the man behind the curtain?”

      Baron looked at him gravely. “Her name is Anya Volkov. You know her as Sarah Hansen.”

      Knight nearly fell off his chair. All he could manage was a weak, “What?”

      “Mina did a little digging and found out you had more than a working relationship with her.” Baron must have seen his jaw hanging open, and that jaw must have spoken volumes of questions, for Baron answered the nearest one at hand. “Mina hacked into NIH surveillance and saw the two of you leaving together. Your body language told her everything she needed to know. She’s a smart girl, that Mina.” He reached into his bag, pulled out a folded-up newspaper, and placed it on top of the small table. “Page twenty-six. Always page twenty-six. Dr. Knight, we need your help.” The old man’s eyes were pleading. He slid the newspaper across the table. Without another word, he put a handful of bills on the table, rose from his seat, and ambled out of the pub.

      Knight took the paper and opened it to page twenty-six. Next to the page number, written in ballpoint pen, was  a series of map coordinates.

      A text came through.

      Hey, Baron tells me you guys had a nice chat. Next meeting is in North Burlingham. You have the coordinates.

      He typed back furiously to Mina. It was the perfect occasion for all-caps reply. A FEW ANSWERS MIGHT HELP.

      Easy, cap’n, she wrote back a moment later. Newspaper only delivered when there’s to be a meeting. Always look at page twenty-six. That’s where you’ll see the locale. There are a dozen different ones. The group moves constantly to avoid detection.

      He typed back, WHAT GROUP?

      The Cortex, silly pants. We have cells on both sides of the pond. Thought since you’re there you might want to check out the British side. Take a cab around town then back to where you’re staying. Then take your car to the meeting. This is of the utmost importance. YOUR LIFE DEPENDS ON IT.

      He felt almost defeated. Thanks, he typed. You’ve been a bundle of joy.

      She typed back. No problem! along with an emoji of a baseball player giving the middle finger. Then, OMG I almost forgot to tell you! The meet’s at two in the morning. Don’t be late.

      He let the phone drop from his hands and ordered another beer.
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      The GPS told him it would be a two-hour drive from London to North Burlingham. He set out at eleven, took a cab ride around town for about twenty minutes, changed cabs, and went back to his hotel room. Then he left the hotel at ten minutes to midnight – stopping first to visit the lobby convenience store to purchase a small halogen flashlight.

      The whole thing was ridiculous. If he was being tailed, there was no reason his stalker couldn’t track his every move.

      Two hours. The ride would give his mind plenty of time to wander over as much ground as his car was covering.

      Sarah was alive? Really, he thought while speeding through the English countryside, tree-lined and lightless, there was no reason for him to believe Dr. Baron, aka Jeremy Sholes. The guy could’ve lost it. He was probably some paranoid schizophrenic who’d left his practice out of sheer inability to perform.

      What did that say about himself? In reality, there was no reason for him to be doing what he was doing at this very moment.

      But he knew why he had to. If there was a chance that this woman, this one enigmatic woman, the object of his every desire, once dead, just might be alive again… It was this one, dim hope that spurred him on.

      The voice on his GPS guided him further and further into the wilderness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was just before two in the morning when he arrived at the abandoned building. The place sat on a plain of dank vegetation. Four cars were parked haphazardly outside, looking as though they’d been dropped there from above. The thick smell of decay seemed to close in around him. Nocturnal creatures buzzed and shrieked in the darkness. No sounds came from within the structure, a huge edifice of once-stately apartments that was now crumbling and forgotten like a derelict ship. The place loomed before him, necrotic and peeling. Perhaps it had once been an old, respected academy or institution of higher learning. Here, now, by the light of the moon, it looked cancerous.

      He walked cautiously toward a large, arched doorway. He paused for a moment, listening – and hearing nothing but the sounds of blind life in the wilderness. He opened the door and entered the building.

      The room he entered was a hangar-sized hall of some sort. Outside, the light of the moon had been enough to see. Inside, he clicked on the small halogen flashlight he’d purchased. When the light flashed on, Knight saw tiny movements as the beam struck the far wall. Startled spiders skittered under the sheaths of thick webbing that covered the walls like a tapestry. He heard the scratchings of tiny claws along the floors and caught the form of a galloping rodent avoiding the glare of the light as it moved along to safety.

      A sign up on the wall, a huge woodcut, had once declared proudly “Hellerton School for Boys” in elegant letters. Now the disgraced sign was merely a headstone.

      A glare of light threw his own shadow on the wall, and he swung around to see a man standing in the threshold of a side door, illuminated by the light of the room behind him.

      “Dr. Knight?” The man spoke in nasal tones. The r was a rolling one that was not entirely British mainland.

      “Yes.”

      The figure took a few brisk steps forward, his free hand extended. “Welcome. We’re so pleased to have you join us. My name is Gareth.”

      Knight recognized the accent as Welsh. As he came closer, the man came into definition. He was short but robustly built – hard and athletic. His head was completely bald. He had a large smile with eyes that blazed, as if he used the energy of the entire top half of his body to execute the maneuver. He stuck out his hand to Knight.

      Knight took his hand. It was strong, coarse, and tight.

      “How do you do?”

      “Please,” said Gareth. “Come and meet everyone else.”

      The adjoining room was smaller but no more hospitable. A space in the center had been recently swept, and there was a circle of six or seven chairs and the faint smell of cigarette smoke and coffee.

      If AA meetings were illegal, he thought, this is what they’d look like.

      A chalkboard with indiscernible writing on it stood at what appeared to be the head of the circle.

      All the heads in the chairs turned toward him.

      “Friends, comrades, this is Dr. Knight. Dr. Knight, welcome to your first meeting of The Cortex.”

      He greeted the members of the resistance, not committing any names to memory, not entirely sure if he should commit them to memory.

      “What do you think?” said Gareth.

      “Who does your decorating?”

      A polite and not at all genuine laugh rose from the group and died just as fast.

      “Well,” said Gareth, “I think we ought to resume. Dr. Knight, please have a seat.”

      Knight got an up-close and personal view of the chalkboard. On it was scrawled a short list:

      1.Establish liaison between cells.

      2.More weapons. Bomb-making equipment.

      3.Tactical maneuvers.

      4.The science/medical front.

      “Now,” Gareth said, addressing the group, “I think it’s safe to say that we have item number four covered with the arrival of Dr. Knight. So, while we’ve got you, Doctor, would you mind if we picked your brain a bit?”

      “Um, sure.”

      “You don’t seem sure.”

      “It’s because I’m not. I’m not sure about any of this.”

      “You met with Dr. Baron, did you not?”

      “I did.”

      “And he explained to you the seriousness of the crisis?”

      “He did.”

      “And you understand that a serious crisis demands serious action?” Gareth’s voice was cold and direct. Gone was the convivial host who had greeted him.

      “I do understand.”

      “Dr. Knight,” he said, his tone softening, “we need you.” He walked to the board and circled the number four. “In this room are some of the world’s greatest minds. Each is head of his or her own division within the resistance. We have the head of the communications division, the information division, the military division, and so on. If you accept our invitation, you will be the head of our medical division. Its general. But in order to do so, you must be committed to fighting for our cause.”

      There was an or else implied at the end of the sentence. Knight didn’t bother asking for it.

      “Tell me,” Knight said, “what is it you want me to do?”

      With a smile, Gareth said, “We need your research.”

      So, this was the catch. Why did it all come back to his research? Not for the first time, Knight wondered if the entire affair was a play for his work. It was worth billions, if not trillions.

      But that was the old, cynical Alex Knight talking. The new Alex Knight had seen too much. He didn’t have much left to lose.

      “I’m afraid it’s in the hands of the NIH at the moment,” said Knight.

      “We know that.” Gareth said nothing else.

      “So...” Knight started, “I’m not sure how I can help.”

      “When we get the research back, we’ll need someone to help us implement it.”

      “That’s all well and good. But how will you get it back?”

      Gareth looked back at the board then back at Knight.

      “Items one through three,” Knight surmised, pointing to the board. He didn’t know whether to laugh or run.

      “Precisely. You will not be involved in the physical aspect of our coming battles. We know you’re not a soldier, Dr. Knight. We need that brain of yours.”

      Knight didn’t like the sound of any of this. The idea of attacking the NIH was ludicrous at best, a suicidal fantasy at worst. He told them so.

      Gareth laughed. “You don’t understand. We’re not going to the NIH.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no way we could possibly do that.”

      “I don’t understand,” Knight said, shaking his head. “Then how do you plan to get my research back?”

      “We are going to bring the NIH to us.”

      “Come again?”

      Gareth took a step closer, a blazing grin on his face. “We’ve sent an invitation: Professor Stone will be the recipient of an honorary degree from one our fine universities. He will be flown here, all expenses paid. Professor David Stone is coming here to England, Dr. Knight, as a special guest of The Cortex.”
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      Knight opened the car door and slumped into the driver’s seat. There had been little progress at the meeting besides filling him with an extreme amount of anxiety about what he’d been thrust into. He couldn’t bear the silent ride back to the hotel through the empty countryside. He flipped on the radio.

      The BBC was running a news report from a correspondent in South Korea. The border with North Korea was quiet, and several satellite images from the north of the Korean peninsula showed no traffic. The correspondent said that several photos from the reconnaissance aircraft showed bodies lying in the streets. It was suggested that North Korea was in the grip of a full-blown Panamanian Flu epidemic. A container ship from Central America had recently docked there, and it was feared it had brought the infection; with the isolated nation’s poor public health capabilities, the virus had run rampant. China had closed its border and was rushing troops in full biohazard gear to prevent any movement of people carrying the virus into its territory.

      Knight moistened his lips. It was sinking in fast: this was a crisis. He wasn’t sure if some two-bit group of military fantasists was going to be the solution, no matter how large and secretive they boasted their membership to be.

      After a moment, a figure rose up in the back seat and pointed a pistol against the back of his head, causing the car to squirm in Knight’s surprised grip. He caught a glimpse of his abductor in the rear-view mirror when he’d steadied himself. The figure, dressed in black with a black balaclava covering its head, tossed a GPS device into his lap.

      The GPS spoke in the voice of a young woman and told Knight to follow the road ahead for three hundred yards and then make a right. It was not the way he’d come.

      The figure jabbed the pistol into the back of Knight’s head.

      “Just relax,” Knight said, equal parts scared and pissed off. Maybe a bullet to the back of the head was best.

      The GPS directed him onto a narrow, winding road. “Would you mind telling me where the hell we’re going?” By way of response, the figure jabbed him in the back of the head again, a little stronger this time.

      Knight drew a sharp breath. The fear was ebbing away as pure anger took over.

      Knight’s cheap little cell phone rang. It could only be Mina. He’d been anxious to hear from her. She seemed like the only person in the world capable of giving him anything close to a clear answer.

      The phone chirped its standard ringtone again. The figure in the back seat jabbed the pistol again. Knight got the message: he fished the phone out of his pocket and tossed it back. He heard the rear window being lowered. He knew what was coming. In the side-view mirror he saw the cellphone go tumbling into the scrubby plant life on the roadside.

      The road twisted and turned between the fences on either side. The sun was beginning to rise, casting a dull glow across the road as he dashed from one bend to another.

      The GPS spoke again. “Turn off the road in five hundred yards. This is your final destination.”

      The words sent a shiver down Knight’s spine. A rising panic, battling with his anger, brought the taste of bile to his mouth. Too many people had died around him recently for him not to take the prospect of his final destination seriously.

      But he wasn’t ready to lie down just yet.

      The road along the next five hundred yards was a sweeping left turn. The low sun threw long shadows off the high trees that covered the inside bend of this stretch of the way. Up ahead, a flicker of a shadow from an oncoming vehicle. It was partially hidden around the bend. Knight recognized it immediately for what it was. If he had been riding his bike, it would have been something to avoid, but with a killer in the backseat, the oncoming vehicle might just be his salvation.

      The shadow came closer, almost imperceptibly so. Knight calculated from the increase in the size of the shadow, by factoring in the angle of the sun and the time in which the shadow had increased its size, even by that tiny amount, that the oncoming vehicle, which Knight now knew to be a large truck, was approaching at close to the speed limit. Knight calculated his own speed and then picked the point on the road the two vehicles would pass one other. Then he calculated the force that would be transferred to the passengers in those vehicles should they collide, which Knight was going to ensure did happen.

      It was going to hurt. The figure in the backseat would be catapulted from the car, forward through the windshield. He sent a quick prayer up to anyone who might be listening for no seatbelt and for his plan to work.

      With a minute adjustment of the steering, Knight side-swiped the truck when it appeared from around the blind corner. The car spun around in a one-eighty. The figure in the backseat was flung against the other side of the car. He saw the approach of the tangled weeds as the airbag smacked him in the face, and he fell into unconsciousness to the sound of his car’s horn blaring.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knight came to as the driver of the truck pulled him free from the car, which was on its side. The truck, a solidly-built Mack truck, barely had a dent.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, mate. You all right?”

      “I’m OK,” Knight said, dazed.

      “Your friend over there, she went flyin’ out of the car when you tumbled. I saw her go airborne.”

      Knight shrugged off the truck driver and staggered toward the fallen body. The balaclava was torn, and Knight could see thick brown hair spilling out. As he came closer, he saw her face, and a thick curl hanging.

      There could be no doubt. It was Sarah.

      The trucker came up alongside him. “I’ve called for help.”

      Knight fell at Sarah’s side. He felt for a pulse. It was weak, and Knight felt it slacken with every feeble beat of her heart. “Why?” he asked under his breath.

      He felt the trucker’s hand on his shoulder and he heard the burly man mumble some platitudes about things being all right and not to worry.

      A small pistol lay next to her body. The GPS device was a few feet away. He grabbed both and staggered to his feet.

      “What’s she doin’ with a gun? What the ‘ell are you on about?” the trucker asked, backing away.

      “I can explain everything,” said Knight. “Can you give me a lift into town?”

      “We’re just gonna... leave her here?”

      Knight showed him the weapon. “You see this? You see that mask over her head? Do you really want to be around when whoever it is that sent her comes to find out why they haven’t heard from her?”

      The man’s face twisted up. “Mate, I don’t know who you are or what’s goin’ on, but I see your point.”
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      The driver, an amiable dairy delivery man, talked his ear off the whole way. Knight was thankful that fate had provided him with a chatterbox. It saved him from the pack of lies he was going to have to spew to not look like a maniac. He merely told the driver the truth: that he’d been abducted on the way back from a late-night meeting with some acquaintances. The driver bought it with his deepest sympathies.

      Once in town, Knight was equally thankful that it was early enough for folks to be still asleep. He had the driver drop him off at the hospital. He watched the truck take off, then made his way down the block toward a residential neighborhood, clutching the pocketed GPS device in his jacket.

      Cars lined both sides of the narrow street, ripe for picking. After several tries, he found one door open and hot-wired the vehicle.

      The GPS rerouted the directions and had him driving for twenty minutes before telling him to turn off at an exit. Up ahead he could see the silhouette of old farm buildings against the early morning sky.

      He turned off the car’s headlights and peered into the semi-darkness, looking for any signs of what might be waiting. He left the car and went on foot with the 9mm in his hand.

      The buildings were all working buildings. A silo and a large shed. This was no family farm with a small cozy house, a farmer and his wife in residence. It was more factory than farm. He approached with caution.

      He could see lights spilling out of a set of open doors. As he came near, he could see a car. The driver got out and opened the back door. A gentleman in a gray suit stepped out, brushed off his trousers, and stood to the side, looking directly at him. The figure raised his arm in the air and beckoned Knight forward. Knight started toward him, feeling the pistol jammed into his jacket.

      As he approached, he got a good look at the figure. He was Asian-looking, but not entirely so. He obviously had one non-Asian parent. He was lean and stood straight, his hands clasped before him, his feet a foot apart. When Knight was within range, he said, “A funny thing happened once when I was a child. My father took me to see a magician at a fair. The man performed all kinds of miracles. None of them impressed me. I was very interested in magic and had read a lot about the techniques and tricks. Not that the performer was bad, mind you,” the man said graciously, “but I had seen everything. Then he did one thing that I hadn’t seen before. He vanished a coin that someone in the audience had signed and then made it reappear in an egg that he cracked into a bowl. I was astounded. I begged my father to take me to see this magician so that I could ask him about this trick. I begged the magician over and over, even impressing him with my knowledge of all his other feats.”

      The stranger picked a piece of lint from his sleeve and flicked it to the ground.

      “Finally, he relented, and he excused us from my father. He brought me into a small dressing room and sat me down. He said that what he was about to tell me was a secret that could cost me not my life, but the life of my father and everyone else in my family. There was a code among magicians, he said, and it was enforced with blood. Then he,” the man hesitated momentarily, “took advantage of me, there in the dressing room. I’ll spare you the details. And when he was finished, he washed his hands in a basin. He didn’t offer the courtesy to me. And as he was drying them, he said, ‘There are two coins, and the person who signed both is a plant in the audience. I had one in my hand the whole time, and when I crack the egg, I drop it into the bowl as the yolk is falling.’ And then he reminded me of the magician’s code. And what could happen were I to divulge anything that had happened in that dressing room.

      “I was lucky that day. I learned something more valuable than any magic trick. I learned the value of control and power. And I learned that one’s pursuit of the truth can be used as a weapon, more powerful than any bomb.”

      “Who are you?” asked Knight once the monologue had concluded.

      The man chuckled. “That’s all you have to say? I tell you this story and that’s all you have for me?”

      “It was heartwarming,” Knightly said flatly.

      “Where is Ms. Hansen?”

      “You mean Anya Volkov?”

      The man smiled. “Very well. Where is she?”

      “She could be dead, for all I know.”

      The man nodded. “Ask.”

      “Ask what?”

      “Ask,” the man repeated. “Ask the questions you need to ask.”

      Knight laughed sardonically. “I’ve got a million of them.”

      “Then let me answer one. You are here because I want you to be here. You are here because you hold it in your power to heal the world of this dreaded disease, a disease that has gotten away from its engineers. I represent some very powerful entities, Dr. Knight. We can offer you power, wealth, even dominion over an entire country. What do you think of that? Oh,” he added as though it were an afterthought, “and your precious stem cell research? We can throw that in, too. Imagine it, Dr. Knight, a lab of your very own, that you can run as you like, on your terms, free to do all the research in any field you wish, with resources unlimited.” The man’s grin was that of a cheap salesman.

      “Who are you?” Knight repeated.

      The grin disappeared, and the voice went flat. “I am someone who once hunted down and killed a lowly magician. But not before I went after everything he loved most dearly on this earth and erased them, one by one. That’s who I am. Think about it, Dr. Knight.”

      The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys, which he then tossed to Knight.

      “There,” said the man, nodding to his right.

      Off in the distance was a motorcycle, an exact replica of his beloved BMW S1000R.

      “It’s yours. Paperwork is clean.” The man turned and got back into the rear seat of the car. “We’ll be in touch, Dr. Knight. I assure you. The global landscape is about to change, and it is in your best interest to think carefully about what your position will be when it does.”

      The window went up and the car sped away. It was just Knight, alone. And a motorcycle.

      He realized he had few places he could go now.

      Home was one of them.
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      The arrivals lounge at Dulles airport was bustling. Long lines snaked back and forth at every turn. It had been a long flight and a tiring couple of days. The last thing Knight wanted to do now was stand around. He’d been shuffling forward a few feet at a time for a while before he noticed the reason for the lines. There was a health screening point set up; doctors in protective laboratory gear, gloves, coats, masks, and eye protection were testing everyone.

      Suddenly, a lot of shouting broke out as a young man was separated from his wife and child. He was taken aside to a curtained off area. His wife and child were taken to another curtained off area. The young man shouted encouragement to his family, even when they were out of sight, telling them not to worry, they would be fine, and they would be back home together soon. No one standing around Knight believed it. Knight guessed from the young man’s tone  that he did not believe it either.

      An older lady near Knight was coughing and shivering. She had her large coat wrapped around her and was being supported by her husband. Knight heard him tell her that they would have a flu shot in the tents and that she would be feeling much better soon. Maybe they would cancel their weekend plans. Knight wrapped the scarf he had bought more tightly around his face. He noticed others covering their faces with whatever items they had handy.

      Then another man burst through the barriers and made a run for it. He was Tasered by police and dragged into one of the inspection zones.

      Knight noticed how, despite the numbers that were being taken aside, the curtained areas seemed entirely quiet. Not a cough could be heard. Knight shuffled forward with the crowd.

      Eventually it was Knight’s turn to have his temperature taken and a light shone into his eyes by a doctor. Then a swab was taken from inside his mouth, and finally a blood sample taken. A small cut on his thumb and the blood was smeared over a slide. The slide and swab were stored.

      The doctor patted Knight on the back and pushed him to the exit gate.

      As Knight left the arrivals lounge, he saw a face he thought he recognized. Where had it been? And then it hit him: it was a young woman he had seen weeks before. She’d sat near him and Sarah as they shared a coffee after work. The woman avoided Knight’s stare. Knight saw her speak into her phone as she turned away. Her face, however, was reflected in a large, highly polished mirror on a pillar. Knight read her lips. They said, “He’s spotted me.”

      Knight hurried away and was soon standing at a vacant car rental agency. A modest sedan was available immediately. He didn’t care what it was. He took it. He signed the papers and grabbed the keys.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He had few, if any, places he could turn. There was only one person he thought who might listen: Special Agent Childs.

      Knight pulled up outside an all-night diner. He asked the waitress if he could use her cell, muttering something about losing his own.

      “You’d better tip well, honey,” she said as she handed over her phone. Knight thought of the business card Childs had given him and the number printed on it. He could see it in his mind as clearly as if he had the card in his hand. He tapped out Childs’s number.

      “Who is this?” Childs answered.

      “Alex Knight. Dr. Alex Knight. I need your help. I don’t know who to trust.”

      The phone was silent.

      “Please,” Knight said. “I have information. I have to tell you what I’ve found out. But don’t tell anyone.”

      “Stay where you are,” Childs said. And then the line went dead.
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      Childs tucked his cell phone away and pulled out his service pistol. He released the magazine, checked the rounds and then slammed the clip back home. Then he grabbed his jacket and car keys and pulled open his office door, the loosely-pinned paper on the cork board buffeted by the wind as Childs pulled the door shut behind him.

      Childs was striding across the building reception area, heading for the elevator to the underground parking lot when his cell rang. It was Mina.

      “You have to find Knight,” she said. “He’s in danger. He’s about to blow the lid off the biggest conspiracy ever. Assassinations, terror attacks, murders, you name it. They were all designed to draw attention away from their real goal. The anti-vaccine activists never knew what they’d stumbled on.”

      “Slow down,” Childs said. “I’m on my way to meet him now.”

      “And Knight didn’t kill those people either.”

      “I know he didn’t,” Childs said.

      “You have to get him somewhere safe. He could be our only hope.”

      The elevator arrived. The doors slid open. “I’m going down to the basement parking lot, so I’m about to lose the signal. Call me back.”

      Childs stepped into the elevator and ended the call.

      The elevator traveled down to the basement without stopping. At the lowest level the doors slid open. Childs fished out his car keys from his pocket and headed toward his car. It was a few years old, but he liked it. It was a GMC Acadia with the flashing red and blue emergency warning lights hidden behind the front grill. The headlights flashed once as Childs unlocked the car with a click on his key fob.

      A figure standing next to the car lit up in silhouette.

      Childs flipped open his jacket and put his hand on the grip of his pistol. “Identify yourself.” He took a stance that would enable him to quickly draw and fire. “Come out of the shadows. Slowly.”

      Childs felt the object strike him in the chest. He looked down and saw a small dart sticking out. He suddenly felt dizzy. He pulled the dart out from his chest, a small jet of blood following.

      He stared at the barb as it tumbled from his hand. He lost feeling in his fingers, then his legs gave way. As he collapsed to the floor, he saw the tall figure step over to him. Before he lost consciousness completely, he had the sensation of being dragged across the ground. He looked up at the figure dragging him, dressed all in black and removing a balaclava. Thick, long brown hair tumbled out from the mask and over the shoulders. Childs knew this person. In the last moment of consciousness, he said her name.

      “Hansen.”
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      Knight sat in the diner nursing a cup of coffee. The waitress came over to top off his cup. Knight thanked her for the coffee and for the use of her phone. He stared at the black coffee in his cup.

      “Do you want cream with that, honey?” the waitress asked.

      “No thanks.”

      Knight looked out the window, hoping to see Childs arrive. He had to get here and soon.

      He saw a young woman across the street pushing a stroller.

      Further up the street he saw a car wheeling slowly down the road, as if stalking the woman--or was it stalking him?

      A homeless man staggered down the street, glancing toward the diner.

      They were watching him.

      Or were they?

      Maybe he was sick too. Maybe he was hallucinating.

      Was he?

      He had no time to wait around for Childs. He had to get the hell out of there before the noose closed tight.

      Knight dropped a few bills on the table as he hurried to leave. He barged into the waitress in his haste and she spilled most of the coffee pot onto the linoleum floor.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed.

      “Sorry. Keep the change,” Knight called back as he left.

      As he stepped out and ran across the street, the car sped up then screeched to a halt. The back window rolled down. Knight nearly stumbled backwards.

      “Get in,” said Professor Stone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I want my research back,” said Knight once he was seated across from Stone.

      “I don’t have it.”

      “What do you mean you don’t have it? I want my damn research!”

      “You don’t understand, Alex. I gave it away.”

      “You what?” Knight demanded incredulously.

      The man’s face was desperate and riddled with anxiety as he stared straight ahead. “I left it with Sarah Hansen for safekeeping.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish I were.”

      Knight sat back in his seat, feeling the weight of the world closing in. He sat up suddenly and grabbed Stone by the lapels. “You sonofabitch!”

      The car slowed and the driver said, “Everything all right back there, Mr. Stone?”

      “Everything’s fine, Malcolm. We’re having a disagreement.”

      Knight saw the driver’s eyes boring into him.

      “I should kill you,” Knight whispered.

      “Oh, Alex,” Stone said, his weariness coloring every word. “This is bigger than you can imagine.”

      “I don’t think so. I think I know just how big it is. Our friend Sarah isn’t who you think she is. She’s a damn spy. For who, I can’t tell. But she sure as shit isn’t on our side.”

      The realization hit Stone. Whatever blood was left in Stone’s face drained completely. “Oh, God.”

      “Yep.”

      “Now I have to go to this stupid ceremony. I’m going to have to cancel it.”

      Knight was confused for a moment, then the full weight of what Stone had said hit him, and he found himself laughing uncontrollably. Tears streamed down his face.

      “What is so goddamned funny?”

      As soon as Knight regained his breath, he said, “You poor, deluded moron! It’s a trap. Don’t you see that? You’re the pawn. They just don’t realize how much of a pitiful little pawn you are.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Alex?”

      “The ceremony? The honorary doctorate? It’s crap, a ruse, to lure you into their hands so they can grab my data from you.”

      “They?”

      Knight took a cleansing breath. “The resistance, you schmuck. This thing runs deeper than you can possibly imagine.”

      Stone bit his lip. “I’ve been threatened.”

      “By whom?”

      “By the same people I’ve been dealing with throughout my entire tenure at the NIH. I don’t know who they are, I’ve never met them. But I know what they can do. They’ve... done things for me before.”

      “What things?”

      “Little things here and there. Whenever someone raised their voice in protest against the status quo, they were... quieted. And I fear they’ve struck close to you, Alex. Dr. Scarfe, for one.”

      “Yeah?” Knight said bitterly. “Well, your precious Ms. Hansen was one of them.”

      Stone put his hand to his head. “Damn,” he said quietly.

      Knight waited a moment, watching the man. Stone looked like he was on the verge of a mental breakdown. They had to do something, and by the looks of Stone’s mute shock, it was Knight who would have to make the call.

      He leaned forward so the driver could hear him.

      “Take me back to my place.” And then to no one in particular he murmured, “We’ve got work to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      When he entered his apartment, the first thing on the agenda was a call to Childs. It went straight to voicemail.

      Shit. He’s gonna think I bolted.

      His mind raced.

      On his way to the bedroom for a fresh change of clothes, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. He was battered and bruised, greasy, dirty... He looked like a vagrant that had gotten hit by a slow-moving train.

      A quick shower was in order.

      It hot torrent of water pure bliss. The powerful jets washed away the grime and trauma of the past two days, or was it three? He’d lost all track of time.

      He poured shampoo onto his hand and rubbed it into his hair. He let the soap fall down over his face. He rinsed it off under the streaming jets, enjoying the sensation of a clean, washed body and the splash of stinging water on his skin.

      And then he heard what must have been the door to his apartment splinter like it was smashed open.

      He turned off the shower and grabbed a bathrobe. Knight opened the door a crack and looked into the apartment. A group of black-suited men had entered the apartment and were searching the place, emptying cupboards and drawers over the floor in a frenzy. Knight saw one of the men turn his way. The intruder drew a gun.

      “Come on out, Knight!”

      The other men turned, guns raised and pointing at the door.

      Knight looked at the small window in the bathroom. Yes, he could squeeze through, but it was a sheer wall on the other side and he too many floors up. And he was naked.

      What the hell, he thought. I’ve come this far.
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* * *

      The air was cold on his wet skin. He clung to the side of the building, his fingers gripping the thin gaps between the large sandstone corner blocks of the building. Up above he could see lights spilling out over a balcony. He hoped he would find an open door there. It was the closest and it was an easy climb. He tried to ignore the sounds coming from his ransacked apartment. Luckily, it was fairly easy going, and the hand and footholds were sufficient for him to move laterally and reach up to successive levels.

      When he reached the balcony above, he found a small open door and a well-lit apartment inside. One of the suited men had stuck his head out of the shower room window and saw Knight climb onto the balcony above.

      He slipped inside and heard a television somewhere in the apartment. There were voices too. A man and a woman discussing chatting away, completely oblivious to the scene unfolding around them. There was a door to his left. He peeked in the dark room and saw a bed inside. There had to be a closet, or a wardrobe, he thought, with clothes.

      Knight found an armoire and quickly dug out a pair of jeans and a tee shirt. He slipped them on while keeping his eyes on the door. The clothes were a little snug but would do.

      When he stepped back out into the hall, the sound of the couple laughing at the television echoed through the apartment, but that was all. No masked attackers.

      Knight made his way to the exit. There was a shoe rack at the door. Knight grabbed a pair of sneakers that looked roughly his size.

      Knight had never believed in luck, but maybe he was beginning to. But then he heard heavy footsteps in the corridor outside the apartment and pounding on doors. He heard a man call out, “Open up, it the police.”

      Yeah, right, Knight thought. And I’m a circus monkey. In a matter of seconds, they would be at this door. After a glance all around, he headed back out onto the balcony. Time to climb again.

      He could keep moving up to another balcony, but he discarded that option immediately. As long as he stayed in the building, the bad guys would have him trapped.

      There was an entrance to the underground parking lot on the other side of the complex. If he traversed the building and climbed down, he could enter the parking lot and hopefully find his bike. He headed that way.

      The sneakers were well worn and Knight was glad of it. He was able to grip the stones of the old building and make it to the parking entrance without being spotted.

      After shaking the nervousness from his limbs, he punched in the security code to the parking lot entrance and pushed the door open. The parking lot was eerily quiet. Knight crouched and listened for a minute, making sure the way was clear before moving into the large parking lot. He crept to his bike. In a few moments he would be long gone. Once he had that bike on the road, no one in the world could catch him.

      He knew he would have to hot wire the bike. But this was his bike. He’d tuned it, stripped it, and rebuilt it so many times he knew every small part intimately.

      Knight almost ran to the bike and kissed it. It was the best thing he had seen in days. It only took a few moments of tinkering before it was purring smoothly.

      And then he spotted movement in the shadows. He recognized the frame, even hidden in the dark.

      The man in the gray suit.

      “Shall I say the words?” the man said. “Oh, what the hell, right? We live once. I’ll say them: Soooo, we meet again.” He laughed at his own attempt at humor.

      “You travel fast,” said Knight.

      “Where is your research, Dr. Knight? We’d like to have it in hand before you come to work for us.”

      “Bullshit,” Knight said bitterly. “I don’t know what you’re up to, pal, but you’re not getting my help.”

      The man smiled. “You must be tired.”

      “I just got my second wind.”

      Another figure appeared behind the man. The man looked over at his henchman and nodded. “Dr. Knight is coming with us.”

      The henchman strode toward him. Knight tucked his head and charged, ramming the man in the stomach and sending him crashing against his gray-suited boss. They tumbled to the ground in the heap, with Knight somehow managing to stay on top.

      He swung a right cross and caught the henchman’s jaw. Then another and another. Knight cursed with each blow, feeling the frustrations of his life compressed into the tiny confines of his knuckles, erupting in a cataclysmic explosion of rage. The henchman was beaten and bloody, but in his enraged state, Knight had missed the boss slipping away. The man in the gray suit jumped into the driver’s seat of the car and sped off before Knight was back on his feet.

      Knight hopped onto his bike and sped after it. They’d gotten a good head start, but Knight was well within range. He kept the vehicle in focus as they sped through the city, familiar streets blazing by at light speed.

      The city was soon behind them as the car ahead turned off the main highway, down a winding road that led through a sort of valley.

      Fine. They wanted a chase, they’d get a chase. The bike roared after them, even as Knight came to the realization that he no idea what he was going to do when he finally did catch up. They were probably armed, and all he had was his bike and borrowed clothes. Great planning, Alex.

      The car began to slow. Knight matched their speed until they’d slowed to a snail’s pace. He was ready for them. He didn’t care about anything now. Not Sarah, not that crazy Cortex, not even his research. He didn’t have a gun. He didn’t have anything. He just had a taste for blood. That was all he needed.

      The car turned onto a dirt path and rolled slowly toward a large house with no lights. He followed at a cautious distance, stopping next to an ancient tree.

      The car rolled in and pulled to a stop. The man in gray was parked in front of a Victorian-style mansion. There were figures walking from another car to toward the front porch.

      He could just make them out. Two black-clad men in balaclavas were escorting Special Agent Childs toward the house. A third was close behind, an AK-47 at the ready.

      No better time than now…

      Knight gunned his motorcycle, shooting forward like a rocket. He rammed into one of the men escorting Childs, bowling him over with the front tire. The man went flying until his head slammed into the porch steps with a sickening crunch. Childs and the other man stumbled out of the way, wrestling for the bad guy’s weapon.

      That left the guy with the AK. He swiveled around, trying to pick a target.

      “Shoot, you imbecile!” cried the gray-suited man from the window of the driver’s side door. “Shoot them all!”

      Three shots rang out. The man with the AK fell back in a shower of blood.

      Childs stood up, gun drawn. He made his way over to Knight, limping slightly.

      “I owe you one,” said Knight.

      “You owe me plenty. Just be thankful these idiots don’t know how to keep a hand on their weapons.”

      Childs pointed his gun at the man in the gray suit who was twenty feet away. “Sir, I don’t know who you are, but I’m putting you under arrest.”

      The gray suit chuckled, then laughed uproariously. “I have no weapons. I have no reason to harm anyone! Goodbye, Special Agent Childs. And we’ll see you soon, Dr. Knight.”

      He continued laughing as he stomped on the gas. Knight and Childs charged after him, but the car sped backwards down the driveway and took off into the night.
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      Knight and Childs approached the house, guns drawn. Knight had the AK-47.

      “Watch that thing, will you?” said Childs.

      The door was locked. Knight looked at Childs. Childs nodded and took a few steps back. Knight shot the knob clean off.

      “Dammit!” Childs cursed. “I thought you were gonna bash it.”

      “This was easier. Let’s go.”

      They entered the house. It was sparsely furnished and caked with a thin layer of dust and grime.

      There was a strange smell in the air. Something chemical, an industrial solvent. Or maybe… formaldehyde?

      They walked cautiously, stepping around half-packed boxes and holes in the floor. As they moved farther into the house, Knight detected a low humming sound. They he felt the vibration beneath his feet.

      “Downstairs,” said Knight. “There’s got to be a basement.”

      “You know what you’re gonna find down there?” said Childs.

      “Nope.”

      “Then what the hell makes you think it’s safe to go down there?”

      “I don’t. But I’ve got my trusty new pal with me,” he said, tapping the AK.

      “Great,” muttered Childs.

      The men snuck through the house as quickly as they dared. The third door they tried led to a set of descending stairs. The humming noise grew louder. The odor was stronger as well, almost unbearable.

      They padded down the stairs, careful to avoid rotten boards.

      When they reached the bottom, nothing could have prepared Knight for what he saw.

      There was a team of three men in white lab coats. They were huddled around a computer.

      Strapped to a table was Darla Newman, the scientist. She appeared to be unconscious and had electrodes attached to her head..

      One of the white-coated men turned toward a tray of surgical equipment. When he did, he spotted Knight and Childs. He nudged his colleagues, who both turned to the intruders.

      Something struck Knight hard from behind as Childs fell forward. Knight just managed to step out of the way and was about to ask what Childs was doing, but he saw that Childs’s face was gone.

      What the…?

      His stomach turned.

      Knight looked up to see a figure at the top of the stairs, a pistol leveled in his direction. Without a thought, Knight brought the AK up and fired. The figure was blown back through the door at the top of the stairs. Knight screamed and turned the automatic weapon on the three white coats and riddled them in red.

      Knight took a stuttering breath.

      The body of Darla Newman stirred.

      He went to the table and undid her straps. She was barely conscious. Drugged, if his guess was correct.

      He grabbed his rifle and ran up the stairs, ready for action. Averting his eyes from the ruined body of the guy who shot Childs, he went in search of others.

      He searched the entire house. Twice. No one.

      His nerves began to relax a little.

      Then he returned to the stairs and allowed himself to look at the body of the guy he’d shot first.

      It wasn’t a guy. It was a woman.

      He leaned down then collapsed onto the floor, barely holding himself up as he stared in horror at the dead face of Sarah Hansen.
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* * *

      They sat on the floor of what was once the parlor of the old house. Knight had made the call. The FBI was on the way.

      “They’ve got Jocelyn,” Darla said.

      “Dear God,” Knight said.

      The woman shook her head. “It’s my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      Darla was shaking now. “Do you know who’s behind everything?” she asked. It sounded like a rhetorical question, but Knight answered anyway.

      “No,” he said.

      “He goes by the name Zen Sun. The bastard. Always wears a gray suit.”

      “We’ve met.”

      Her eyes widened. “You have?”

      “He got away.”

      Her face was pure anguish. “He got away? You should have killed him.”

      “We’ll get him.”

      “I can’t believe it.” She was shaking her head and pressing her hands together.

      Knight frowned at her. “Why? What’s the deal? Zen Sun? I’ve never heard of him.”

      “He’s somehow connected to the Chinese government,” Darla explained. “I don’t know how. All I know is that he’s some kind of big shot. Businessman. Inventor. Has a lot of fingers in a lot of pies. His name started coming up in the forums a while back. He talked a lot about revolution and all this weird stuff. He’d totally derail the topics whenever we talked about autism or SOHP. I met him finally when... when Jocelyn and I were...”

      She broke off, giving in to the terrible sobs of a mother who’d lost a child.

      Knight held her as she cried, trying not to think about his own loss. It was nothing compared to what this woman was experiencing. Now he realized it. He had loved Sarah. He knew that even if it was was inexplicable.

      When Darla regained her composure, she said, “They told me that Jocelyn is the key. I don’t know what they’re talking about.”

      Knight thought for a moment. His bizarre conversation with Dr. Baron came back to him. He looked at Darla. “Is Jocelyn smart for her age?”

      “Incredibly so,” she said, sniffling. “Why?”

      “Like, genius smart?”

      The woman’s face became contorted with worry. “Yes. Why?”

      “If this leads to where I think it’s leading,” he said slowly, “she’s not in any danger. But we need to get going. The secret vaccination program is called Project Wildfire. It’s complicated. I’ll explain it to you in detail if you want. But in a nutshell, it’s all about gene manipulation, the creation of a super race. This is a new kind of Cold War, with super intelligence on one side and an unbeatable virus on the other.” He went on to give her the specifics of his meeting with Baron.

      “That’s crazy,” she said. “You sound like one of those anti-vax crazies that we used to kick off the forums.”

      “I know,” he said. “But you’ve seen the results of the vaccines on your child. SOHP. The H stands for hereditary, but it’s a misnomer. It’s not hereditary. That is, the paralysis isn’t. The intelligence is. Jocelyn will grow up to have super intelligent children.”

      The scope of what he was saying unfolded as he spoke. He couldn’t believe any of it himself. But he’d already lived through too much proof.

      Headlights illuminated the room. The FBI had arrived.

      “Listen to me,” Knight said. “Keep quiet about this. We can’t say too much. If you want to join me, you can. I’m going to find them, and I’m going to find your daughter.” He said this as he stood up.

      “Wait,” she said. “A moment ago you said she wasn’t in any danger. What did you mean by that? How do you know?”

      “If Jocelyn is one of the keys to Project Wildfire’s success, then they won’t harm her. But she’s theirs now. And if we don’t get her back, they’ll have her for life. I’m going to find her. And I’m going to find my research.”

      “Then I’m going with you,” she said, rising.

      He looked toward the back of the house. “Come on.”

      They spilled out of a back window as vans pulled into the driveway.

      They ran.

      They ran throughout the night.

      They ran toward the future of humankind.

      When dawn came, they hitched a ride to Darla’s house. From there, it was a quick run to NIH. He wanted to see Stone one last time. He got lucky.

      Stone was walking through the lobby when Knight stepped inside. Stone saw him. His paled. Then he turned and walked away as if he didn’t know Knight.

      Knight nodded. You better run you bastard.

      For the first time in what felt like ages, he was back in control. Stone’s pallor confirmed it.

      Knight left NIH headquarters and drove back to his office.

      After gathering a few notes, he turned on his computer, clicked on Mina’s icon and typed, Gonna need you soon. Reach me here, and typed Darla’s number.

      There was a lot of work to do, but when he left the apartment for the last time, he was filled with a purpose he’d never known.

      His life’s work was one thing. Saving the world was another.

      Time to save the world, Alex.

      It sounded cliche, yet fitting. Knight grinned as he walked out the door.

      His mind set, and his belongings crammed in a small backpack, Knight jumped on his motorcycle. The engine roared to life at his command.

      Knight never looked back as he sped away from the city. He had work to do. He had a world to save. And it all started with one little girl.
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