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  Prologue


  Joel Cobb


  October 15, 2063


  Chicago, Illinois


  ––––––––


  Joel reached out to the glimmering incandescent light bulb and wrapped his fingers around it. It didn’t burn him, even when he clenched it tighter and his mind screamed at him to let go. Instinct was hard to shake. With an unquenchable curiosity, he squeezed the bulb and let out an embarrassing yelp as the glass shattered. Shards projected from his open palm as he rotated and examined his hand. Silver blood streamed between his fingers.


  Stepping away from the holofield, he headed back into the main art gallery. He shook his head in quiet amusement and rubbed his hand against his black slacks. No blood actually seeped over his palm and no glass shards were embedded in his hand, but he couldn’t help trying to get rid of the mess. It was just another strange exhibit in the Findwaker Modern Art Gallery, where philanthropist Tara Delrey was hosting a fundraiser for a charity Joel had already forgotten.


  Gingerly, he stepped over a stream that flowed into the shape of a voluptuous woman. He couldn’t tell if the water was real or another projection, and waited as a man with an obnoxious, flaming red bowtie approached the installation, only to turn and avoid it. Joel watched the liquid breasts, their curves rising and falling as if the whole thing were breathing, even as the water appeared to drain into a hole in the floor.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  He looked up to see Tara Delrey, her bright green eyes accentuated by a pair of dangling emerald earrings.


  “Simple, almost derivative, and utterly captivating.”


  “Yes, captivating,” Joel said, though the curving forms provided him a brand of captivation he didn’t think Tara shared. He found it difficult to believe shapes formed by flowing water could inspire lust, but he couldn’t deny the heat rising up inside him.


  Tara blinked, smiling.


  Joel noticed the crow’s feet spreading their toes against her skin. He wondered why she had never bothered to fix those. Maybe she wasn’t as rich as she appeared. Then again, maybe appearing natural evoked artistic appreciation or some equally tedious concept that he couldn’t be bothered to understand.


  “Is there a reason you haven’t had one of my Sustains implanted?” he asked. “You’d never have to worry about glaucoma. Your skin would be as smooth as a twenty-year-old’s. And your chance of developing any kind of cancer would be almost nil.”


  “Ah, Joel. I’m not interested in your artificial organs. I don’t think immortality would suit me, and who would want to miss the life after this one?”


  “I’m all for enjoying this life for as long as I can.”


  “I’m certainly glad you can enjoy it at my fundraiser.” Tara’s unamused expression spoke otherwise. “Your name will make the rounds of the news streams, I’m sure.”


  Though he needed to attend the event, he didn’t need to participate. It was easy to manipulate public opinion when software programs wrote the brunt of the news by utilizing natural language algorithms to capture items of interest. The Board of Directors at LyfeGen insisted Joel’s positive presence in these articles would earn favor with the public and, most importantly, the automated algorithms that drove stock purchases and share prices. The Board claimed that appealing to those audiences would bolster the upward swing of LyfeGen share prices. Any good publicity would be welcomed, particularly with the spate of religious groups defaming Joel’s invention and LyfeGen’s keystone product as a perversion of God’s design.


  Joel thought the whole argument ridiculous, wondering why any deity would design such a flawed organism to begin with. People didn’t need their appendix and the tailbone didn’t attach to any tail. Wisdom teeth had to be taken out before they ruined a person’s smile. Hell, ninety-eight percent of the human genome was noncoding. Useless. Joel thought, if anything, the LyfeGen Sustain took advantage of the untapped potential within human beings and made people better than nature—or, if people insisted, God—had designed them.


  “I’d better make my rounds.” Tara offered a practiced smile.


  “Sure, sure. Thanks for the invite. I’m, uh, really enjoying the art.”


  She scoffed and floated away, her spike-heeled shoes plowing straight through the water nymph. Joel frowned as the liquid parted for the train of Tara’s dress. The stream appeared to giggle at the intrusion.


  In a nearby room, a group of people were talking and laughing. The room appeared devoid of perplexing artwork and a bartender was serving drinks behind a small bar.


  As soon as Joel entered, stars were projected around the ceiling and walls. A dark purple hue cloaked the room, like the sky as the sun sank behind the horizon. The bartender appeared to be wearing a fluorescent orange rabbit mask. In another corner, a woman with a bird-of-prey disguise leaned in toward a man with a mask resembling a pink boar. The group that had appeared so normal from outside was suddenly adorned in fluorescent, beastly disguises. Another trick of the museum’s displays, Joel figured.


  He shook his head and wondered what the hell this had to do with art. He feared he was becoming a cynical old man.


  “Whiskey,” Joel said to the bartender. “On the rocks.”


  “I’m sorry, sir. We are only serving pinot arc en ciel.”


  “Rainbow wine?” No, he wasn’t a cynical old man. Just a normal person with normal tastes and a sense of disdain for the absurd.


  The bartender waved a fluorescent-gloved hand. “To match the theme, sir.”


  Joel grunted but took the glass. The wine, made from jellyfish-gene-infused grapes, shifted colors. He chugged it and imagined the way his stomach must be lighting up. When he placed the empty glass on the counter, the bartender refilled it.


  “Careful. That rainbow shit gives you awful hangovers.”


  Joel turned to find the voice belonged to a woman hidden behind a yellow-and-green raccoon mask projected by the room’s holosystems. He grinned. “Sure, we’ve cured cancer, but we can’t cure hangovers.”


  The woman laughed. “Sometimes we need to be taught a lesson when we’ve been bad.” Her golden skin lit up as bright as the stars floating around the room.


  “Or eat a bacon sandwich. That works for me.”


  She smiled and downed her own glass of wine. “Does that really work?”


  “Nine times out of ten.”


  “Good enough for me.” She turned to the bartender. “Another, please.”


  “Art fundraisers,” Joel said, raising his glass in toast.


  “Pretentious gatherings.” The raccoon-masked woman met his glass with hers.


  “So, I take it you’re about as excited as I am to be here,” Joel said.


  “Probably here for the same reason you are. The ever-present press bots.”


  Joel nodded. “By the way, what am I?”


  “That’s quite an open-ended question for someone I’ve only just met,” the woman said. She grinned as slyly as the animal she hid behind.


  “What animal?”


  “A tiger.”


  Joel laughed.


  She tilted her head. “You don’t think that’s fitting?”


  “I am feeling particularly carnivorous tonight and the food here doesn’t quite cut it.”


  “I hear that.” The raccoon leaned in. “So, what am I?”


  “You spend a lot of time in people’s garbage.”


  She placed a hand on her hip. “Oh, now you’re going to insult me?”


  “That’s the last thing I want to do to you, Ms. Raccoon.” Joel set his wine glass on the bar. “How about we grab a drink that doesn’t look like a rainbow took a piss?”


  ***


  “You make a prettier woman than a raccoon.”


  Amy Park raised an eyebrow. “Is that the best you have? CEO of a Fortune 500 company, inventor of a world-renowned biotechnological miracle, and that’s your line?”


  Joel laughed. “Co-inventor. Cut me a little slack, huh?” His words slurred slightly. He usually didn’t let himself get this drunk and wondered if he’d miscounted the drinks he’d had. Maybe it was that damned rainbow wine. “But when you put it like that, it seems like I shouldn’t really need a line, huh?”


  Shaking her head, but smiling, Amy rolled her eyes. “You’re something.”


  After they had left the fundraiser, Amy had introduced herself to Joel as they settled into the bar at the Hilton. She had already recognized him, given his pseudocelebrity status around Chicago. He was a prominent figure in the biotech industry and business at large. She had told him she wrote for a living, but, when pressed, would offer no more about exactly what she wrote. She might be an investigative reporter who wanted a scoop. Then again, she might be too coy to admit she wrote erotica or kinky romance novels.


  Joel didn’t mind; her straight black hair and shapely curves were more than enough of a reason for him to give her the benefit of the doubt.


  Their conversation floated on until last call. Then Amy grabbed his hand from across the table and gave him a sly grin. “I’m not tired. You interested in continuing this talk over a couple more drinks? I’ve got the whole mini-bar untapped in my room.”


  Maybe the alcohol had gotten to him. He could already tell he’d have a hangover and he hardly knew this woman. A fleeting instinct whispered for Joel to leave, to go home, but he looked at Amy. Her thin red lips curled into a seductive smile and her hair drifted over her shoulders.


  “That sounds perfect,” he said.


  Amy didn’t turn on the lights when they entered her hotel room. Instead, she guided him toward the bed.


  A surge of anticipation coursed through him. His heart pounded. It thumped against his ribcage harder than he was accustomed to.


  Amy unbuttoned Joel’s shirt and slid her fingers across his skin.


  For a moment, a stab of pain etched through his chest and he froze, grimacing.


  She stopped. “Did I do something wrong?”


  He shook his head as adrenaline urged him forward. “No, no. I’m fine.” He put her right hand back on his chest after kissing it.


  His pulse pounded louder in his ears as Amy slipped her black dress up over her head. He pulled her to him and they rolled back onto the bed. Her skin pressed against his.


  Her hands slid down his body and he explored hers. Soon, though, amidst the passion and pleasure, a strange numbness overtook his left hand and arm. Joel shifted her over. He was breathing in deep gasps now, almost completely out of breath.


  Just as their exploits intensified, dizziness halted him. He bit his lower lip.


  Amy grinned and pinned him against the bed.


  A terrible pain shot through Joel’s head and he gasped aloud. The room darkened and he grabbed at his head. He squeezed his temples.


  Amy shot back, frozen. Her eyes were wide. “What’s going on?”


  Joel started to fade, his lips quivered and the entire left side of his body went numb. One leg drooped uselessly over the side of the bed.


  “Oh, my God. Are you having a stroke?” Confusion rang out in her voice. “That’s impossible.”


  Amy jumped to the side of the room as his vision swam and her silhouette paced against the large window. She tapped on her comm card, the familiar sound resonating in Joel’s ears like woodpeckers hammering down a forest. Her voice sounded hazy and echoed heavily as she called for help.


  Emergency services. A hospital. Decades since he’d been to one. Thoughts, Amy, streetlights, numbness all dissipated. “I need an ambulance...Yes...Yes.”


  After hanging up, Amy made another call as Joel’s vision faded in and out. “Stewart, I’ve got a story. A big story.” Her words came out in spurts between panicked breaths. “Get all the premium ad commissions, direct links to the top news comm applications, especially business.”


  He tried to keep his eyes open, to listen to her, to reach out. Then, his world went black.


  Chapter 1


  Preston Carter


  October 16, 2063


  Chicago, Illinois


  ––––––––


  Preston Carter’s comm card lit up, piercing the enveloping darkness. Moonlight sifted through drawn curtains and played on his husband Erik’s face as Preston got out of bed. Erik rolled over and struggled to open his eyes.


  Mouthing an apology, Preston answered the call. A name lit up across the screen: Jason Shaw, the chairman of LyfeGen’s Board of Directors.


  “Preston Carter speaking.”


  A terse voice answered back. “Yes, I know who it is. Cobb is dead.”


  “What?”


  “Joel Cobb is dead. Do you understand that?”


  Disbelief coursed through him and his stomach knotted. The CEO of LyfeGen, his boss and, most importantly, his friend, was dead. Preston sat at the foot of the bed and brushed his hand through his hair. “What happened?”


  “Bad news, Carter, bad news. But don’t read the goddamned news streams. Bunch of bullshit. We need you to come in immediately and sign in for a conference with the Board.”


  “Okay. I’m on my way.”


  “Good.” Shaw ended the call.


  Erik sat up. The comforter fell from his bare chest. “What’s going on?”


  “Joel is dead.” Preston stared out the window. Skyscrapers, lights still burning from windows, clawed at the night sky like desperate fingers reaching for the pale moon. “I’ve got to get to the office.”


  “Yeah, yeah, of course.” Erik rubbed the sleep from his eyes and placed a hand on Preston’s back.


  Foregoing a shower, Preston put on a light gray suit. He sat down on the edge of the bed and fumbled with his shoes. Erik inched toward him and wrapped his arms around him.


  Preston sank his head into Erik’s arm. He took a deep breath. Joel Cobb was dead. His friend. His boss.


  “Are you going to be okay?” Erik spoke in a soothing voice and his breath tickled Preston’s ear.


  He grabbed Erik’s arms for a brief moment and exhaled. “I think so.” He shifted his weight to stand, anxious, but Erik resisted and coaxed him to wait.


  “Why are they making you go in?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Erik slid from behind Preston and sidled up next to him. He drew Preston into a hug and kissed his cheek. “I’m really sorry.”


  Preston’s shoulders slumped and his eyelids felt heavy. He was desperate to shut them, to fall back asleep. Let it be a dream. An awful dream. “I love you.”


  Erik let him go. “I love you, too. Do you need anything right now? Something for breakfast?”


  “Thanks, but I don’t have the time.” He felt Erik’s eyes on him as he left their bedroom. Before he trudged down the stairs, Preston snuck into Kyle’s room. Over a pile of clothes (clean or dirty, it wasn’t clear), he crept over to his son’s bed. He knelt next to the sleeping boy and placed a hand gingerly on his son’s shoulder.


  “There’s been some trouble at work and I’ve got to go in early.” He wondered if Kyle would wake or if he should just let the boy sleep.


  Kyle’s hands balled up into fists as he stretched out. “Will you be back in time for Grandma’s?”


  Preston rubbed his eye with the back of one hand. He brushed Kyle’s ruffled hair back. “Probably not.”


  Turning back over, Kyle yawned and curled up under the covers. “Okay.”


  “Bye. Love you.”


  Kyle didn’t respond as his chest rose and fell again in a slow rhythm.


  ***


  Preston scurried downstairs and out the door as his mind swirled through thoughts of Erik and Kyle...and Joel Cobb.


  Once he was seated in his silver Infinity SX, the car prompted him for his destination. He selected his work address. While he rubbed his eyes, the car took off in a muffled whir of electric motors. Automated stoplights switched to green as the car approached them. It passed quiet, dark houses and small storefronts. The orange lights of Corner Street Bakery caught his eyes. He stopped there most mornings for a coffee but had no time for diversions now.


  Despite Shaw’s orders to ignore the news streams, Preston couldn’t quell his burgeoning curiosity. He flicked on his comm card and scoured the streams. Joel Cobb had been found dead in a hotel room with a reporter named Amy Park. Early leaked reports indicated Joel had died of a stroke. Preston squinted at the words and reread them.


  Joel had a Sustain. Hell, he had been one of the first in the world to have the artificial organ implanted as a sign of confidence in his company, LyfeGen, and their products. One of the first applications of the Sustain was to produce genetically enhanced macrophages that scoured the bloodstream to break up and digest clots and plaques, effectively preventing conditions like heart attacks and strokes. No Sustain patient had ever experienced a stroke. Not a single one in the hundreds of thousands of patients who’d been able to afford to have the organ implanted.


  “Please brace,” the car’s voice system commanded.


  The vehicle swerved and Preston gripped the center console. His heart pounded with a surge of adrenaline. A tremendous crash resounded behind him, the sound of shattering glass and crunching metal tearing through the quiet darkness.


  His car continued toward the LyfeGen office as he looked back to see the wreckage of a gray car smashed into a street lamp. Smoke and dust drifted up. The car’s windshield was shattered and the entire front end crumpled. The bent streetlight shone through the broken glass to reveal the silhouette of a person hunched over the dashboard.


  Preston’s mouth hung agape. With automatic collision avoidance systems the norm, car wrecks were a rarity. Virtually instantaneous computer response times and failsafe mechanisms meant that, even with a breakdown in the local traffic systems, or even in the car itself, significant, fatal malfunctions were prevented.


  Surely, an emergency response team had already been notified by the crashed car’s computer system. No sirens wailed anywhere nearby, though.


  Anxiety nagged at him as the absence of an ambulance siren grew longer. With Joel’s death, LyfeGen would be in turmoil and the Board had called him directly to attend an emergency meeting—which meant skipping it would put him in a very bad light. He couldn’t risk his livelihood over a stranger.


  Joel had hired Preston shortly after the company’s inception and Preston was too devoted and worried about LyfeGen to be distracted by some instinctual, emotional response to a crash. Emergency medical technology was far too advanced for him to really be of any help, anyway.


  Still, he couldn’t forget the wreck. As his car turned left, passing State Avenue, he massaged his aching temple. He remembered an old story he’d heard in a college psychology course about a young woman murdered while screaming for help right outside of a crowded apartment building. No one came out to help her, and no one called the police. Everyone assumed someone else would help.


  He couldn’t believe he was like those people. Unlike them, he knew help would be arriving. That’s how cars worked; no one had to worry about anyone else anymore. But the notion that something was drastically wrong persisted. Why would the car crash like that? The vehicle had swerved like a drunk driver was at the wheel.


  Shaking his head, he realized what had just taken place. Then he directed his car back to the accident.


  When the car stopped, he ran to the wreck, fumbling in his pocket for his comm card to make an emergency response call. He yanked on the car’s front doors, but they were locked.


  An automated operator answered.


  “Describe your emergency.”


  “There’s a car crash on, uh—” He couldn’t remember the street name, despite the fact that he took the same route almost every day. He never had to know the name. There was no reason to. He looked at a green sign at a nearby intersection, and squinted to make out the letters.


  “Clark and Chestnut. Right across from BonBon Cakes.”


  A human voice replaced the tinny computer voice. “Sir, are you sure there is a car accident? We have no reports of any near your location.”


  “Yes, damn it. I’m sure. It’s right in front of me!”


  “Okay, sir. An emergency response team is on its way. Please do not leave the site of the accident. We will be tracking the location via your comm card.”


  “Got it.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Preston leaned over the shattered remains of the windshield to the unconscious person inside. Blood trickled down the man’s forehead, flowing around the tiny shards of glass embedded in his skin. He moaned but didn’t open his eyes. Lacerations covered his face and arms like a butterflied steak. Preston repressed the urge to vomit.


  “Are you okay?”


  Of course he wasn’t. What a stupid question.


  “There’s an ambulance on its way.”


  The man’s left arm was twisted in an unnatural shape and bent where no joints existed. Blood pooled out profusely from where torn skin exposed the pulsing radial artery.


  Preston tore off his tie and wrapped it around the man’s biceps as a tourniquet. He used his teeth to help secure the knot, ignoring the glass shards poking into his own skin as one hand held the man’s arm and the other twisted his mangled tie. A throbbing red light caught his attention on the wrecked car’s interface screen.


  Automated drive, navigation, and location were turned off, along with the emergency response application. Amongst the smell of burned plastic and the ferrous stench of the blood, the man’s shallow breathing carried the unmistakable odor of alcohol. Why would someone turn off their automated driving systems and choose to drive drunk?


  “I couldn’t...”


  “What?” Preston leaned in and applied more pressure in a desperate attempt to stop the bleeding. Behind him, the wail of an ambulance siren grew louder.


  “—drive...I couldn’t...it stopped.”


  The man tried to open his drooping eyelids, his dilated pupils scanning around Preston.


  Staring back, Preston was stunned. He realized something else about the scene bothered him. It wasn’t just the driving system that had been turned off; the airbags had been disabled too.


  “Oh...you won’t...you won’t fire me.”


  “What?” Preston didn’t recognize the man’s torn-up, bloodied face. He tried to construct an image of what the man might look like without the gruesome injuries, with no success. He held the man’s wrist, feeling the fading pulse.


  “I knew...I did...but I didn’t say anything.”


  “It’s okay. You shouldn’t have driven, you’re right. But you’ll be okay. You didn’t hurt anyone.”


  A screaming ambulance sped onto Clark and lit up the dark storefronts in crisp red and blue flashes.


  The man’s grip weakened. “No...I didn’t...It wasn’t me.” With his mouth open, his head fell onto the dashboard. His hand went slack.


  Paramedics jumped out of the ambulance. They rushed to the man and pushed Preston back.


  He backed away. He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t. A police car squealed down Clark and joined the scene. One of the officers got out and approached Preston.


  “Sir, can you tell me what happened here?”


  He spilled everything to the officer as fast as he could. Thoughts of the Board of Directors waiting on him percolated through his mind. He felt guilty for worrying about his tardiness.


  The officer glanced at the notes on his comm card. “This is good enough.” He tapped Preston’s contact information on the display. “We’ll call if we have any more questions, but I imagine we’ll find out plenty from the cameras at the intersection and from the car’s computer. You’re good to go.”


  Preston walked back to his vehicle. He reconfirmed his intended destination as the ambulance sped away, followed shortly by the cop car.


  The screen glowed blue on his dashboard. Over the top, a red cross symbol signified his own active automated emergency signal. The display showed the automated driving system was engaged and the GPS and local traffic sensors were on.


  As the car drove, he probed through the steps to disengage the automated emergency system and airbags. It was a lengthy task, involving several voice commands and pressing confirmation buttons that appeared on the twelve-inch display screen. He thought it highly unlikely that anyone would consciously turn off the system without a good reason and it would be nigh on impossible to accidently disengage it. Why would a drunken man try to drive his own car and refuse automated medical attention?


  Along with the man’s last words to him, the only answers that Preston could come up with bothered him: either the man had wanted to kill himself, or someone else wanted him to die.


  Preston had calmed his nerves by the time he arrived at the LyfeGen office. The sweeping glass panes on the front of the building shone a pale green, a shadow of their emerald glow in full sunlight. The car dropped him off at the front port. He readjusted a loose cufflink as his vehicle drove away to its spot in the underground parking garage. When he reached to straighten his tie, he toyed with his collar, remembering where the tie now was.


  The front doors slid back and mint-scented air rushed out around him. Joel Cobb had always insisted that the scentsors at LyfeGen undergo a daily rotation to better invigorate his employees and inspire fresh ideas. Preston dismissed these so-called “fresh ideas” as some sort of clichéd trope but he couldn’t deny the exponential growth of the company or its tissue-engineered products. Over the past twenty years, LyfeGen had led the biotech industry in blending cellular and molecular biology with real-world clinical applications. While hundreds of other companies had seen short-lived success, FDA recalls, and bankruptcy, Joel had driven LyfeGen’s achievements with a single round of angel investments, a couple of NSF small-business grants, and minimal venture capital investing.


  Most importantly to Preston, Joel had supported Preston’s visions and improvements for the current line of LyfeGen artificial organs despite the fact that most needed years of benchtop testing, validation, and fine-tuning before earning any revenue. This support had been crucial to the development of LyfeGen’s flagship product: the Sustain.


  The Sustain implant was an artificial organ with unfathomable replicative and repair potential. Technicians and scientists grew the Sustain in the lab by taking a small tissue sample from a patient’s skin. The cells were then genetically reprogrammed to act like enhanced stem cells with lab-synthesized genes. Those genes gave the cells the capability of responding quickly and effectively to any site of injury, along with treating most diseases and infections. The cells reacted to the subtlest signals from diseased or injured tissues anywhere in the body. In response to a bodily crisis, the Sustain would pump out a squadron of LyfeGen’s reprogrammed cells.


  Several years after implantation, LyfeGen recommended genetic “updates” to ensure continued function of the implanted organ and enable new capabilities tailored for each individual recipient. It had been Preston’s suggestion to model the Sustain updates after programmer-released software. He designed a release schedule that would allow his research groups to continue developing aspects of the Sustain that were not yet FDA-approved and sell the new updates in a genetic delivery system that could be purchased like an expansion package. While the most basic version of the Sustain dealt with cardiovascular issues like the decalcification of heart valves, regeneration of muscle tissue for heart attack patients, and systematic removal of plaque buildup in the arteries, later expansions included more extensive preventative updates for early cancer cell detection and removal and specialized treatments for genetic conditions like eczema.


  The Sustain made its way into medical markets and into the bodies of those who could afford its hefty price tag. Each genetic update was then delivered according to an individual patient’s pressing healthcare needs and, more importantly, their financial means.


  ***


  Preston passed the small, ornate fountain in the lobby of the executive floor. The ceiling above him mimicked a brisk fall day’s sunlight—another one of Joel’s ideas to increase productivity. Wouldn’t employees be less likely to thirst for the outdoors if the outside could be brought into the office? Preston sighed, rounding the corner of a hallway adorned with murals of verdant trees, pulsing rivers, and stately mountains.


  “Morning.” Anil Nayak was at his desk in the office adjoining Preston’s. He was typing fervently, words scattering across a holodisplay calendar projecting the next three days. His smile appeared unnaturally sincere.


  “God, you’re here early,” Preston said. “Do you ever go home?”


  “I got a message from the Board that there was an emergency and figured I should be here, too.”


  Anil served as Preston’s second-in-command in research matters. He oversaw some of the more mundane matters associated with scheduling, supplies, and paperwork regarding LyfeGen’s research division.


  “I’ll never understand how you can be so damn perky without so much as a drop of caffeine.”


  “Nasty stuff, caffeine. I don’t want to be addicted to anything that might alter my personality.”


  “True. You’re energetic enough as it is. I’m not sure I could deal with more of you.”


  Anil let out an overly enthusiastic guffaw. “I suppose so. The Board is waiting.” He leaned across his perfectly clean desk and spoke in an unnecessarily low voice. “I think they’re getting fussy.”


  Preston shrugged. “It’s been a hellish morning.”


  “Car accident, right?”


  He raised an eyebrow.


  “Don’t act so shocked,” Anil said. “Please, you know I was tracking you as soon as you were on your way. I saw that little blip on my comm card. I was confused why you were turning back toward home—did you forget to say goodbye or something? Then I saw the accident warning. Funny, though, huh?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, it just kind of appeared when you got there. I saw your car was fine, but the other hadn’t even registered on the accident report map until about twenty seconds after you got there. Did you cause the accident?”


  “No, no. I—I don’t have time. I’ll explain later.”


  Preston took a deep breath and sat down at the empty conference table in his office. After he pressed a small touchscreen on the table’s surface, the virtually opaque windows became more transparent, letting in the growing morning light.


  He touched another button and three men flickered into existence around the table.


  “Carter, thank you for joining us,” Jason Shaw said; he was sitting across from Preston. A hint of irritation hung over the chairman’s words. His eyes were drawn up in wrinkles and thick, snowy eyebrows crawled just over his baggy eyelids. His teeth were as white as his hair. While the Sustain could preserve life in those who could afford it, it couldn’t completely rejuvenate them, as Shaw’s appearance demonstrated.


  “I apologize for my tardiness.” Preston didn’t bother with an explanation.


  Shaw nodded. To his right sat David Gifford, one black eyebrow cocked in skepticism. Vernon Crane sat to Shaw’s left. Crane always appeared kindly and sympathetic, whether the Board had good or bad news. There was hardly any good way to read the three men.


  “I’m going to cut to the chase,” Shaw said. Hardly any good way to read them until Shaw spoke, of course. “You’ve done a respectable job as Vice President of Research. I had my doubts, but Cobb always insisted you could pull the job off. You’ve got more business sense than I usually expect from PhDs.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Don’t start the ‘sir’ shit with me.”


  Preston squirmed.


  “Unfortunately, Cobb is gone. There are going to need to be some drastic changes in the company if we’re going to keep LyfeGen afloat. There’s going to be a media shit storm—the automated news generators are spewing garbage about us already. Once the real journalists come knocking, we’re going to have a lot more to deal with. I don’t want to see our shares dive-bomb, and I don’t want to see the Sustain getting flack—no matter what. I don’t want to hear talk about frivolous or inept executives, either.”


  “Right, most definitely. I can start rolling out some of our current research on the Sustain’s expansion products and some other products we have in the pipeline.”


  “I don’t care about the pipeline. I care about what’s going on now.”


  Preston’s heart sank.


  “I found out about Joel’s death through that damned parasite Amy Park. The self-serving bitch dished up a story about his death before we even got word. Fortunately, she’s in custody. Suspected of having something to do with Joel’s death. I’m not sure what to think, but we need to watch our backs. If we don’t, there isn’t going to be a LyfeGen left. The news dogs will tear us apart. We need the public—and our customers—to be confident that we’re going to keep on pushing through. Not trudging, mind you, but a full-on march to success. We need to show that we’re determined to change with the times and move forward—that we can embody all that ‘progress and hope for the future’ nonsense Cobb always preached. We need to change, Carter, and we need to do it now.”


  “I understand.”


  “Good. Then you’ll understand why you’ll no longer be serving us as Vice President of Research.”


  Preston’s heart raced. He saw everything he had worked for, the long hours, the time away from Erik and Kyle, and the mountains of research data he’d produced being pulled out from under him. Every sacrifice, every ounce of effort had been worthless.


  Shaw’s eyes narrowed, his expression stern. “We need you to step up as the new CEO.”


  Preston fought to keep his jaw from dropping. “I...absolutely.”


  “Do you feel confident about addressing the reporters?” Gifford said, his raised eyebrow revealing his uncertainty. “Jason, Vernon, and I are determined to see you continue on Cobb’s path. We’ll schedule one press conference, but after that, I suggest you minimize media contact. Don’t let them think you’re hiding from them, but let them know business is...business as usual.”


  “Yes, I can handle it.”


  Truthfully, he had never spent much time wrangling with the press. At the conference, he would be peppered with pointed questions and every word he spoke for the next several weeks would be meticulously scrutinized and dissected. News agencies stood to profit from the sensational events surrounding Joel’s death, and they’d scrounge up information anywhere they could find it.


  Vernon Crane scratched at his chin. Despite the fact that Crane was only present by hologram, his piercing stare unnerved Preston. “Now, I want to get to the elephant in the room. I don’t want to hear any wishy-washy nonsense. This is a closed meeting, and we all share the same interests here, so none of us will be flapping our lips, I trust. But I personally want to know what we’re really dealing with. What killed Joel Cobb?”


  Preston closed his eyes and prepared himself to deliver news that he guessed wouldn’t be welcome. “Truthfully, I can only offer my speculation, given my experience with the Sustain.”


  “Yes,” Shaw said. “We want your speculation. I suppose you read the news streams, despite my warnings. Regardless, you’re the research expert; inform us.”


  Preston took a deep breath and spoke with a practiced calmness. “I can’t fathom how a stroke could have killed Joel Cobb. I’ve been working with the Sustain for years, and I’ve never heard of a single incident where an individual succumbed to a stroke with an implanted Sustain. I’d say that the probability of death due to a stroke is virtually nil.”


  Shaw scowled. “So, you think Cobb’s Sustain failed him?”


  “If Joel’s Sustain failed—I mean, completely failed—he would’ve known before it killed him.”


  “How do you know?”


  Preston thought back to the previous day, back to his conversations with Joel before the man had left for the charity art fundraiser and the hotel where he’d be found dead. “Joel was allergic to nuts. I know that sounds trivial, but with the Sustain, of course, that was completely manageable. As silly as it sounds, he ate almonds all the time. He always had a bowl on his desk.”


  “So?” Shaw said, creases forming in his brow.


  “Well, he didn’t have any allergic reactions yesterday when we met in his office. And he ate a handful of his almonds.”


  “And what’s your point?” Gifford appeared unimpressed.


  “I believe the Sustain was likely functioning properly before the incident. There was no indication of long-term failure of the organ. So there are a couple of scenarios which I think could explain his death. Let me preface this by saying that I haven’t had the time to really delve into these ideas.”


  “I don’t care,” Shaw said. “We need to know what’s going on. We’re just as aware of the long-term success rates of the Sustain as you are.”


  Preston ignored Shaw’s biting tone and continued. “First, there’s the possibility that the last updates of Joel’s Sustain could have somehow rendered the stroke-prevention aspects of the organ inoperative. Given the fact that there have been no other reported cases of stroke throughout the Sustain’s history, I have difficulty accepting that theory. Second, there might have been an immediate, catastrophic failure of the organ. That’s a scenario I only witnessed in the original development of the Sustain—and we’re talking about only on the mouse model. Since then, such an expedited rate of failure has never been observed. We’re talking about failure in a matter of hours. On top of that, even if the Sustain did completely fail, I don’t know how that would cause a thrombotic stroke event so quickly.


  “Maybe Cobb had some crazy incident that caused a freak thrombosis—or clotting—somewhere in his blood vessels, the Sustain failed and couldn’t break up the clot, and Cobb died when the clot traveled to his brain. But we’d need to see evidence of trauma—we’re talking car-crash-level trauma—that would have caused an embolic clot. It would be quite a coincidence for all of that to happen in a matter of hours. Still, it’s a possibility.”


  “And that would still suggest the Sustain had failed?” Crane said. “Not a good scenario for us.”


  “It wasn’t a good scenario for Cobb, either,” Preston said.


  Shaw huffed. “So what else could’ve happened?”


  “Somehow, Cobb’s Sustain was altered. The genetic code responsible for clot-busting and preventing plaques from forming—”


  “Plaques?” Gifford said. “Doesn’t that take quite a while to accumulate?”


  “Correct. In those who don’t have a Sustain, plaques form due to eating habits, alcohol intake, lack of exercise. Those contributing factors, all of which we know affected Joel, could cause a plaque formation, which increases the likelihood of a clot forming and, subsequently, causing a stroke.”


  Shaw waved his hands. “Again, that would take time. How is that explained when you’re telling us Joel’s Sustain was working fine yesterday, as far as we know?”


  “There could have been a modification made to the Sustain during one of the more recently released updates. Remember, when we release an update and all the Sustain patients go in for their injections, we need the patient’s DNA sample so we can customize the update for them in our product-release labs. Then, the updates are validated through regulations and are sent out to the doctors who administer them.”


  Shaw raised one white eyebrow. “Are you suggesting that somewhere along the line, someone screwed up?”


  “I don’t know,” Preston said. “But that’s a long chain of events where something could go wrong. We’re talking about working with several product and regulations scientists and engineers, and doctors out in the clinics. It’s possible that something did go wrong.”


  Crane shook his head, clicking his tongue. “If that’s the case, it would be an absolute nightmare trying to pin down where the problem exists. That could mean product delivery would be shut down for months.”


  “Well, I plan on directing some immediate efforts toward simplifying our product-delivery methods to ensure this isn’t a problem,” Preston said.


  “Good. We can be assured that those plans will commence immediately after this meeting, right?” Shaw said.


  Preston nodded. “Definitely.”


  “And we can also be sure you will not mention why these changes are going into effect. Certainly, it’ll be hard not to arouse suspicion, but we trust you’ll figure out a way to market these changes to the press and our employees as something that’s unrelated to Cobb’s death.” Shaw’s frown appeared only to have grown. Nothing Preston could offer would alleviate the permanent grooves in the man’s brow.


  “I’ll figure something out.”


  “I still find this hard to believe,” Crane said. “If there’s an error in our product-delivery line, why is Cobb the only one affected?”


  Preston rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I do know he always was the first in line to receive Sustain updates after each release, as a way of reassuring the public about his own confidence in the product.”


  “Yes,” Shaw said. “He always was bull-headed. If that truly is the case, we’re dealing with a mess much larger than we anticipated. We might need to prepare for a wave of unfortunate Sustain malfunctions.”


  Crane turned to Shaw. “Should we release a public recall?”


  “No,” Shaw said. “The company would risk too much fallout.”


  “If people die, the company is going to see fallout,” Preston said.


  “Of course.” Shaw shrugged. “But we don’t necessarily know that that’s going to happen, and we’ll still have some time to decide what we should do about our own stock options.”


  “You can’t be serious. We’re talking about people’s lives.”


  “Well, that just means you need to resolve this issue quickly. This is your opportunity to prove yourself a competent and worthy CEO.”


  “I’m not worried about that,” Preston said. “I’m worried about people’s wellbeing.”


  “You’ll have to worry about your family’s wellbeing when you’re out of a job if these concerns are unnecessarily voiced,” Shaw said. Then, for the first time during the meeting, Shaw’s grimace dissipated. A wide smile took its place, as if the conversation had been nothing but pleasant. “This has been enlightening, and you’ve got quite a bit of work to do. Let’s end this meeting and reconvene when you’ve figured everything out. Say by the end of the week.”


  Shaw’s, Gifford’s, and Crane’s images disappeared from the conference room. Preston was left alone at the table.


  As the sun rose behind the Chicago skyline, its reflection burned in the mirror-glass windows of an adjacent tower.


  Preston barely noticed it.


  Chapter 2


  Matthew Pierce


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  A startled cry woke Matthew. Haze hung over his mind as he struggled to orient himself. He rolled over, clutching the soft covers to his bare chest. “Are you okay?”


  Audrey flicked on the bedroom light. “How the hell did she know?”


  He pulled the pillow over his ears and groaned, but Audrey continued talking to her comm card.


  “I don’t know how she did it. Something’s up.”


  “Audrey, please.” He tapped the comm card sitting on his nightstand. A looming blue “5:46 a.m.” projected from it. He let out a groan.


  Audrey rolled her eyes and strode out of the room. “That’s fine, but how did she beat the autonews? I mean, she would’ve had to have been there first. That just doesn’t happen with a normal reporter. Right?”


  Her voice echoed down the hallway. He tried to shut his eyes, but couldn’t fall back asleep.


  “Aha! She’s in custody. Being questioned!”


  Matthew got out of bed and made his way to the bathroom while Audrey’s banter persisted. The sound of her footsteps, her incessant pacing between the tile kitchen and the living room, carried down the hall.


  After brushing his teeth and relieving himself, he walked into the kitchen. He rolled his eyes behind Audrey’s back and patted Doug, their beagle. Doug had one eye open, lazily watching Matthew. Even the dog appeared irritated with Audrey’s commotion.


  Matthew tapped his comm card to turn the synced coffeemaker on. The scent of brewing coffee helped invigorate him, and he began making a couple of fried eggs as Audrey continued talking, droning on about how Amy Park knew everything already and that maybe Amy was involved and if so, she would be disgraced as a journalist. Whatever was going on, she spoke anxiously and he had trouble keeping up with her dizzying pace.


  “Can you stop for a minute and give me some context?” he asked.


  Audrey stared at him, dumbfounded, her hand on her hip. Her robe was sliding off her shoulder and her thick red hair was tied up in a crooked ponytail. When she spoke, her words came out with deliberate, almost accusatory slowness. “What the hell is going on at LyfeGen?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Joel Cobb died last night and now there are rumors that the Sustain organ is a bust.”


  He dropped the spatula by the frying pan. “What? Wait, start over.”


  “Cobb died last night—I guess, actually this morning—of a stroke. A stroke that should’ve easily been prevented by the Sustain. I mean, don’t you guys claim it takes care of plaques, thrombosis, and all that stuff?”


  “It did. It does, I mean. That’s rudimentary stuff. That’s one of the first things it could do.”


  “Then why did Joel Cobb die of a stroke with his own Sustain?”


  Matthew leaned against the counter. He hit the frying pan with his right hand and recoiled. Running the burn under cold water, he said, “Are you sure that’s right? How do you know what happened?”


  “Well, apparently Amy Park claims that’s what happened. That’s what all the press bots are droning on about. Maybe that isn’t what happened. But what if it is? Do you know what that means?” Her eyes widened. “Story of the century for the biotech industry. I need to get in on this.”


  He remained silent. The smell of eggs burning in the pan lured him back to his senses and he quickly dumped them onto a plate next to the stove. “Yeah. Big story. And bad news for me. My job.”


  Succumbing to his growing fear, he scanned the recent unemployment reports on his comm card. Over twenty percent unemployment or underemployment, especially prevalent in his under-thirty-five age category. Recent graduates had no chance in the stagnant job market created by a burgeoning population with access to expensive and ever-improving age-defying healthcare. Those with a job often decided that retirement was not for them and preferred to keep working rather than spend their extended time on earth lingering at home, working on hobbies and other useless pastimes.


  Others, in an effort to afford artificial organs and nanotech treatments, desperately needed to keep working. The press, especially the actual human journalists, loved to find culprits responsible for the dire economic situation. They published inciting articles like “The Aging Aristocracy and Their Persisting Economic Reigns” and “Biotech Industry Wealth Clubs Prevent Economic Development in the Middle Class.”


  And Matthew worked for one of the alleged culprits: LyfeGen.


  “I can’t believe Amy got the jump on this.” Audrey stood at the counter as Matthew sat on a chair facing her, chewing on his crispy eggs. The burnt taste lingered in his mouth as Audrey readjusted the band holding her ponytail together.


  “I can’t believe Cobb is dead.”


  He struggled to come to terms with the gravity of his situation. LyfeGen would go through a shock. It would be a tough few months as they recovered from both media and public scrutiny. Medical device and pharmaceutical companies didn’t generally fare well when their products failed. A recall from Toyota to fix brakes or from Hasbro to return toys with too-fragile parts wouldn’t permanently scar those companies.


  But people tended to treat recalls and manufacturing defects more seriously when it came to products that went into their bodies. LyfeGen’s share prices would fall, their Sustain sales would slow. Maybe LyfeGen would need to start consolidating product lines and research projects and cut down some of its sales force. “What about my job?”


  “Me, too,” Audrey said. “I can’t let this story get away. It’s my goddamn beat. I’m supposed to be all over the biotech side and now I’ve got to catch up to the press bots. Goddamn computers.”


  “This could be bad for us. LyfeGen, you know?” Matthew stopped chewing and reluctantly swallowed. He’d lost his appetite. “Everything I worked for. Nine years between undergrad and grad school, I worked my ass off, and this could be the end of it.”


  Audrey plopped into a chair and crossed her arms. “How do you think I feel? The news streams are getting tired of people reporting. Cheaper to go with the auto news stream algorithms than hire a person, with all the retirement, healthcare, and days off. How am I going to compete with that?”


  “You’ll be fine. You can still write. So what? You miss one story. My whole company, everything I relied on is on the line.”


  “This is bad. I’ve got to get to the office and figure this out. I might drop by your work later.”


  She left the table. The sound of her shuffling and rifling through the closet in their bedroom replaced her chatter.


  Matthew emptied his plate of eggs into Doug’s food bowl. The dog slurped up the food in a slobbery mess.


  Wearing a sharp gray pantsuit, Audrey came back into the kitchen. She let down her hair and brushed through the red tangles. “This might not be so bad.”


  When Matthew didn’t respond, she continued. “This could be a great story. Sure, Amy got the lead, but I can find out what’s really going on here. That’d be huge.”


  Matthew sipped his coffee and closed his eyes in quiet meditation. Audrey sat down next to him. She scooted her chair closer to his and grabbed his hand in hers. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it all out.”


  When he opened his eyes, she was smiling. Her eyes widened with an entreating expression and one side of her smile traveled higher than the other. It was that very look that had prompted Matthew to approach her five years ago as she stood in a throng of sweaty dancers at the Fieldhouse Bar in Iowa City.


  Matthew frowned. “Right now, I just want to know that I’m going to have a job.”


  “I know.” Audrey kissed him on the cheek and stood. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  As the door closed behind her, Audrey’s heels clacked and echoed down the hallway to the elevator. Matthew massaged his temples as a knot of worry twisted in his stomach.


  He took Doug downstairs and outside and waited for the dog to use the small patch of grass in front of the apartment building. A cold wind blew in his face and made his eyes water. Several cars passed him as the morning sunlight crept up between buildings and reflected orange and red off mirrored windows. He wondered what the day had in store.


  Half an hour later, showered and dressed, he walked to the mag lev station and waited for the train. A smattering of stories with LyfeGen tags projected across the screen of his comm card: “Joel Cobb is Dead: The God Organ and Shifting Immortality,” “LyfeGen’s CEO Dies Despite His Own Invention,” and “LyfeGen: Will the Company Need Their Own Sustain to Keep Afloat?” The headlines irritated him. Inflammatory and vulgar, each was carefully crafted to incite the most visceral of responses. He couldn’t believe that people still fell for these hyped-up stories. He closed the streams in disgust.


  Shuffling into the train, his mind swirled around the wellbeing of his company as he wondered how long they would have to deal with this mess and how they might fare in the long run. Curiosity squelched his moral outrage at the newsfeeds and he perused the stories again. He delved into each for a sign of how the public was predicted to view the fiasco. Was there any news from the FDA? His regulatory position might actually become indispensable then. In fact, maybe he could find a silver lining in this dark cloud. He started feeling boyishly optimistic and figured he might have an opportunity to truly prove himself. He could become the young engineer who helped save LyfeGen.


  Maybe Audrey was right, after all. Maybe they would figure it all out. They’d be okay.


  When the train slowed at his stop, he got off as another crowd pushed its way on. He blinked at the bright LED lights that illuminated the station as he walked down to street level and strode toward the emerald-green front of the LyfeGen building.


  Crowds of people milled about the street and sidewalks. A haphazard cadre of protesters paced around as a contingency of security guards prevented them from completely blocking off the front driveway.


  Matthew couldn’t help smiling at the antiquated poster board and marker signs amongst the projected images and flashy signs of comm card holos carried by the crowds. He figured the poster board protesters were probably just the usual crowd of technology doomsayers who refused to resort to comm cards and projections. Then again, maybe they couldn’t afford comm cards and the service plans—maybe they were unemployed. Fear struck him again as he worried that he could be joining that crowd.


  As he made his way past the barricade and flashed his comm card for a LyfeGen security-guard scan, Matthew glanced back at the crowd. Indeed, there were the usual signs denouncing the promises of healthcare technology and blindly following scientists into a dystopian future. Several projections referred to the Sustain using its media-created designation: “The God Organ.”


  The projections scrolling in the air read, “Humans should not pretend to be God. We do not have the right to destroy or create life. Do not allow these abominable creations to infect the temple of your body. Joel Cobb is dead and gone to hell.” Matthew had read about the discontent of some religious organizations with regard to the Sustain, but had never experienced it firsthand. Now, the groups appeared emboldened by the morning’s news.


  As he entered the lobby, he wondered how many of the protesters were actually people crowding the streets and how many were just projections organized by a relay of comm cards and illuminations. Regardless, he no longer needed the news streams to tell him people were incensed by Joel Cobb’s demise.


  Matthew walked past the water fountain and into an open elevator. Another man stepped in beside him.


  “Crazy, isn’t it?”


  Matthew nodded.


  A woman joined them and flashed a smile.


  Matthew recognized her. He knew her first name was Jacqueline and that she ran one of the main regulations labs that validated Sustain-related projects for FDA approval. More importantly, he recognized her icy blue eyes, high cheekbones, and deep brown hair. She wore a trim suit dress with a longish skirt that highlighted her toned calves. His desire for her burned each time he saw her, like a ridiculous high school crush. He couldn’t help that he was human and prone to the sort of sexual attraction that came to life each time he saw Jacqueline’s hair flowing over her shoulders and the serious expression that she always seemed to carry on her heart-shaped face.


  Despite the fact that he knew little about her—or maybe because of it—he was attracted to her beauty and the enigma of her life outside of work.


  It was silly and childish, but he let his mind wander. Her legs were long and toned; her stomach would be tight. Evidence of a rigorous exercise regime. She would trace her long fingernails across his chest and he would stroke her severe but striking jawline.


  “Worried?”


  Matthew glanced at the man next to him. “What?”


  “Our jobs?”


  “Oh.” He exhaled and raised his eyebrows in noncommittal response. The elevator stopped at the regulations department and he began to follow Jacqueline through the doors. “Maybe,” he said as the doors closed behind him.


  Jacqueline continued down the hall as Matthew entered his lab’s office. Ryan McGuire was already there, scribbling in a lab notebook and marking the yellow pages up with his illegible handwriting.


  “Morning,” Matthew said.


  Ryan continued writing. “Morning.”


  “What’s got you so worked up? I mean, besides today’s obvious news.”


  Ryan stopped. He was wearing his white lab coat, evidence that he’d already been in the lab. It was against safety protocols to wear a lab coat outside of designated areas, but Matthew decided he shouldn’t say anything about it now.


  “There’s already ‘restructuring’ underway.” Ryan mimed quotation marks to emphasize the euphemism. “I’m making sure I’ve got every project completed and up to date. I’m not about to be let go.”


  “Come on. This all just happened. You really think they’re already firing people?”


  Ryan lifted his shoulders and held out his hands. “No idea. But I’m not willing to risk it.” He went back to his lab notebook. “Besides, remember what happened to West Medical?”


  “Yeah, a couple of my friends worked there.”


  “As soon as the news hit that one person—only one person—died because their artificial heart electrocuted them, West got rid of the regulations and research team that was responsible for the failure.”


  Matthew scratched his chin. “To be fair, that was a senator who died. Pretty large repercussions for the company, no?”


  “And it’s our CEO who’s dead now.” Ryan shot him an unbelieving look.


  “I see your point.”


  Over the past several months, Matthew had accepted a host of new responsibilities in an effort to prove his worth to the company. Most of those projects concerned the validation of new Sustain updates that would be going out to patients. His job was to ensure that the physical genes produced by the manufacturing division for the patient’s Sustain organ matched the genes that had been prescribed and stored in the computer database. It was a relatively simple job, but crucial nonetheless.


  He opened up the holoscreen to his work computer. Projected on the screen was a message flashing red and marked for his immediate attention: “Please report to Sustain Regulations Manager Jonathan Grieves at 4:30 p.m.”


  Exhaling, he leaned back.


  Ryan turned around and his eyes dropped when he saw the projected message. “I’m sorry, man,” he muttered.


  Then he turned away.


  Chapter 3


  Audrey Cook


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  Audrey tapped her foot impatiently as she scanned the headlines flooding her newsfeeds regarding Joel Cobb and LyfeGen. She knew she should be worried about Matthew, but she couldn’t shake the anxious desire to begin her own investigations. Every minute she sat at her desk waiting for Stephanie to get out of her meeting was another minute she could be spending scrounging up information for an investigative report. The drivel that the press bots served up as news only fed her restlessness. She made use of her time by constructing a biographical sketch of Joel Cobb, but nothing appeared relevant to the story at hand.


  Instead, she wondered what the churches and protest groups were currently plotting and turned her focus outward. Maybe there was a story there. A conspiracy piece, maybe. She always enjoyed a little healthy speculation; the press bots couldn’t speculate as well as a human and weren’t nearly as cynical.


  Audrey jotted a series of ideas on the e-paper projected onto her desk. She started to create a web of relationships between Cobb, LyfeGen, external interest groups, customers, and government agencies, looking for a target to begin her investigations. Her heart beat wildly as she concocted all the possible scenarios that might have led to Joel’s death and the repercussions that might yet take place.


  She jumped when a hand touched her shoulder. Stephanie stared down at her. “Let’s talk.”


  “Oh, sorry. Your office?”


  Stephanie nodded.


  When they reached Stephanie’s office, Audrey sat in the plain chair with an uncomfortably prominent ridge down the middle. It was the only chair that Stephanie kept for visitors. Audrey suspected her boss kept the chair around to keep meetings short and encourage visitors to see her side of things quicker.


  “There’s obvious potential in this story. That goes without saying. I’ve set fifteen percent of the tech-focused bots sifting through and pulling out stories for immediate publication on LyfeGen. We’ll keep that side of the market saturated. But I see something big for us on the investigative side. There are a lot of questions that, thankfully for you, need to be answered by a person. No computer is going to get at these stories.”


  “Oh, yes. I completely agree.” Audrey sat on the edge of her seat.


  “I’ll cut to the chase: you need to get into LyfeGen.”


  “Right. I’ve got all the usual sources.”


  Audrey had a few sources at LyfeGen she could count on for information. There was a middle-level manager who worked in sales who had been discontent with his job for years, but didn’t have a chance at switching jobs midcareer. There was another manager or administrator of some sort who appeared to be intimately connected with the research division, who regularly delivered information on current LyfeGen projects in development along with tabloid-esque gossip. And there was a low-level information technology specialist with access to most electronic communications within the company. Those sources were enough to squeeze out the extra details that made her stories worth publishing and kept her a step ahead of the press bots. She had carefully cultivated a stable of these sources throughout the biotech industry. While Matthew knew she had anonymous sources, he didn’t know the extent of her network. In fact, he would probably be upset to learn of her ties within his own company. She felt guilty hiding this from him, but figured it was necessary for her career.


  To help protect Matthew’s career from hers, she had kept her maiden name. This layer of protection distanced their professional lives sufficiently for most casual observers. And since most of the stories she wrote about LyfeGen focused on generic industry rivalries and pipeline speculation, no one at the company had bothered to expose her relationship with a company employee or her sources.


  “I want you to stay on top of all the regulatory issues,” Stephanie said. “That’ll be a feeding frenzy for the brokers and investment firms, not to mention all the people who love or hate the Sustain. There’ll be people worried it’s going to kill them and others who just want to see the whole company burn in the chaos.”


  Audrey nodded.


  “And you, above anyone else, are in a prime position for this assignment. You’ve got the best connection to the regulations department in the whole news agency.”


  As far as Audrey knew, she was indeed the only reporter at The Shore with so many contacts to LyfeGen. The Shore focused on business news, which had helped keep them afloat as other, more generic news agencies floundered under the press bot shift in the 2020s. The agency, with some foresight, had known that the algorithms controlling most financial companies’ decisions were based on the news headlines. So The Shore quickly focused on producing stories that would garner financial groups’ interest. Their healthcare technology coverage became a cornerstone of their reporting and Stephanie Roth managed the division, directing human journalists and the software controlling the automated news language processors and streamers.


  “Your husband is going to give us the world. With him, we’ll be on the top of every newsfeed, no problem.” Stephanie’s lips curled in a devilish grin.


  Audrey’s mouth fell open. “I can’t use Matthew as a source.”


  Stephanie leaned across her desk. “Of course you can. I know that would normally put you and him in a tough spot—”


  “It’s a conflict of interest! I can’t have him as a direct source. I was already going to talk to him about the company’s strategy going forward and the general feelings in the company, but I can’t get deep into his job. He’ll get fired.”


  “That’s why you’ll use a new pseudonym: Beth Childs. I’ve already set up Beth in our employee database.”


  Audrey shook her head. “So you want me to risk his job and write stories that will do nothing for my byline? Don’t you think people will catch on anyway, seeing my name completely absent in all of this?”


  “You’ll publish stories under your pseudonym and your given name.”


  “So, twice the amount of stories and risk Matthew’s job? Am I being paid more?” Audrey glared at Stephanie.


  “You’re being paid. Period. You know as well as I do that there are plenty of journalists writing stories for free in hopes of attracting enough attention to get a job like yours.”


  With Matthew’s job already on the line, Audrey doubted she could convince him to reveal any sensitive information on LyfeGen’s inner workings. There would be little mercy for anyone actively contributing to the company’s shrinking market share and public image.


  Audrey let out an exasperated sigh. “You know just how to twist someone’s arm, huh?” She sank back into the chair and the pointed ridge prodded her spine again.


  Stephanie offered a consolatory smirk. “And I’m hoping you can twist your husband’s.”


  Chapter 4
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  When 4:30 p.m. drew near, Matthew headed down the brightly lit hallways. The fresh scent of the ocean wafted through, distracting him, reminding him of the lazy childhood days he’d spent on Myrtle Beach with his family, playing in the crashing waves. Days without responsibility or purpose. Days without rent to pay, without bills of any kind.


  His thoughts turned toward the exhausting hours and countless experiments he’d run in the company labs. Showing up early, staying late. None of it would matter soon.


  Anger and frustration washed through him. He calmed himself enough to tap politely on the glass door of Jonathan Grieves’s office.


  “Come in.”


  Grieves, despite his boyish face, wore a thick black beard. Matthew suspected that Grieves would be a prime target for a comb-over and a bulging belly if it weren’t for the man’s own Sustain organ. On Grieves’s desk, a paper wrapper with the remnants of a burger lay next to an open projection document categorizing each current FDA-related project. The man was a paradox: messy in his personal life, but somehow meticulously organized when it came to work matters.


  “How’s it going?”


  Matthew feigned a calm smile. “Good. How about you?”


  “I won’t lie: today’s been a bit of a circus. Tragedy, really. Joel was a great guy.”


  “It’s hard to believe he’s gone.”


  “You’ve got that right. He built this company. You’re—what—maybe thirty?”


  Matthew nodded. He stood in front of Grieves’s desk, his hands clenched together.


  Grieves, arms folded behind his head, stared up at the ceiling. “I tried to start a company of my own when I was your age. I remember Joel coming up to me at a tissue-engineering conference in Boston and telling me he wanted me to work for him. Right there, while I was trying to convince some academic type about the legitimacy of the heart valve project I was trying to promote. Of course, I thought I was really going somewhere and I declined. A year later, with all my funds dried up and my investors pissed, I came back to him and he told me the offer was still good. Really, he was a stand-up guy.” As if noticing Matthew’s awkward standing for the first time, Grieves scowled. “Well, come on in and sit down.” He motioned to the empty chair.


  When Matthew sat, the hard plastic felt warm. Another person had been there only moments before. He couldn’t help but wonder if that individual still worked in the building or had found themselves the recipient of a freshly cut severance check.


  “Will you be going to the memorial service?”


  “When is it?”


  Jonathan shrugged and tugged at his beard. “They haven’t said anything yet. I’m just assuming they’ll have one.”


  “Well, yes, I assume so, then.”


  “Great.” After brushing crumbs from his desk, Jonathan leaned forward. “Let’s get to the point. We’re going to miss Joel around here, but we’ve got to move forward. The company is still here, several thousand jobs on the line, and a bunch of hospitals still want our goods. However, that’s not our problem.”


  The conversation seemed to be going differently than Matthew had envisioned. “What do you mean?”


  “You and me. Our problem is the FDA. No doubt you’ve already heard the nasty rumors streaming around about the Sustain being defective and that there’s going to be an FDA audit. Now, I doubt it will come to that. What happened is really unfortunate. Really ironic, too, given Joel’s role in the whole thing. But, one case is one case. One isolated instance.”


  Matthew nodded.


  “Joel didn’t put me in this position because I think things like this will just blow over. I like to be optimistic, but I’m always prepared for the worst.” Jonathan stood and paced. “Here’s the deal. Say, for some reason, we did have an issue with the Sustain. And please don’t go acting like we have a problem. That’s the last thing we need.”


  “Of course.”


  “Our competitors are going to be jumping at this opportunity. You know that Medscape and NanoTech will be chomping at the bit to see us fail. They want that more than anything. They’ll be working as hard as they can to undermine us and keep these rumors swirling around the news streams as long as possible.” Jonathan straightened and looked at Matthew as if he were a colonel addressing a new recruit. “We need to be able to show that the Sustain is absolutely safe. I want to begin some studies—completely closed door—right now. Just in case the FDA comes knocking, we’ll have half the experiments already done. That way, if they do tell us to pull it off the market until they can do further studies, we’ll have less off-market time. You follow?”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  “Great. Now, that’s the easy part. Showing the Sustain itself is safe is relatively straightforward. Give ’em more animal studies, trying to mimic the whole stroke situation Joel fell under—all that jazz. The hard part is proving our updates are safe. So far, we’ve been able to get FDA approval for each and every update. We just have to show that they’re all pretty much the same.”


  “Right. The delivery vector is always the same and that’s not an issue.”


  Jonathan folded his arms. “No, but they might argue that we need an individual FDA Class Three approval for each and every variation of genetic code we inject into our patients. And we both know that’s not in our best interests—it’s far too costly.”


  Matthew reckoned that it wasn’t just too costly, but also borderline impossible. Trying to prove the safety of every iteration of a customized product for each individual patient was daunting. That could mean hundreds more experiments for each of LyfeGen’s thousands of customers each year. While it might keep him busy, it wouldn’t keep the company’s financials afloat.


  Jonathan sat down and folded his hands together on the desktop. A projection image of his wife and son, smiling and waving, sat near his clasped hands. “I need this job, and you do, too. If we get caught cutting corners in regulations—or if that’s what the Board of Directors wants to claim, using us as a scapegoat—we could be out of here. I don’t want to have to fire anyone else.”


  With those words, Matthew let out an audible sigh. He fought to hold back a smile. He wasn’t going to lose his job. At least, not now.


  But Jonathan appeared stolid. Almost frighteningly so. “If we lose what we have now, no biotech company is going to hire us. They’ll think we can’t do our job, especially if they think we failed on our own flagship product. Success is in all of our best interests here.”


  “Absolutely. I won’t let you down.”


  Jonathan’s face froze. “We’ll see. In any case, I’m offering you a promotion of sorts.”


  “A promotion? For what?”


  Jonathan let out a derisive laugh. “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to enjoy it more than running the same regulatory experiments every day. I’ve noticed the invention disclosures you’ve submitted. You’ve had some decent ideas. So I’m going to give you an opportunity here to do a little regulation and research combined work.”


  “That’s great,” Matthew said. He smiled. “What will I be doing?”


  “I want you to work on a way to combine the updates for every patient into one package. That way, instead of releasing a Sustain update for each and every disease each time we come up with one for each and every individual patient, we can package a whole bunch of them in one single batch, once per year. One batch that will work for every single person with a Sustain. That should cut down on our costs and make it easier if the FDA gets more stringent on us.”


  “Okay. But how would we get each DNA package to respond specifically to each unique patient?”


  “That’s what you get to work on.” Jonathan smirked.


  The enormity of the project eclipsed Matthew’s excitement. He couldn’t fathom transfecting every single patient with the same DNA and somehow getting each of their implanted Sustain organs to utilize it all properly. His smile faded at the realization of what his new responsibilities would mean. It seemed to be an insurmountable task that he’d be facing alone. He couldn’t do it. He might as well have been fired. His expression grew dour.


  Jonathan belted out another deep guffaw. “Don’t worry. You’re going to have some help.”


  “Who?”


  “Do you know Jacqueline Harper?”


  Jacqueline’s vivid blue eyes materialized in Matthew’s head, along with her shapely nose and elegant cheekbones. “Yes, I think I do.”


  “You’ll be getting to know her a whole lot better now. Or at least you should. I’ve designated a lab, complete with any equipment you might need, specifically for this project. The two of you will be working on this full-time. She’s already been working on the project for a while and could use the extra hands to help get this out the door.”


  Matthew nodded, now excited by the anticipation of both of them working on the project. But he pushed those thoughts out of his mind by envisioning how Audrey and he might celebrate his promotion when he arrived home.


  Jonathan ended the meeting and Matthew started to stand. “Wait a second. You said this will be part regulations, too. It all sounds like research to me.”


  “Ah, yes,” Jonathan said. “Well, you two aren’t supposed to be doing pure research, since you’re both technically regulatory personnel. So if by some chance the FDA does come to audit us, you and Jacqueline get to be in charge of that, too.”


  “Understood.”


  “If we do get audited, you might look into the doctors’ practices. Could be that they’re actually the ones responsible for Joel’s death.”


  
    Matthew grimaced. “Are you suggesting—”


    “I’m not suggesting anything. Just keep an open mind.”

  


  Matthew quietly stood, with his eyes focused on Jonathan’s untidy desk.


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be getting a raise, too. Might be enough that you can get your own Sustain.” Jonathan laughed. For the second time, Matthew imagined what Jonathan’s belly would look like rolling with the man’s hearty snorting if he hadn’t had his own Sustain.


  Chapter 5


  Hannah Boyd


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  “The Lord hath decreed to His children that we shall not judge lest we be judged ourselves. It is not up to us to decide the fate of those the Lord has judged in His divine wisdom; nor may I claim to possess the wisdom of our almighty God. But He has spoken to me and I have heard His sweet words.


  “Our God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit and all things good, has delivered upon me a message. Thus, it goes: ‘The false prophet of humanity’s immortality on Earth has fallen. Do not worship the false idols brought forth by men claiming to be of a scientific and benevolent nature. Do not be tempted or swayed by their promises of life everlasting. For the Earth is penance for Humanity and Heaven will receive thee when thou art worthy.’


  “I am but a man, created in the image of God. But no more than that. Far less than a god. We truly only have one Creator of life and harbinger of death and He resides in a Heaven far more glorious than Earth. A Heaven in which we must all strive to be received. Lord, we are not worthy to receive You, but only say the word, and we shall be healed. So it goes.”


  The bald man at the pulpit entranced Hannah. Her auburn hair neatly parted, she squinted through square, black-framed glasses. She watched Father Cooney’s hands as he gestured emphatically in concert with the thunderous wave of his voice.


  Just months ago, Brian had sat by her side in the pew on Sundays. His voice, though always out of tune, had nevertheless projected boldly during the hymns as she mouthed the words, afraid to sing aloud.


  Now she sat alone, attending service on any morning that work didn’t interfere with, desperate to fill the void Brian had left behind.


  From the front pews to the back, people leaned forward with widened eyes, enraptured. A lone baby cried out, but Father Cooney’s voice overpowered its howling.


  “We shall not pretend to be false gods walking this Earth. For God has walked the face of this Earth, offering His holy redemption and forgiveness in the body of our savior, Jesus Christ. And He shall rise again, but it is an abomination to pretend we are Him.”


  Hannah’s head bobbed up and down.


  “I fear that we have seen His retribution in taking the life of Joel Cobb. We must heed His warning and follow the true path to His love as mortal human beings in flesh and blood, created in His image. His holy image. An image we shall not tarnish.


  “I remind you of a reading from the Book of Corinthians, chapter thirteen, verses sixteen and seventeen: ‘Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you? If any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are.’”


  Hannah reminded herself that she had already allowed herself to be defiled by Brian. And he had disappeared, leaving her with only shame and guilt, though she had tried to make it right by God. She hoped He would show her forgiveness, and guide her on His path for her.


  “Shall we defile ourselves with the sin of pride and arrogance, thinking ourselves above God?”


  Hannah shook her head. Her bangs fell over her eyes and around her glasses. “No,” she whispered. “No, we should not.”


  “Shall we take it upon ourselves to push God out of the temple of our bodies? Shall we corrupt the holy image of Him, the Creator, by tampering with His creation?


  “We shall not!” Father Cooney’s voice boomed, resonating in the rafters and echoing against the impressive stained-glass windows on either side of the cathedral.


  “God has told man that ‘if any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy.’ We cannot doubt the intention of Joel Cobb’s death. For Joel Cobb thought himself better than our Heavenly Father, creating for himself an artificial organ. Joel Cobb must have been possessed by the devil himself to have fabricated such an abominable thing to defile the temples of God that our souls inhabit. Joel Cobb believed himself to be better than our Creator. He believed himself to have created an organ capable of God-like powers. He championed a false idol, a ‘god organ’!”


  Hannah’s pulse quickened and throbbed madly in time with the cadence of Father Cooney’s sermon. The congregation nodded with vigorous fervor, some with clasped hands, others praying, and still others scowling at the insolence of a man who might think himself great enough to create such a “god organ.”


  “Do not be tempted by the promises of the false prophets with claims of science and progress. They seek to destroy our temples and prolong our path to the promised land of salvation and mercy. They seek to prevent us from looking upon the eyes of our Lord, our God above.”


  Hannah made the sign of the cross. She drew her hands up and prayed with Father Cooney. “Our Father, who art in Heaven,” she said, joining the massive congregation as it sounded a roaring voice full of rage and zeal. A brief flutter of belonging and comfort arose in her when she prayed in unison with the rest of the congregation. The chorus of voices reminded her she was not alone, at least not in that instant. There had been a time with Brian when she had felt that she belonged with someone and was a part of something, but that time had passed. Brian’s love for her had passed. No one loved her now. No one except her God.


  “God loves you as you are, for you are His creation, created in His image. Do not forget that you were formed perfect, as He is. Do not allow Satan to tempt you into thinking this world shall be your Heaven, for your salvation truly lies in the immortal afterlife the Lord offers you after the trials and tribulations of this world.”


  After the service had concluded, she joined the flood of people swarming out of the church and into the Monday morning sunlight like angry bees from a disturbed hive. A paper sign advertising the coffee and bagel sermon discussion in the basement caught her attention. As she stepped down the stairs outside the cathedral, she considered her lonely apartment with its futon and broken coffee table. She would spend the day poring over the latest news streams and perusing commlink forums with others crippled by extreme shyness.


  Brian hadn’t minded her reticence, though. He had convinced her to drop out of Northern Illinois University with him and flee to Chicago, promising her that they could start a life together. He hadn’t made good on his promise, though. He’d left her. Early that terrible morning, he had left her in their apartment. No goodbye, no more promises, no more tired explanations of where he had spent his late nights. Just emptiness.


  Taking a deep breath, she turned back up the steps against the flow of the exiting congregation. A nervous sweat saturated her underarms. She followed a staircase to the basement where a selection of bagels and cream cheese awaited her on a plastic folding table.


  Hannah sniffed at the rosy fragrances spewed out by the church basement’s scentsors. The scent reminded her of sitting on her grandmother’s lap as a child. Still, the scentsors couldn’t shroud the smell of mildew pervading the damp air.


  Several tables covered in white tablecloths were encircled by a smattering of plastic folding chairs. When one of the wrinkled ladies serving coffee accidentally spilled a cup across the floor, a stubby, round, floor-cleaning motor bot sputtered across the tile and attempted to clean the mess. The bot returned to its dusty corner, leaving behind a trail of coffee drops.


  “Would you like a coffee?”


  Hannah nodded, but couldn’t make eye contact with the woman. “Please.”


  “Cream or sugar?”


  Hannah paused. “Both?”


  The lady laughed as she poured coffee into a paper cup. “Well, you better be sure about that cream and sugar.”


  “Yes.” Hannah nodded meekly. She wasn’t used to ordering drinks from a living person; she preferred the voice and visual recognition coffee stand at Ed Bay’s Coffee Imports. Minimal human interaction until she reached G&N. At the store, she adopted an exhausting and strikingly different persona, as though she were an actor in a play. She could sell clothes to strangers all day but outside the store she had difficulty even saying “hello” to a passerby.


  With her eyes glued to the cup, she thanked the old woman. She glanced at a table with a group of middle-aged couples laughing and smiling. Instead, she settled herself at an empty table, her heart racing. The mere thought of settling in with the strangers struck her with fear and excitement.


  For several minutes she sipped her coffee and stole glances at other tables. Two elderly men squabbled and pointed their crooked fingers at each other as their wives, adorned in bright dresses and lacy hats, sighed and lamented together about the shameful state of the economy and the laziness of the younger generation. A group of twenty- and early thirty-somethings chatted at another table. Most were dressed in sweaters, ties, and collared shirts. Those minutes spent observing allowed Hannah’s pulse to return to normal.


  “May I sit here?” A slight southern twang accentuated the woman’s voice.


  Hannah looked up to see a striking woman with wavy brown hair and brilliant blue eyes. “Okay.”


  The woman smiled and flashed perfect teeth. Hannah thought of her own gapped front teeth and pressed her lips closed tighter.


  “I just can’t believe this whole ‘god organ’ thing, can you?”


  Hannah tried to respond, but the woman continued.


  “I mean, it isn’t right for someone to just decide who gets to live and die. Maybe it’s because they have the money and that’s supposed to make it okay. That isn’t okay with me. I don’t think any man should have the power to play God with our lives and pretend to be saving us with miracles, selling all these devilish god organs.” The woman sighed. “From what Father Cooney said, it looks like God has judged righteously.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “There is no supposing about it, I think. God did what He needed to do. Like striking down Sodom and Gomorrah or Samson or Lot’s wife, He did what He had to do.” The woman leaned in. Her breath carried the bitter smell of the cheap instant-brew coffee in Hannah’s own cup. “I think these god organs are slowly poisoning people and their families. Everybody is turning to science and away from God. Chicago, the United States—we are the next Sodom and Gomorrah.”


  “Okay.” Hannah fought an urge to look away.


  The woman put her hand on Hannah’s. She recoiled slightly, but felt a small amount of joy at the touch of another human being.


  “Thank you for letting me rant,” the woman said. “Anyway, tell me about yourself. I don’t think I’ve seen you around here for one of these little shindigs.”


  “Um, what should I say?”


  “Do you go to school? You look like a pretty little college girl.”


  Hannah blushed. “No, I don’t. I work in the city.”


  “Where? What do you do?”


  “I work at G&N. Sell clothes and stuff.”


  “Oh, really? I used to shop there all the time,” the woman said, her voice shrill. “When I was your age, I just loved their clothes. I know I’m not the same skinny little model I was then, or I’d probably keep shopping there.”


  “I think you could still wear our clothes.” A spark of confidence flickered within Hannah. The innate desire to establish a personal connection momentarily outweighed her self-consciousness. “I think you’re still a very beautiful woman. You shouldn’t slight yourself like that.”


  “Well, isn’t that sweet of you to say. Such a pretty girl and so nice, too. You don’t get that combination much anymore. In fact, most of the pretty ones are just those unnatural types who go around getting laser treatments and ‘god organs’ to defile their wretched little bodies.”


  Hannah laughed. “You’re so right.”


  “Oh, sweetheart, I know I am. Listen, I should really be heading out. But maybe, just maybe, I’ll come drop by G&N again—if you really think I could pull off a cute blouse from there.”


  “Sounds good.”


  “Let’s link up.” The woman pulled out her comm card.


  Hannah smiled. She tapped her comm card and slid it over the woman’s. A ping confirmed that they had successfully linked up.


  “You have a blessed weekend.”


  “You, too.” She watched the woman walk out of the basement. Though the woman had a hint of crow’s feet and wrinkles at the corner of her mouth, Hannah envied her long, elegant legs, striding up the stairs confidently. The woman must have been in her late thirties or early forties, quite a bit older than Hannah. But she felt hopeful. Maybe there was someone out there willing to be her friend. Someone she might learn to trust.
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  Preston Carter
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  ––––––––


  Preston took a deep breath as he glanced around at the audience in the small auditorium. “The LyfeGen Sustain is a safe and effective technology pioneered by Joel Cobb. Despite his untimely death, Mr. Cobb will be remembered for his groundbreaking contributions to the field of tissue engineering and, more broadly, healthcare. His technology has revolutionized the field, creating a paradigm shift in the therapeutic ideals long sought after in tissue engineering. Whereas past technologies were largely reactive, the Sustain has been and will continue to be a medical strategy that can both prevent and treat a variety of afflictions. LyfeGen is committed to Joel Cobb’s vision of improving human health with innovative technology and sound science.”


  A flurry of voices erupted. There were several local reporters representing a variety of news streams in the front row of the auditorium, while the rest of the seats were filled with projections of reporters, their voices transmitted via the 3D audio system installed in the room. Preston gripped the sheer glass podium with sweating hands.


  During LyfeGen’s past press conferences, Joel had known many of the reporters by name and could verbally wrestle the most persistent and aggressive of them with a handsome grin spread across his face. In contrast, Preston felt diminutive and cornered as the urgent faces in front of him belted out questions. He stood alone on the stage except for the large banner behind him emblazoned with the blue-and-green LyfeGen logo next to the image of a beaming toddler and his parents.


  The boy in the image, James Burr, was now ten years old.


  After James’s birth, he had grown increasingly sick. His liver and spleen had been bloated and the boy had constantly cried. The doctors had performed a genetic assay before the boy’s birth and had found that he had a lysosomal storage disorder. The infant’s lysosomes, the recycling center of the body’s cells, hadn’t functioned properly. Cell waste products had been accumulating in the boy’s tissues and each cell had been poisoning itself with its own metabolic products and self-destructing. James’s cells had been missing the crucial enzymes necessary for healthy cellular digestion, due to his genetic disease. Immediately, he had been sent to the Mayo Clinic for enzyme replacement therapy. When the therapy was unsuccessful, the doctors had attempted viral delivery of new, fixed genes for the boy. Unfortunately, each successive viral delivery had grown more ineffectual as his immune system suppressed delivery by attacking the viral vectors delivering the genes that should’ve saved his life.


  Since Preston subscribed to a variety of medical-related news streams, he had run across James’s story in a piece from Medicine Today. He normally regarded the news stream as nothing but inflated shock stories. Still, he had watched which stories were popular in the stream through data tracking on his comm card. If a story caught fire, he ensured that LyfeGen had at least one ongoing research project related to that story. Investors’ willingness to pump money into the company through share purchases surged when LyfeGen publicized special-interest stories.


  So when Preston saw James’s dilemma, he had worked quickly to determine whether the Sustain could be programmed to correct the disease.


  Sure enough, it had been a relatively simple project for his research team. Although lysosomal storage diseases were relatively rare and the cost to produce the specialized organ was high, Preston had offered a Sustain system for the boy pro bono. LyfeGen would hit the news streams with updates on James’s condition if the Sustain worked and their shares would rocket skyward. On the other hand, if it failed, LyfeGen’s reputation could be tarnished and the stocks would suffer tremendously.


  Preston had gone to the Mayo Clinic with his delivery team to oversee the implantation of the Sustain. Throughout the five-hour-long surgery, he had ensured that the surgeons connected every tiny artery, arteriole, and vein perfectly to the Sustain. He had also been with the surgeons when they met James’s parents after the successful implantation and had hugged a crying and hopeful Mrs. Burrs.


  “This is it,” she had said. “This has to work.”


  “It will,” Preston had told her. “I promise.”


  Seven years later, James was still healthy. LyfeGen had benefited enormously from the story and Preston was rewarded with a significant bonus. More than the financial success, he remembered the look of immense gratitude in Mr. and Mrs. Burrs’s teary eyes when they sent him a video stream of thanks on James’s recent tenth birthday. Preston had long forgotten about the bonus, which paled in comparison to his current annual salary, but the Burrses’ sincere smiles were still clear in his mind.


  A reporter’s voice brought Preston back to the present.


  “Mr. Carter, can you address the possibility of an FDA audit targeting the efficacy and safety of the Sustain?”


  “We are committed to both the safety and efficacy of our entire product line. Because of the Sustain’s revolutionary position in the healthcare field, we are constantly validating the device in our regulations and research labs, while monitoring its success in the hundreds of thousands of patients who have benefitted from the device. At this time, we are unaware of any plans the FDA may have to audit the technology. There is no sign that Joel Cobb’s stroke was related to the Sustain. There have been no other incidents which would impugn the Sustain’s reliability.”


  A female reporter with deep red hair managed to get his attention. “Can you comment on what might have caused Mr. Cobb’s death? How could he suffer from a stroke if he had his own Sustain?”


  “Any comment I might be able to offer would be pure speculation. Again, let me stress the safety of the Sustain and our validation processes. Mr. Cobb was the victim of an extremely unfortunate situation.”


  She appeared unimpressed with Preston’s answer. “Are you ruling out the possibility of the Sustain’s failure? And if so, on what basis?”


  “Of course, we will not rule out anything at this point. We are also obligated to respect patient privacy. But I assure you, there have been, to this date, no, I repeat, no reported incidents of Sustain failure or deaths due to a disease that could be prevented by the Sustain. We have an impeccable track record in helping our patients.”


  “So there’s still the possibility that the Sustain was responsible for Mr. Cobb’s death?”


  “I believe I’ve answered your question already, Ms.—”


  “Childs,” the reporter said. “Beth Childs.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Childs. Now, let me get to some other questions.”


  The din of voices exploded again. Preston pointed at one of the projected journalists dialed in from New York. He recognized Steven Krieger’s thick jawline and signature swept-back blond hair. The man’s voice was as attractive and distinguished as his face. He worked as a featured reporter for the New York Standard, one of the most subscribed streams in the United States.


  “Mr. Carter,” he said, “will you be so kind as to enlighten us on the Board’s decision to have you step into Mr. Cobb’s shoes as CEO? Given your lack of experience in financial management and business issues, how will you approach the position?”


  Preston peered back at the reporter’s hologram. Krieger’s expression dared him to falter, to appear intimidated.


  Instead, Preston stood straighter, hoping that he gave off an air of confidence. “Thank you, Steven, for your question. I assure you that I will be working closely with Meredith Saunders, our talented CFO. Her expertise is invaluable to the company and will complement my own strengths. To answer your question more directly, the Board of Directors, if I may speak on their behalf, feel that LyfeGen’s success in developing and distributing the most revolutionary healthcare technologies relies on our ability to perform cutting-edge research. Staying on the forefront of the tissue-engineering industry was always a focus of Mr. Cobb’s. The Board and I agree that the best way to commemorate Mr. Cobb’s vision is to strengthen and promote research, a task which the Board believes I am well suited to carry out.”


  Reservations regarding Shaw’s instructions to avoid warning patients about a possible issue with the Sustain haunted Preston’s thoughts. While they had no concrete reason to believe a widespread problem existed, he couldn’t imagine the consequences if the FDA or the press discovered an issue before LyfeGen’s personnel did.


  Besides those challenges, he was still struggling to work cohesively with Meredith. Her response had been telling: “Why the hell did they put you in charge instead of me?”


  After the press conference had ended, the dialed-in reporters disconnected, their holograms vanishing. The local reporters filed out of the auditorium, ushered by a couple of suit-and-tie-clad security personnel.


  Beth Childs stayed behind and approached Preston. A security guard tried to wave her off, but she protested.


  “Please, just one second. Mr. Carter, please!”


  Preston was wary of her, but figured he might as well hear what she had to say. He signaled to the security guards to let her stay.


  “Thank you very much.” She strode down the aisle in short but determined steps. Her fiery hair bounced behind her. “I really do appreciate the time. I know you’re very busy.”


  “What do you need to know that’s so pressing?”


  “Mr. Carter, there are some issues that I’m sure you’d rather talk about privately, and I didn’t want to bring up any sensitive topics in front of the whole audience.”


  “I’m not wasting my time with tabloid gossip.”


  Beth ignored the accusation. “I’ve heard some disquieting information from my sources—”


  “What sources?”


  “My sources tell me that there are rumors of how you convinced Cobb to put you in the position you’re in now.”


  Preston scowled. Still, an anxious feeling crept over him. “Excuse me?”


  If Beth noticed his anxiety, it wasn’t apparent in her expression. “These might be baseless rumors, but sometimes rumors are just distorted facts. They say that you rose to the top through, well, unconventional means.”


  “What are you suggesting?” Logic told him he should just ignore her and leave, but curiosity filled him.


  “I’m not suggesting anything. Merely, my sources—”


  “I’ve heard enough about your ‘sources.’ Let’s cut to the chase.” A fire burned behind his eyes. Frustration overcame embarrassment. His words became barbed and terse. “Please, what is it you want to know?”


  “There are accusations that you slept your way to the top, taking advantage of Joel Cobb’s unconventional personality and appetite for an exciting extracurricular lifestyle.”


  “If you’re suggesting what I think you are, I would like you to know that I am a committed and faithful family man. A proud husband and father. I’m disheartened that this is what passes for journalism.”


  Beth stumbled for words. Her mouth opened and shut as the aggressive glimmer in her eyes turned sympathetic. “Please, Mr. Carter, I don’t want to turn this into a story. I’m more interested in quelling these rumors and getting to the truth. I wanted to let you know what you might start seeing on the news streams, if those rumors spread any further. I just want to do you a favor.”


  “Do me a favor and leave.” He motioned for the security guards to take her outside.


  “I can help you, Mr. Carter. If you change your mind, here’s my contact information.” She sent a contact request via her comm card to his, but Preston turned away and left the auditorium without giving her another glance. His mind swirled in confusion and anger. Maybe Beth was bluffing to get an inside scoop, but on the other hand, she might have been telling the truth.


  When he returned to his office, the scent of cinnamon and autumnal spices was drifting through the hallways. Normally, he enjoyed the seasonal scent. Today, it only antagonized and disgusted him. Joel had cared about trivial details like the smells that permeated the hallways but hadn’t had the foresight to prevent whatever problem had plagued his own Sustain.


  Anil, bright and beaming as ever, greeted Preston from his desk. “How’s it going? You’re looking a little pallid. Need a coffee or anything?”


  Preston brushed him aside and closed the door to his office. He sulked at his desk and toyed with a brushed-aluminum fountain pen. He saved the pen for when he needed to sign a physical paper, which happened rarely these days, thanks to all the electronic documentation and contracts that circulated through the company. It was a relic by today’s standards, but he still favored the satisfaction of pen and paper.


  After cooling off for a couple of minutes, he pressed a button on his comm card and Anil came in.


  “You rang?” Anil flashed brilliant white teeth that glowed against his mahogany skin.


  “I need a favor.”


  Anil took a seat in one of the cushy brown leather chairs facing Preston’s desk. “Anything you need, I can do.”


  “I want you to find out anything you can about, say, any rumors circulating around the company about me, about the Sustain, anything at all.”


  “What for?”


  “I just want to see if there are any internal issues we might need to address, with all the internal upheaval we’ve experienced in the past few days.”


  “Are you worried about something in particular? What kind of rumors have you heard?”


  “Nothing yet.” Preston could tell Anil didn’t believe him.


  Still, Anil smiled and his head bobbed emphatically. “I understand. Don’t worry; I’ll see what flies I can catch. Anything else?” Anil’s eyes flashed eagerness.


  Preston shook his head and waved Anil off. Scrolling through his comm card, he eyed Beth’s contact request, his finger hovering above the button that said ‘decline.’ He decided to ignore it for now, and turned the comm card display off. Beth seemed sincere, but he was cautious that she might be setting him up. Her words had struck a chord in him that he had dealt with in the past and hoped not to confront again.


  Beth, brash as she was, had entangled Preston in a web of worry. He prayed that he could trust his own confidante to handle the situation.


  Chapter 7


  Monica Wolfe


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  “You done with that yet?”


  Spittle flew across the open computer case and onto the thumb-sized motherboard Monica Wolfe was repairing. She tried to dab away the wet droplets, sighed, and looked up at her portly boss.


  Sam scowled at her, his teeth bared behind his grisly brown beard. “That finance guy—what’s his name?”


  “Adam.” Monica brushed her blond hair out of her eyes as she concentrated on connecting two tiny red wires to the projection port of the computer.


  “Yeah, Adam wants to know when you’ll be done. Says he can’t go over the payroll accounts today if it isn’t done. I told him he didn’t have to pay you if you took too long, anyway.”


  She remained silent, balancing the case’s screws on her thumb as she closed it. Sam stuck his face next to hers and peered at the computer. Stray, wild hairs from his beard scratched at her cheeks. His breath smelled like a putrid mix of rotten eggs and strong coffee.


  “Get out of my space.”


  Sam held out his hands, feigning offense. Then he put them on her shoulders. “Grumpy Mon just needs some love.”


  Monica slapped at him. “Leave me alone.” She finished screwing in the side door to the case and handed it to him. Sam slipped the computer, the size of a drink coaster, into his pocket.


  She put the small tools into a leather pouch. All the while, Sam stood with his arms crossed. His stare burned into the back of her head. She refused to acknowledge him.


  “Well?” Sam said.


  “I finished it. What do you want?”


  “Blondie has an attitude today.”


  “Just give the computer back to Adam and leave me alone.”


  “Come on, Mon.”


  “Don’t call me that.”


  “Aw, you know what I’m waiting for.”


  Monica ignored him and started to delve into some customer database storage issues the sales team had reported earlier. “Just go give it to Adam.”


  “Not until you say ‘please.’”


  “You’re a goddamn child.”


  “I like it when you act tough. I can play tough, too. You know that I have access to the email administration software for the whole company network. I can log into anybody’s account.”


  Monica furrowed her brow as she navigated the reports on her holoscreen. “I’m all too aware of that.” Sam’s extracurricular interests included sifting through coworkers’ emails, digging out affairs, backstabbing, and general gossip. The fraternity atmosphere of the information technology department encouraged his weekly email roundup, in which he presented the most lurid emails he had found.


  When a new hire, Noah Choi, had threatened to report Sam’s habit to human resources, a cache of dominatrix pornography was coincidentally found on Noah’s work computer and his company-issued comm card, along with several recent inquiries that he had purportedly sent to fellow NanoTech employees soliciting sexual favors. He was promptly fired.


  Monica rolled her eyes. “Could you please, oh great and wonderful Sam, give the computer back to Adam and take credit for what a wonderful job you did?”


  “A little sarcastic, but I’ll accept it. You going to take me out for a drink after work?”


  Every day Sam asked her. “Nope.” She upheld her role in the daily tradition.


  “Another day.” Sam rubbed her shoulder.


  She cringed.


  Sam let go. “That boyfriend—excuse me—ex-boyfriend of yours certainly doesn’t know what he walked away from. I can show you how a man should appreciate a woman, Mon.”


  Disgust flowed through her, but she ignored him. She bit her lip to refrain from yelling.


  She hated working for Sam and felt imprisoned in the IT department. There was no career ladder up and out of her position. All the positions with possibilities for advancement were already filled by better-paid employees who could afford NanoTech’s own nanoparticle treatments or the LyfeGen Sustain or some other artificial anti-aging, hippy-dippy organic bullshit treatment that kept those people alive far longer than they should have been.


  Monica could at least admit to herself it wasn’t hatred for those people that boiled inside of her. Rather, it was envy.


  ***


  “Monica.” Sam called over the top of the gray cubicle walls. “There’s a meeting in the Kay Boardroom. The conference dial isn’t working. Apparently, the people calling in to the meeting are all fuzzy and the sound isn’t on. Go fix it.”


  She shut down the projection screen on her desk and headed out of the cramped zoo of cubicles in the IT department.


  Lost in her own thoughts, she arrived at the Kay Boardroom and slid open the large glass door to the room. There were three men around a table. She recognized the tawny-skinned man with the cropped black hair as Zachary Stevens from the legal department. It seemed to her the legal department had an inordinate number of problems with their computers, especially those they used for preparing patent applications.


  The other two were unfamiliar to her. All wore suits in varying shades of gray. She felt slightly out of place in her dark jeans and rust-orange sweater.


  Zachary offered a placid smile. “Ah, our savior is here. They tell you what the problem is?”


  “Yes, I think I can get a handle on it and get you guys back online in about five minutes.”


  One of the other gray-suited men sighed and wiped at his sweat-soaked forehead. “I guess that should work.”


  Thin, gray-hued glass windows offset the deep mahogany of the paneled walls. Normally, the windows were transparent, but the men had selected the privacy setting. The smart-glass door was also glazed over in a shadowy gray to obscure them from anyone who might peek inside.


  Despite this evident effort to conceal the meeting from outsiders, the men resumed their talks while Monica worked.


  Zachary tapped on the conference table. “There really is no better time than now to try to use some of our poker chips. We don’t have much, but imagine what would happen if LyfeGen’s Sustain got booted. We’d be in a much better position to leverage them for a license to some of that technology.” He rubbed his cheek in thought. “Of course, we’d only get the stuff that works.”


  “True,” the bald man said. “But you know negotiations for that would be painful. Even if they couldn’t sell the damned thing, so much is protected by trade secrets. If we had the license for the parts they patented, we wouldn’t have enough to produce our own.”


  “He’s right,” the third suit said. “I’m confident in my team’s ability to reverse-engineer nanoparticles and polymers or mechanical devices, but a whole organ is another matter. Not to mention, it isn’t easy to take apart.”


  Zachary leaned back with his hands clasped behind his head. “So you’re telling me that even if I get licenses to their patents, it would be useless.”


  “Well, not completely useless. I’m sure we could take some of their cardiovascular genomic updates and merge them with some of our nanoparticle technologies.”


  Monica had fixed the link between the room and whatever group was trying to dial in. But she tinkered at the holoscreen with her ears perked.


  “That would be less than optimal, though,” the third gray-suit said. “You and I both know nanoparticles are no longer trending. They’ll be obsolete in the next couple of decades. People are tired of injecting themselves with tiny metal particles. It’s all about cell-based tech now. All the environmental groups like the Sustain better, too. No metal waste or byproducts to dispose of.”


  “It sounds to me like we need those licenses,” Zachary said. “But you guys are going to need to figure out the rest. Got to make the boss happy.”


  “Right,” said gray-suit number two. “I’d gladly give up part of my liver to whoever could get their hands on all the Sustain data and lab reports. It’d be an engineer’s wet dream.”


  “Well, I doubt your liver would be much use to anyone.” Zachary pantomimed taking a drink.


  “I’ll get myself a new one when we can puzzle out that god organ business. Say, if you’re so sure you can get the licenses for the patents, why not go for all the production secrets to sweeten the package?”


  Zachary let out a brusque laugh. “I could try. But there’s no guarantee they’ll include everything—even if they sign a contract saying they will. Remember when Coca-Cola claimed to have open-sourced their ingredients list? I’ve yet to test a generic that tastes near as good.”


  “Yeah, well, a drink like that is practically illegal now, anyway. Way too much sugar,” gray-suit two said. “And the god organ doesn’t fix teeth yet.”


  “It’s done,” Monica said.


  As soon as she left, the dread of subjecting herself to the confined space of the IT department and Sam’s unwanted advances confronted her. But she distracted herself with an idea. Maybe it was a pipe dream, but it was better than nothing. She needed a way out of Sam’s clutches. She needed a job.


  And she had just learned of a way to ingratiate herself with someone outside of Sam’s suffocating IT realm at NanoTech.


  Chapter 8


  Cody Warren


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  Beneath the orange-and-blue glow of a neon sign, Cody Warren sucked on a cigarette. Tendrils of smoke poured out of his nostrils. He shifted the black stocking cap on his head and tucked in a couple of curling hairs that had escaped.


  A man and woman holding hands walked past him with scrunched faces. Cody pulled his comm card out of his pocket and activated it. Its display reminded him what the cool night air and lack of other bar patrons had already told him: it was 7:34 p.m. on a Monday.


  During the day, the sun offered solace for him, easing the transition from the warm humidity of summer into the chilling, cutting winds of winter.


  But the autumn night offered no such comfort. Cody stuffed one hand deep into his ragged jeans pocket and wrapped his fingers around the fifty-dollar box of cigarettes adorned with gruesome images of blackened lungs and brown, rotting teeth to warn of the product’s inherent dangers. His other hand balanced the cigarette delicately between his lips. He relished the smoky air that warmed his lungs and chest from the inside out. He imagined he felt as the earth must feel, full of smoke and heat and fire and soft innards, but crusted over by a dreary, abused wasteland ravaged by humanity. Every time he drowned himself in beer, his imagination took unpredictable, fantastical twists.


  Philosophy and imagination roiled, as they so often did, fueling his desire to dig deeper into his mind and unleash these titans through another beer or two.


  His comm card buzzed and scattered his delusions. He tossed his nearly finished cigarette to the curb and ground it into the cement with his heel.


  He pulled the card, flashing red, from his pocket. There was a message from his video service provider threatening to disconnect the stream to his home holo projectors. He laughed; he had already sold the projection screen.


  “Well, that takes care of me having to cancel the damn thing myself,” he muttered as he walked back into Kingsley’s Bar. The aroma of stale beer and sweat saturated the air. Hazy green lightshades hung overhead. He sat on a stool and set his elbows on the sticky bar. A projection appeared in front of him displaying a list of artists and songs. Squinting, he scrolled through them and selected “Coal-Made Man” by the Barons of America as the bartender, Kirk, meandered toward him.


  “What you want now?”


  “Another Bud Light.”


  Kirk nodded and pulled a draft. The frothy head poured over the edge of the pint glass as he slid it over the bar.


  Cody put his head into his hand and pointed at the bartender. “I promise you, your job won’t ever be taken by any robo-recognition-drink-serving shit bot without a face or a personality. You want to know why?”


  “You’ve told me before.” Kirk tapped a holoscreen behind the bar and Cody’s comm card buzzed to notify him of the charge.


  “Because of the drunks.” Cody’s words slurred together. “Because of the washouts, like me. People with a depressing-ass story to tell. With some no-face-can’t-talk-automatic coffee maker, you don’t get a person to share a good, old-fashioned conversation with. If you were some screen with a camera, I wouldn’t be here. And God knows, y’all want my money here.”


  The bartender smiled and placed a rack of pint glasses in the wash.


  Cody slumped into the pit of his elbow. On busier days, the traveling roar of a bowling ball would echo through the floor above him. He would play a game or two between stints at the bar. Besides the relatively cheap drafts and the company of the barkeep, he came to Kingsley’s for the bowling. The manual bowling alley required actual people to set the pins and return the balls. He appreciated the novelty of the human-run bar and alley and spent most of his evenings charging his comm card with beer and bowling games, stopping only for a hamburger to soak up the beer sloshing in his stomach.


  A cold blast of air rushed past as the entrance door opened. Three men walked in, all in their early twenties. They sat down at a worn booth. After they’d ordered their first round, one of the men placed his comm card on the table. He queued up a projection video of an electronic band called something like “Five Sixes.” Cody couldn’t be sure. The clamor of their music contrasted harshly with the quieter “Coal-Made Man” that buzzed through the bar’s speakers.


  Cody caught Kirk’s gaze and raised his eyebrow. He gestured toward the men. “Can’t a dejected man like myself wallow in my misery without having to listen to that pop crap?”


  Kirk offered a brief smile and nodded. He rose from behind the bar. “Hey, guys. Can you turn that off? If you want music, you can just sync up to our jukebox and choose something.”


  “Yeah, whatever,” the man in the tight red button-down shirt said.


  Cody held his half-full glass up to the bartender. “See, this is why I come here. Cheers to you. No robo drink bot can tell kids to quiet down their shit.”


  He downed his beer and licked the last drops off his lips. Signaling for another, he opened his comm card to scan the day’s news streams.


  The three men at the table started talking loudly. Cody swiveled around, already prepared to be distracted from the depressing streams reporting the dearth of job opportunities and rising unemployment. He leaned against the bar and smiled as he listened.


  “I’m definitely getting one,” Red Shirt said. “Are you kidding?”


  The young man across from Red Shirt wore a plain black t-shirt that snugly gripped his biceps. Next to him, their lanky friend with a Chicago Cubs hat sipped a pint of ale.


  “Come on, even with all this shit going on?”


  “My dad works there, dumbass,” Red Shirt said. “I can assure you, it’s perfectly safe.”


  The lanky friend nodded, his Cubs hat shaking comically on his head. “Yeah, it’s like laser eye surgery, man. Everybody does that.”


  “It’s not like laser eye surgery at all.” Biceps laughed at Cubs Hat. “Some days, I wonder how you even got into Northwestern.”


  Cody motioned to Kirk. “Northwestern kids. Probably didn’t get into Harvard and their rich parents sent ’em there instead.”


  Kirk shrugged and offered an almost apologetic smile as he wiped down the bar top. Cody used the same line every time a group of Northwestern students came to Kingsley’s. In truth, each time he saw one of the kids fortunate enough to afford the university’s tuition, it reminded him of the tens of thousands in debt he’d racked up in an attempt to better his life. All that wasted money had enabled nothing more than a brief, ill-fated stint in the biomedical industry.


  “Well, he did drop out.” Red Shirt smirked.


  “Shut up.” Cubs Hat frowned and crossed his arms.


  Red Shirt grinned. “Come on, we still like you. But try to keep your mouth closed more. Seriously. My dad says I can get one implanted as a graduation present.”


  Biceps shrugged. “Well, I guess, as long as he thinks it’s safe. I’d wait, though. Everything going around about their CEO’s death—it just doesn’t add up.”


  Red Shirt shook his head. “I told you, my dad works there. I’d know if anything was wrong since he obviously would. Anyway, don’t buy all the hype that the media shoves down your throat. Too much garbage to sell ad space and not enough valuable content.”


  “I guess,” Biceps said. “I’ll probably get one eventually. Maybe I should convince my parents to get me one for my graduation, too. I mean, my parents both have one, and they haven’t had any bad side effects.”


  “See?”


  “I know, I know,” Biceps said. “But, I’m still nervous about it. Surgery and shit, man.”


  “Yeah, I don’t want a god organ in me,” Cubs Hat said. “That shit could turn out to be toxic.”


  Cody smiled. He winked at Kirk and whistled at the young men. “You guys all got it wrong.”


  Biceps tried to ignore him, but Red Shirt looked at Cody with an air of disgust. “Who the hell are you?”


  “Cody. Who are you guys?”


  “Bradley,” Red Shirt said.


  “I’m Jeremy,” Cubs Hat said with a ridiculous smile. He motioned to Biceps. “And this is Paul. Nice to meet you.”


  “Gentlemen,” Cody said, his words slurring. “You’re focused on the wrong issue.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Cody’s laugh made Red Shirt wince. “You keep asking yourselves whether or not you should be getting one of those god organs.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” Bradley’s cheeks reddened to a color matching his shirt.


  “You’re asking the wrong questions.”


  “Really?” Jeremy appeared incredulous. “How do you know what questions we’re asking?”


  Paul rolled his eyes. “He’s saying that we shouldn’t be talking about whether or not we should be getting a Sustain implant.”


  “Oh, the god organ?” Jeremy said.


  “Yes, the god organ.” Cody tried to emulate his best preacher voice. “The almighty, life-saving, righteous god organ. The savior of all people, good and evil. Particularly evil.”


  “What are you implying?” Bradley raised an eyebrow.


  Cody smirked. “I’m not implying anything. I’m telling you outright that that god organ, Sustain, mother of your child, whatever, is running this country into the ground, and it isn’t helping anybody good.”


  “Do you know how many lives have been saved?” Bradley said. “So many people who could’ve died or suffered their entire lives, and they get the Sustain—voilà.”


  Cody tipped his chin up and looked down at them. “Whose lives does it save?”


  “I just told you: anyone who needs it.”


  “BEEP. Wrong answer. Whose lives does it save?” Cody pointed to Jeremy.


  “All the people who got it, man.”


  “That’s right. ‘All the people who got it, man.’ All the people who can afford it.” Cody bobbed his head. “And who can afford it?”


  “I can.” Bradley puffed out his chest and obstinately stuck out his chin.


  “You can’t, kid. But your parents might be able to.” Cody frowned. “And it isn’t cheap, is it? You know that. The people who can afford it, get it. Sure, they benefit from it. But who are those people? They’re the upper class, the upper-middle class, mostly. The people who got good jobs, trust funds, or won the lottery. Not the average man.”


  “So?” Paul said. “That’s how capitalism works.”


  “You’re right,” Cody said. “Except when it no longer works.”


  “You’re too drunk,” Bradley said. “You aren’t making any sense.”


  “Oh, I forgot. Harvard rejected you. I’m going to make it clearer.” Cody stared at Bradley. “Our economy has been perverted by this so-called lifesaving organ. Everyone knows it. You get a good job, you get promoted, you work hard, you get promoted again, and eventually you retire, right?


  “Not anymore. Now, if you’ve got a good job, you get a god organ, you live like a god. You live forever, like. Maybe you’re so happy with your job and you keep working ’cause you want more damn money. But maybe you can’t retire. If you did, you couldn’t afford to live because you’re going to live for so long. You don’t even really know how long you’re going to live, so you’ve got to keep your job.


  “And the guy who works for you? He doesn’t get promoted because you never retire. Maybe he can afford a god organ, too. He joins the immortal club and keeps working, slaving away just to stay alive, never really going anywhere. The guy who works for him never gets promoted because the guy who works for you doesn’t get promoted. And they both need to keep working. They’d get jobs somewhere else, but it’s the same story there, too. At the bottom, those jobs start getting sucked up by computers who don’t need a salary. Bottom is full of bots and the top is filled with god-organ gods, squeezing out the rest of us.


  “Fortunately, every once in a while, someone will get promoted because a company will lose an employee to a freak accident or something the god organ can’t handle...yet.


  “Sure, there are some new jobs each year. But there are even more people looking for jobs. Twenty percent unemployment, Bradley,” Cody said, shaking his head. “Twenty percent. And for all those people who do have jobs and can’t afford a god organ—it’s because they’re underemployed for their whole lives. They’re forced to work the jobs that the gods don’t want—the jobs that don’t pay near as well. And those people die. They die like normal human beings to be replaced by other normal human beings who will also die like normal human beings.


  “So where does that leave the gods?” Cody didn’t wait for an answer. “It leaves them with all the good jobs, in charge of companies and the government, making the real decisions, with the freedom to live but unwilling to leave their posts. They keep staying alive, they keep making money, they keep getting richer.”


  The three young men were quiet. Bradley’s dumb, open mouth undercut his knitted brow.


  “All the while, the rest of us will never have that opportunity. The sky is no longer the limit for us in America. The gods are our limits. And the gods are our leaders, our bosses.


  “What do you think will happen when you graduate?” Cody slurred his words.


  “I dropped out.” Jeremy’s face fell.


  Cody wavered as he tilted toward Paul and Bradley. “What about you two?” His vision was slightly hazy, but he managed to focus on them, waiting for an answer. “Well?”


  Bradley shrugged. “We’ll get jobs.”


  “How are you going to get a job out there? Nobody’s giving up their jobs, so what makes you think you’re so special?”


  “I told you.” Bradley’s eyes narrowed. “My dad works at LyfeGen.”


  “So you, a snot-nosed kid, are going to get a job because of Daddy.” Cody turned to Paul. “How about you?”


  “I’ll find something. I’ve got good grades.”


  Cody laughed and beer spilled over the side of his pint glass. The amber liquid dripped into a puddle. “I want to know how that works. Bradley here’s going to get a job because of Daddy. What’s your special connection?”


  “Just my grades.”


  “How naïve.” Cody smirked. He wagged his finger at Paul, leaning forward, and almost slipped off the barstool. “That won’t get you anywhere. So, kid who dropped out, what do you do for work?”


  “Construction.”


  “Commercial, residential, roadwork?”


  Jeremy shrugged. “Uh, whatever I can work, man.”


  “So I take it you aren’t full-time.”


  “Uh, no. I’m that—what do you call it? Work when I can with people? I’m a contractor. Yeah, a contractor.”


  Cody raised an eyebrow. “Sure, that’s an elegant way of saying you’ll do whatever you can to make some money.”


  Jeremy appeared slightly confused. Slumping over the table, he adjusted his Cubs hat. “I work hard.”


  Cody held up his hands. “I’m not saying you don’t. No, I’m on your side. Working man’s got it tough today, dealing with bratty kids undeservedly taking the few jobs that might actually be open.”


  “It’s capitalism. The strongest survive.” Bradley’s eyes were shadowed by his furrowed brow.


  Cody got up and pulled the bar stool closer to them. “I think you’re mixing up your theories there, kid.” A drop of spittle flew out of his mouth toward Bradley.


  Bradley wiped his face, disgusted. “Do you have a job, or do you just sit around and drink all day, complaining while other people work their asses off?”


  Cody laughed, holding his sides. He had once had a worthwhile job. He had a college degree, too. But it wasn’t enough. “Oh, I worked my ass off.”


  He figured he worked harder than all three of those kids combined.


  His mother’s words echoed in his head. “Get an education, get a job, and you can have all the nice things you want.” She had said that whenever he asked her why he couldn’t have a comm card like the other kids at school. She had promised him that was all it would take: an education, and a job.


  She had been so very wrong.


  “Do you even have a job?” Bradley asked.


  “In fact, I do.” Cody leaned across the table, the warm taste of beer breath flowing out of his mouth. He grabbed Bradley’s collar. “I’ve worked more than you’ll ever know. And everything was taken from me. And let me tell you, I did everything right. Everything. Only I didn’t have my daddy to hand me a nice job.”


  Bradley shoved Cody’s hands off. “That’s not my problem. You have issues.”


  “Go screw yourself. And when you’re sucking your dad’s little prick, you can think about this.” Cody dragged his stool away, flipping his middle finger in the air.


  Bradley, fuming, stood and stomped toward Cody.


  “Leave him alone, man,” Jeremy said. “He’s just a crazy drunk.”


  Bradley, a full head taller than Cody, puffed out his chest. Cody hadn’t anticipated the height difference when Bradley was seated in the dark wooden booth. “Do you want to say that to my face?”


  “Are you hard of hearing as well? I said you can go suck your dad’s hairy—”


  Bradley’s fist slammed into Cody’s cheek. The alcohol cushioned some of it, but he still felt the pain. Adrenaline coursed through him. He swung back, missing, but fell into Bradley and dragged him to the ground.


  Cody pummeled the younger man, half of his punches landing, while Bradley deflected the rest. Wriggling out from under Cody, Bradley threw a flurry of punches.


  Suddenly, his weight disappeared. Cody saw other bodies struggling to restrain the Northwestern student as another person lifted him to his feet.


  Kirk’s face swam into focus over him. “Cody, I’ve got to kick you out for tonight. You really need to go home before someone calls the cops.”


  Jeremy and Paul held Bradley back, coaxing him out of the bar.


  Bradley stared at Cody as Jeremy and Paul opened the door to usher him out into the cold night air. “Piece of shit.” He spat. “Instead of crying into your beer every night, why don’t you make some goddamn use of your life?”


  He had no good answer for that.


  Chapter 9


  Audrey Cook


  October 16, 2063


  ––––––––


  Audrey kissed Matthew’s cheek. Her face was flushed and warm, and sweat trickled down her back as she lay across his bare chest, sprawled on their bed. The sheets and comforter were twisted around them.


  She looked into his deep brown eyes. “That kind of day, huh?”


  Matthew smiled and brushed her hair from her face. “You’re the perfect distraction.” His lips moved softly up and down her neck.


  She purred and gripped his shoulders. “We’ve got reservations, you know.”


  He continued kissing her shoulders.


  “We really should get ready,” she protested weakly, then succumbed to more pressing feelings. She fell upon him, her legs entwined around his, all thoughts of the LyfeGen story forgotten.


  When they were both spent, she lay panting on the bed, watching the rise and fall of Matthew’s sculpted chest. He was Michelangelo’s statue of David to her. Each of his dilated vessels pulsed around muscles that bulged and rippled. Still, his body wasn’t so bulbous as to suggest genetically enhanced muscle mass.


  No, every bit of his physiological and anatomical prowess was the result of real, hard work. And Audrey admired that about him.


  She pressed her cheek against his rough five-o’clock shadow. “Should we go get dinner now?”


  Matthew nodded and pulled her off the bed with him.


  Audrey let herself be swept up into his arms. “It’s been a while since it was that good. I don’t know what got into you, but I approve.”


  “Maybe it’s all the excitement going on at work that’s got me all built up.” Matthew smiled and gathered his tossed clothing.


  “Keep up the good work. There and here.” Audrey patted the bed.


  She put back on the short burgundy dress that Matthew had pulled off her. He knotted his tie as she reapplied her lipstick and brushed her hair.


  Out on the street, they entered an automated taxi that Matthew had called on his comm card. Audrey held her dress down as the wind whipped against her bare legs. Goose bumps prickled her skin and she shivered as Matthew held open the cab door for her. She selected a drop-off point from the taxi’s menu before Matthew could get a good look at the screen.


  “You really going to keep it a surprise?”


  Audrey nodded. “I thought we should do something different tonight. You got a big promotion. You deserve something a little nicer.”


  The driverless taxi wound through traffic. Matthew put his arm around Audrey and she snuggled into his embrace, content. They were silent for the ride, looking out the windows. Bright lights flashed by, illuminating sidewalks full of people. Blustering winds fluttered coats and tangled hair. A brief shudder ran through her as she imagined the cold outside the protection of the cab.


  The taxi slowed to a stop at West Adams and Franklin. Audrey approved the charge on her comm card, and the door opened. They spilled back into the cold evening air as the warmth of the taxi rushed out around them.


  She grabbed Matthew by the arm and led him up the stairs and along the gilded handrails leading to The Embassy Room. In the center of the vast restaurant, a trio of musicians was playing a jazz standard around a piano.


  “Wow.” Matthew gazed around at the ornate vaulted ceilings and the chandeliers slung from their heights. A dim, warm light washed over the restaurant, broken up by the flickering candles at each table.


  They followed the host to their table. A waiter approached, smiling and polite. He offered a slow, assenting nod as Audrey chose a cabernet sauvignon.


  Matthew let out a soft whistle. “You really did want to go fancy. Full-service restaurant. It’s been forever since we’ve gone somewhere where we didn’t just order our food on a screen.”


  “I know. I thought it’d be fun. Old-fashioned.”


  Matthew beamed and took her hand from across the table. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” Audrey reciprocated his smile. His eyes shone in the candlelight. For a man, he had girlishly long, swept eyelashes, contrasting with the sharp edges of his cheeks and chin.


  She sipped at a cold strawberry bisque while Matthew tried a spiced squash soup. They laughed over a plate of breaded calamari and a chipotle sauce. The lights in the restaurant dimmed as the night progressed. They recounted early memories of Chicago. Times spent scouting out hole-in-the-wall music joints and getting kicked out of an exhibit at the Chicago Museum of Art for laughing too loudly and trying to brave Lake Michigan in the middle of a heat wave at a crowded park beach. The music slowed and softened into a series of jazz ballads as they finished their dinner and sipped the last drops of the red wine.


  Their eyes caught in a moment of silence. Matthew was the first to speak again. “So, I can’t imagine a place like this was easy to nab a reservation at. How’d you manage that?”


  Audrey glanced to one side, avoiding his gaze. “We have our connections at work.”


  The conversation she had had with Stephanie seemed like a distant memory. But the sentiments Stephanie had expressed hadn’t been dulled by time.


  “You’ve got the best connection of anyone at this organization. Use it.” Stephanie’s eyes were narrowed and the veins in her neck bulged. Audrey’s protests had only provoked Stephanie further.


  “Matthew will never be okay with it. Besides, he’s bound by LyfeGen confidentiality agreements. If I use him, he could lose his job.”


  Stephanie’s hand flew up from the desk. “You could lose your job if you don’t get me the story. All the stories we can glean from this wonderful mess that has landed in our laps. Besides, he won’t lose his job if no one finds out it’s him.”


  “Even if I write as Beth Childs, surely they’ll find out he’s the leak. He’s got access to sensitive information.”


  Stephanie rolled her eyes. “I’m sure other people have access to sensitive information. He won’t be the only one.”


  “Then it might lead to a witch hunt, everybody getting sacked.”


  “Better there than here. If we don’t move on this, if we lose our position in the news streams, there’s a real possibility that we’d be looking at—at the very least—temporary downsizing.” Audrey could glimpse the strange, perverted excitement in her boss’s eyes. She imagined Stephanie was ecstatic, thrilled to be given a story that would shake the biotech industry as each scandalous article hit the news streams under her watch. “Also, you better be prepared for the press conference LyfeGen has announced. I want you to be the first reporter there, and the last to leave. Get everything you can.”


  “Fine.” Audrey felt deflated.


  She really did want Matthew to help her with her story. But she didn’t want Stephanie to know about it. She didn’t need her boss’s micromanagement to guide her investigations. The story should be hers; she never revealed her sources to anyone, not her coworkers, or Stephanie. Now, her boss knew exactly who her best source might be.


  “So is it a deal?”


  A deal? Audrey couldn’t fathom how Stephanie’s threats constituted a “deal” any more than a ruthless dictator’s commands did. That was a mistake on her boss’s part. Maybe Stephanie’s question revealed more than it should have.


  “Not quite.” Audrey straightened and hoped she didn’t appear too conniving. “It’s no deal yet.”


  “I thought my terms were quite clear.”


  “Let’s be honest: you need me as much as I need you. Without me, you don’t have a single connection to LyfeGen—or several other firms, for that matter. I spent years cultivating those sources, gaining their trust, and building rapport.”


  “I’ll concede that you’re talented,” Stephanie said. “But if you don’t write this story, we could fall desperately behind. You saw Amy Park’s story from CE streams.”


  Audrey had pinpointed Stephanie’s own fears, just as she had suspected. “Exactly. Her story exploded, and we wouldn’t be so desperate to catch up if it were just the media bots that broke the story. She might have a bigger, better lead than anyone here. And there’s a lot to be gained if this story turns out as explosive as you, me, and, probably, Amy all think it might be. I could be writing a story about the downfall of industry gods.”


  Stephanie had already admitted The Shore might lose considerable market share if they failed to respond correctly to the Joel Cobb story. The only thing worse than falling behind would be to publish baseless stories that turned out to be utterly wrong.


  “So, for both our benefits, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”


  Stephanie looked skeptical. “Let’s focus on you keeping a job.”


  “Let’s focus on both of us keeping our jobs. If we screw this up, you risk losing it all, too, right?”


  Stephanie’s reluctant silence, narrowed eyes, and pursed lips told Audrey everything she needed to know.


  “I’ll get Matthew to help me out. But you need to help me make that happen.”


  “Fine.” Stephanie huffed. “How do you propose I do that?”


  “I’ll let you know once I come up with something.”


  After leaving Stephanie’s office, Audrey called one of her LyfeGen sources. The source went by the name Stanley, never revealing his actual identity. He always provided intimate details regarding current research projects, company legal issues, and unannounced merger or acquisition talks. His scoops would often be hours, days, sometimes weeks ahead of her competition. She kept him faithful to her with various gifts—sometimes money, other times credits to various restaurants and clubs—at The Shore’s expense. Stephanie had originally protested these bribes, but Stanley’s stories often yielded a return far exceeding the cost of the gifts.


  While several male sources had tried to proposition, or at least allude to, sexual favors in compensation for their leads, Stanley never demanded such recompense. He avoided all face-to-face personal contact. And, somehow, LyfeGen had not identified him or tossed him out of the company.


  He was almost too good of a source, an endless spring of information.


  Stanley told Audrey about Preston Carter’s appointment as CEO by the Board, the fear that the Board had of a possible FDA audit, and a slew of recently repositioned employees within the company in preparation for the reality of such an audit.


  According to him, despite the press release that would appear later that day, the company executives were indeed afraid of an impending audit and the financial crisis that it would entail. He also mentioned a rumor explaining Preston’s rise to CEO and how he had achieved special recognition under Joel Cobb. Allegedly, Joel had solicited sexual favors from Preston. Stanley suggested that there might be some truth behind the rumor and told Audrey that it might provide her with some enticing leverage against the new CEO.


  After the press conference, near the end of the work day, she decided on the first favor she’d ask from Stephanie. Matthew had left her a message, excitedly relaying his promotion to a new position. He didn’t go into great detail about the work, but his voice rose and fell like that of a boy proudly showing his mother a perfect report card.


  The new position would mean new responsibilities. Deeper roots into LyfeGen’s underpinnings. That would all be reason enough to celebrate and time for Audrey to take advantage of her boss’s connections.


  One of Stephanie’s close friends owned and operated a collection of high-end restaurants in Chicago, specializing in a full table-service experience and foregoing the efficient, but impersonal, methods of computerized ordering that most restaurants favored.


  Audrey had sauntered into Stephanie’s office. “If I’m going to convince Matthew that he should help us, I’m going to need to butter him up. Can you get me a reservation at The Embassy Room?”


  Stephanie had sighed. “Fine. But you don’t get to choose the time.”


  Now, Audrey faced the reality of her situation. Telling Stephanie she would use Matthew as an inside source, another mole amongst the others, was easier than telling him.


  The waiter brought their desserts. He placed a crème brûlée in front of Audrey and a slice of tiramisu drizzled with chocolate syrup before Matthew.


  “So... would you be willing to help me out with some work?” She had confronted the CEO of the most powerful biotech company in Chicago that day, but her heart hadn’t fluttered and her face hadn’t flushed like it did now.


  Matthew swallowed a bite of the tiramisu. “What do you mean?”


  “I kind of mentioned it before, but I was hoping you might be able to help me with my articles.”


  “I can tell you some basic stuff, but probably nothing more than you’ll find out from our press conferences.” Matthew glanced away, back toward the jazz trio. The saxophonist’s notes burned heavy and slow as the piano kept time.


  “I was hoping you might be able to tell me a little more. Maybe something about what’s going on in regulations, when you guys expect the FDA to look into things, maybe about talk of a recall.”


  “Look, I don’t know anything about those things.” Tinges of anger and frustration laced Matthew’s words.


  “I thought you might hear something, being in regulations and everything, that might be useful to me. Anything at all that might not be mentioned in a press release.”


  “If it’s not released to you, then you aren’t supposed to know,” Matthew said. “Can we drop this?” His expression softened again as he probed at his dessert with his fork.


  “I know, I’m sorry. But this is my job, my career, to find out what’s going on before everyone else. It would be so great if you could help me out.” Audrey half-smiled, her eyebrows arched up and eyes pleading.


  “I told you: I’m working in research now. I don’t even do anything with regulations. Nothing.”


  “But you’ll still talk with people there. You’ll still hear things.”


  “Even if I do, I’m not going to jeopardize my job.” The fork slipped from his hand as it clenched into a fist. He shook his head.


  Audrey wrapped her fingers around his hand and gave him a small, reassuring squeeze. “Everything will be anonymous. Nobody will be the wiser.”


  “I don’t want to risk it, Audrey. I’m not going to lose my job.” Matthew took his hand from hers and leaned back, away from her, folding his arms across his chest.


  “I don’t want to lose mine, either. This is absolutely vital to me. It’s the only way I’ll stay ahead.”


  Matthew glared at her.


  “I already have sources at LyfeGen,” Audrey said, desperate. “You didn’t know that and neither does anyone else working there. See? But they aren’t near regulations; they aren’t doing what you are. I hoped you’d be supportive of my work.”


  Matthew gripped the edge of the table and leaned forward. The shadows created by the dancing candlelight accentuated the creases in his face, making him appear menacing. “You already have sources? At my company? And you want me to play along with them? How is that supposed to make me feel?”


  The band had quieted between sets, almost as if in reaction to their argument.


  “I don’t know,” Audrey said. She put her face in a hand, rubbing her palm against her cheek. “You knew what you were getting into when you married me. This is my job. Is it really a surprise?”


  Neither of them talked as the waiter boxed up their desserts. The taxi ride home was wrought in tense silence. Audrey looked out the window and ignored Matthew’s permanent grimace.


  Doug wagged his tail when they got home and licked at their hands, but looked confused as they both strode past him moodily.


  Audrey undid her dress and hung it in the closet as Matthew went to the bathroom. The shower faucet squeaked and the pattering of water echoed out from under the bathroom door. She lay on the bed and rolled over to face the empty space where Matthew always slept. On his nightstand, his comm card sat where he had placed it before entering the shower.


  She turned away and curled up under the covers.


  If only he could help her, she was sure she could protect him and herself. She knew she could. If only he wasn’t so stubborn.


  She sat up and looked back at the comm card. That card stored the connections to every project Matthew had or would be working on. Every contact within the company. Every message between coworkers. Every instruction, every secret he kept from her.


  Respect for his privacy struggled against curiosity and, ultimately, her anger at him won out. She reached across the bed and quickly scanned his comm card, going through recent messages, skimming them for some insight that might help her with her investigation into the effects of Joel Cobb’s death. Her heart raced and her ears were glued to the rhythm of water against their tiled shower floor.


  One message from Jonathan Grieves piqued her interest:


  “Matthew,


  Here’s a quick run-through of what I want you to be doing and how I want it prioritized, just to recap. First, make sure to run through the package product with Jacqueline. That’s your primary responsibility until we hear of an official investigation. At that point, we’ll run full regulation mode, research coming secondary. In that case, see the attached document so you can start preparing for an audit situation. That’s a checklist of everything you should be preparing now. Remember to pay special attention to doctors’ reports.”


  The squeak of the shower faucet brought her eyes up from the card. She placed it back on Matthew’s nightstand and sank into the covers, squeezing her eyes shut as her mind raced. Matthew would be furious if he knew what she had done.


  When he lay down, his back to hers, she couldn’t help wondering what he actually did know about Cobb’s death and the expected fallout. From the tone of the message, it appeared that there might be a heightened sense of worry at LyfeGen; maybe they were expecting an investigation, just as Stanley had told her. But what did doctors’ reports have to do with that?


  Still, none of that appeared to lead to the most important questions. She knew there were no other deaths associated with diseases or conditions preventable by the Sustain. Those thoughts boiled in her mind, keeping her awake. Despite everything she knew about LyfeGen, she had never come across a significant regulatory concern. Over the years LyfeGen had gobbled up a number of smaller companies, all of which contributed to their product line with nary a problem. FDA records indicated virtually perfect rates of success with the Sustain organ over the past decade.


  What did she actually know about Joel Cobb?


  The dead entrepreneur had been notorious for attending enough public events to keep people interested, but not enough for anyone to truly get to know him. He had refused to talk to reporters one on one and reverted to rote public-release information when pressed. So how had Amy Park been so quick to report his death? How had she known?


  The significance of the inventor of the god organ, the very god himself, dying despite his own life-saving device was not lost on Audrey.


  While everyone focused on the FDA audit, the falling stock prices, and the possibility of a devastating device recall, Audrey wondered if there were other questions that should be asked. Had Joel Cobb died because the Sustain had failed him, or had someone wanted him dead?


  Chapter 10


  Preston Carter


  October 19, 2063


  ––––––––


  “What’s the word around the office?” Preston absentmindedly traced the patterns in the wood grain of the desk’s surface with a finger.


  Anil lowered himself into a chair. “People are still worried about an audit, despite everything you’ve said. Meredith still seems peeved that you’re CEO and not her. Our new pet research projects are starting. Grieves told me he’s put the right people in place in case of an audit, too.”


  “Good on Grieves. Meredith still bothers me. She’s perfectly amiable when we meet, but I’m afraid of the trouble she might cause behind my back. Have you heard of anything else?”


  Preston couldn’t push Beth Childs’s allegations from his mind. He’d obstinately dealt with homophobia throughout his life. While social progress meant he could live his life openly, marry, adopt children, and pay the resulting taxes just like any heterosexual individual, there were still pockets of people unwilling to accept the reality of homosexuality. It sickened him that people might be suggesting his business ethics were compromised by his sexuality. He didn’t want people to think he had succeeded where they had not because he had provided Joel Cobb with some wild sexual experience. Furthermore, Preston didn’t want to be known as the gay CEO. He was just a CEO who happened to be gay.


  Anil shook his head, a wide smile plastered across his face. “Nothing else that I’m aware of.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Anil shrugged. “Nothing of particular interest to you, I’m certain.”


  “I trust you’ll tell me if anything changes.”


  “Of course. Anything else?”


  “No, I don’t think so. I’ve got a meeting with the Board, so I’m going to have to kick you out.”


  Anil emitted a shrill chuckle and Preston cringed slightly. “All right. Don’t let them beat you up too badly. Anyway, I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for you.” He winked and closed the door behind him.


  Promptly at 2:00 p.m., Shaw, Gifford, and Crane appeared as holograms around the conference table in the office suite. The Board members glowed with a ghostly blue hue in the dimmed light. Shaw began to speak, but no sound came out of his mouth. Preston stabbed at the projection screen with a finger to turn on the sound of the conference table speaker.


  “—mess. We’re looking at a ten-point drop in the past day, twenty since the beginning of the week. Share prices aren’t stabilizing, either. At this rate, we can expect a marathon sell-off. We’ll be brought to our knees if more negative streams hit investors.”


  “I know,” Preston said. “This isn’t easy for us. I’ve set up proactive measures—”


  “Proactive? It’s too late for that. I want real action, right now.”


  “I understand. Let me rephrase that: I’ve restructured the research and regulations departments slightly, with the help of Anil, and we’re looking at several projects that will hopefully curb bullish outlooks on us.”


  “I don’t like the use of the term hopefully.” Shaw scowled.


  Preston collected his thoughts before speaking again. “I’m optimistic that it’ll make a difference. A positive impact. I have one group finishing up a project on expedited package updates for the Sustain that’ll encompass a broad spectrum of diseases and genetic conditions, alleviating the lengthy and expensive process of tailoring the Sustain for individual patients. Of course, we can still charge a premium if someone wants custom updates, but I think there’s a distinct advantage offered in making the process cheaper for us and perhaps more attainable by more potential patients. Second, I’ve ensured that we’re already putting together all the necessary paperwork, lab notebooks, research papers, data, and so on, so in the case of an inspection or audit, everything is absolutely prepared and we can get the FDA in and out in no time. We won’t have to shut down production for long.”


  “We shouldn’t have to shut it down at all.” Shaw’s white eyebrows pressed together.


  “I still think we should put more effort into determining whether whatever happened to Cobb could happen to any other of our patients. You may be interested in our financials, but I also have to be concerned about those people with our Sustains.”


  Crane shook his head, his face scrunched and wrinkled like a hound dog’s. “They aren’t our patients. They’re the doctors’ patients, who happen to be our customers.”


  “Despite what you call them, their lives could be at risk,” Preston said.


  “Could is too loose a word.” Shaw whirled a finger in the air. “I need more certainty than that.”


  “Then let me release Cobb’s autopsy reports to a research team. Let them scour them, see if there are any signs that the doctors missed that might link his death to the Sustain or to something else entirely.”


  “Doing that would invite too many questions, and the company is leaky enough as it is. We don’t need the news streams telling the whole world we aren’t sure about what happened to Cobb.”


  “We aren’t sure, though.” Preston arched his eyebrows.


  Shaw slammed a fist on the table, though no thud resounded from his holo projection. “The FDA doesn’t know that yet, and neither does the public. Let’s wait until we’re absolutely certain before we make any rash decisions.”


  Preston didn’t understand how Joel had gotten along with these men. He had been idealistic, at times eccentric. His personality and theirs must surely have clashed. “Well, like I said last time, if the FDA suspects, like we do, that Cobb’s death had anything at all to do with the Sustain, we have to prepare for the worst.”


  “You’ll make sure that they won’t think that, though.” Crane wagged his crooked pointer finger.


  “I think it best that we prepare for the worst,” Preston said. “Look, I know your primary interest is in the financial state of the company and your investments. But you know as well as I do that this is a long-term investment. We aren’t talking about venture capital thousand-percent returns in two years. We’re a big company, going through a big problem. I’m confident that we can come through this, minimizing the short-term losses incurred by Cobb’s death. I’m also confident that my refocusing on new research projects will push us forward in the long term. I don’t say this as a matter of ego, but you three are all businessmen and I’m a researcher first and foremost. I know how to do research and I know how to direct it. And that’s exactly what will propel this company forward after we get through this mess. But you have to trust me. You appointed me and I need your confidence now, for the sake of our employees and for the public.”


  Shaw frowned, but nodded. “That’s all fine enough. But I want you to know that the choice between you and Meredith was extremely difficult to make. We aren’t too proud to admit when we’ve made a mistake and have to correct it.” Shaw signed out, his ethereal hologram flickering out.


  Crane nodded a taciturn goodbye and disappeared.


  “We’re putting our money on you,” Gifford said. “Just make sure we picked the right horse for this race.”


  After Gifford had vanished, Preston used a command on his comm card to raise the clarity of the windows. Sunlight flooded the office. For a second, the light blinded him. He sat at his desk, lost in thought, playing with a three-masted model ship that levitated above a display with magnets. He flicked it. The ship spun around the base but remained suspended.


  Anil knocked on the door. Without waiting for confirmation from Preston, he peeked in. The ship still spun and Preston stopped it with his hand.


  “Jonathan Grieves, Allison McCoy, and Ken Sur are here to see you.”


  Preston waved his hand and Anil held the door open as the three filed in. He knew Jonathan Grieves from many meetings with the regulations department manager and had worked closely with Allison McCoy in research management. Ken Sur, the Sustain production representative, appeared familiar, but he failed to recall meeting the man.


  “Nice to see you all. Please, have a seat.”


  He motioned to the round conference table that had been occupied moments before by ephemeral holograms. After the three were seated, he joined them, much more at ease meeting with three individuals of real flesh and blood.


  “Allison, Jonathan, and I have worked together before.” Preston looked toward Ken. “Unfortunately, I don’t think we’ve had that same opportunity, since I’ve primarily only worked in research in the past.”


  “I’ve only just been promoted. So that’s perfectly understandable. Nice to meet you.” Ken held out a hand and Preston shook it.


  “Well, congratulations. Was this—was this approved by Joel, then?”


  Ken appeared confused. “Uh, no. It was you who signed the official approval yesterday, after I submitted the application.”


  “Right, right.” Preston didn’t remember approving any new promotions or positions for any upper-management roles. This was of interest to him, despite what Anil had said that morning. Still, he didn’t want to appear ignorant and incapable. “Sorry. It’s been a long week, as you can imagine.”


  Ken smiled and nodded. “I don’t envy your position.”


  “Let’s get started here, shall we?” Preston scrolled through his comm card and made a selection, and a task list appeared in front of the group. He turned to Jonathan. “How’s the universal Sustain update program going?”


  Jonathan nodded. “I’ve already appointed two engineers to work on the package update project. I’ve got one guy from my department working with a woman who has a joint position in research and has worked with Allison. The kid, Matthew Pierce, is good. And the lead engineer, Jacqueline, was the driving force behind research at ProlifiTEC before we acquired that company.”


  “Ah, yes, the viral vector delivery company that specialized in enzyme and protein replacement vessels.” Preston’s head bobbed. “Great idea to get her in on this.”


  “She’s been key in regulating the specific vectors used for individual patients when we do updates,” Allison said. Her wavy black hair bounced with her emphatic words. “She’s responsible for overseeing that each vector perfectly matches the patient’s DNA and immune system, which has worked out great so far.”


  “Great,” Preston said. “Are they both aware of their primary roles should we need them purely in regulations?”


  “Yes, they’re both still functioning in organizing regulations data and lab results,” Jonathan said.


  Allison frowned. “I still have a concern with that. How are they supposed to get their research done if they’ve got to do regulations work too? Those responsibilities don’t seem related to me at all.”


  “Of course they aren’t,” Preston said. “But we need to keep the research interests somewhat hidden. Let everyone think they’re still working solely on regulations work. It’s less interesting than a brand-new research project.”


  “What’s the purpose of that?” Allison asked.


  “The press.” Preston pursed his lips. “Lately, LyfeGen’s been kind of a leaky ship when it comes to keeping out the reporters. I want to ensure this project is kept under wraps for as long as possible. That serves a couple of purposes. First, we can hype it up once it hits a later stage of development, piquing interest in the product so the press doesn’t get bored with it too early. Second, should we deal with too much negative publicity, it gives us a wild card we might be able to use to deflect that attention and demonstrate our more progressive and protective research.”


  Allison’s eyes were narrowed, but she nodded. “I can accept that. Though from a research standpoint, I don’t think that’s the best way to get it done. We’re a business, after all.”


  Preston nodded. Shaw’s sentiments still haunted him. “That we are.”


  “Speaking of which,” Jonathan said, “I think we can refute most of our current negative attention. See, I got this idea: it could be the doctor’s fault. Now, we all see the elephant in the room; we know that something seems amiss with the Sustain in Joel’s case, right? Well, when a celebrity dies, people get outraged, and they look for a scapegoat. The rumors are out there, the speculation’s there, too. Like you said, we’re a business and we’re taking a beating with this one. What if, just maybe, Joel’s doctor flubbed his procedure with the last Sustain update, leading to that stroke? You know, he could’ve made an elementary error like injecting an air bubble into Joel’s bloodstream.”


  “I’m not sure about that,” Preston said. “I’ve worked with Dr. Hassan far too long to suspect that kind of error. He’s not only Joel’s primary, but mine and my family’s as well. I’d have a hard time believing that.”


  “Just throwing it out there.” Jonathan leaned back. “After all, you said it yourself: we’re a business first and foremost.”


  “I don’t know,” Allison said. “I think Jonathan might have a point. I can’t really fathom the Sustain failing. Something that simple really could be the cause.”


  “We can consider that, but let’s not forget that we’re in the business of providing good healthcare. Part of that is taking responsibility for our work and fostering good partnerships with clinicians.” Preston turned to Ken Sur, who had been sitting patiently, observing. “Ken, I need you to make sure that everything is in order from the production and delivery side of the Sustain. Double-check every outgoing order to ensure we haven’t made any errors in shipment and that all the proper validation checks were performed. Do this as discreetly as possible, but also as soon as you can. I want to make sure, especially, that there wasn’t an error in the delivery of Joel’s Sustain updates. Make sure our production facilities are completely up to par should the FDA come looking around.”


  “Certainly,” Ken said. “Although I think there may be some difficulties.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “The first thing I did on the job was to check out Joel’s delivery files. But I don’t have access to the genetic data file server and Dave Stemper’s comm card is missing, so he can’t transfer permission to me.”


  In productions, the genetic files used to produce the custom implants were accessible to only a few individuals within the company to protect patients’ privacy and ensure that no one tampered with the data.


  Preston had never worked too closely with Dave, since the man was usually holed up on the bottom floors in his productions office. Preston had spent his time on the upper floors of the laboratories at LyfeGen. “Where’s his card?”


  Ken shrugged. “I’ve checked around, but the communications department doesn’t have his card or access to his files. They, uh—they think it was lost in the car crash.”


  Preston’s eyes widened. He repressed the urge to inquire about the crash. He had already made it clear he was unaware that Ken had been approved for promotion as the new head of productions. “I see. Well, Joel had the ability to grant permissions, so I should have that power transferred to me now. I’ll see what I can do.”


  After the two disparate meetings, Preston was left with more questions than answers and no clear sense of direction. He only hoped that he had made the right decisions preparing for the possibility and resulting backlash of an FDA audit. Otherwise, he could be wasting precious time turning around the negative news streams with more focus on innovative upgrades to the Sustain.


  More confusing, he still couldn’t recall approving Ken’s assignment to productions manager. He called Anil into his office, remaining at the conference table.


  “Sit, please.” Preston motioned to the chair that Ken had just been seated in. “When did I approve Ken Sur’s appointment?”


  “I don’t believe you did.”


  “Then why did he say I approved it?”


  “That was a formality.”


  “A formality for what?” Preston could feel warmth rushing to his cheeks.


  “I knew you couldn’t be bothered with it. And you’d approve anyway, so I made sure that Ken got to work faster. That’s all.”


  “So you forged my approval?”


  “That sounds a lot worse than how I’d put it.” Anil’s voice remained calm as he showed off his shining teeth with that irritating smile. “I’m just trying to help move things along and make the transition easier for you.”


  “I’m the CEO now. I need to know about these kinds of things. You can’t just make decisions on my behalf. I looked like an idiot in here.”


  “You’ve only been at this for a week. Mistakes are bound to be made.”


  “How did this happen?” Preston said, losing patience.


  “Honestly, I know Ken from—well, I know most everybody—and I figured he’d be good for taking over Dave’s position. The Board and Meredith agreed, so I made it happen quickly.”


  “What? You went behind my back?”


  “You were busy. Don’t worry; I told them it was you who sought Ken out, so you’d still get credit for it all. That way it looks like you’re really working overtime.”


  Preston clenched the conference table. “Anil. This is not acceptable. You cannot do this.”


  “What? Are you going to tell the Board that you didn’t actually know who was hired and then tell the same thing to Ken? Who are you going to replace him with? I knew more people in productions than you ever did while you were doing all your research. I feel like I did you a favor, but I apologize if I caused any offense. It won’t happen again.”


  Preston stabbed his finger at Anil. “You’re damn right it won’t. Get out of my office, and don’t do anything like that again.”


  He tried to gather his thoughts and calm down, restraining himself from terminating Anil at that moment as he watched the man leave. Then another thought sprang to his mind, one that he suspected Anil might have the answer to.


  “Stop.”


  “So soon?” Anil said, his hand on the door handle.


  “Tell me why Ken replaced Dave Stemper.”


  “Dave died. Remember that car accident when you came in the day Joel died? Turns out Dave had a little regulations problem of his own when it came to alcohol.”


  Preston sat silently, thinking over everything that Anil had said. He hadn’t recognized Dave at the time when the man’s face had been torn and battered.


  Dave Stemper had died because he’d chosen to turn off his automated driver.


  Certainly, it could’ve been a freak accident. Joel Cobb’s death could’ve been a complete accident, as well. But two strange deaths on the same day was two too many.


  Maybe an FDA audit was the least of his worries.


  Chapter 11


  Matthew Pierce


  November 6, 2063


  ––––––––


  Using a thin glass pipette, Matthew inserted a tiny droplet of fluid into a flat, circular plastic dish. He performed this task shielded by a glass barrier. A population of LyfeGen stem cells resided in the culture dish, protected from bacterial or viral contamination by a constant flow of sterile air in the tissue-culture flow hood that Matthew worked in. His breath fogged up the glass shield over the front of the hood as he leaned in.


  The space was cramped as Jacqueline worked next to him. She passed a small plastic tube over to him beneath the hood.


  A virus resided in the tube, suspended in liquid. Instead of its own DNA, they had designed new genetic material for the virus to deliver to their cells. The viruses would attach to the cells, just as they would naturally do, and would release all the pressurized DNA strands into the cell after piercing the cell membranes. The genetic code would make its way into each cell’s nucleus, the genetic house and brain of the cell, and meld into the natural process of DNA transcripting to RNA followed by translation into amino acids which made up the backbone of the proteins that determined cellular functions.


  Jacqueline and Matthew had selected the virally delivered DNA to combat an array of diseases. They hoped to determine how many of these genetic updates could effectively be delivered at one time to the Sustain’s cells.


  And, of course, all this genetic code had to be functional.


  “Okay, this afternoon we’ll hit the cells with Alzheimer’s conditions,” Jacqueline said. “I’ve got all the proteins thawing now so we can prep the solution, right?”


  “Sounds good.”


  From the corner of his eye, Matthew saw Jacqueline smile. “Great,” she said.


  Her long hair was tied back in a ponytail to prevent it from obscuring her vision while she was working. Besides aiding her in her research, it highlighted her high cheekbones.


  Somehow, she could make a bulky white lab coat look slimming and alluring, while Matthew felt decidedly unsexy in his own ill-fitting coat.


  She put her cell culture away in the incubator and came back to look over Matthew’s. Her breath tickled his neck. “Everything looks good so far, huh?”


  He nodded, his eyes still glued to the cell culture in front of him. “So far. But that’s what we thought the last couple of times, too.”


  She put her hand on his shoulder and gave it a playful tug. “Come on, be optimistic.” Jacqueline sat back down on the stool beside him. “Are you and—sorry, what’s her name?”


  “Audrey.” With the transfection delivery complete, he cleaned up the supplies from the flow hood. He walked to their 4oC cooler and placed the cell-culture media inside.


  “Yeah, Audrey. Are you two doing anything grand this weekend?”


  “No, nothing grand. To be honest, she’s still upset with me.”


  “Upset?” Jacqueline sprayed down the flow-hood work surface with ethyl alcohol and wiped it with a disposable towel. “Why’s she upset?”


  “I just told her that I couldn’t—” He stopped and caught himself. His mind raced, trying to recover his story without revealing Audrey’s real requests.


  “Couldn’t what?”


  “She wanted me to, uh—well, we had to redo our kitchen, you know? And, she wanted me to do some plumbing work for the sink but I didn’t want to.”


  “So she got mad at you? Hell, I’d be happy if my ex would’ve admitted he didn’t want to do the handyman things. I think the guy was intimidated by the fact I was an engineer and he was just a dopey law guy. He always wanted to prove he had the know-how.”


  “How’d that turn out?”


  Jacqueline swirled the thawing proteins contained within the small vial to see if they were still frozen. “I think you know how the story goes. He’d try to fix something, would make it worse, and we’d end up having someone else come out to fix the LED fixtures, or reinstall the holo projectors.”


  Matthew laughed. “Yeah, exactly. I wouldn’t want to mess up like that.”


  “So that’s why she was mad at you?” Jacqueline’s brow furrowed in skepticism. “Sure you didn’t forget an anniversary or something?”


  “No, of course not!” Matthew booted up a PCR machine to analyze the genes of the Sustain cells once they had allowed enough time for the transfection to take place.


  “Just checking. No need to get defensive. Just doesn’t quite add up to me.”


  “It’s hard to explain.”


  Jacqueline sat down next to him at the black lab benchtop. She grabbed his elbow. “Look, all you have to do is tell her how sorry you are and you’ll never do it again.” She smiled patronizingly.


  “Oh, come on. It’s not like that.”


  The PCR machine buzzed to life.


  “I’m always free for a drink after work if you need to lighten your load,” Jacqueline said. “I promise I’m a good listener.”


  “I appreciate the offer.”


  A timer beeped from across the lab. The transfection time for the viruses transferring DNA to the cells was up, and Matthew went to the incubator to retrieve the culture. Jacqueline prepared a couple of the other reagents necessary for washing the cells of excess viral vectors and preserving them for further examination. As Matthew worked under the flow hood again, another beep emitted from behind him.


  “Did we have another timer for something?” he asked.


  “No. Sorry, that was my comm card. Will you be okay in here?”


  Matthew nodded, focused on the cell work.


  Jacqueline peeled off her blue nitrile gloves and walked out of the lab into their shared office space. She paced behind the windows connecting the office and the labs, talking on the card. When she came back into the lab, she stood for a second by the door.


  Matthew stopped working. “What’s up?”


  “Bad news, according to Jonathan. Sounds like the FDA is going to want to take a peek at some of our data.”


  “Already?”


  “Jonathan said to drop by as soon as we could. He didn’t say much else. Are you at a good stopping point?”


  Matthew closed the cell-culture dishes. “Now is as good a time as any.” He replaced them in the incubator.


  They walked, side by side, down the brightly lit hall. The day’s scentsors emitted hints of another autumnal theme, with wafts of nutmeg and cinnamon.


  When they arrived outside his office, Jonathan waved them in. “Close the door.”


  They sat as he scratched at his beard and took a deep breath. “This is what we were afraid of. Bad news, guys.”


  Jonathan leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling for a moment. Jacqueline and Matthew looked at each other.


  “Three more,” Jonathan said.


  Jacqueline stared at him. “Three more what?”


  “Three more Sustain customers had strokes.”


  “All in one day?” Matthew’s eyes widened.


  “Over the span of a couple of days. Now, this stays right here. The only other person who knows about all this is Preston. He told me this morning. As you can imagine, he’s quite concerned. They all died of strokes. It sounds suspiciously like Joel’s situation, but nobody’s said anything about it yet.”


  “All of them were strokes?” Matthew shook his head. “How’s that possible?”


  “They couldn’t be caused by the Sustain,” Jacqueline said. “It sounds very strange to me.”


  Jonathan nodded. “It certainly does. Preston let me know he thinks something fishy is going on around here.”


  Jacqueline raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”


  “I don’t think he’s sure. All that pressure of being a new CEO could be making him a bit paranoid.”


  “So no one else knows about any of this?”


  “Nope. And I intend to keep it that way. However, in about a week, the medical records for these patients will be sent to the FDA.”


  The FDA required medical records on deceased patients who had ever used any type of medical device or biologic implant for their own statistics, whether or not the cause of death involved an implant.


  Jonathan laid his hands across his stomach, right where a potbelly would be if he didn’t have a Sustain to control his health. “They’ll be sifting through our clinical-trial data to see if anything looks suspicious. Obviously, we aren’t hiding anything, but let’s make that as clear as daylight to them. And, like I said before, there could be a problem with the doctors. Two of these guys shared the same doctor as Joel. One of them was a lawyer and the other, believe it or not, worked at NanoTech. Ironic, huh? He worked there but liked our stuff more. The last one was just a pharmaceutical sales rep. No big loss there, huh?


  “Anyway, I want you guys to go through their medical records. See if there might be any chance of medical malpractice. Remember what I said about those doctors, Matthew?”


  “Yes, I do. But is it legal for us to be looking at their medical records?”


  “Not exactly. I’ll shoot you all the details in a secure communication. Don’t be opening up those files on your comm card in any busy restaurants, got me?”


  “Sure thing,” Jacqueline said without hesitation. Matthew glanced at her with none of the certainty she seemed to have, and began to wonder what he’d find in those medical records.


  Chapter 12


  Monica Wolfe


  November 7, 2063


  ––––––––


  Monica sat in the Corner Street Bakery and sipped on a chai tea latte. The scent of freshly baked muffins and bread floated around the bakery, mingling with the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee. While the clatter of dishes and dripping coffee sounded from behind the counter, the morning patrons came and went quietly. Most everyone entered bundled in coats, a smattering of neutral grays, browns, and blacks, dripping with the snow that melted off their clothes. Low-hanging mist clung to the windows and fogged up the air outside as passing cars whipped up blusters of snow in their drafts.


  The warmth of the latte crept into her fingers as she held the cup, combating the icy feelings that had followed her in from the streets. When a chilling blast of air followed another patron into the store, she scrutinized the new face.


  Again, it wasn’t him.


  She was sure he would show up, as he did most every day. And, today, she would risk everything.


  ***


  Monica’s interest in LyfeGen had sprouted from the conversation she had overheard at NanoTech and grew as she continued to read stories about the company and Joel Cobb’s death. A few of the articles had scrutinized church groups that had become increasingly outspoken about the abomination that was the god organ. Other stories had described the mysteries surrounding a growing but disorganized protest movement comprised of disgruntled individuals dissatisfied with a stagnant job market and a looming class divide.


  One story by a rather unscrupulous news organization called The Inquiry had even blamed Amy Park for using Cobb’s death to save her journalism career in a market increasingly run by algorithms and software that parsed common language data into mass-market stories. Fortunately for Amy, there had been insufficient evidence connecting her to Cobb’s death and she had been released from police custody.


  The market remained ripe for conspiracy theories and sound journalism alike.


  Monica had read each story with an intense curiosity even as the public mood shifted to focus on President Clark’s handling of the jobless situation and his attempt to provide an economic boost to the computer infrastructure field by ordering the repair of thousands of public networks and servers that had seen little use or were severely outdated. A few thousand temporary coding jobs would work for a while, Monica thought, but could truly do nothing to save her field in America.


  She needed an escape from her stagnant career, a way up and out.


  She had embarked on an independent, extracurricular project for NanoTech to acquire the information that the NanoTech engineers couldn’t obtain through intellectual property purchases alone.


  What she had in mind wasn’t legal, but she couldn’t remain an IT tech for her entire life and waste away. She had been reminded of the exploits of her college boyfriend Cole, who had unlocked and hacked comm cards while they were attending the Illinois Institute of Technology in downtown Chicago. His endeavors had resulted in comm card programs sophisticated enough to steal data from the nearby card of an unwitting passerby. By altering Cole’s code, Monica might be able to glean data and information from a LyfeGen employee.


  A couple of days after overhearing the conversation between the NanoTech engineers and lawyers, she had decided to contact Cole for the first time since she had ended their relationship. He had been a pill of unrelenting jealousy and resentment when she’d obtained a job and he had failed time after time.


  That morning, Monica had pressed the small icon bearing Cole’s name on her comm card, hoping that he hadn’t blocked her communications or changed his contact information. She waited on the line, holding her breath.


  “Hello?” Cole’s voice. He sounded tired.


  “Hey, Cole. It’s Monica.”


  “I know.”


  She paced around the small living room of her apartment. “Of course. How’s it going?”


  “Fine. Just fine. Why are you calling?”


  “I just wanted to see how things were going. We haven’t talked in a while.”


  Cole hesitated a moment. “I didn’t want to talk.”


  “I was hoping that had changed by now.”


  Cole remained silent on the other end.


  “How’s—how’s work?” She knew it was a risky question, but found she sincerely did hope he had a positive answer.


  “Same old shit,” he said.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. No bites yet?”


  “No, I mean work sucks right now. But if you’re talking about new jobs, I did get something.”


  “Great.” Monica’s pitch rose slightly. “What are you doing?”


  “In about a month, I’ll be working at Sunco Systems as a temporary scripter. Part of the president’s whole America’s Future thing. It could lead to a permanent position.”


  She heard the skepticism in his voice, but held on to the glimmer of hope she had for him. “I’m sure it will. You’re definitely good enough for one.”


  “Yeah, we’ll see.”


  They were both quiet for some time, until Cole spoke up. “Do you think you’d want to meet up sometime? I don’t know, grab dinner or something, just to catch up.”


  Monica still had not forgiven Cole’s resentment for her or her job, but hearing the sound of his voice relit feelings for him that she had tucked away and forgotten. “Actually, that wouldn’t be such a bad idea.”


  “Great.” Cole sounded genuinely happy.


  “Listen. I have another quick question for you.”


  “Okay. Shoot.”


  Monica looked out into the street. A man in a thick parka was spreading salt around the stoop of a neighboring apartment building as snowflakes drifted toward the cold pavement. “Remember that comm card hacking you did back at IIT?”


  “Yeah. You think that’s why I’ve had a hard time finding a job? Got blackballed or something?”


  “I’m not sure.” Monica shuffled back from the window and lay back on her plush couch. “But I was wondering if you could send me that code.”


  “It was all wiped. I’ve got some pseudocode that outlines the design of the program, but no actual script.”


  “That’d be a start, if you could.”


  “What do you want with it?”


  “Just something for fun.”


  “Just for fun? I don’t believe that for a second.” Cole paused. “This is all you wanted from me, isn’t it? You don’t really want to talk.”


  Monica became flustered. “No, no—”


  “You don’t actually even give a shit about me. Never really did. If you didn’t need my script, I never would’ve heard from you. Damn it, Monica.”


  “No, Cole, I promise—” It was too late. The silence from the other end was enough to tell her that Cole had disconnected the call. She tried to call back but he didn’t answer. She wrote and sent a message, but didn’t expect a response.


  She felt a twinge of guilt for trying to use Cole that way. Despite the setback, she was determined to use the idea inspired by his delinquent activities. She remembered some of the basics he’d taught her when he’d scripted the hack. Besides, it would give her a chance to exercise coding muscles that had atrophied with neglect.


  When she did get a working script together, she would need to avoid IT security at LyfeGen. It wouldn’t take long for them to lock down all the work-related data on their company’s comm cards from her program. Too many attempts on employee comm cards would surely trigger an investigation and possible legal repercussions.


  Her data grab needed to work the first time. She wanted to bring whatever information and unprotected trade secrets she could gather to NanoTech execs, so why not target LyfeGen execs? When she read that Preston Carter would be the new CEO replacing Joel Cobb, she made her decision.


  Getting close enough to Carter to have her comm card access his using near-field communications would be another challenge.


  She rushed from work at the end of the day. After a short bus ride, she exited in front of the emerald façade of the LyfeGen building. For a second, she stood on the busy street as people in suits and expensive coats brushed past her. The crowd prodded and shoved her until she stood by one of the small islands in the sidewalk containing a short tree. A couple of stubborn brown leaves drifted from its branches when she backed into it.


  For refuge, she dodged into a coffee house with a view of LyfeGen’s main entrance. She bought herself a hot tea from the automated server to bide her time at a table near the front of the shop. Cars picked up their riders in an unceasing line driving up from the building’s underground parking garage and throngs of employees poured from the building. She had underestimated the sheer magnitude of the LyfeGen workforce.


  Without a reliable way to find Carter, Monica refocused her efforts on her script. She toiled away until 3 a.m., fell asleep, trudged through the next workday, and repeated her new routine.


  After several days of coding, she left the apartment to test her program in the brisk evening. She followed a middle-aged woman walking a cocker spaniel. Monica froze when the spaniel turned and barked madly. But the dog’s focus was on a scattered flock of pigeons. The birds took to the air as the woman scolded the dog.


  There were only a few other people on the street, walking with steaming bags of fast food or groceries, all marching stolidly past Monica and the woman with the dog. Monica slowly picked up her pace to find the optimum distance at which she could activate her program.


  Just a couple of feet away, she fell in step with the woman when the small indicator flashed. She activated the data transfer and tracked the stream of incoming data.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  Focused on her comm card, Monica almost ran into the woman. “Sorry?”


  The woman’s lips were pursed. “Why are you following me so closely? Can’t you respect a person’s space? I mean, Jesus, there’s almost no one else on the sidewalk.”


  “Oh, sorry, sorry.” Monica turned around abruptly and headed back to her apartment.


  The data transfer speeds of the near-field communications chips on comm cards were slow. Finding and stalking Carter when he was alone could result in worse consequences than a lecture on respecting someone’s public space. She needed an excuse to get close to Carter for an extended period of time.


  She rented a car from AutoCenter on a Sunday night and put in Carter’s address. The fact that his address was still publicly listed proved he was still in transition to his new public role leading LyfeGen.


  When she got to the lines of houses in Lincoln Park, she directed the car to park down the block from Carter’s address. The vehicle sat under the naked branches of an oak tree that shook in the blustering wind.


  The LED light that shone down from the streetlamps was subdued in this neighborhood, unlike the stark white lights lining the downtown streets. These lights were more reminiscent of outdated incandescent bulbs, offering a warmer, friendlier glow. Monica settled into her seat and unwrapped a beef-and-cheese sandwich.


  When a light went on in the red-brick-faced house she was parked in front of, she ducked down. Muffled voices spoke outside the car and she waited for them to pass, hoping she had chosen a sufficiently dark part of the street. If that failed, maybe the window tinting would be enough to obscure her.


  Through the night, she struggled to keep her eyes open. Sleep overtook her in fitful episodes as she drooped uncomfortably in the front seat. Monica awoke to the sound of a car door slamming at 6 a.m. in front of Carter’s house.


  Unfortunately, she hadn’t seen who had entered the car. She cursed at herself for closing her eyes and followed the silver Infinity as it purred past her. She had trouble keeping up with the car since she found herself constantly reentering her destination to each corner of the street where she saw the vehicle going. She wished she could disable the automatic drive on the rental, but AutoCenter’s exorbitant fee for doing so dissuaded her.


  Finally, the car stopped in front of Corner Street Bakery, on a quaint street lined with small businesses and restaurants. She directed her car to park and watched as a man exited the other vehicle. The man had dark hair—a deep brown bordering on black—but he didn’t turn to face Monica. She waited several minutes and the man returned to the silver car. He was close enough for her to recognize his slightly rounded cheeks and his prominent chin. She followed Carter until his car dropped him off at LyfeGen.


  She repeated her observations for the next couple of days, following Carter to Corner Street Bakery and then on to LyfeGen. And, each day, she went in to work with heavy bags tugging at her eyelids and a mind swirling in anticipation and exhaustion.


  ***


  Now finally sure of Carter’s morning routine, she anticipated his arrival at Corner Street. Her heart raced and she let her latte cool untouched. Accompanying the tea, a sausage bagel sat on her plate with a single bite missing. She could hardly muster an appetite as anticipation swelled inside her.


  Carter walked into the store shortly after six in the morning. He wore a checkered scarf wrapped tightly about his neck and over his black pea coat. Monica watched as he walked to the front counter to get in line.


  She followed, fumbling with her comm card. She managed to set up the program and run it while she stood behind him. The line moved forward slowly. As the data transferred, her comm card reported no errors. The numbers showing gigabytes of data sent to her card rose.


  A loud crash of ceramic and glass startled her. Two employees behind the registers rushed to clean up a mess of freshly broken cups and plates.


  “Not a good morning.” Carter turned around to Monica. He half-heartedly smiled.


  “No, no.” Monica shook her head. Her pulse pounded in her ears and she gulped.


  “The auto coffee sellers on the street never break a dish. But it’s a small price to pay for some real human interaction. It’s why I come here every day. How about you?”


  “First time here.” Monica’s left hand was plunged into her pocket, grasping the comm card.


  “Thought so. I usually recognize most of the people around here in the morning.” He appeared perplexed for a moment. “Although, to be honest, I think this might be the longest conversation I’ve ever had with someone who isn’t making my coffee.”


  Monica forced a laugh. A drip of nervous perspiration wound down her back. She wanted to turn off the program before it spent too long extracting data from Carter’s comm card. She worried that a network security program might notice the intrusion and locate the source.


  Fortunately, one of the servers called Carter forward to take his order and Monica slipped the card out of her pocket. A small green circle notified her that the transfer had reached completion and she turned off the program.


  “Can I help you, ma’am?” The server smiled.


  “Uh, sorry. I—I changed my mind,” Monica said.


  She hurried back to her seat and grabbed her latte and bagel, then rushed back to her car. When she was safe in the driver’s seat, she scanned through the newly acquired documents. She transferred the data to a blank pay-per-use tracker comm card she had bought at the 7-Eleven a couple of blocks down. Then she wiped her own card clean of all the data she had copied from Carter’s.


  After returning the rental car, she called in sick.


  Monica sprinted up the stairs to her single-bedroom apartment and flung herself across the couch in her living room. After she opened the dummy comm card with the data, she spent a few minutes transferring files tagged with “Sustain,” “protocols,” and “artificial organ” keywords. As an afterthought, she also sifted through his correspondence. She stored all of this data on an external drive for the projection computer that lay on her coffee table.


  Her heart thumped wildly with the thrill of her success as she began transferring the files to a data drive, folder by folder. She didn’t want to unintentionally transfer any kind of security software to the drive that might compromise the data. As she went through programs and files, a sudden warning projected out of the comm card that throttled her enthusiasm. It was a simple, but dire, message: “A copy of this secured comm card has been found. Authorities notified and data will be locked.”


  Carter did indeed have security software installed, as outdated and unexpected as it was. It consisted of a simple program able to copy itself onto other comm cards or computers when an unsecured data transfer had occurred. If Carter’s identification data had been unauthorized and transferred with the file, it would delve into the network, connecting with Carter’s original comm card and confirming the existence of a pirated duplicate card.


  All the effort and money she had spent on this moment had been wasted, spoiled by the simple security protocol. The data drive contained only a fraction of the information she had taken from Carter.


  She lay back on the couch, breathing heavily. Her comm card rang. It lit up a furious red.


  Before answering, she racked her mind for answers. She had eliminated all the data from her comm card. The tracker card was not GPS-enabled and she had not needed to sign a contract to purchase it. What had she done wrong?


  Chapter 13


  Hannah Boyd


  November 7, 2063


  ––––––––


  “Three more deaths. Three more and we stand idly by, letting this self-inflicted plague fester in the sinners. Shall we remain voiceless?


  “No, it is our duty to spread the Lord’s word. It is our responsibility to tell others, to help others save themselves. I am but one of God’s many servants, as all of you are. Together, we can spread His word. We shall not accept the unnatural abominations.


  “So, as Moses struck down the false idols of gold, it is incumbent upon us to strike down the false idols man has constructed from his own flesh and blood. It was in God’s image we were created, and in His image we were perfect. But now, man plays his own god.”


  Hannah bobbed her head in agreement along with others in the pews around her. Father Cooney reached out, imploring the parishioners.


  Her mind, though, wandered elsewhere. She had spent another lonely week trekking between work and home. While she surfed Usverse, obsessing over pictures and videos on others’ profiles throughout the social network, a sickening cloud of depression had threatened to burst over her. She had thought about calling the woman she had met at church a couple of weeks before, but couldn’t muster the will to try.


  The risk of rejection would be too great.


  “Let us go in peace to love and to serve the Lord.” Father Cooney’s command woke Hannah from her daydreaming.


  The Recessional Hymn resonated in the cathedral. Hannah swallowed hard. A feeling of queasiness turned her stomach over. The feeling reminded her of watching a boy approach her at a school dance. The lights would be low as the music shifted to a slower, swaying rhythm. Boys and girls would pair up and Hannah would wait nervously, hoping she wouldn’t be left to stand by the wall. When she walked across the church basement floor toward the chattering old ladies behind the makeshift coffee bar, she hoped she wouldn’t be left alone today.


  “Hi, sweetheart,” the coffee lady said. “Decaf or regular?”


  “Regular, please.” Hannah looked down at the table. She took the cup. “Thanks.”


  She spied a table of couples, as usual, animatedly talking and laughing. Again, she sat at an empty one. She sipped her coffee and thumbed through her comm card. Minutes dragged on, and she felt on the verge of tears.


  No one ever came to dance with her. She would always stand by the wall.


  “Howdy, Bug.” A cheery voice rang out beside her. “How are you doing today?”


  Hannah smiled. She rubbed at the corners of her eyes and sniffled. “Oh, all right. How about you?”


  The woman she had met before sat down, a gaudy magenta hat atop her brown curls. “Just dandy. I love listening to Father Cooney during his morning services. It really puts a fire in my step, gives me purpose.”


  Hannah’s smile quivered. “He’s a really good speaker.”


  “Ain’t that the truth? And, you know, he’s absolutely correct about this god organ business.” The woman’s brown curls bounced as she talked. She twirled a strand of hair with a finger. “You know what else I realized, though?”


  “What’s that?”


  “I gave you my contact info, but I never officially introduced myself.” She held out her perfectly manicured hand. “I’m Charlotte Larson.”


  “Hannah Boyd. Nice to meet you.”


  “Pleased to meet you as well, Bug.”


  “But I already knew your name.” Her words sounded like a timid grade-schooler’s. She hated that.


  Charlotte’s thick red lips parted to reveal her perfectly white teeth in a smile. The tiny wrinkles by her eyes spread as her cheeks rose. “Oh, and how is that?”


  “My contacts are kind of limited, so it wasn’t hard to find the one I didn’t know.” Hannah blushed.


  Charlotte tilted her head to the side. “Why didn’t you give me a call?”


  “Figured you’d be busy.”


  “Oh, I’ve always got the time for some shopping, like I promised you. But it would be nice to get out and do something else, too. You know, I always find it inspiring to be amongst those younger than myself.”


  “You can’t be that old,” Hannah said.


  “Oh, you flatter me.” Charlotte winked. “So, what do you say? Dinner tomorrow? My treat.”


  “I’d love to, but I work until close.”


  “How late is that?”


  “Ten o’clock.”


  “Okay then, what about tonight?”


  “Sure, that would work,” Hannah said.


  Charlotte beamed. “Fantastic. How about you give me your address and I’ll come pick you up at five thirty? That’s not too early, is it?”


  “No, that’d be great,” Hannah said.


  Someone had actually shown interest in her again, though she couldn’t for the life of her understand why.


  ***


  When 5:30 came, Hannah waited in her studio apartment, repeatedly glancing at her comm card. Despite the anticipation, Charlotte’s call startled her and she jumped. She locked her door and hurried down the noisy wooden stairs two at a time. Darkness was already settling over the city when she reached the street.


  A gust of wind coaxed her to pull her oversized coat tighter around her neck. Between the other parked cars, a red Honda sat idling just down the street. Charlotte got out of it and waved to her, illuminated by a streetlight. Her hair seemed to shine unnaturally in the glow of the street lamps. Hannah chuckled as she waved back.


  Throughout the short car ride to the restaurant, Charlotte chattered ceaselessly. Hannah gripped the plastic armrests with clammy palms, excited and frightened to be out of her apartment with someone. The car dropped them off next to a short promenade that led up to the Green Dolphin. Crooning music escaped the restaurant as Charlotte held the door open.


  “Looks nice,” Hannah said.


  Charlotte squeezed Hannah’s arm. “I always love the musicians here. Kind of like Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin types. Really old music, I know, but still classics.”


  “Oh, I’m not sure I’ve heard of them.”


  “I’m sure you’ll like it, though, Bug.” Charlotte leaned in close. The woman’s curls tickled Hannah’s cheek. “And I won’t lie: the men singing are usually something to look at, if you know what I mean.”


  The dark-haired singer’s croon filled the winding restaurant, adding to the room’s intimate atmosphere. Hannah admired the antique signs and posters decorating the brushed-metal walls. Mock-incandescent-bulb projections flickered throughout the restaurant. A host welcomed them and took them to a circular table with green vinyl-backed seats. The touch-screen menus lit up on the table’s surface as they sat down.


  “Anything particularly good here?” Hannah asked as she scrolled through a host of options.


  “I’ve been very pleased with their blackened mahi-mahi, but when I’m feeling naughty, I go for the classic burger. Oh, it’s divine, all fat and juicy.”


  Truthfully, most everything looked better than the instant freeze-dried noodles, soups, and sandwiches that Hannah most often ate for dinner. Most nights, the instant gratification of a spontaneously cooked meal that heated itself through a chemical reaction in the packaging was too convenient to pass up.


  She decided on a plate of shrimp scampi, drowned in an Alfredo sauce according to the sample holoprojection of the plate.


  “Excellent choice, Bug.” Charlotte winked.


  For a moment, Hannah sat in an uncomfortable silence and toyed with the straw in her glass of water. Charlotte had been so talkative that Hannah had had no reason to broach a topic of conversation before. “So, what do you do?”


  Charlotte shrugged. “Nothing too interesting. I’d just bore you.”


  “I mean, you know I work at G&N selling clothes all day. It’s not all that interesting, either.”


  “Well, my job isn’t that much different. I work in sales for an insurance company. Trust me, it’s not exciting.” Charlotte smiled reassuringly. “How about something more interesting? Got a boyfriend? Cute face like that, I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”


  “No, I don’t,” Hannah said. “I did, but not anymore.”


  Charlotte reached across the table and patted Hannah’s interlaced fingers. “Oh, I’m sorry, Bug. That’s a shame, but I’m sure you’re better off without him.”


  “You’re probably right.” Hannah felt unconvinced, though. With Brian around, she at least had a friend and someone who said he loved her. “I guess he did kind of leave on bad terms.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Well...” Hannah’s eyes fell to the table. “He kind of left me.”


  With a gush, Hannah opened up her entire dating history, from the time she met Brian to the day she woke up alone. Charlotte listened intently, with an empathetic look in her eyes. Hannah couldn’t stop ranting about Brian, even when the motorized cart arrived at the table with their food. Charlotte had to politely stop her and encourage her to eat her food before it got too cold.


  Hannah sighed. “So, that’s that.”


  “Oh, Bug, you have dealt with a nasty boy. What about your parents? What do they say about all this?”


  Hannah looked down at her food and prodded a shrimp with her fork. “Nothing. Mom died when I was six and Dad passed away a couple years ago.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Charlotte said. “But I’m sure they’re up in Heaven watching over you.”


  Hannah hardly took solace in that, though she knew she should feel better about it. That’s what everyone told her: “Your parents are watching over you.” If they were angels now, they had done a lackluster job of helping her.


  “Do you mind me asking how?”


  “How? My mom died because of an asthma attack when I was little. Crazy, I know. Dad died of lymphoma. It didn’t take long once we found out he had it. He could afford chemo and thermal nanoparticle treatments, but that didn’t really help. The doctors said a Sustain would’ve saved him, but we couldn’t afford it. Besides, Father Cooney says that’s a sin.” Hannah stopped. She watched another motorized cart take a tray of food to a table before turning back to Charlotte. “Do you think it’s wrong that I wish my dad got one, though?”


  Charlotte was silent, smiling sympathetically, her eyes locked on Hannah’s. “No, I understand. That damned company has created a fearfully tempting product in that god organ.” She placed a ruby-taloned hand over her chest. “I myself was once so tempted.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I had a son. God bless his soul. He had a brain tumor. I couldn’t stand all the treatments not working and watching him waste away with disease. It was awful. I don’t wish that on any mother.” Charlotte’s voice wavered, but her gaze didn’t falter.


  “That sounds terrible.” Hannah’s eyes began to water. “I’m so sorry.”


  “It was. But then I heard the Sustain could fix him. I wanted so desperately to fix him. I was willing to do everything to help him. But at the time they wouldn’t implant one in my boy. They said it wasn’t approved for kids like him yet. So I watched my little boy die slowly, fading away into a bag of bones and skin as the cancer spread. It was terrible. My little angel.” A single tear rolled out of Charlotte’s eye. She sounded completely unlike herself, far too sincere and sad.


  “I’m so sorry. That sounds awful.” For a moment, Hannah put aside her own loneliness and anxieties, cursing herself for her self-involvement.


  “But at least I know that my little boy is in Heaven. He’s safe and healthy in God’s kingdom.”


  Hannah nodded, but struggled to find any words worth saying.


  “To think I almost implanted a product of Satan in my boy and defiled his innocence,” Charlotte said. “After he died, my husband and I had a hard time seeing eye to eye about it and we split. That’s when I started going to Mass again, and the rest is history.” Charlotte forced a smile. The expression wasn’t her usual happy beam. “I feel pity and pray for all those other parents ordering doctors to cut open their children and put that thing into their innocent little bodies. It’s bad enough they choose it for themselves, but the children should not be forced to commit the parents’ same sins. It’s wrong, utterly terrible and abominable.”


  Hannah feared the sudden angry zeal that had overcome Charlotte. A distinct, burning vengeance glinted in the woman’s eyes.


  “You know, if they have the technology for those organs, they should have the same technology, the same healing practices without the organ.”


  “Oh.” Hannah’s voice escaped in a weak breath.


  A vessel in Charlotte’s neck bulged. Her hands shook as she spoke. “The way I see it, Bug, is that they’re holding out on us. They want as much grubby money as they can get, refusing to release a medicine or a therapy that could be cheaper, that doesn’t need a whole artificial organ to desecrate our bodies. If they can cure cancer with their god organs, why can’t they do it without them?”


  Charlotte was right. Hannah put together the pieces, thinking about her father. “They could’ve saved my dad.”


  “Saved my little boy, too,” Charlotte said. “But they won’t do it. They don’t want the rest of us to have the same power as them, or to grow old like them, or to stay healthy like them. They want to repress us while they glorify their own sinful creations. It’s an awful shame.”


  Hannah nodded her head, incensed. “Why doesn’t someone do something about that?” In a moment of rare courage, Hannah’s voice rose. “We should do something.”


  For once, purpose and certainty filled her mind. God was surely speaking through her.


  Chapter 14


  Cody Warren


  November 7, 2063


  ––––––––


  The roar of the other protesters enlivened Cody Warren, despite the early-morning chill. A sense of pride coursed through him as he claimed his spot as one of the few actual protesters in a crowd of projected holograms ported through comm cards and other portable computers.


  The sun reflected off the building’s mirrored emerald windows, glimmering across the crowd that was barricaded from the promenade and fountain in front of the LyfeGen office. A small path shifted and ebbed as protesters pushed forward, threatening to displace the barriers guarded by the city’s police and LyfeGen’s own security guards. The guards and the police eyed the crowd warily as they held back the tides of emboldened demonstrators to make room for arriving cars and employees.


  A protester near Cody projected a message into the space above him reading: “Free the organ, free the people.” Another woman, bundled up in a bulky purple coat, stood with a projection hovering above her head that said, “The god organ kills,” next to a ten-year-old boy who looked to be her son hoisting his own projected message: “Keeping us poor and dying so they can keep getting rich.” A middle-aged man with a protruding belly and rough sideburns stomped under his own sign: “Ecc. 7:13. Consider the work of God; for who can make that straight, which he hath made crooked?” Another woman next to him: “Mark 10:9. What therefore God hath joined together¸ let not man put asunder.”


  A disparate group chanted, “False gods, false idols,” and were possibly the only discernible, unified voices among the mix of secular and religious protesters milling about the street and sidewalk.


  Cody’s eyes felt heavy and a dull headache throbbed, a lingering reminder of his time at Kingsley’s the past couple of nights. He knew that Northwestern brat had been right. He needed to make good on his convictions.


  Rather than waste another day at an unrewarding job and drinking away the evening, he had joined the growing movement outside of the LyfeGen building in protest. He’d accrued enough vacation days, meager as they were, to spend a few as part of the mass demonstration.


  He did allow himself a concession. From a flask of whiskey, he took a sip to warm his throat and stomach. After all, he had used a vacation day to be here.


  “Promises of a long and healthy life—if you’re rich,” read a projection from a lanky man with a boyishly round face.


  Cody asked the man’s permission to copy the message onto his own comm card. He pumped his fist into the air as the message projected above him and the boyish-faced man grinned in solidarity. As Cody chanted with the crowd, clouds of his breath curled in the frigid air. The iciness that crept into his nose and ears was a painful reminder of the warm weather he had left behind years ago in Florida.


  ***


  Cody had learned that he would lose his first real job at Horizon Labs in Tampa, Florida, while seated across from the company’s CEO in a cluttered office shared by the company executives. Horizon Labs had been only a thirty-person outfit, situated in a venture incubator with a complete set of wet-lab facilities. Without being told why, Cody had been informed the company would be dissolved. This first job at Horizon after graduating from the University of South Florida would also mark his last experience as a biomedical engineer.


  He had felt dejected when the company shut down, but was determined to retain a sense of optimism. After all, it was through his own ability that he had gotten that first job and his determination hadn’t disappeared with the company’s dissolution.


  But when it came time for him to start his job search in Chicago, the news streams contained a poisonous tidbit of information that crippled his confidence: Riley Eko, the company’s founder and CEO, was being investigated by the SEC for fraud.


  Apparently, Eko had raised funds and propelled the company through its initial public offering under the pretext that their nanoparticle imaging system was a surefire hit for regulatory approval. However, a leaked private correspondence of Eko’s indicated prior knowledge that the project would be a failure. The CEO wanted to push through the FDA approval process long enough to garner investor interest, sell off his shares, and run.


  Cody’s resume was tarnished by the Horizon Labs name, despite his innocence in the whole affair. He sometimes wondered if his job at NanoTech had been offered to him as an ironic joke, taking care of robots that took out and disposed of trash.


  ***


  “Get a job, you lazy asses,” a man with a fuming red face yelled at the crowd as he made his way into the building.


  “Go to hell, you pretentious fucker!” a protester roared back.


  Another protester joined in, yelling curses at the incoming employees. While most LyfeGen employees huddled together and quickened their pace into the safety of the building, a select, obstinate few chose to hurl insults and arguments back at the crowd with increasing fervor.


  An angry LyfeGen employee in a suit tossed a scalding coffee into the crowd. The cup and its contents exploded against Cody, burning his face and exposed hands. He shook off the hot liquid and rushed toward the increasingly amorphous barricade that the police were trying to maintain.


  “What’s your problem, you jackass?”


  “I said get a job, bum!” the man yelled back, with his finger pointed in Cody’s face. Spittle flew from the bearded man’s mouth. “Piece of shit.”


  Cody slapped the man’s hand out of his face as a policeman struggled to put himself between the two men and demanded that they depart.


  Instead, the man reached over the policeman’s arm, grabbed Cody by the collar, and swung a fist into the side of his head. He fell backwards, passing through several projected protesters and landing on the ground with a thud. His head cracked against the pavement. Wet, warm blood trickled around his right ear.


  “Did you see what that guy did?”


  A golf-ball-sized rock flew at the employee who had punched Cody. The employee flinched, and the rock flew toward another protester. It flew through the protester, who was only present as a projection, doing no damage to the man. Several other rocks, pieces of trash, and bottles of liquid soared through the air at the employees who were trying to get into the LyfeGen building. Some of the objects were projections and passed harmlessly through their targets. Others were thrown by actual protesters, hitting the employees, the police, and the sidewalk with very real thuds. The police yelled frantically as protesters roared in anger. A mad rush of bodies trampled forward as Cody struggled to a kneeling position, unsure of who was a projection that would pass over him and who was a real body threatening to crush him.


  The loud bellowing and the clashing of the crowd continued for some time before a high-pitched squeal went off from a small, round device that one of the policemen carried. Suddenly, three-fourths of the protesters flickered away, vanishing back through the networks from which they had come, abandoning the scattered protesters who had braved the weather and crowds to protest in person.


  Holding his hand against his bleeding ear, Cody stood slowly. His head swiveled around to take stock of his now scattered and few brethren. The crowd had lost its intimidation factor. Several protesters turned to run as the police came forward, sending electric shockwaves in front of them to paralyze and stop the protesters.


  Electricity coursed through Cody’s body and a burning pain erupted from every pore of his skin. He slammed into the pavement once more. The sharp crack of his skull on the sidewalk rendered him almost unconscious. His vision fluttered between darkness and the bright morning light.


  “Go to hell, you worthless scumbag.”


  The words uttered by some invisible source echoed in his mind as he spiraled into unconsciousness.


  Chapter 15


  Matthew Pierce


  November 7, 2064


  ––––––––


  The holoscreen in front of Matthew blazed in luminous green numbers and rotating figures, indicating the completion of an exhaustive experiment. With Jacqueline’s help, he had developed and tested new vectors that could deliver a prototype Sustain upgrade that delivered only specified sets of DNA to certain subpopulations of cells. It was their first major step toward completing the universal Sustain upgrade that could be used in any patient.


  Jacqueline grinned at the glowing display. “We need to celebrate. Grape Street Piano Bar. I’m buying.”


  “Sounds good. I have to let Audrey know, though.”


  Jacqueline chuckled. “Oh, you need permission?”


  A flush of defensiveness swelled up in him, but he wondered if Audrey would mind him going out to grab a drink with an intensely attractive coworker. “No, just giving her a heads up. She’ll be busy anyway.”


  “Oh, okay.” Jacqueline made no effort to hide her disbelief. She let down her hair. It fell in waves over her shoulders.


  Matthew put away his comm card without calling Audrey and held up a solitary finger. “One drink.”


  As they left LyfeGen, crowds of protesters mingled around the sidewalks and accosted employees, despite the security guards pacing around with crossed arms and stern faces. Matthew had gotten used to the crowds and the constant heckling. Still, he hoped that the company’s lawyers would be successful in petitioning the city for a permanent ban to the protesting. Until then, LyfeGen employees could do nothing more than carry on as usual.


  Jacqueline and Matthew pushed through to the opposite side of the street. She quickened her pace and beckoned him to keep up with her, teasing him with each glance back. He caught up when they cut around the corner at Giordana’s Chocolates and grasped at the arm of her coat.


  “Slow down, now,” he said.


  “You can’t keep up with me? I have, like, ten years on you.”


  He laughed. “Can’t be that many. Besides, you never know what kind of crazies you’ll run into around here.”


  “Oh, you’ll never know.” She slung her arm through his, striding down the street. “Be a gentleman then and escort me to safety.”


  Men and women in suits and business attire, fresh from work, filled Grape Street Piano Bar. Because of the biting cold outside, the windows were covered in steam on the inside. The humidity created by the mass of people took Matthew’s breath away when he first opened the door. Resounding laughter, clinking glasses, and the boisterous sounds of conversation influenced by stiff drinks greeted him and Jacqueline.


  With eyes wide and an unbelieving smile on his face, he leaned over to Jacqueline in an effort to be heard over the din. “I thought we were going somewhere more relaxed than this.”


  “Live a little.” She grinned.


  “Are we going to be able to find a seat somewhere?”


  She shrugged. “I doubt it.”


  They squeezed their way through to the bar. Jacqueline scrolled through a touchscreen full of drink options. Each time she selected a drink, a hologram appeared in front of her, looking as succulent as it did real.


  “I’m going with the Marilyn Monroe Martini. Apple brandy, grenadine, delicious.” She licked her lips, then pressed the button marked “Final Selection” and danced out of Matthew’s way.


  “What do they have on draft?”


  She frowned and then donned a playful smile. “Don’t be like that. There’s no need to be manly and boring. I saw you slobbering over those martinis.”


  “Fine.” He squinted at the touchscreen menu. “I’ll go with the Grasshopper.”


  She patted him on the back. “Bold. Minty, white chocolaty. That’s what I’m talking about. Drink something you actually like.”


  When a server delivered their drinks, Jacqueline sampled Matthew’s before handing him the vivid green concoction. She nodded her approval and whisked him away toward the piano, once again pushing through the warm, oblivious bodies.


  “So we’re going to get some live music, too?”


  “That’s right,” she said.


  He looked closer at the piano. One of the legs appeared slightly transparent and he slid his hand through it. “Wait. That’s not even a real piano. It’s just a projection.”


  “Oh, we have a regular detective in here.”


  Matthew’s cheeks flushed and he laughed. “Anyway, what are you up to this weekend?”


  “Asking me out on a date already? My, that’s awfully forward of you.”


  “Come on, I’m just trying to make conversation.”


  She placed a hand on his arm and feigned concern. “Oh, would you rather talk about your plumbing problems with your wife?”


  He broke the one-drink vow as she coaxed him into a classic martini.


  “James Bond-style,” she said. “Shaken, not stirred. Does that make you feel manlier?”


  A third and fourth followed for Matthew, while Jacqueline sipped slowly on her second Marilyn Monroe. She placed a third order of both the Banana Cream Pie and the Gibson Martini. While she approved of the Banana Cream Pie, she puckered her lips at the Gibson. Matthew laughed. His head felt light. As he looked about the room, lights blurred in long streaks and the sounds of nearby conversations blended together. The piano player belted out a nauseating ballad that several of the more inebriated bar patrons accompanied with their own off-key, slurring voices.


  Matthew put his arm around Jacqueline’s shoulder as she laughed. “You know, I really haven’t had the same tolerance since way back when I was an undergrad. Oh, God. I’m afraid I’m pretty toasted.”


  She leaned her head against his. Her warm cheek pressed against his.


  “Work has been crazy,” he said. “But I’m glad I’m in it with you. We’re productive and fun.”


  She laughed again and draped her arm across his shoulder. Matthew faced her and wrapped his hands around her back. She smiled and leaned up, and he leaned down to meet her. Her wet lips met his and a shudder shot down his spine.


  He pulled away.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. The sobering reality of the situation temporarily cleared the fog from his mind but he didn’t extricate himself from her embrace.


  Jacqueline offered a consolatory smile. Her eyes glimmered, even in the dull light of the bar. “It’s okay. I won’t tell.”


  “I really shouldn’t have done that. I mean, I love Audrey.”


  “I know,” she said. She rubbed his back as his gaze fell.


  He took a step back and stared at the poorly projected piano hologram. “It’s just been difficult. We’ve been fighting. I feel like she’s been trying to take advantage of my position at work.”


  “Oh?”


  “She just wants to know the scoop. But it’s her job. I should be able to understand that. I mean, I’d be willing to do almost anything for mine.”


  “You would. I know you’re a devoted guy. You care about what you do and how it’ll help people.”


  His head moved up and down, almost dizzying in his current state. “I do.”


  “I’m sure she respects that,” she said. “I mean, if your wife really loved you, truly respected you, she wouldn’t ask you to compromise your career.”


  “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  “About what?”


  He waved a hand through the air. “All of it.”


  “Don’t be. Maybe it’s time to go home for tonight.”


  He took a handful of breath mints on his way out and stuffed them into his pocket, hoping that they’d be enough to hide the alcohol on his breath.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, sunshine,” Jacqueline said, stepping into a taxi.


  Matthew waved goodbye and slipped into his own. One by one, he stuffed the mints into his mouth and chewed them. When he arrived home, Doug greeted him at the door, whining loudly and winding in between his legs as if he were a cat. Matthew stumbled over the dog, almost falling, but managed to make his way toward the bathroom.


  “What’d you end up doing after work?” Audrey said, glancing up from her work. Her computer sat open and a mass of projected datasheets and written documents were projected across the kitchen table. “Did you work out again?”


  Saved, he thought. Fortunately, he had improved his habit of working out to relieve the stress of his increased responsibilities at LyfeGen.


  “Oh, yep, just worked out.” He mustered all the focus he could to ensure his words came out clearly. “It’s hard getting back into the swing of things, but it feels good. I’m going to shower real quick. Probably already stunk up my clothes. I would’ve just worn my gym shorts home, but it’s a bit chilly for that.”


  “Probably.” Audrey’s eyes had already fallen back to the projections. “Better go wash all that stink off you.”


  He threw his comm card on his nightstand, stripped and climbed into the shower, hot water washing over him. He thought he heard Audrey’s footsteps creaking on the wooden floor in the hallway and into their bedroom, and he hoped that she’d refrain from joining him.


  After he had dried off, he found her asleep. A wave of relief swept over him as he crept into bed. He turned away from his wife toward the nightstand where his comm card sat and checked it to ensure his alarm for the next morning was set properly.


  He saw the messaging client still open and hoped that he hadn’t drunkenly sent out any communications. After shutting down the application, he fell back onto the pillow and closed his eyes. Thoughts of Jacqueline and that stolen kiss raced through his mind and quickened his pulse. He tossed around as he tried to fall asleep. Tempting memories of Jacqueline’s lips and her piercing eyes pursued him until sleep finally took hold.


  Chapter 16


  Audrey Cook


  November 7, 2064


  ––––––––


  The stink of alcohol and sweat rolling off her husband had stung Audrey’s nostrils. A brief flash of fury at his lying to her shot through her, begging her to react to his claim that he had been working out. It was absolutely preposterous and he had to have known better than that. He had a PhD, after all.


  But another desire had encouraged her to act calmly.


  As he showered, she searched his comm card and made a copy of all his correspondences and files. She had already torn down the ethical and moral wall she’d built for herself the first time she snooped through his card and this time she felt less guilty. Especially since he’d just lied to her. He’d been enigmatic enough since their falling out at the Embassy Room, avoiding her probing about his workday and offering only monosyllabic responses to her attempts at conversation. Stealing into his comm card had become a habit, even an addiction.


  She’d been intrigued both by his strange behavior and the message she had stumbled upon about his new research project with Jacqueline Harper. She couldn’t stop herself from transferring the contents of his card and as many files as she could pull from his network to her own computer. It was far too easy to swipe into his comm card, rather than pursue a fruitless labyrinth of dead-end contacts at LyfeGen.


  When he had crawled into bed beside her, she’d wanted him to leave, so she could dig into the fresh data. She’d closed her eyes, praying for sleep, as Matthew tossed and turned beside her.


  ***


  The sun peered into the window and lit up Audrey’s face. Curiosity pulled her away from the bed where Matthew still slept.


  She opted to work from home and pored through the documents and conversations on her computer. She preferred her kitchen table to the busy office to keep her freshly acquired files from prying eyes, given the ethical and legal boundaries she was flirting with, and trusted that Doug wouldn’t rat her out.


  Audrey continued to work as Matthew came down the hall. He appeared disheveled despite the ironed purple collared shirt and fitted khakis he wore.


  Audrey hid the files she sifted through.


  “Morning.” He strode past her and grabbed his coat from the hook by the door. “See you tonight.” He offered no smile or gesture of affection.


  Audrey reopened the documents and renewed her investigation.


  When she came across the unlabeled note from Jonathan Grieves with three attachments of medical records, she took a deep breath. She stared at the files for several seconds before giving in and opening them.


  Now, she was no longer flirting with the possibility of illegality, but instead embarking on a full-blown affair with it. She tried to reconcile the guilt by figuring she could claim the information from the records had come from a source she was ethically obligated to protect. More likely, if someone caught her with the records, she’d end up on the receiving end of the legal hammer.


  In any case, she perused the records of Arthur M. Peel, Geoffrey J. Dunt, and Elizabeth A. MacMahon, all deceased. The three records listed the same cause of death: embolic stroke.


  Their medical histories were varied. Arthur had had his appendix taken out at the age of twenty and contracted pneumonia a couple years later. Geoffrey had a virtually clean bill of health. Elizabeth broke an arm when she was ten and shattered her femur at sixteen. Amongst a list of routine checkups and doctor’s visits, immunizations and some select medical procedures, Audrey found two common elements in each of their reports: they had all had a Sustain implanted and all three had died of a stroke, just like Joel Cobb.


  Arthur died at the age of sixty-four, which wouldn’t be completely unreasonable for a stroke. Geoffrey lost his life at fifty-five and Elizabeth at thirty-four. There was no trace of traumatic injury in Elizabeth’s records that might predicate a stroke, and thirty-four was too young for someone who, besides a few broken bones, showed no risk of suffering one.


  Audrey reread the reports, trying to make sense of what was going on. When she could glean no other significant data, she expanded her research to the Net.


  Arthur Peel was a partner in a firm specializing in business law. News articles detailed his firm’s involvement in several mergers and acquisitions, a few as recent as two weeks ago when Chronos Conglomerate, a company that owned a horde of mining ventures, had executed their purchase of Kind Systems, a microchip manufacturer.


  Geoffrey Dunt was another relatively easy find. He had been the Vice President of Finances at Integrative Gene Systems. Interestingly, the company was a known rival of LyfeGen.


  She wondered if the fact that they had each had generously compensated jobs had anything to do with their deaths. The thought that there was something more at stake than just a systematic failure of a tissue-engineered organ nagged at her as she searched for the third victim.


  Spending the better part of an hour investigating public records and listings she had difficulty finding Elizabeth MacMahon. She wasn’t as well advertised as the two men. Fortunately, Audrey found a personal page on Usverse of an Elizabeth McMahon who seemed to match the description in the medical records. Unfortunately, most of this woman’s personal information was kept private.


  The dates of their implantations all varied widely, too. Elizabeth’s had been implanted a little over a year ago. Arthur’s Sustain experience spanned almost a decade and Geoffrey’s Sustain organ was almost six and a half years old. Besides their cause of death and the Sustain organ in each of them, Audrey needed another common thread to form a decent investigative piece. She sensed a deeper story afoot.


  Returning to Geoffrey, she tried to put together a rough history of the man. A shiver went down her spine when she saw he had worked at LyfeGen several years ago. She reconsidered her intuition that Joel’s death was enigmatic enough to suggest foul play and wondered if there might be a slim chance of a connection.


  Hoping to come across another clue, she spent the afternoon going through the rest of Matthew’s files. Plenty of raw data and lab write-ups regarding his research project bubbled through the files, but nothing else of particular interest to Geoffrey’s connection to LyfeGen. In fact, it appeared that no one in Matthew’s correspondences had even noticed the link.


  Her research slowing to a standstill, Audrey called her most reliable contact at LyfeGen.


  “Hello, Audrey,” Stanley said.


  “Hi, Stanley. I’ve got some names and I want to know if they mean anything to you.”


  “Shoot.”


  “Okay. Arthur Peel. Geoffrey Dunt. Elizabeth MacMahon.”


  “Interesting.”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, I might know something about those names.”


  “Okay, I’m all ears.”


  “You know I can’t just offer my services for free. I’m risking my neck here.”


  Audrey’s fingers drummed on the table. “What’ll it be this time? Tickets to the Lyric?”


  “No, no. Easier this time. I just want to know why you’re asking about these names to begin with. An odd assortment, wouldn’t you say?”


  She’d expected a more extravagant request. “Yes, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


  “Audrey, Audrey. I supply you with each and every tasty morsel you want and you refuse to return the favor?”


  “It doesn’t work like that.”


  “Okay, then. I have nothing else to say.”


  Audrey exhaled and stood up from the kitchen chair, stretching herself out toward the ceiling. “Fine. All three have recently died.”


  “And?”


  “And they all had a Sustain.”


  “Give me something more.”


  “They all died of an embolic stroke. Just like Cobb.”


  “Ah, there’s the plot twist. Here’s what I can tell you. Arthur Peel was a relatively close associate of Joel’s. Joel often used his services when LyfeGen sought to purchase another company. Of course, you probably already knew that.”


  Audrey cursed inwardly at herself, frustrated that she had called Stanley so soon. She would have realized that if she hadn’t grown so anxious to figure Geoffrey out, forgoing good research and giving in to curiosity.


  “Maybe not?” She could almost hear Stanley’s lips curling up into a sneer. “Anyway, Geoffrey also spent some time in Joel’s company.”


  “I know that,” Audrey said. “Before he moved to Integrative Genetic Technologies.”


  “Right. He was a rather ruthless man. More of a pirate really. Grisly, savage, and merciless when it came time to ransack a sinking company. He managed the acquisitions and licensing at LyfeGen. While the financials always worked out in our favor, Joel was never a fan of Dunt’s rape-and-pillage approach. So it’s my opinion that Joel might have aided a headhunter in sending Dunt to Integrative Genetics Technologies. Of course, I can’t offer anything other than hearsay, but I’m sure Joel didn’t want to enrage the brute by firing him, especially when the Board approved of Dunt’s financial acumen.”


  “I see. What about the woman, Elizabeth MacMahon?”


  “Unfortunately, she’s a mystery to me. But I might posit that she’s somehow involved in LyfeGen as well. Shall I work my magic for you?”


  “That would be great. I would certainly appreciate it. If you deliver on that, you’re getting the tickets to La Traviata, anyway.”


  Stanley laughed. “Fair enough.”


  When he sent her a secure message one hour later, it was confirmed: before Elizabeth became a pharmaceutical sales manager, she had been a sales representative and product manager at LyfeGen, peddling Sustain organ technology to hospitals around the greater Chicago area.


  The four Sustain deaths wove an incomprehensible network around LyfeGen and only Stanley and Audrey knew about it. At least, only they had uncovered the web. Audrey was determined to find the spider that had spun it.


  Chapter 17


  Monica Wolfe


  November 7, 2063


  ––––––––


  “I got your message, sweetheart,” Sam had said over Monica’s comm card. “Sounds to me more like you’re playing hooky. Why don’t you try coming in to work? If you can prove to me that you’re sick, you can go back home. If you don’t come in, well, that’s your problem.”


  Never before had the sound of Sam’s voice provided her any feeling close to the relief that washed through her now. The police weren’t coming to get her and hadn’t discovered her ploy. Yet. All the safeguards to ensure that her identity wasn’t found had worked so far.


  Monica had declined Sam’s offer to dial in via a hologram so she could prove how sick she was and begrudgingly agreed to go in. She coughed in a feeble attempt to bolster her story before ending the call and going to work.


  At NanoTech, she dropped down at her desk and reviewed the list of computer fixes assigned to her for the day. She tapped her foot anxiously, her thoughts racing around the almost disastrous encounter with Carter and his comm card.


  Her focus waned as she removed a virus from an engineering employee’s computer that forced it to continuously project images of cats rolling around with catnip. At least the projections were more entertaining than her usual tedious assignments.


  She stopped working and stared at one cat that mewed with delight, eyes comically wide open. The sudden buzzing of her comm card made her jump.


  “Hello?”


  “Please come to my office,” Sam said.


  “Right now?”


  “No, in two hours.” He paused. “Yes. Of course right now.”


  She turned off the computer, letting a frizzy-haired cat flicker away, and trudged to Sam’s office.


  “Close the door behind you,” he said.


  When she did, he changed the shade of all the windows to an opaque gray.


  Unnerved, she sat in the chair in front of him. “What did you need?”


  “That’s a good question. What I really want to know is what you need.”


  “More time away from you.”


  “Not a good time for jabs, Mon.”


  “Please stop calling me that. My mother used to say that all the time.”


  “I know. That’s what she told me last night.” Sam beamed, quite proud of himself.


  “You’re disgusting. You do realize that, don’t you?”


  “Pull that stick out of your ass, Mon, and have some fun.” Sam crossed his arms over his stocky chest.


  “Can you just tell me why I’m in here?”


  He stood up and began to pace back and forth behind a desk full of superhero toys and rotating holograms. He flicked one of the cape-and-tights-clad projections. The character spun wildly around its axis.


  “You just want to show off your toy collection, or do you have something more important for me?”


  “Again, let me direct that question to you.” He walked around the cluttered desk and stood behind her.


  She stared straight ahead at the poster of Superman on the wall.


  “What important information might you have for me?”


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


  “Don’t take that tone with me.” He laid his hands on her shoulders and his fingers kneaded her skin. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” He leaned in close and his bristly cheek brushed hers. An awful stench hung in his breath.


  She swatted at his hands. “No, I do not.” Her heart began to pound as her thoughts spun back to her amateurish hacking exploits.


  He let go of her shoulders but remained behind her. “I’m smarter than you give me credit for, Mon. You might call me a pig, but pigs are one of the most intelligent animals in the world. Plus, bacon tastes great.”


  Monica tensed, her jaw clenched in a grimace.


  “I’ve become aware that you’ve been doing some data gathering.” He leaned in again as her eyes widened and her mouth opened slightly. “And you’ve just confirmed that I’m right.” He disappeared behind her again, his hands falling back on her shoulders.


  Frozen in fear, Monica gulped.


  Sam chuckled. “Here’s the deal: I want you to give me all the data you find. I’m sure I can find some use for it.”


  She couldn’t give up all that hard work. The effort, the time she spent to escape him would be wasted on the bastard. “What if I don’t?”


  Sam’s fingers dug into her shoulders and Monica withheld a yelp. She tried to lean forward to escape it, but he pulled her back against the chair.


  “Get off me, you creep.” She stood up to face him.


  He pushed the chair away with his foot, trapping her at the desk. “You don’t want to make me angry, Mon.” He grabbed her hands and held them together to keep her from shoving him backwards. “You know that stealing data is illegal. And you know that you’d be spending a solid decade or two in jail if I turned you in. That would suck, wouldn’t it?”


  Monica spat in his face. “Screw you.”


  He let go of her and wiped the spit off with the back of his hand. “That’s not very nice.”


  “Go to hell.” Monica reached into her pocket to activate the recording function of her comm card, hoping she had correctly memorized the location on her touchscreen. Evidence of his harassment would be necessary. Otherwise, she’d end up just like Noah Choi if she went to HR without anything to back up her case. Sam would then torment her by planting lurid messages on her network message clients and work computer.


  He laughed at her as she fumbled around in her pocket. “Come on, Mon. I told you: I’m smarter than you give me credit for. Now look at you, trying to record our conversation as if that’s going to protect you. I’m head of IT, after all. I already disabled comm card recording in here.”


  Monica tried anyway. Maybe it was just a bluff. “Pig.”


  “I want that data. If you don’t give it to me, I’ll turn you in. You’ll lose your job, whether they throw you in jail or not; I’ll see to that.”


  She glared at him. Maybe she could string him along. The data drive was still safe at home. She could parse through everything she’d gleaned from Carter’s card before the lockdown. Then she’d give Sam only the most useless reports and information. She’d keep the rest for herself. That would give her time to figure out who to give the trade secrets and research data in LyfeGen’s pipeline to. When she had the ears of the right people at NanoTech, she would get Sam fired instead.


  Then again, if she had no worthwhile information, she’d be tossed aside by Sam and everyone else at NanoTech. But she couldn’t let him know that the data sitting on her drive might not be worth anything to either of them.


  She narrowed her eyes. “Fine, you fucking slob.”


  He appeared amused. “Play nice, or else.” He leaned in, trying to kiss her cheek.


  She slapped him and shoved him backward. “Leave me the fuck alone, starting now, and I’ll get you your data.”


  Sam rubbed his cheek. Her red handprint was already beginning to appear. “Who do you think you’re talking to, bitch? Did you not just hear our conversation?”


  “You know as well as I do how badly you want that data. You know exactly what it’ll do for you here. Guaranteed promotion, bigger office than this pigsty.”


  “Oh, it’s that good, huh?”


  Monica crossed her arms. “Of course.”


  Sam smirked.


  “Well, then, that’s our deal. You leave me alone. Don’t bother me and don’t ever, ever, fucking touch me again. Then I’ll share it with you.”


  “It’ll be hard not to touch that body—”


  “No,” Monica said, shaking her head. “No.”


  Sam shrugged. He reached out his hand to shake hers. “It’s a deal. But it better be as good as you promised.”


  She dug her shoulder into him as she walked past him. “Leave me alone.”


  Though emboldened by the adrenaline and anger that coursed through her veins, she knew she had not won yet. She might be able to hold him off for a couple of days, but she needed better data.


  She needed another plan.


  Chapter 18


  Matthew Pierce


  November 12, 2063


  ––––––––


  Days after the Grape Street Piano Bar kiss, Matthew still had not mentioned the incident to Audrey and avoided the topic with Jacqueline. He deflected her attempts to bring up his life outside of the lab while they worked together.


  But those barriers wouldn’t last long.


  Absentmindedly, he ate his oatmeal while Audrey made coffee. The warm scent of the brew invigorated him, though it didn’t distract him from the thoughts and the dull headache that had taken residence in his head. His efforts to distract himself from thoughts of Jacqueline by partaking in an extended happy hour with Jonathan Grieves and one of his friends from regulations, Grant Paul, had only exacerbated his infatuation with the woman. Each time one of the men spoke about his passion for golf and his plan to reduce his handicap during the spring thaw, he couldn’t help but think of how much more exciting it had been to be out with Jacqueline.


  Scrolling through news streams on his comm card, Matthew selected a story boasting a breaking revelation regarding LyfeGen. His heart sank. He couldn’t swallow the last lump of oatmeal in his mouth.


  A reporter, Beth Childs, had somehow scrounged up the names of the three recent stroke victims who should not have died with their implanted Sustains.


  He tried to wrap his mind around who the hell would have leaked this information. Jonathan Grieves would be under too much scrutiny in his position directing regulations. He couldn’t imagine Preston Carter would stab his own company in the back. That only left Jacqueline. She could’ve released the information, but what gain was there for her in doing so? It didn’t make sense.


  “Are you all right?” Audrey said. “You look like somebody died.”


  “Somebody did.”


  “What? Who?”


  He ignored her and continued scanning the article as she sidled up beside him to read over his shoulder.


  For a second time, his heart stopped and he stared at a single sentence: “All three victims, besides suffering from a preventable stroke and possessing a Sustain organ, were found to have been, at one time or another, connected to LyfeGen.”


  Joel Cobb, and now these three, shared a common LyfeGen denominator. It was difficult enough to believe the odds that Joel would suffer a death perfectly preventable by his own implanted invention, but now three more cases, too uncannily similar to be coincidental, had presented themselves. Matthew’s job would quickly become more complicated than he had anticipated.


  ***


  He fumed the whole walk down the hallway toward the office space he shared with Jacqueline. Above him, the simulated sun shone brightly through parting cumulous clouds drifting across a light blue sky. The scent of lilacs permeating the LyfeGen offices did nothing to placate his mood.


  Jacqueline looked up from the holoscreen projecting from her computer when he entered. “Something wrong? I could pretty much hear you coming down the hall since you got off the elevator.”


  Instead of sitting down, Matthew stood in front of the wide window that separated the lab space from the office. He crossed his arms. “Did you read any of the news today?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then why aren’t you upset?” He dropped into his chair and picked up the crystal cube on his desk inscribed with “Inventor Award.” The modest trophy was recompense for an invention disclosure that had led to a patent. While LyfeGen reaped the financial benefits of (and owned) its employees’ intellectual property, they deemed these participation awards reward enough for the inventors. There were days Matthew was proud of the trophy and other days where it only seemed to taunt him. Those days, he would debate dashing it across the floor. Today was one of those days.


  Jacqueline grinned. “I’m not upset because it means job security.” Her long eyelashes and seductively perky lips were only offset by the slight wrinkles emanating from the corners of her eyes. Though she was just under forty, her vibrant blue eyes exuded a youthful beauty that could only be improved upon and preserved if she got her own Sustain. Matthew sometimes wondered why she didn’t already have one.


  He scoffed. “How does this possibly mean job security to you? The whole company could go down in flames.”


  “At least we’d be the last to go. If LyfeGen needs anyone right now, it’s the engineers and scientists working on proving to the FDA that we aren’t slobs. It’s those of us who are participating in research who could potentially bring in new revenue. We’re the ones who could save the company, so why would they terminate us?” She smirked, clearly pleased by her own logic. “We might watch Rome burn, but at least we still get to drink the wine.”


  There was a fierce cruelty to her words and an arrogance in her eyes that Matthew hadn’t seen the night at Grape Street Piano Bar when her laughter and smiles prevailed above all else.


  “You’re crazy.” He remained unsure of whether to laugh or scowl. “You know that, right?”


  A scream echoed down the hall and broke the stare between them. “Help!”


  They shared concerned looks and wide eyes. Without a word, Matthew took off toward the corner offices, where the sounds of frantic conversation could be heard.


  A couple of others had gathered in front of Jonathan Grieves’s office.


  Inside, Grieves was splayed across the floor. A woman was crouched beside him, tapping on her comm card as she checked his pulse. On the desktop, a picture of Grieves’s wife and son was face down and a stack of paper documents had been knocked askew.


  “Yes, he’s unconscious.” The woman paused. “Yes! Now!”


  She ended the call and stared at Matthew.


  “What happened?” He pushed past the others still frozen in shock and stared at his manager’s still body. “He needs CPR.” Kneeling down, he pumped on Jonathan’s chest.


  The woman shook her head. “I don’t think that’ll help. I think he’s dead.” She stood up and her eyes darted around wildly. “Jonathan’s dead.”


  Chapter 19


  Matthew Pierce


  November 13, 2063


  ––––––––


  Matthew slammed his hand on his desk, causing Jacqueline to jump in her seat.


  “What the hell was that for?”


  “Sorry.” He stared at a follow-up story regarding the three Sustain patients’ deaths and their ties to LyfeGen.


  The article provided an account of Jonathan Grieves’s history with the company and his own improbable demise. In it, Beth Childs postulated that Grieves had likely suffered an embolic stroke. She was unabashedly skeptical of the circumstances surrounding the deaths of the five Sustain stroke victims, and her claims verged on accusations of conspiracy. She referenced data and information that Matthew had thought was entirely secure at LyfeGen. Various employees in regulations and research might know pieces of these stories, but no one should have had access to so much information. “This writer knows everything about us. She’s even hinted at some of the projects you and I are working on.”


  Jacqueline appeared curious but not overly concerned. “Did she release the details on the Sustain package updates or the new vectors?”


  “No, but she makes some eerily accurate foreshadowing.”


  “You’re sure it’s not like a horoscope thing where it’s just some generic prediction that could be true for about everything we do here?”


  “I don’t think so.” With a flick of his finger, a projection of the story appeared on Jacqueline’s desk. “Look.”


  “I guess so. It does hint at research possibly eliminating the need for regular patient-specific updates for Sustain owners, doesn’t it?”


  Matthew nodded.


  Jacqueline scoffed as she read. “Although I don’t appreciate her constantly calling it ‘the god organ.’ It’s ironic, don’t you think?”


  “How so?”


  “Well, first off, gods don’t die.”


  Matthew expected her to smirk, but the serious expression on her face showed she had not meant it as a joke. “Fair enough. It doesn’t help us to defuse the whole religious argument, either.”


  “Exactly.” Jacqueline read the rest of the article. “Do you think it would be worthwhile for us to find out what’s going on here?”


  He’d already begun to look over the previous day’s research data. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that this journalist appears to know too much about us and I don’t like where this investigation of hers appears to be going.”


  “Should we talk to Preston about trying to find out who’s providing all this information?”


  “Not a bad idea.” Jacqueline adopted a garish Texan accent. “Looks like somebody out there is fixin’ to get themselves fired.”


  “Okay, I’ll set that up.”


  “Let me take care of that.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Now, don’t look at me like that. You know I’ve got the rank and priority thing going on here.”


  He held up his hands in submission. Working with Jacqueline, he often forgot that she did hold considerable sway in the regulations and research departments. She always tended to treat him as a peer, rather than a subordinate, and the intimacy they shared muddled those lines considerably.


  “Do you know anything about The Shore outfit mentioned here?”


  A lump caught in Matthew’s throat and his heart raced. “The Shore? I—yeah.”


  Jacqueline smirked. “Tongue tied? What about it?”


  “I knew somebody there. Friend from college.”


  “Does he still work there?”


  Matthew’s pulse slowed as he took a deep breath and jumped on Jacqueline’s assumption. “No, not anymore. He moved away a few years ago.”


  She gave him a quizzical look. “Are you sure?”


  “Of course.”


  Soon enough, they were in Preston’s office and seated at the small conference table. The room was like a greenhouse, hot sunlight flooding through the windows.


  Matthew blinked as his eyes adjusted. Despite the bright lights lining the halls, the midmorning sun shocked his retinas.


  While they waited, Preston was talking in a hushed voice on his comm card. He held his head in his hand. Jacqueline motioned to him to ask whether they should leave him be, but he urged them to stay.


  “Okay,” he said. “No, I don’t know when I’ll be home...Love you, too.” He got up from his desk and joined them. “Sorry about that. And, I’m sorry to hear about Jonathan.” He shook his head. “This hasn’t been a good month and I fear it’s only going to get worse.”


  “You’re right,” Jacqueline said. “And I want to know how all this information is becoming public. Before we even had a chance to deal with Jonathan’s passing ourselves, there were rumors about him and the company in the news streams.”


  “I agree.” Preston’s voice was calm, measured. “I’ll be honest: I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t suspected one of you three. Two, now.”


  Matthew wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of a coherent, helpful sentence.


  “Who knows?” Preston sighed. “Maybe Grieves did leak their patient records, but he would have had to know that that would get him fired. Just like either of you two. Unfortunately, I worked with Grieves much longer than I have with you both. I’ve seen you do very good work in a very short space of time, so I’ll give you this warning once: if either of you is responsible for what was leaked, you know the consequences. Please, tell me now. If I find out otherwise, I will ensure that you are not only terminated from the company but also will have no shot in hell at finding another job.”


  Matthew’s face turned pale, but Jacqueline stared fiercely back at Preston.


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “Neither of us has anything to do with these stories.”


  Matthew felt reassured by her confidence. “Yes, we want this resolved as much as you do.”


  “Well, I’m glad to see you have such confidence in each other,” Preston said. “I’m afraid I still want to launch an internal investigation into this. Understand that every employee involved in research and regulations will be subject to this examination while I find a new regulations director to take Jonathan’s place.”


  They both nodded in agreement as Preston massaged his temples.


  “Okay,” he said. “While, logically, it doesn’t make sense, I want to believe that you’re both telling me the truth. So please, don’t prove me wrong.”


  “I have no intentions of doing that,” Matthew said.


  “There are two ways we’re going to be approaching this problem. First, we find out who in the company is involved in this mess. Second, we go to this Beth Childs and try to get her off our case.” Preston opened up his comm card to review his notes. “I’ve already filled in Anil. He’ll do what he can to track those responsible for leaking this information.


  “Also, I don’t want you two to lose focus. Keep compiling those audit applications for the FDA along with your work on the Sustain upgrade packages. Once we pass the FDA audits, which I’m banking on you guys to spearhead, we can work on getting FDA approval for the Sustain update packages.”


  “What happens if the FDA finds something wrong in production, though?” Matthew said, genuinely curious. “What if there really is a problem?”


  “That won’t be the case,” Preston said, and turned to stare out the window. “I remember Jonathan saying that there might be alternative explanations for these issues.”


  “The doctors?” Matthew said, surprised. “I thought you knew that was unlikely, too.”


  “I do.” Preston’s tone turned sharp. “But tell the Board that. Tell the investors. Tell the employees who’ll be losing their jobs.”


  Matthew leaned forward, about to open his mouth again. Jacqueline touched his hand slightly, subtly shaking her head at him. He stopped.


  “I know I don’t have to tell you both to be careful. Don’t talk to anybody about what you’re working on,” Preston said. “Especially reporters. And let me know if Ms. Childs comes back to snoop around here to try to get to you guys. I want to meet with her.”


  “Oh,” Jacqueline said, furrowing her brow. “And why’s that?”


  “I want to see what I can pry out of her, for one. And second, I want to make sure we get a photo for our visual recognition security.”


  “Fair enough,” Jacqueline said. “How will we know who she is, though?”


  “Not hard to miss,” Preston said. “I met her at a press conference. About five foot five. Green eyes, red hair.”


  Matthew’s stomach twisted. Beth Childs was from The Shore and had a physical description that matched his wife’s. Fear gripped him. There was no Beth Childs.


  “That shouldn’t be too hard to spot.” Jacqueline grinned.


  Matthew racked his brain, hoping that she hadn’t seen a picture of his wife. He hadn’t unpacked his box of pictures and books after the move to his new office space with Jacqueline. In fact, being near her, he had felt uncomfortable with the idea of having a picture of his wife staring at him.


  ***


  Matthew sorted through documents between bouts of lab work. He couldn’t shake the anger out of his mind. Each time he imagined Audrey, smiling and asking him about his day, hiding what she knew about him and his job, he became more infuriated. But he had to hide it from Jacqueline.


  When he sat back down at his desk to review a lab report from one of the Sustain production labs, Jacqueline rolled her chair next to his. “What’s wrong, Matt?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Come on. I know you better than that.”


  “Really, I’ll be fine.”


  “She did it, didn’t she?”


  “What?”


  Jacqueline laughed. “Remember? You told me how she wanted you to risk your job so she could write her stupid story. Well, she went behind your back and did it, didn’t she?”


  There was no use in feigning denial. Matthew gritted his teeth and nodded. “It makes me furious.”


  “Then... how about we cool off later with a drink?”


  “You’re not going to tell Preston?”


  “No, I won’t,” she said. “You can trust me. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate it. I need someone on my side. Let’s get that drink.”


  ***


  After work, they took the L-train south, braving the crowds to a bar aptly labeled Blues. A bartender served them each a Stella Artois at Matthew’s request. On the small stage in a corner, a woman belted out an old standard with a gusto that sent chills down his spine. He recognized the twelve-bar blues progression from his own days chasing his fleeting music interests on a guitar his uncle had given him.


  The woman swayed and shook as her voice filled the narrow bar. Keeping time with a brush stroke across his cymbal, the drummer bit his lip and bobbed his head as the bass player thumped his way up and down the neck of his instrument. A saxophonist with a knitted brow and curly blond hair played, his restrained tones soothingly complementing the woman’s voice.


  “I love this place.” Matthew shifted in his seat across from Jacqueline.


  “I can tell. That smile across your face pretty much gives it away.”


  “I feel guilty, though.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Seriously? Jonathan just died. Joel is dead. Three other people. And we still haven’t figured out why. We’re working on that goddamn pet project of Preston’s, and honestly, I don’t think that’s important at all right now. We need to figure out exactly what’s going on.”


  Jacqueline reached across the table and caressed his hand. “I know.”


  “Why are we here, then? We should be in the lab working until this thing is over. We need to find out why those people died.”


  “Maybe we won’t find the answer at LyfeGen.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What if it isn’t our technology?” Jacqueline said. “I’ve worked at LyfeGen for enough time to have some faith in the product.”


  “Really?” Matthew squinted at the wrinkles forming around her eyes, subtle but telling. “Then why don’t you have a Sustain? It can’t be because you can’t afford it. I don’t mean to be offensive, but while we’re going on about how safe this technology is, and you’re a senior leader and all, why don’t you have your own?”


  Jacqueline turned away, her cheeks flushed red. “That’s for another time. And it’s not any of your business.”


  Matthew could sense something amiss. Anger, resentment, maybe. He knew better than to press her. “Okay, sorry. Really, I am. You’re right. It’s not my business. I’m just worked up and I don’t want to take it out on you.” This time he reached out and grasped her hand in his.


  “It’s okay. It’s just not something I like to talk about.”


  A round of applause broke the tense silence between them as the singer beamed at the small crowd.


  “So what do you think is going on?” Matthew said as the applause dissipated and the singer consulted with her band.


  “It might be crazy, but I have a couple of ideas.”


  “Go on.”


  “Those protesters,” Jacqueline said. “They’re awfully wound up. You’ve seen the media attention we’ve been getting. We’ve all seen them in front of our building. I think—and I know I sound like a conspiracy theorist—the church, some church, is after us.”


  “You honestly believe that?”


  “Is it truly that unbelievable?”


  “Well, you’re trying to tell me that people preaching about God’s gift of life would go out and kill random people associated with LyfeGen.”


  “Yes, I am. I find it hard to believe you’d hold them in such high esteem. You can’t forget about religion’s history of persecuting scientists and philosophers who pushed the boundaries of faith and beliefs taught by the church. What about the rash of bombings at abortion clinics a couple decades back? Or the murders of all those sex offenders five years ago? It was all because a few crazed religious zealots thought they were acting on God’s word.” These last two words dripped with contempt.


  Matthew nodded. “Fair enough. But this just seems so much more complicated. You’re talking about bombings and shootings. We’re looking at a string of deaths due to stroke. That would take some intimate knowledge of the Sustain technology, don’t you think?”


  “Are you sure?” Jacqueline said. “Remember when Primosec was pulled off the market?”


  “Oh, God, yeah. That was the drug that ended up increasing the incidence of strokes.”


  “Right. How farfetched would it be for someone to take advantage of a drug like that?”


  He rubbed his chin in thought. “I suppose you might have a point.”


  “I’m not saying that it had to be that drug, anyway. I’m just suggesting the possibilities that might be out there. It certainly would help to know someone in the biotechnology industry who might be familiar with some of the drugs and devices that failed due to complications like these.”


  Matthew’s thoughts raced to Audrey. She had an intimate working knowledge of almost every major biotech and pharma company, their flagship and failing products. That had been the key to her success.


  He didn’t want her to get involved now, though, especially not after he had unwittingly become her source for a story. He had no desire to give her another scoop when he could potentially solve the issue himself and become a hero at LyfeGen.


  If Audrey was going to selfishly pursue her career, he would do the same.


  “Well, do we know anyone like that?” Jacqueline’s mouth contorted in a wry smile.


  “Come on. You want me to get Audrey involved?”


  “Think about it. She kind of owes you.”


  Matthew huffed and shook his head.


  “Anyway, enough business talk. We can forget about it for now. We owe ourselves the distraction.”


  The singer’s voice shook with an emotional timbre. A few couples were dancing in a seductive blues style.


  Jacqueline stood up and grabbed Matthew’s arm. “Let’s dance.”


  “I’m not sure I can move like that,” he said.


  She smiled. “Fine. I’ll lead.”


  This time, he couldn’t claim that his inhibitions had vanished due to alcohol. Instead, he was drunk on Jacqueline’s confident, curving body. As they danced, her legs wrapped around his and her hand caressed the back of his head. A shudder went through him and he dismissed any thoughts of Audrey, justifying his own actions with her betrayal of him. Jacqueline, moving against him, took complete control of their movements and his desire.


  In fact, the last time he made love to Audrey, he had imagined Jacqueline. He had fantasized about her and a moment just like this. Working beside her in the lab, he found himself admiring her ingenuity, too. There was no doubt she was as intelligent as she was beautiful. In conversation, he confided in her as though she were a close friend.


  At home, he had felt unsatisfied with a lazy dog and a detached wife. Audrey had become increasingly focused on her work, and her attempts at conversation seemed more of an investigative interview into his work rather than a chat between loving spouses.


  Now, he knew why.


  For all intents and purposes, he had divorced himself emotionally from Audrey. At least, that was how he justified these feelings for Jacqueline.


  “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, her breath warming his ear.


  “You want to head home already?”


  “As long as you’re coming with me.” Her lips parted in a seductive smile.


  For the first time, he noticed the others who had joined them on the dance floor. They pushed through the other couples, and Matthew requested a taxi through the comm card.


  They exited Blues onto State Street and ducked into the taxi that had rolled up. Jacqueline laid her head across Matthew’s lap and he brushed her hair.


  A pang of guilt rushed through him. He wondered what he was doing. He felt like a college freshman with her, discovering freedom in his sexuality for the first time. It both frightened and excited him. Yet he couldn’t shake thoughts of Audrey. She would be waiting for him at home, her face as red as her hair, furious.


  No. She had betrayed him, too.


  They were both wretches. But at least he wasn’t destroying her livelihood and compromising the reputation that was key to her career. He could be fired if Preston found out it had been through him that Audrey had discovered the names of the three dead patients, the medical records, the current research projects, and the official letter from the FDA announcing a “site visit.”


  At once, the urge to run away overtook him. He wanted to take the taxi to another city and watch the freezing rain slide past him and Jacqueline as they escaped. But that was silly and childish.


  When the taxi stopped at a building with a sandy façade, Jacqueline opened her eyes and stared up at him. They got out of the car and into the icy rain. Jacqueline slipped on a patch of ice and Matthew almost lost his footing, but managed to keep them both from falling to the sidewalk by grappling with the railing leading up the steps to the entrance. When they both straightened, Jacqueline pulled his face toward hers. The rain fell onto them in torrents and soaked into their clothes as they kissed.


  “That was lovely,” she said. “But I’m freezing now.”


  The glass door opened for her as they approached. As they walked, puddles formed in their footsteps. A small, round floor bot scurried after them and mopped the water.


  Jacqueline kissed him again in the elevator and once more as they moved down a hallway that smelled of jasmine. Holographic projections of the flower rotated in carved nooks in the walls.


  Her apartment lit up as they fell inside, shedding wet clothes across the floor. She guided him to her bedroom, but didn’t turn on the lights. A soft glow emanated through the windows from the streetlights.


  Matthew rolled on top of her and she grasped his back. The passion that had swelled between them as they danced was released now in Jacqueline’s bed.


  When they were spent, Matthew spooned his body around hers. He pictured Audrey in his mind’s eye, his guilt returning.


  No. It was over. He would tell her.


  He kissed Jacqueline’s ear. “What would you do if I left Audrey?”


  She turned in his arms, her eyes wide. “Don’t do that.”


  “I know this is strange,” he said. “I’m not looking to run away with you.”


  “Good,” she said. “I don’t think I’d be ready for that. My life’s just too complicated.”


  “Yes, you keep telling me that, but I don’t know why.”


  “Eventually. As much as I hate to say it, you should go home to Audrey now. We need to keep her around.”


  Her words weren’t warm or comforting. He could scarcely tell that this was the same ravenous, desirous Jacqueline he’d been dancing with just a short while ago. He wished he could figure out what she was thinking.


  “You’re right.” He slipped out of bed and gathered his clothes. “Can you turn on the light?”


  “No,” she said. “I mean, the place is a mess. I wasn’t planning for you to come over. I don’t want that to be the first memory you have of my apartment.”


  There was the warmth again. Maybe. “Trust me. That wouldn’t be the first memory anyway.” He smirked.


  Jacqueline sat on the edge of the bed with the sheets around her. She touched his arm before he left. “I’m not trying to shoo you away. I hope you know that.”


  He spent the taxi ride home conjuring up explanations for his absence. His best excuse was working late. He realized how absolutely clichéd that might sound, until he remembered that Audrey had been spending late nights pumping out her Beth Childs stories.


  She would have to accept what he told her.


  Only Doug came to greet him when he entered the apartment. The dog’s tail wagged sleepily and his tongue slobbered wildly across Matthew’s hand.


  “Good boy.” He patted Doug’s head. “Let’s not wake Mommy.”


  He padded quietly over the hardwood floor. Slipping off his slacks and unbuttoning his shirt, he threw them over a chair in the corner of the bedroom. Doug slumped down next to the chair, and the moonlight filtering in through the window revealed an empty bed. Matthew exhaled.


  He slipped between the covers of the bed. Muddled thoughts haunted him, preventing him from falling asleep. He wished he was still next to Jacqueline, but the more he thought of Audrey and her bright green eyes and freckled nose, the less desire he had to tear himself away from his marriage.


  On top of his personal troubles, he couldn’t rid himself of the LyfeGen fiasco. Jacqueline might be right. There could very well be another group looking to sabotage the company and, as a result, his livelihood, his identity. Everything he had worked for rested on LyfeGen’s success. He hadn’t come this far only to lose his job because some nut job harbored a vendetta against the company. His company.


  Jacqueline was right. They needed Audrey. His company needed her. He needed her. Things would have to change between him and her. He needed to fix this.


  Sleep finally took hold of him, plunging him into restless dreams. A rustling of the covers woke him, but he didn’t need to open his eyes to tell it was still dark. He wrapped an arm around his wife, felt a gentle kiss on his skin, and floated back to sleep.


  Chapter 20


  Preston Carter


  November 14, 2063


  ––––––––


  Erik flipped a pancake. He placed it on a slowly growing stack as Preston came into the kitchen. Preston hugged him and took a deep sniff of the cinnamon-and-spice scent emanating from the pancakes.


  “This is a nice surprise. Thanks.”


  “Of course.” Erik smiled, pouring more batter. “I know how you love your pumpkin pie pancakes.”


  “That I do. Thanks for everything.”


  “I thought it would be nice to get up early and actually join you for breakfast for once.”


  “I mean, thanks for everything. Not just breakfast. Since Joel died, you’ve been great to me, you know? Picked up the slack at home with Kyle as I’ve been struggling with the whole CEO business.”


  Erik deposited another pancake on the stack. “How’s it going at work?”


  “Stressful. And it’s difficult to pretend it’s not stressful when I’m working with everyone there, which makes it even more stressful. I’m not used to dealing with finances, marketing, publicity, and all that. It’s been a steep learning curve.”


  “I can tell. I’ve been counting the increasing number of gray hairs on your head.”


  Preston laughed, knowing that despite his stress, there would be no gray hairs. The Sustain ensured that his hair follicles remained healthy and his hair was as deep brown as it had been when he was twenty.


  His smile constricted when he gave his Sustain a second thought. All these issues with people dying of strokes had him increasingly worried about the company’s wellbeing. He had been so concerned about LyfeGen that he had neglected the distinct possibility that he or Erik could easily be the next victim of whatever plagued the Sustain.


  “What’s wrong?” Erik asked.


  “Just thinking about work. I’ve got a couple of dilemmas that have been bothering me.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “All right, but it goes without saying that you can’t repeat any of this information.”


  “You know you can trust me. And if this is going to be a serious discussion, we can’t let breakfast get cold.” Erik scooped up a couple of pancakes for each of them.


  “Here goes. You know about Joel’s death. And you’ve seen the stories about the other three deaths of people who had Sustains. A couple employees and a lawyer who once worked with the company, right? And now Jonathan. You met him at a couple of work functions. You know, the guy with that lumberjack beard?”


  “Yes,” Erik said. “Poor guy, but what an atrocious beard.”


  Preston couldn’t help smiling. “Right. Anyway, you know they all had Sustains.”


  “So far, you haven’t told me anything I couldn’t have already gotten from the news.”


  “I know, I know,” Preston said. “Let me get to the point. The Board wants me to skew the reports and make it seem as if there’s no problem with the Sustain. They want us to report to the FDA that it was the doctors’ fault.”


  “What? That’s outrageous.”


  “It wouldn’t be difficult. Amongst these victims, there are only two doctors who performed the surgeries and the follow-ups.”


  Erik frowned. “You aren’t seriously considering reporting that?”


  “If I don’t, LyfeGen could very well go underwater.”


  “You’re telling me you want to lie to the FDA, lie to the patients, and pretend there’s no problem at LyfeGen? You want to blame these innocent doctors?”


  “I don’t want to. But the Board seems pretty convinced that this is the right way to go.”


  “Preston,” Erik said, his voice stern and serious. “I know you better than that. You’re not the backstabbing, lying, cheating kind of guy. You’re better than that. You’ve always been better than that.”


  “I know, but there’s a good chance I could lose my job.” Preston knew his response sounded lame. He wanted to believe the Board could be right. Maybe the doctors did have something to do with it. But he couldn’t make an assertion like that without evidence.


  He did know one thing: good science should be based on good evidence. He would never say a product was ready for implantation without thorough testing, and he couldn’t support a hypothesis about doctors screwing up Sustains without evidential support.


  “Would that be such a bad thing? Look at what they’re asking you to do. I know you better than that.” Erik took hold of Preston’s hand. “The man I married wouldn’t consider doing something like that for a second.”


  Preston sighed and closed his eyes. Knowing the ramifications of the decisions he would have to make, he nodded.


  ***


  When he arrived at his office, Preston set his windows to one hundred percent clarity. He didn’t want simulated blinds or fractional opacity settings or some tinted hue coloring his world. Instead, he bathed his office in pure, natural light.


  The warmth of his office begged him to fall back asleep. He needed every bright ray of sunlight to keep his eyes open. Even caffeine couldn’t cut it lately.


  He turned on his computer and an array of projected papers and messages flooded his desk. It had taken him about a week to set up an automatic filtering system to send his messages to the appropriate virtual folders and shelves he’d constructed. While many of his employees adopted more intuitive filing systems and document interfaces, he preferred that his virtual papers and files appear more like physical documents. That was more intuitive to him. He could eliminate the learning curve while utilizing current technology.


  The aroma of evergreen trees overtook the room when Anil knocked and opened the door to greet him.


  “God,” Preston said. “Any chance maintenance is going to fix those scentsors today? I love trees as much as the next guy, but they’ve got to fix the volume issues with those smells.”


  “At least you can escape it,” Anil said. “There’s a scentsor placed directly above my office door and the smell just wafts right in, even if I close the door. I’ve got half a mind to go use Joel’s old office.”


  “You do know Joel had a scentsor in his office?”


  “Ack.” Anil stuck out his tongue. “That simply will not do.” He sat down across from Preston.


  “So what’s going on?”


  Anil grinned like the Cheshire Cat. That expression always unnerved Preston and he presumed it was yet another reason he preferred spending as little time with the man as possible, despite Anil’s usefulness. “You told me you wanted me to be your ears in the corridors.”


  Preston nodded, motioning for Anil to continue.


  “I harbor the belief that employee trust in the CEO is vital to a company’s success. It directly impacts morale and productivity, from what I can tell.” Anil maintained that repugnant smirk. “And we wouldn’t want people to question company leadership in a particularly nasty bit of history for us. It’s best we know what the underlings have to say so we can better address the matter.”


  “Fine,” Preston said. “But I’d appreciate it if you sounded less scheming.”


  “Shall I be upfront and brutally honest?”


  Preston fought the urge to roll his eyes. Anil undoubtedly enjoyed the self-imparted sense of importance and power he took from serving as a network for company information, both in significant business issues and catty personal matters. “Go on.”


  “Remember, they’re not my words. I’m merely relaying what I heard. Apparently, there are a few repulsive accusations in circulation saying that you reached your position through rather unconventional means. Rumor has it that you and Joel Cobb shared more than a traditional working partnership.”


  Preston frowned.


  “Like I said, most repulsive. Would you like me to detail some of the claims?”


  “No.” Preston said. “This is old news. Who’s bringing this garbage up again?”


  “Are you sure you really want to know? Who can be sure who really started such a vile rumor and who is merely parroting the information, anyway? We’ve all repeated some juicy morsel in the vain pursuit of popularity. So your opinion may be colored in a manner that isn’t productive to work around the office. I know the curiosity must be eating at you, but the woman I heard it from is just part of a long history of lurid accusations.”


  “A woman? It’s not Meredith? It better not be Meredith.” Preston scowled. He hated teasing information out of Anil and thought it might be better to ignore the matter. Maybe he’d already appeared too concerned with public appearances, too eager to get wrapped up in Anil’s gossip mill.


  Anil just laughed. “No. You’re right to accuse her of being jealous, but she’s fairly innocuous. Her temper has been extending to more than just you, and I don’t think too many people see her as a welcome listener.”


  “Let me think about this,” Preston said. “I’m not going to let these ridiculous claims affect our progress. Do you have anything more significant to report on our production and orders?”


  “Expectedly, Sustain orders have dropped by another five percent. I believe that trend will continue until the FDA clears us for continued production—assuming that’s the case.”


  “Of course it will be the case.”


  “You may want to reiterate that to the Board,” Anil said. “You’re not the only one relying on me to keep my ears open.” The Cheshire Cat grin spread across his face again.


  The full meaning of Anil’s insinuation made Preston weak and nervous. The mere idea that the Board was trying to operate behind his back made him fearful of what might be driving them to do so. And he had decided he wouldn’t acquiesce to their baseless finger-pointing at doctors who might have had nothing to do with the Sustain failures. His career prognosis didn’t appear promising.


  Chapter 21


  Preston Carter


  November 19, 2063


  ––––––––


  The unmistakable smell of sterility wafted around Preston as he sat in an examination room in Dr. Hassan’s office. Dr. Hassan specialized in cellular and genetic therapies. He was a pioneer in his field and had risked his career to champion a volatile field at its clinical inception. While genetic therapies had existed for some years, applied only in dire circumstances or relegated to laboratory experiments, he had volunteered to host a smattering of clinical studies. LyfeGen’s earliest Sustain trial was just one of the many studies listed in the doctor’s curriculum vitae.


  “Roll up your sleeve,” Dr. Hassan said as he waddled in from the hallway.


  Preston draped his suit jacket over the back of the chair, then rolled up his sleeve. By now, he knew exactly into which blue vein Hassan would inject the one milliliter of solution containing millions of submicroscopic custom genetic vectors.


  Although Preston was accustomed to the injections, his chest tightened. He stared at his arm and back at the vial in Hassan’s hand.


  “We going to do this or not, Mr. Carter?”


  “Sorry.” Preston snapped back to reality.


  Hassan inserted the needle into the vial and pulled back the plunger. The liquid swirled up into the disposable syringe. He tapped on it, coaxing the small bubbles to rise back up toward the raised needle. After he evacuated the remaining air, he frowned at Preston’s forearm. “Damn. Forgot the rub-down.”


  The doctor dabbed at Preston’s skin with a cotton swab soaked in rubbing alcohol.


  A pit formed in Preston’s stomach. He thought about how confident he’d been when he first underwent his Sustain implantation. He remembered Joel personally attending the surgery, ecstatic to see a close coworker and friend adopting his newly developed technology.


  Joel was dead, though. He couldn’t be saved by his own invention.


  No. Maybe he’d died because of his invention. Maybe he’d died because there was something wrong. The qualms of wrongdoing, of a possible saboteur infiltrating LyfeGen, reignited his suspicion.


  “Stop.” Preston rolled his sleeve back down.


  Hassan scowled. “What?”


  “I’m not getting the update.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m not getting it. I can’t.”


  “I don’t understand,” Hassan said. “You set up the appointment, you get the shot.”


  “No, not today. Can you put it back in the bottle?”


  “I’m supposed to put it in your arm. This makes no sense. Please, let’s just get this over with, Mr. Carter.”


  “No. I’m asking you to put it back in the bottle. I’m taking it with me.”


  “You’re taking the bottle with you? That won’t work. That’s illegal—to give a patient genetic therapies like this.”


  “I run the company that makes that therapy. I need that bottle with its contents intact.”


  “Why? Do you not trust me?”


  “It has nothing to do with you.” Frustration shook Preston’s voice. “Don’t ask any more questions. I don’t care if you need to mark it down in my medical records that you delivered. I’ll pay in full. But I need that bottle with everything in it.”


  Hassan stood frozen, wrinkles in his knitted brow.


  “Please. Just do this for me. I promise I’m not going to report you. If I did something like that, don’t you think I’d be in more legal trouble than you? What do you think people would think if they found out I didn’t take my own product as prescribed?”


  “Fine,” Hassan said. “But I’ll sue you if you throw me under the bus.”


  “I’m not going to throw you under the bus,” Preston said.


  He took the small glass bottle and held the vial up to examine the liquid sloshing around the bottom.


  “Thank you.” He put on his suit jacket and slid his comm card on the auto-receptionist receiver at the room’s door. “See? Paid in full.”


  Preston’s thoughts raced during his drive back to the office, contemplating the consequences of his rash decision. He clung to the hope that Hassan wouldn’t break his trust. But it wasn’t the doctor that Preston truly feared.


  ***


  “Shaw and Crane are already waiting for you.” Anil smiled his smug, toothy grin. “It’s been quite the day at the office and I’m certainly glad you’re back in the driver’s seat. I swear, Shaw could scold a baby until it cried, without a bit of guilt. In fact, I’m sure he’d enjoy the sport.”


  Preston nodded and slunk back into his office. A new painting that Erik had given him caught his eye. The art depicted a craggy coastline full of pointed rocks that jutted upward into a warm blue sky. Crashing waves broke against the jagged fingers of rock. Atop it all, a white, scarlet-striped classic 1800s lighthouse stood proudly.


  Erik had told Preston that he needed the lighthouse right now. It was a symbol of both the troubles he faced and his strength to withstand those troubles, to guide himself and LyfeGen.


  Preston slumped into the chair at the head of the conference table. With a flick of his finger, he dialed in Shaw and Crane.


  Jason Shaw’s hologram fizzled into place first. As always, his expression was stern. His somber black suit and plain black tie appeared more appropriate for a funeral than a business meeting.


  Vernon Crane appeared, seated with his back slightly hunched. He wore his usual sympathetic expression, givingno indication of whether the Board was disappointed, satisfied, or out to destroy the entire company.


  “David will be joining us shortly,” Shaw said. “No use wasting our time with small talk until then.”


  The three men sat in silence.


  “Sorry I’m late,” David Gifford said, his image appearing in the empty conference seat across from Crane.


  “We’ve got several items on the agenda that we need to discuss,” Shaw said. “First of all, it seems that the media firestorm has weakened. People have gotten bored with a story that hasn’t gone anywhere. That might sound good, but I’m not satisfied with that.”


  “Yes.” Crane nodded slowly. “We need to know that progress is being made. Even more important, we need the public to know that there is progress in resolving this unfortunate calamity.”


  “I understand,” Preston said. “It’s about time I made a public appearance, given I haven’t held a press conference since we first announced Cobb’s death.”


  “I’m not sure that’s our answer,” Gifford said.


  “It wouldn’t hurt,” Preston said.


  He didn’t like the look that passed between Gifford and Shaw.


  Preston continued. “Do you have another solution? I’ve been working with Anil to leak positive stories of our research into the news streams. In addition, we’ve had some real breakthroughs in the R&D department that will—I can say this in full confidence—revolutionize the Sustain update delivery system. That all will be very promising in the long-term future.”


  “I sense some hesitation, though, when we discuss our short-term future,” Gifford said.


  Crane nodded, looking both solemn and sad.


  “We still have the matter of identifying exactly why Cobb, Grieves, and the others died. I’m certainly concerned about that.” Preston didn’t like the direction this meeting was headed.


  “I want to know why progress has been so slow in that department,” Shaw said.


  “Well, anytime we need to acquire DNA samples and Sustains from the deceased, the paperwork naturally takes time. Regulations have to follow FDA protocol.”


  “That’s not the issue,” Shaw said. “We discussed a much prompter solution. One that’s more in line with our financial interests.”


  Prestonscowled. “You mean you still want me to blame this on medical malpractice?” This time, he didn’t withhold his indignation. “We can’t be so brash as to throw groundless accusations around. Especially when it comes to the very people who are saving our patients’ lives.”


  Shaw’s permanent grimace seemed to tighten. “I want you to suggest that that might be an issue. You need to at least direct attention away from us.”


  “I won’t do that, especially given our lack of evidence in that department. Our relationships with medical professionals are crucial to our wellbeing as a company, not to mention it’s completely immoral.”


  Shaw sighed. “I expected you to say that.”


  “We need to be sure our products are safe, along with any additional therapies we may offer to complement the Sustain organs,” Preston said. “I know this may sound farfetched, but I think we may have larger issues at stake.”


  “And just what are you implying?” Shaw said.


  “I’m worried that someone is directly targeting LyfeGen employees—past and present—by sabotaging their Sustains.”


  Shaw laughed. “You have these worries because of only five deaths? That’s a rather measly sample size for a researcher like you to be concerned over.”


  “Five deaths is significant, no matter the reason. It’s too difficult to believe it’s only a coincidence. I believe, given the strange circumstances and our otherwise pristine safety record, that it’s entirely conceivable there’s a saboteur among us.”


  “We have to do what makes the most sense for the company,” Shaw said. “I’ve been patient with you and your attempts to solve this mess, but the company is hemorrhaging money.”


  The Board’s intentions were becoming frighteningly clear.


  “We aren’t interested in entertaining conspiracy theories, either,” Shaw said. “We have to act where you have not.”


  “I understand how our finances look right now, but you have to trust my research approach,” Preston said. “Joel did. Do you have any confidence in me at all?”


  Shaw stared silently at him for a few grueling moments. “Let me ask you a question: do you have any confidence in LyfeGen?”


  “Of course,” Preston said. “It’s the reason I’m here.”


  “Then, what will people think of that confidence when they find out you refused your own Sustain update?”


  Preston’s eyes fell to the table and his breathing slowed as he took in the heavy reality of Shaw’s words. He wanted to ask how they could possibly have found out in such a short amount of time, but it hardly mattered.


  “You can be sure that Dr. Hassan will be losing his medical license, too,” Shaw said. “You’ve ruined his career along with yours. And you’ve also shown us that some doctors cannot be trusted when it comes to administering our updates correctly.”


  Preston’s expression fell as he realized that he had unwittingly supported Shaw’s strategy of placing the blame on clinicians.


  Shaw’s expression, for once, calmed and the creases in his brow smoothed. “As of today, you will be announcing your voluntary resignation from LyfeGen, and stepping down as CEO.”


  Preston’s eyes were glued to the table. He clenched his hands nervously, palms sweating. “Who will replace me?”


  “Someone we know we can trust,” Shaw said. “Nayak has been on our side consistently, and will make a suitable CEO.”


  “Anil?” Preston gasped. “You can’t be serious.”


  The silent stares of the three men assured Preston they were, indeed, completely serious.


  “Fine,” Preston said, defeated. “When am I resigning?”


  After the call, he sat slumped in his seat, refusing to move for a while. He saw a peregrine falcon tear past the window, undoubtedly falling upon some hapless pigeon scrounging for bits of trash near the sidewalk below. Preston sympathized with the ignorant pigeon and its miserable existence.


  When he finally stood up from the chair, he peeked outside the office. Anil was nowhere in sight. Anil likely knew exactly what the Board had said and how Preston would feel. That conniving spider had retreated along one of his silky strings, likely seducing new prey to manipulate.


  Share prices had fallen, and the company needed news, any news, to bring them back up. The Board needed a scapegoat, and he was it. It was clear to him now. They had just needed him to push the company in the right direction, and they’d intended all along to sacrifice him once his job was done. His head was on the chopping block so the rabble could be satisfied seeing a leader go down. For the first time in his life, he felt utterly expendable and helpless.


  He picked up the lighthouse painting that Erik had given him and took it to his desk. The painting had never truly made its home in the office and neither had Preston. He stuck his hand in his pockets as he stared back out at the dreary winter day, his view obscured by gray Chicago skies and looming buildings. His fingers twitched in his pockets and hit the tiny plastic vial that he had taken from Hassan.


  This wasn’t over yet.


  Chapter 22


  Monica Wolfe


  November 18–19, 2063


  ––––––––


  Typing madly, Monica flipped through her comm card. No one had come knocking at her apartment door to inquire about stolen data.


  But she had no data to show for her efforts, either. The software on Preston’s comm card had given her a false read. The treasure trove of data that she’d thought she had saved had turned out to be nothing. She flipped through the folders projected across her coffee table. Nonsensical text filled all the pages.


  To distract herself, she sifted through a Net stream about the history of computer hacking. After a few minutes, she realized how idiotic it was to be reading about hacking when that was exactly what she’d planned to do. The National Security Agency had probably already flagged her as a subject of interest.


  She shut down the feed and the projection fizzled out. For a moment, she wondered if it would be odd for someone as entrenched in the computer science field as she was not to be interested in hacking. Would a sudden, total blackout of the subject not be just as suspicious? She was damned either way. Screw it.


  Reopening the feed, she read into the early morning hours, until the sun began to rise above the horizon. The snowy fog that had draped the streets began to lift. Only then did she succumb to the heaviness in her eyes.


  The clamor of pedestrians and traffic woke her. From the sound of things, she had slept well into the afternoon. She popped a tooth-scrubbing tablet into her mouth and a refreshing tingling and bubbling sensation played across her teeth and tongue.


  After she had dressed, she picked up her comm card from the coffee table and pocketed it. For a second, she stood still, a tingle racing down her spine and a smile spreading across her face. She remembered one of the stories that she had read the previous night and a spark of inspiration took hold.


  She skipped down the stairs and out her apartment door, almost slipping on the ice outside. At a self-service convenience store, she grabbed a handful of cheap tracker comm cards.


  Contrary to their name, the cards didn’t track the user via GPS or keep a running tab of data stream subscriptions or histories. Instead, the comm cards simply tracked the minutes of usage, shutting down when there were no more credits to pay for temporary network service. As such, the comm cards were a favorite accessory for drug dealers and illicit genetic-enhancement distributors alike.


  Monica had other plans for her tracker cards as she hustled out of the store and back to her apartment. For the remainder of the day, she cracked the cards’ tracking architectures, outfitting each with an operating system more similar to her own comm card. She disabled all the network connections, programming the cards to display false positive connections and a mockup messaging client. The messaging client was essentially useless, though she enabled each of the phones to automatically purge and send data within twenty minutes of activation to a single comm card address: another tracker card with network connections intact.


  After the cards were purged of all their data, she programmed them to automatically wipe clean the messaging client and all other stored data. There would be no trace of the software if everything turned out as planned.


  That functionality was easy enough. The challenge would be making these comm cards useful. She needed to obtain as much LyfeGen data as possible, and her inspiration from outrageous hacking stories of the historical 1990s and early 2000s gave her the answer.


  She loaded each of the cards with her software. Elegant and effective, she decided.


  Engaged in her work, the hours evaporated for her as quickly as a puddle in the desert. She felt confident in the simple programs and knew she should call it a night. However, her excitement got the better of her.


  She hailed a taxi via her comm card. Snow fell heavily as the vehicle wound through Chicago toward LyfeGen.


  When the cab stopped, she stepped out into the storm. Huddled figures still held vigil outside the building. There was only one police car parked along the street, positioned near the few individuals brave enough to continue their protests.


  For a moment, Monica admired their passion, almost jealous that they believed in a cause greater than themselves. Their willingness to subject themselves to abject conditions and ridicule was almost valiant, whether or not their positions were right. She felt a twinge of guilt for pursuing her own illegal, selfish desires, but the emotions Sam had inspired were enough to keep her pressing toward the LyfeGen building as discreetly as possible. She’d always dreamed of a plush office where assistants would come to do her bidding, but getting a job where she didn’t have to endure Sam’s unwanted advances would be enough.


  When she reached the building, she looked through the glass doors into the lobby. A lone security guard manned the front desk. Idling a moment, she figured that there were bound to be cameras keeping watch throughout the building.


  She pulled her hood up to obscure her face, then moved alongside the brick building adjacent to LyfeGen, trying to remain hidden. Walking as softly as she could in the crunching snow, she snuck to the underground parking entrance behind the building. The wind seemed to howl louder there, but a subtle buzz met her ears as she tiptoed along the narrow passage lined with snow-covered bushes. The buzzing grew louder. Instinctively, she dove behind an icy bush as a metallic glint shone off a light near the entrance of the garage.


  It was one of the controversial softball-sized security drones larger companies sometimes employed. She scolded herself for neglecting to consider LyfeGen’s use of automated security devices.


  The drone buzzed closer. Its infrared sensors would pick her up when it came within approximately twenty to thirty feet of her. If she ran, its motion sensors would undoubtedly identify her, sounding the alarm and spoiling her plan.


  She reached down and grabbed a pile of snow and ice from near her feet, packed it tight, and threw it at the drone.


  The snowball splattered against the opposite wall. The drone closed in. She had maybe ten more feet. She could still run.


  Packing another snowball, her fingers tingled red with the cold. This time, her aim was true. The snowball launched the drone against the opposite wall and it fell into a snowdrift. Monica grinned and charged behind the bushes toward the parking garage. She hoped the cold snow would obscure the infrared sensors or at least throw off the drone long enough for her to dash past it.


  When she caught her breath at the entrance to the garage, the drone had recovered and continued on its path toward the front of LyfeGen. While it hadn’t followed her, there was no way to be sure it hadn’t reported the incident to the security guard at the front desk. She would have to be quick.


  The gate to the garage was closed. A snowdrift had blown up against the recessed gate and Monica figured there weren’t going to be any cars going in or out this late at night. Her entire plan relied on her getting into the garage.


  Fortunately, she had prepared for this obstacle. With some tinkering, she had enhanced her comm card’s radiofrequency transmitting-and-receiving range. She expected the door to employ rolling code security, but was pleasantly surprised to find that LyfeGen’s parking security was even less stringent than she had anticipated. Maybe the security within the building had been bolstered, but that didn’t concern her.


  After spending an afternoon perched in a coffee shop across from the building, she had tuned her comm card to record outgoing radiofrequency signals in the range of 100–400 MHz. Sifting through the noise and incoming data, she found spikes of codes recorded each time she observed a car wheeling behind the building to park.


  Now, she replayed the RF code from her comm card. A swell of pride surged in her as the door drew up and she crept around the structure. Only a few cars sat in the garage. She reached into her pocket and withdrew the stack of tracker comm cards outfitted with her custom scripts. For the next thirty minutes, she crept through the garage and placed the cards in various parking spots to await their targets. There was no way to know whose car would park where, so her placements were random. She hoped that a scientist or researcher would pick up one of the cards in a goodwill attempt to locate the negligent owner.


  As she bent to place another card, echoes of footsteps bounced off the concrete walls. She tensed. Her pulse pounded in her ears and she held her breath, unable to locate the source.


  Nervous, she tiptoed between shadows and columns, unsure if the footsteps were any closer or if it was just her imagination. She sprinted to the exit. She pushed on the door, thankful that it wasn’t locked from the inside. As the door gave way, she slipped on an icy patch and sprawled out across the pavement. A throbbing pain coursed up her arm from her elbow and her tailbone. She let out a defeated groan.


  A hand from behind her grabbed her shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  Monica turned to look directly into Preston Carter’s icy blue eyes.


  Chapter 23


  Matthew Pierce


  November 19, 2063


  ––––––––


  Matthew sipped his coffee as he examined a virtual stack of paperwork at his desk. He’d spent the previous night with Jacqueline while Audrey tracked down members of the Lord’s Flock church, known for their zealous demonstrations against the Sustain.


  Jacqueline had sent him a document outlining suspicious activities and groups that might be responsible for the targeting of individuals associated with the Sustain organ. Most of the evidence was nothing but her personal suspicions, carefully encrypted to feign importance. But, as Jacqueline had predicted, Audrey had apparently taken the bait.


  “Your plan seems to be working pretty well,” he said.


  “Judging from Audrey’s stories, she’s digging up every lead,” Jacqueline said. “She’s pieced together some interesting stories. I bet she already suspected a conspiracy.”


  Matthew sighed.


  “Something wrong?”


  “I don’t know. It’s weird to be using her like this.”


  Jacqueline moved her chair around the desk, closer to Matthew. “She used you, Matt. She used you to push her career forward and she’s still doing it. Even though she knows you could lose your job, everything you worked your whole life to build, she’s selfishly pursuing her own interests. You might as well get something from it.”


  “What the hell are we doing, though?”


  Jacqueline said nothing, but her mouth hung agape. A look of confusion drew across her face.


  “We have hordes of people literally waiting outside our front door, rooting for our failure. This entire company depends on our success. Not to mention, we’re supposed to be in the business of saving lives. And here we are, fooling around after work and getting my wife to do our investigative work. Goddammit.”


  Anger flashed through Jacqueline’s narrowed eyes, but dissipated as she donned a more pleading expression. “I know how important our job is. No one can say that we haven’t been pouring ourselves into developing these universal Sustain updates. And we’ve been racking our brains for weeks, determined to figure this mess out. That’s why I suggested we turn over some of these problems to someone with more investigative finesse and resourcefulness than we’ve got. It’s the best we can do.


  “And, with all this going on around us, I need you. You know as well as I do what it feels like to be completely alone. You said it yourself: Audrey never understood how you could get so upset over the results of an experiment or how important one little lab test could be in the scheme of things. I get that, though. You get that.


  “I want to be with someone who appreciates what I do on a much deeper level. And I want to be with someone who can make me forget all that when we’re lying in bed talking and laughing. There are times when our responsibilities scare the shit out of me. And there are times where I want to forget about them, even just for the moment.” She grabbed one of Matthew’s hands. “I can do that when I’m with you.”


  A calmness swept over him as he thought about what she’d said. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”


  He remembered a moment when he and Audrey had been holding hands, years ago, walking near Millennium Park and the enormous holodisplays adorning the fountains that made them seem to dance with spurting water, even on that winter evening. He wondered how he could have felt so attached to Audrey, so in love, and now he could look at Jacqueline with a passion almost as intense.


  Gripping her hand in his, he wondered if his relationship with her was nothing but an ill-fated affair—knowing that it likely would become an ill-fated affair. He felt almost silly, imagining how an outsider would view the situation. Serious, determined Matthew spoiling his hard-earned career with an unconventional relationship.


  Jacqueline spoke first, breaking the tension. “I think it would be best if I took a breather. I’m going to call up a friend for lunch.”


  “Fair enough. I think I’ve got my work cut out for me today anyway.”


  “What are you planning on doing?” Jacqueline asked as she put on her coat. “We can’t work on the universal delivery vector until regulations gets back to us, and we’ve already scoured through all the medical reports for Jonathan, Joel, and the rest of them.”


  “Well...I’m still not sure about some outside group sabotaging the Sustain. I mean, we didn’t find any signs of foul play, extraneous injections, lung irritation signifying a possible aerosol, nothing strange in the autopsies or reports...I figured it wouldn’t hurt to cover all our bases.”


  “Okay. So, what’s that mean?” Jacqueline froze at the door to the office.


  “I want to get to the root of the problem. I want to do some more investigation into the DNA of their Sustain organs.”


  Jacqueline glanced at her comm card, then at the window separating their office from the lab. Glass vials and spent solutions littered the room. They had been working far too much to worry about cleanliness. After all, they were only doing research, not production.


  She raised an eyebrow. “All the pre-implantation verifications checked out, though. There were no problems in production.”


  “Still, it wouldn’t hurt to compare the DNA content of the delivery vectors we have on record with the tissue samples we have in holding from each person’s Sustain. You know, the samples we needed for the FDA audit? I know the autopsy reports have written off the cause of deaths as strokes, and there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with the Sustains at an organ-level examination. But we might as well make sure that the DNA wasn’t compromised after production.”


  Jacqueline’s gaze focused somewhere above Matthew. She was clearly thinking about the implications of his investigation into the genetic content of the Sustain samples returned from each of the stroke victims. “Right, of course. But you’ve got to get that from regulations. They need a bit of advance notice.”


  Matthew smiled. “Sometimes I think you have no faith in me. I already took care of that.”


  “You could’ve told me, if that’s what you were planning. We’re in this together, remember?” Jacqueline frowned.


  “Sorry. I suppose I should have.”


  “I can stay and get this started with you.”


  “No, I think you’re right. Let’s take a little break from each other for a couple of hours. That’s all it’ll take for me to get this done, anyway.”


  “Okay. Just let me know what you find out when I get back.”


  As she walked out the door, Matthew noticed the comm card on her desk. “You forgot your comm card.”


  “Oh, thanks,” Jacqueline said. “But that’s actually a card I found this morning in the garage.”


  “Why do you still have it?”


  “I never bothered opening the ID to see whose it was.”


  “Ah,” Matthew said. “Maybe I’ll check it out while you’re gone—see if I can find the owner.”


  “Suit yourself.” Jacqueline smirked, a hint of her more jovial self returning. “But if there’s a reward, be sure to give me the credit.”


  For a short while after she had rushed off, Matthew set up the lab for his experiments. He warmed up the desktop DNA sequencer and the holoscreen next to it. Running a quick standard to ensure the machine was working properly, he watched as blue, red, yellow, and green nucleotides flew through the air. The small white box quieted as the standard confirmed an expected read: all codons were accounted for and projected translations into proteins were accurate within a slight deviation.


  He strode down the halls, his mood lighter.


  When he arrived in the regulations department, he entered a laboratory area that contained a massive walk-in cooler. Whitney was working at her holoscreen, scrolling through a series of microscopic views of cells. From the woman’s comm card, an indecipherable mess of code projected into the air. She jumped and closed out of the code when Matthew said hello.


  “Sorry to scare you.”


  Whitney laughed. “No problem. I don’t often get visitors.”


  Matthew pointed at the cell images on her holoscreen. “What do you have there? Looks like some of the results of some percutaneous catheter therapy.”


  “Yep. Can you believe how crazy that is? It’s hard to believe it was only a couple decades ago that people were sticking metal objects like stents through plastic tubes into their blood vessels. Seems a bit barbaric now.”


  Matthew chuckled. “Right. And then they’d have to take warfarin to prevent blood clotting. It’s crazy that rat poison was actually used as medicine.”


  “I’m sure people will look back at the Sustain, viral gene delivery, and nanoparticles as archaic someday, too.”


  “Seems crazy to think that might be true.”


  “It all just sends shivers down my spine.” She squinted, as if in thought, and looked away. “To be honest, what really sends shivers down my spine is the damned cold weather. I’m not used to that where I’m from. I prefer a warmer climate, that’s for sure.” Her eyes caught Matthew’s again. “Anyway, I gather you’re not here to chitchat.”


  “I’ve got to ask you for a favor,” he said. “I’m going to need tissue samples and genetic records for some Sustain organs that we’ve recently acquired.”


  “You’ve already got approval from George?”


  Matthew slid his finger across his comm card, sending the list of names and tissue samples he needed to Whitney’s card, along with a note signed by the freshly promoted head of regulations.


  “George’s been doing all right, considering the transition. Kinda hard to see Jonathan replaced so quickly.” Whitney scanned the list on her comm card.


  “It seems like he’s always running to another meeting with Preston upstairs,” Matthew said. “I only ever see him in the hall.”


  Whitney selected a few commands on her holoscreen. The liquid nitrogen freezing tank next to the large door of the walk-in cooler hissed and spit out the samples through an automated feeder. Whitney collected the small vials and dropped them in a self-cooling metal container for Matthew.


  “I know what you mean,” she said. “He seems awfully busy. I hardly see him like I did when Jonathan...when Jonathan was still around. Strange about the guards, though.”


  Matthew’s ears perked up. “What guards?”


  “George told me they plan on adding a security drone to keep our friend over here company at night.” She motioned to the walk-in cooler and the nitrogen tank holding the Sustain tissue samples.


  “Why’s that?”


  “It seems to me the higher-ups suspect some foul play within the company. What do you think?”


  “No idea. I wouldn’t have suspected it, but I guess we can’t rule anything out.” He made a mental note to tell Jacqueline about these extra precautions and see if she knew what was going on.


  “True.” Whitney leaned against her desk. “What do you plan on doing with these samples, anyway?”


  “Just some DNA sequencing, protein analysis and such.”


  A worried look spread across her face. “That’s what I thought when I received your initial request. You know I was going to do that anyway, right?”


  “Oh, I’m not trying to do your job or anything. I just wanted to look at it for some research questions, you know?”


  “Okay, then. Let me know if you see anything interesting, will you?”


  “Sure.” Matthew made for the door. “Thanks again for the samples.”


  “No problem,” Whitney said, already lost in her holoscreen, examining old projections of cells from late-twentieth-century medical research articles.


  ***


  When Matthew returned to his laboratory, he took microscale-sized samples from the tissues and placed them into tiny plastic wells. He placed his comm card on a nearby bench and streamed music into the room via the comm card’s virtual 3D sound system. The steady rock beat reverberated in him, in rhythm with his repetitive movements back and forth across the lab bench, moving cell samples and isolating DNA.


  He loaded the samples into a plastic tray. It slid into the sequencer and he swiped the machine’s projected display to start it.


  DNA sequences flashed across the holoscreen as the machine read the genes present in the retrieved Sustain samples. The possibilities of uncovering an unexpected genetic mutation caused by the Sustain or a cancerous proliferation of cells within the Sustain tissues could shock LyfeGen. Such a revelation would send the company into a spiral of worsening publicity, FDA recalls, bankruptcy, and mass layoffs. There would be no turning back for the company if that information became public.


  If such a problem did exist, Whitney would eventually come across it herself. She had only just received the samples and she was a known procrastinator, preferring to scour the web for old scientific literature instead of doing her work. She had another two weeks before she needed to submit her full reports on the returned Sustain samples anyway, since the cause of death for the patients wasn’t attributed to the artificial organs. No evidence that the Sustain caused strokes had surfaced, so the doctors tended to take the easiest approach and avoid filling out the paperwork required for a death due to medical device failure.


  That was fortunate for Whitney, giving her more time to view archaic microscope images and let Matthew do her job for her.


  While the sequencer hummed to a stop, he wondered why Whitney still had her job. How could such an inefficient individual keep a position like that in a market overflowing with eager applicants? He chalked it up to bureaucracy and the current distractions pressing the behemoth that LyfeGen was becoming.


  He ran a script to compare the genetic information collected from the tissue samples with the genetic data files in LyfeGen’s production database for the patients. This would enable him to compare the genes actually present in the deceaseds’ Sustains and their resulting protein outputs with the genes that were supposed to have been delivered during each patient’s original Sustain implantation and subsequent updates. Simply put, he was checking to make sure all the right DNA was there.


  However, the script produced an array of glaring differences between the patient’s DNA and the DNA that was supposed to have been implanted. The differences between actual samples and the genes they were supposed to have were striking.


  His mouth fell open. Such drastic errors would not only cause embolic strokes, but even more terrible side-effects. He ran a second script to simulate the outcomes of these genetic differences.


  The list of problems was staggering. Immune system failure, autoimmune destruction, organ failures, systemic clotting of the vasculature, autonomic nervous system failure, among a barrage of other conditions. He imagined the horrifying diseases and medical conditions that might manifest themselves in other patients that shared these defects.


  If Joel and the others had been living with these conditions, it was a miracle that the only apparent side effect they had suffered was an embolic stroke.


  Something else was wrong.


  He called Whitney. When she didn’t answer, he tore off his gloves and sped back down to her lab.


  “Are these samples correct?” Matthew spread the empty plastic vials across the table in front of her holoscreen.


  Whitney frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “These samples can’t be correct. The DNA doesn’t match up.”


  “Did you perform your genetic sequencing right?”


  “Of course I did.”


  “No idea, then.”


  Agitated, Matthew exited in a huff.


  Back in his own lab, he sat on a stool. The projected display of predicted side effects and outcomes of the genetic issues present in the Sustains glowed in the air in front of him.


  A thought struck him.


  He typed a command into the computer next to him, and another list scrolled across his screen. A list of five names was selected and presented, each name matching one of the Sustain samples he had run.


  None of the names matched any of the five people that the samples were supposed to have been from.


  One patient had allegedly committed suicide. Another had died due to a car accident, yet another from a ski accident, and another from a form of uterine cancer with no cure yet in the Sustain arsenal. One man had drowned.


  He vaguely recognized the name of the man who had died in the car accident, though he couldn’t place it. It was strange enough that anybody could die in a car accident; such occurrences had been virtually eliminated with the advent of automated driving.


  Still, none of the deaths appeared linked to a Sustain organ or its failure, much less a stroke. There were no discernible links to any of the original five names Matthew had first sought to investigate.


  There must have been a mix-up in the regulations’ sample collections.


  Whitney had claimed to know nothing and Matthew contemplated pressing the matter further, but figured that she either truly didn’t know, or she was lying for some reason. If she was lying, there was no indication he could get her to tell the truth. Certainly, he could bring the matter up with George, since he was the new acting regulations manager.


  But Matthew couldn’t quell the nagging suspicion that someone in regulations might have sabotaged the samples. It must have been an inside job, and everyone had to be suspected until he could prove otherwise.


  The task of figuring out who was involved appeared insurmountable. Matthew was no detective. All he knew was lab work and physiology.


  He recalled Jacqueline’s suggestion that an outside group might be involved and sought to reconcile the two theories. Maybe the group had corrupted someone at LyfeGen, like a cancerous cell from a malignant tumor, invading and proliferating in another organ.


  Sitting down in his office chair, he played with the unclaimed comm card Jacqueline had found. He fiddled with it, lost in his thoughts. Wrestling with ideas and unable to come up with a solution, he distracted himself with the homeless card.


  He turned it on.


  A loadscreen video of a blond-haired couple appeared. They waved as he flipped the card over in his hands. He scrolled through the contact list, determined to find a “Wife” or “Hubby” or someone to call to notify the individual who had lost the card. But it turned off again after a quick blip, suggesting all active software had shut down. He tried to turn the card on again, but it had stopped working.


  Flipping the card onto Jacqueline’s desk, he exhaled slowly. Yet another mystery that he had failed to solve.


  Chapter 24


  Cody Warren


  November 19, 2063


  ––––––––


  Cody stared into his glass, swirling it around slowly. Foam rose up and spiraled. In a sad attempt to meld together some metaphor about the universe in the pint glass, he imagined each bubble as its own burgeoning galaxy.


  But he couldn’t conjure a satisfactory meaning-of-life insight and settled for simply taking a swig of the cold brew. The hoppy pale ale didn’t satisfy him as it usually did. Instead, his mind was far from the poor lighting and the crusty wooden bar in front of him. Today had been exceptionally difficult and the four beers he had chugged in the past hour and a half hadn’t assuaged his anger.


  ***


  Cody had been working on a particularly stubborn bot meant for vacuuming, mopping, and polishing the floors around NanoTech.


  His manager, Harold, could barely maintain eye contact when he approached. “Can we have a seat in my office to talk in private?”


  Cody looked around in the machine shop strewn with nanofabrication materials, soldering guns, loose fiber optics, and a couple of 3D printers. He wiped his hands on one of the shop rags. “Ain’t no one here, boss.” He wiped a stream of perspiration off his forehead.


  “Well, uh, there’s nicer—I mean, more comfortable seating, you know, in my office.”


  “Fine.”


  He followed Harold as the man waddled into an office filled with pictures of real and prototype fighter planes. A couple of images were holoprojections. The planes repeatedly raced across the wall, leaving behind licks of flame and billowing contrails. Cody always wondered why a low-level maintenance manager like Harold harbored this extraordinary passion for fighter jets. He thought the answer might be too depressing to find out, though, so he refrained from inquiring.


  “Have a seat,” Harold said, staring at the cluttered desk full of model planes and projection models.


  Cody imagined the man playing with the toys and making sound effects. He fought to withhold a smile. “What’s going on?”


  “There’s some bad news, I’m afraid.” Harold’s voice sounded shallow and distant. His bottom lip quivered.


  “What is it?”


  “We’re going to have to cut back your hours.” Harold fidgeted with a Northrop Grumman F/A-44 Griffin. Cody knew the plane’s name and the fact that it weighed 5,600 pounds empty and 14,500 pounds at maximum load because Harold would blabber on about the plane’s specs incessantly when he had nothing else to say.


  “You know that piloted planes are a thing of the past,” Cody had said when Harold first told him about his passion for fighter jets. “Drones have pretty much replaced them all.”


  “I don’t care,” Harold replied. “They’re magnificent pieces of machinery, every one of them. Look how advanced they’ve become over the past ten decades.” Harold had waved his arms around his office, his tone defensive.


  Now, it was Cody’s turn to be defensive. “Why? I’m the only guy who does my job and you know as well as I do that these damn things break all the time.”


  “The company wanted to, uh, cut back on personnel expenses and some of the bot salesmen came back with, uh, bots to help repair the cleaning ones.”


  “You’re shitting me.” Cody’s voice dropped to a growl. “NanoTech is going to buy repair bots from the same company that’s selling bots that I have to repair. Can you please explain how that makes sense?”


  “We, uh, I still want you here and working. It’s just half-time. At least you’re not fired, you know?”


  “Fine.” Cody threw up his hands in exasperation. “But I’m letting you know right now this is a terrible mistake. It’s going to cost far more than they’re saving when those damn repair bots aren’t worth a damn. And don’t bullshit me, Harold: I know you put in the damn purchase order. I’m cheap-ass labor and the company isn’t really saving anything. You must’ve sold it to them real good, though. Telling them we’ll look good, advancing technology and all that shit. Or were you just pressured by the salesmen, too much of a coward to tell them no?”


  Harold’s face turned red. “You, uh, need to leave. I don’t want to fire you, I really don’t.”


  Cody had enough sense to stand and stomp out the door. He slammed it behind him and heard one of the jet pictures crash to the floor.


  ***


  “Can I get an IPA?” Cody said.


  “Really?” Kirk poured the beer into a chilled pint glass. “Changing it up from the usual?”


  Cody nodded, brushing his fingers through his wiry black hair. “Might as well. Something needs to change, and it ain’t going to be my job.”


  Kirk smiled in the usual sympathetic gesture he reserved for Cody. “That kind of day, huh?”


  “Yes, that kind of day.”


  Kirk waited for a moment but Cody didn’t continue on as usual. In between working twelve-hour shifts at NanoTech to pay for his rent, food, and beer, he had frequented the protests in front of LyfeGen. Each day, though, the employees became more and more inured to the incessant chanting and sign-waving in front of the building. Real-body protesters had begun to disperse as the snow fell heavier on the sidewalks and streets. Even the holoprotesters grew lazy, with fewer and fewer of them bothering to dial in.


  He couldn’t shake the disheartening notion that all of it was futile. There had been a time where he’d thought his boisterous arguments in the bar might change someone’s mind. Foolish, of course, but he needed to try. Now, his job was being bled from him slowly. Each day that passed appeared grimmer than the last, and waving a sign around in protest wasn’t as romantic as he’d once thought.


  A cold wind blew into the bar, ruffling the paper napkin under his sweating pint. He shivered and the hairs on his arms stood up straight. Through the door walked an unfamiliar woman with striking cheekbones and curling brown hair falling from the knit hat atop her head. Her brilliant blue eyes caught his gaze. He nodded a greeting in her direction and stared back down into the deep amber IPA in his glass.


  A year earlier, maybe even a few weeks earlier, he would’ve introduced himself to her. He might’ve lost his career in biomedical engineering early on, but he clung to the remnants of his college life. Excelling in his classes had only contributed to his confidence—a confidence that had crept into other aspects of his life. For the first time in his life, he’d met women who would let him talk to them. He’d bloomed in Florida, letting the sun turn his skin an even deeper chestnut hue at the beach with the girls from his Gulf Coast classes.


  That confidence had all but evaporated.


  “Just a Manhattan, please,” the woman said, taking a stool several seats down from Cody at the otherwise empty bar.


  As Kirk stirred the rye, vermouth, and bitters, Cody shot him a questioning look. The bartender responded with a shrug.


  The woman didn’t fit into the usual crowd at Kingsley’s. Cody was used to the working-class men and women who chugged beer and lamented their lives. He had even become accustomed to the college students who thought it trendy to drink at an old dive bar with a bunch of middle-aged, growling regulars.


  This woman was startlingly different. Besides the meticulous care she had evidently put into her hair and makeup, the trim gray pea coat and black slacks obscuring the tops of leather-heeled boots gave the woman a distinct look that was incongruous next to Kingsley’s crackling neon beer signs and uneven wooden floorboards.


  In addition, she had ordered a Manhattan, a far cry from the pints and shots most of the bar’s customers preferred.


  Cody tried, under the influence of his fifth, maybe sixth, beer, to glance at her from the corner of his eye.


  She was beautiful.


  His own clothes, stinking of oil and grease from work, were rags by comparison. The same oil and grease stained his hands and the skin beneath his fingernails. He was unusually embarrassed. In fact, feeling embarrassed at being a member of the working class directly contradicted his beliefs.


  He grappled with his conflicting emotions.


  “Hey, can I sit here?”


  Cody turned to the woman, now standing beside him. He shrugged. “Sure. I can’t be held responsible, though, for my repugnant odor. I just got off work.”


  “Ah,” she said. “I really don’t mind. Besides, I’ve got a bit of a cold. Can’t smell worth a damn.”


  Though she attempted to fake a sniffle, he could tell she was lying. He appreciated the gesture and offered a weak smile in return.


  Despite her attractiveness, he couldn’t muster up the same lust and suave demeanor he once could. Besides, he found himself strangely disinterested in her sexually. At least she was someone new to talk to. Maybe that would help. “I’m going out on a limb here in suggesting you might not be a regular.”


  The woman laughed. “You’d be correct. It’s been a hell of a day for me. I don’t really spend any time in bars, but I’ve made an exception.”


  “Really? I take it this isn’t about a celebration.”


  “I’m certainly not feeling celebratory about losing my job.”


  Cody felt a twinge of sympathy, reminded of his own past job loss and failures. “I’m sorry to hear that. I thought my day was a downer.”


  The woman gave him a weak smile, flashing her perfectly white teeth. Cody fixed her for being a LyfeGenner, knowing she must be maintaining herself with a Sustain. No wonder she had such a disconcerting impact on him.


  “Well, what happened to you today?” she asked. “I can only assume you’re here for an unhappy reason as well.”


  He told her the story about his hours being reduced. He ranted about the irony of the repair bots and the bot company’s ridiculous scheme of making money off the unreliability of their own devices. Stopping himself, he smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, I’m being kind of overly garrulous, aren’t I?”


  “Garrulous? I like that word.” The woman’s gaze lingered somewhere above the shelves of liquor and her lips twitched back into a slight curl. “Don’t apologize. It’s nice to see someone passionate about something.”


  He shrugged. The warmth of his sixth beer made his vision swim ever so slightly. “Now you’re just humoring me. No need to feel sorry for the poor janitor. At least I’ve got a job.”


  The woman stared back at her empty glass.


  “Shit,” Cody said. “God, I’m a jackass. I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “I understand.”


  He held out a hand. “I’m Cody, by the way.”


  She took it in delicate fingers. “Charlotte.”


  “Nice to meet you, Charlotte. Can this jackass buy you another drink to make up for his abhorrent behavior?” He smiled, his face still warm with embarrassment.


  Charlotte returned his smile. “Sure thing. I’ve got a mind to just sit and absorb some of that splendid vocabulary of yours.”


  Her kindly demeanor and warm smile made him feel as if they were old friends. Conversation was easy with her. Or maybe it was just the beer. Either way, he didn’t mind.


  “I’ve found—” Cody paused, holding back a belch forcing its way up his throat. “I’ve found that each day it gets harder and harder. You know, I used to be in bioengineering. I used to have a great job until the company went bust and it turned out the CEO was under SEC scrutiny, prosecuted, all that jazz. And you know who continues to suffer? Me. And the rest of his employees. He probably paid everyone off and is out swindling another couple million.”


  Charlotte nodded, leaning closer to him.


  “We all got stiffed. So I moved back to Chicago thinking I’d escape all that. My mom was going downhill—her own fault, so don’t feel sorry—and I tried to be a good son and take care of her. Little good that did. Me being jobless, and her, well, being a semi-retired prostitute... let’s say our healthcare wasn’t the best.” He cringed as he said the words, realizing this was the first time in years that he’d ever told anyone a grain of truth about his mother.


  “That must have been horrible.”


  “It was. If I’d had the money, I would’ve got her a Sustain, pumped the life right back into her. Completely turn her around, you know?”


  “I certainly do.” Charlotte’s eyes turned glassy, a layer of tears forming. Or maybe it was just Cody’s eyes playing tricks on him.


  “That’s all I needed. Dammit. She would’ve been fine. I just needed a damn job. If I was still an engineer—doing research, designing, whatever—it would have been no problem. I could get one for her and one for me. But of course there are no jobs for me. Everyone who was ever in a good job is keeping themselves alive with a Sustain, clogging up the career ladder like cholesterol in a fat man’s arteries. I don’t blame them. No, I’d do the same thing. But still, I couldn’t get a job ’cause everyone else was looking to get an entry-level job anywhere.


  “And each day that I’m stuck at this dead-end pseudo-janitorial position is another day that I’m not doing something relevant to my career. Just another day I can’t get a job.


  “All because of the artificial lack of jobs. All those gray-hairs who should be retiring are practically growing younger with their damned god organs, keeping the rest of us down. They’re all content where they are and they won’t go and risk their necks—or their god organs—chasing some other job or spawning some other business. They know they’ve got just as limited options as the rest of us. All they can do is live their lives they’re going to live for, well, practically forever.” Cody caught his breath. “Well, that’s my diatribe. I suppose it’s my turn to listen to you.”


  Charlotte took her knitted hat off, letting the rest of her hair fall. “Well, you’ve obviously got a thing against LyfeGen.”


  “Was it obvious?”


  She laughed. “Will you forgive me if I tell you I’m one of them—er, was one of them?”


  Cody waved a hand. “Of course. Like I said, I don’t blame the workers. I’ve run into a couple of real assholes there, but it’s the technology that’s corrupting us.”


  For the first time, Cody noticed the slight crow’s feet forming around Charlotte’s eyes. The wrinkles in her brows, however subtle, meant that the elastin and collagen holding her skin cells together were breaking down. He had wrongly assumed she had a Sustain; now he realized those little markers, seemingly insignificant, told a more complex story.


  “Forgive me if I’m wrong, but you don’t actually have one of those god organs, do you? Even though you worked for ’em?”


  Charlotte nodded. “Very astute.”


  Cody peeked at her blouse and streamlined black slacks. While she currently wore black boots, dripping from the melting snow, he suspected she had a pair of heels safely tucked into the Coach purse sitting on the stool next to her. “Taking the liberty of assumption, it appears that you would have been in a position to get one.”


  “I was,” she said. “But I didn’t and won’t.” An angry fire flickered in her eyes and dissipated almost immediately. “Well, while we’re revealing our stories to complete strangers, I didn’t get a Sustain because my son didn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re right: I could’ve. When I started working at LyfeGen, those god organs, as you call them, were only approved for adults. Pediatric implantations were only being done in clinical trials. The company got an FDA Medical Device Exemption to try the Sustain out in kids who were in the last stages of various neurological disorders and diseases and leukemias. For some reason, they thought that would be the easiest route to FDA approval. If it worked, they’d get great PR and public approval. They already knew the leukemia would be no problem. But the neurological diseases would be icing on the cake. They were using those kids to experiment with the Sustain.”


  Cody’s eyes widened and a flash of anger ripped through him, fueling his hatred for the Sustain technology. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “I wish I was.” Charlotte gritted her teeth. “And I still worked for them, thinking there would be a chance to help Austin, my son. I really thought that working for the company and with their doctors would help.”


  She stopped for a moment, collecting herself. Cody reached his hand out slightly to hers, unsure of whether or not she would let him touch her. She continued with her story.


  “Austin had a brain tumor. High-grade. They operated on it, but it came back. Radiation therapy, chemotherapy, nanotherapeutics—nothing worked. I’d read reports of the Sustain destroying brain tumors in adults. In two weeks, the white blood cells would be reprogrammed to specifically attack the tumor. I just knew it would work in Austin, too.” Her eyes bored into Cody’s with an unsettling ferocity. “You know what they said when I tried to get Austin’s doctor to squeeze Austin into the clinical trials?”


  Cody shook his head.


  “They told me he didn’t fit their study type. It would be too much paperwork for them to get the approval necessary for his treatment. They couldn’t help me. They wouldn’t help him.” She finished off her Manhattan in one swallow. “Did you know, a doctor can use practically any other medical device on a patient for whatever reason, if he feels it would help? FDA-approved indication for the use or not, he can use it.


  “But not the Sustain. No, because LyfeGen controls the technology. They process the DNA, grow the cells, maintain the organ, and then send it out specifically for you. They wouldn’t make Austin a Sustain. They let him die.”


  Charlotte’s voice shook. Her hands were balled up in tight fists. “And I had to keep working for them. I needed the job for the health insurance and to afford the treatments that kept Austin alive for a while longer, even though they eventually failed him, too.


  “You know what the worst thing was? I saw how the regulations worked. I saw how FDA approval worked, including for the exempt devices. It would’ve taken a quick addendum, a day’s worth of work, and Austin could’ve been in the study. A thousand children could’ve been in that study. And they’d all still be here today.” Charlotte’s nose twitched. “LyfeGen didn’t want to pay for extra trials that they didn’t need. They didn’t want to prematurely heal all their customers before they actually put the organ on the market once they’d received FDA approval.”


  Cody took a swallow of his beer. The pint he’d just finished wasn’t enough. His own self-centered sorrows and pity paled in comparison to Charlotte’s story. This tale of corporate greed appalled him. He had never before fathomed the extent and truth of his beliefs. Sure, he knew technology was disrupting the economy, but he couldn’t believe that a company would refuse to offer its technology to those most in need. Who would so nonchalantly refuse to save hundreds of children in lieu of a couple-point increase in their share price and some extra sales?


  He had long felt mired in a sandpit, desperate to claw himself out of the ground. His vendetta against the Sustain centered on the desire for his own economic freedom. Sometimes, he would reflect on his mother’s death and claim that such a technology should be available to the masses, instead of just those fortunate few who seemed to control everything from the most microscopic function of their own bodies to the economy as a whole.


  Now he had a real reason to hate LyfeGen and their technology. He vowed to sublimate his selfish views of the god organ and recommit himself to the denouncement of the technology for more noble reasons. The Sustain not only let people live like gods, it encouraged them to behave like gods, choosing whom they would save and whom they would condemn to death.


  He wasn’t a religious man. Instead, he was guided by his personal morals and a belief that there was no magical, omnipotent, invisible man in the sky. He also believed no man deserved to be a god.


  With own career already circling the drain, he committed to action. There would be no risk in acting out; he had nothing to risk.


  “We should do something,” Cody said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “LyfeGen is getting away with murder and nobody’s listening. The protests are just a disjointed effort of a bunch of disgruntled malcontents like me. We need to stop saying things, and do something that people will notice.”


  “What did you have in mind?” Charlotte asked.


  Cody thought he saw a hint of satisfaction in her eyes, a strange bubbling happiness when he promised to forever change LyfeGen’s practices.


  Chapter 25


  Monica Wolfe


  November 20, 2063


  ––––––––


  Monica sat at the desk near her bedroom window. Her close encounter with Preston Carter in the LyfeGen parking garage was still fresh in her mind. He had helped her up after her disastrous slip on the icy patch near the exit.


  “Are you okay?” His eyes had contained more concern than anger when she nodded sheepishly.


  Though a dull pain had throbbed in her elbow and tailbone, her ego had been more bruised than any bone.


  “What are you doing back here?”


  “I was working late.” She had remembered the protesters outside the building. “I just wanted to leave without having to deal with that mess out front.”


  “Oh,” Carter said. His eyes seemed to twinkle as he narrowed them. She could see that he recognized her, but he was struggling to place her.


  Before he could piece anything together, she turned to leave. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Carter. Have a nice evening.” She had waved goodbye, trying to reinforce the idea that she worked at LyfeGen and that was where he had seen her.


  He had offered her a weak nod and a limp wave goodbye.


  Now, she blinked rapidly to regain focus as she navigated a folder of protocols. Her eyes had a nasty habit of drying out when she became hyperfocused on any of the data for too long. With an ocean of files to wade through, she kept rubbing at her eyes until they were red.


  Her trick of distributing comm cards in the parking garage had paid off in dividends. As she’d planned, the cards had caught the interest of well-intentioned individuals hoping to return them to their proper owner. She jumped in her seat as she unraveled each packet of data like a child on Christmas morning. Data trickled onto her untraceable throwaway comm card throughout the day.


  Each card she had left in the parking garage had a dummy set of photos and files filled with nonsense data garnered from random news streams and sites from the Net. Besides this useless data, each card shared a common file, hidden and encrypted in layers of code. The program she designed utilized a modified version of the near-field communications hack she had attempted to use on Preston Carter in the coffee shop.


  This time, though, she had no set target. Rather, the cards sent her all the data they could obtain in sixty seconds after unsuspecting LyfeGen employees turned them on to try and identify the owners. Then the cards wiped themselves clean.


  The only caveat was that too many individuals with the same mysterious story of a lost comm card might arouse the suspicions of LyfeGen’s data protection specialists. With all the media scrutiny and the recently announced change in management, Monica gambled on the company being distracted from an issue that appeared more innocuous in nature.


  She assembled a set of scripts to prioritize her files for closer examination. Starting off, she delved through files with terms like “Sustain,” “production protocols,” and “genetic delivery updates,” filtering out press releases and other files crafted for public consumption.


  Working through the files, she sorted potential goldmine data, until the early morning sunlight warmed her face through the window. Her eyes grew heavy and her head swam with a bevy of thoughts, emotions, and, most of all, exhaustion.


  Though she dreaded it, she would still need to go back to work. She had to play along if she was going to outfox Sam.


  She showered, ridding herself of the oily feeling that had accumulated during her feverish pursuit of data.


  After dressing, she half-jogged down the stairs of her apartment building. Her hair immediately stiffened and felt frozen to her skin when she went outside, punishing her for her decision not to blow-dry it. She stopped at a self-serve coffee window and ordered a triple-shot espresso, hoping it would reinvigorate her enough to make it through the morning.


  Instead of taking the L-train to work, she walked the scenic route. An icy wind nipped at her nose and whipped her half-frozen hair around her shoulders. The cold air, coupled with the caffeine provided by the espresso, warded off her exhaustion for the time being.


  When she arrived at NanoTech, she trudged to her cubicle and settled into her desk. She tossed her gloves in front of her computer display as the holo booted up. A pile of work orders awaited her on the display. To anyone else, her day appeared to be just another filled with requests to fix a holoscreen or broken comm card syncs to the company network.


  She swiped the work order papers into a corner of her display. Normally, she would begin shoveling through the requests, begrudgingly but diligently.


  Today, she had other objectives.


  Cramer, a fellow IT employee, passed by. “Morning.” He stopped. “You look like hell today.”


  “Thanks. I feel it, too.”


  “Happy hour go a little late, huh?”


  “Yep.”


  He hovered over her. She hoped he might take the not-so-subtle hint to leave.


  Cramer’s mouth opened slightly, but Monica said, “I’m really not in the mood today.”


  He held up his hands defensively. “Geez, sorry. Didn’t mean to offend you.”


  Cramer never acted as obnoxiously as Sam. He often asked Monica about her day and made a habit of engaging each of his coworkers in daily small talk. She had acted harshly toward him, but couldn’t muster up the guilt she should’ve felt.


  For a moment, she wondered if her current mental state was suitable for dealing with Sam. It didn’t take her long to decide that her sour mood was better than he deserved.


  She barged into Sam’s office and rolled her eyes when he fumbled with his comm card to turn off the graphic projection of a voluptuous woman splayed across his desk.


  “Figures,” Monica said. “You would be that asshole who got people fired for looking at this stuff, and you watch the same sleazy garbage at your shitty little desk.”


  “Careful, Mon,” Sam said, the red fading from his cheeks. “Just because you think I need you doesn’t mean I’m not willing to take you down.” He licked his lips. “And you know how I’d like to take you down.”


  Monica ignored the innuendo and handed him one of her extra tracker cards filled with files that she had judged were mostly garbage.


  Sam took it from her and began browsing the collection of documents in the data, his eyes narrowed. “So what am I looking for?”


  “I didn’t bother doing all your work for you, but everything should be there.”


  He didn’t need to know that it wasn’t actually everything. Monica figured he would be content to scroll through each and every file, searching for the gold nugget that would be his ticket to rise at NanoTech. There were plenty of distractions in those files that were sure to keep him busy while she finished identifying the data she had saved for herself.


  Sam’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped as he sifted through the documents. Had she made a mistake? His shock was incongruous with anything she thought she had planted on his card. That kind of fatal error would mean Sam could take the trade secrets to some cow of a manager at NanoTech or the resident patent lawyers. He would undoubtedly take the credit for the finds and rid himself of her. She had no leverage.


  “Whoa,” Sam said. “LyfeGen stuff, huh?”


  Monica looked at him quizzically. The butterflies in her stomach settled. “What did you expect?”


  “Uh, yeah, I mean, that’s right.” Sam regained his composure.


  Gritting her teeth, Monica leaned forward. She frowned at Sam as sweat trickled down his forehead and down his bulbous nose. Despite her exhaustion, the heaviness in her eyes, and the pent-up frustration at her slimeball of a boss, she started to connect the dots. “Who told you?”


  “Told me what?”


  If Sam had had access to her comm card or any of her scripts like he had claimed, he would’ve known exactly who and what her target was. There was no hiding her plans for stealing LyfeGen data from anyone with unrestricted access to her personal computer and comm card.


  Then she remembered how upset Cole had been the night she asked him for his comm card hack scripts. His resentment for her hadn’t dissipated; he must have wanted to exact revenge on her. And this was how he’d done it. Pathetic. “Cole told you.” She scrunched her nose. “That little prick told you.”


  “How am I supposed to navigate all this trash?” Sam scrolled through a mountain of marketing advertisements and old news articles that had been posted on LyfeGen’s website. “You’re going to have to help me.”


  “I’m not helping you with anything,” Monica said. “You want something, you do the work for it.”


  She marched out of the office, back to her cubicle. Because of Cole’s betrayal, she had almost lost the only edge she had over Sam. She would find each and every tidbit of information and dangle it in front of the product managers. They would drool over the Sustain data. Then again, maybe they would treat her just as terribly as Sam had.


  Either way, Monica decided, she wouldn’t be working for Sam anymore, nor would she return to the IT department at NanoTech. The job market was fierce, but she was tired of subjecting herself to the incompetence and patronizing insolence that Sam embodied.


  “Whoa, where are you going?” Cramer said.


  “Don’t worry about it.” Monica brushed past him as she left the IT department for the last time.


  There was no turning back.


  ***


  Monica hadn’t told Sam she’d left but she doubted he would care. He would likely be slobbering over everything she’d given him, still unaware that he’d been duped. That would give her plenty of time to play detective and amass all the worthwhile Sustain data she could find. She was no biologist or doctor, so identifying what was relevant and important would be a challenge.


  With a pot of tea boiling in her kitchen, her room lit up in an array of projected documents with scientific jargon and images of cells, spiraling DNA helices, and molecular structures. Bare white walls were a temporary posting place for random text files and chemical formulations. Production logs and regulatory maintenance checklists floated in the air around her.


  To Monica, the dense scientific works were a complex puzzle. She recalled some of the basic biology and chemistry courses required of all science and engineering undergraduates, but those memories weren’t an adequate codex for the task ahead.


  She needed to begin somewhere and randomly selected a document. She scanned a chemical formulation for a targeting molecule, the sticks and letters only vaguely familiar. Utilizing the textual context of the document, she reasoned the molecule was one of the ligands that LyfeGen attached to their gene delivery vectors to enable Sustain updates. That must be something useful. She swiped over the document to store it in a virtual folder she had entitled “Update Chemistry and Biology.”


  Another protocol outlined the production of gene delivery vectors incorporating custom genetic information for Sustain updates and she sent the document to the “Update Chemistry and Biology” folder.


  Another document outlined an immense, encumbering procedure for the analysis and splicing of a person’s genetic code as the first step in growing the unique cells for a person’s Sustain organ. That document found its home in “Sustain Fabrication.”


  As the hours waned and the holographic documents littering her room diminished, Monica smiled. She touched the windows overlooking the street to reduce their opacity. The shadow of her apartment building leaned across the street, resting on the buildings opposite her own. Dark blue faded to purple in the sky above her. Winter might have meant shorter days, but she was ready to start diving deeper into her stash of data.


  The first place she studied the documents more closely was in a folder entitled “Personal Correspondences.” That would be the easiest route of introduction to the heavy technical data residing elsewhere in her network of folders.


  She recognized a set of inter-office proceedings and references to various protocols from the documents she had already organized. There were projected displays of recent experiments and office parties alike. Her gaze lingered on one of the office party images taken of the regulations department after an apparently successful FDA approval of “Sustain Update Genetic Delivery System Utilizing Combinatorial Viral Systems.” The corresponding explanation described something about synthetic viruses composed of naturally occurring viral components that Monica didn’t recognize.


  Her mind, lost from the ambiguous scientific terms in the captions, focused on the faces in the pictures. A man with round cheeks and a red nose appeared boisterous and jovial, throwing his hands into the air. She spied a woman with dark brown hair and an athletic, toned frame smiling smugly at the man, appearing to shake her head. Another man, with thick, wavy blond hair, smirked at her, sharing a knowing look. There were two faces she distinctly recognized: Preston Carter and Joel Cobb. Preston’s expression was reserved and conservative while Cobb beamed with a boyish grin.


  Scanning the names of the attendees, she spied another familiar name: Jonathan Grieves. She remembered that he had died due to a stroke, much like Joel Cobb. Other names, like Noelle Jorvich, Bill Shepard, Jacqueline Harper, Garry Bernhardt, Whitney Brayson, and Cory Tilman, were completely unfamiliar to her. But they were in regulations and productions, apparently, so she would be sure to keep an eye out for any documents they might have authored.


  Another name stuck out to her. It belonged to the blond man with the wavy hair and the knowing smile. Dave Stemper. She couldn’t recall his name in the list of Sustain patients and employees who had died of strokes recently.


  To satiate her nagging memory, she searched the Net for the name. A crowd of David Stempers danced across her holodisplay until she began to narrow down the results with a filter for “Chicago” and “LyfeGen.”


  A handsome blond man with a gorgeous set of teeth and a distinctive smile shone across the display. That was her Dave. She read what biographical information she could find about him from a congregation of social media, news streams, school, and industry publications. Nothing struck her as particularly interesting until she came to the cause of his death. Apparently, he had been involved in a single-car accident due to drunk driving. He had allegedly disabled the automated driving module.


  Yes. That was how she remembered the name. She had a difficult time accepting that someone would make such an idiotic choice, but the story only reinforced her notion that most people really were idiots.


  While she scoured other personal correspondences, Dave’s story stuck with her. Would the previous regulations manager truly be so foolish as to drive drunk?


  Intrigued, she refocused her efforts on Dave. She was happily rewarded by finding access to his personal Sustain implantation and update records from a highly secured dataset that she had filed away in one of her folders.


  “That’s weird,” she said aloud.


  She crinkled her brow. Dave had had a Sustain implanted for several years, among some of the first company employees to do so. He had apparently received each successive Sustain update on schedule thereafter. Except, he had missed his last treatment.


  The record explicitly stated that he had refused to go in for the injection.


  Monica checked the date of the scheduled update: it was to be October 10.


  The car accident—Dave’s alleged drunk driving—had taken place on October 16.


  It could be nothing more than a coincidence. But, then again, this was too odd. Did Dave know something?


  The challenge presented by this mystery temporarily distracted her from sifting through the mountains of chemical and biological data. Instead, she delved into the enigmatic circumstances of Dave Stemper’s death. The back of her neck tingled and the fine hairs along her skin stood straight.


  She tried to tell herself she was just being ridiculous. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had wanted Dave Stemper dead. Maybe there was something more important going on here than stealing data for personal gain.


  Chapter 26


  Hannah Boyd


  November 26, 2063


  ––––––––


  Hannah folded a black-and-white dress with a floral print.


  Across the store from her, wearing that exact dress, Alice stood near a wall of shoeboxes. Alice, with her perfectly straight blond bangs and skinny little waist—too skinny, Hannah thought—and perky red lips. Alice, whose voice was just a tad high-pitched and who swayed when she walked, her tiny hips swimming in the air.


  She told a man how fabulous the suit he had tried on looked, with a twirl of her hand and an exuberant squeal of approval.


  The suit hung on the man’s frame like a sail without wind. It was awkward and ill-fitting and Alice probably knew it.


  Hannah hated how the girl lied and, even more so, how those lies yielded greater commissions. She seethed at the idea that her job rewarded people like Alice. Then, she questioned why she even worked at clothing stores. And, following that, she imagined her life outside of Chicago, if she hadn’t followed a boy into the city and had instead been satisfied with her own path in life. She imagined finishing school and having a good job in an office somewhere with plenty of friends, and sipping drinks at a bar and having an apartment where the nicest furniture wasn’t a five-year-old futon with an ugly brown cover.


  But those were all material things. Father Cooney’s oft-repeated words resounded in the back of her head, promising that the meek would inherit the earth. God was watching. She should not be dwelling on the past but rejoicing in her future. This life, here in Chicago and on Earth, was just a small tribute to God and the life she would have with Him. That made her feel slightly better until Alice giggled and grabbed the shoulder of the man in the suit in an overtly flirtatious manner.


  “Hi there, Bug,” a familiar, cheerful voice said.


  Charlotte stood with a Macy’s shopping bag in her hand and a wool hat atop her head. She pulled Hannah into a deep hug.


  “It’s nice to see you,” Hannah said, the temperature rising in her cheeks. She glanced around nervously at her coworkers.


  No one had surprised her at work before. Then again, there was no one in her life she would expect to surprise her.


  “I told you I’d come shopping with you,” Charlotte said, poking Hannah in the shoulder.


  “You did.”


  “Will you be off soon?” Charlotte said. “I really wanted to go to Father Cooney’s Mass tonight.”


  “I don’t usually—”


  “I know,” Charlotte said. “It’s a Monday night, but those are the best nights for Mass. There’s a smaller crowd and it’s just so much more intimate. It’s like we’re all family there.”


  Hannah paused. “What time?”


  “It’s at eight.”


  “I guess.” Hannah shrugged. “I’m off in half an hour, anyway.”


  “Perfect,” Charlotte said, her voice rising in pitch. “I can pick you up here, then. I’ll just run along and get a drink or a coffee. Who knows? Maybe I’ll just keep on shopping.”


  Charlotte patted Hannah’s back and whirled back out of the store. She practically bounced out the front door and into the early winter evening, appearing impervious to the gloom and cold.


  Hannah looked forward to seeing the woman again. She spun around to fix the rack of pants behind her and thudded violently against another woman, who spilled a pile of blouses, skirts, and jeans.


  “Jesus, watch it,” the young woman said.


  Her eyes were hidden behind purple sunglasses. A pointy noise and sharp chin stood out against her thick brunette hair. She must have been in her early twenties.


  “I’m sorry,” Hannah said. “I didn’t see you there.”


  “Obviously.”


  Hannah bent to scoop up the dropped clothes and tried to deposit the heap back into the young woman’s arms.


  “Whoa,” the woman said. “Aren’t you Brian’s girlfriend?”


  Hannah stared at her, silent.


  “I mean ex. I thought you would’ve killed him or something. I mean, I would have, after everything he did.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What do I mean? Like, all those girls he was fooling around with. I mean, like, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know he was even going out with anyone until after we...you know. I found out on Usverse. I know I should’ve checked him when we were dancing at Camelot, but I figured he was obviously single.”


  Hannah tried to understand what the woman was saying.


  A hot redness spread across the young woman’s face, but she couldn’t seem to refrain from babbling on. “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. I know it was awful, but I swear I didn’t know. I mean, I stopped seeing him once I found out, but he kept screwing around with my friends, too.”


  She should have known. Hannah cursed her own naiveté.


  “Guys are such assholes.”


  Hannah had a difficult time believing any of it. But, of course, Usverse had made private lives public and her life, her memories, her photographs, her addresses—everything—were readily accessible to anybody who cared to know. She didn’t know the talkative woman, but the woman apparently knew plenty about her—and Brian.


  A dam in her head ruptured. A flood of suppressed emotions and memories overwhelmed her in an agonizing moment of weakness. Her life had been ruined by him. She had been left with nothing. And here was a woman she didn’t know telling her about Brian’s infidelity.


  She ran to the stockroom, tears streaming down her face.


  “Please, God,” Hannah whispered. “Give me some reason to keep going. Give me purpose.”


  ***


  Outside of G&N, on the bustling sidewalk, crowds of people brushed past Hannah. Charlotte, in a scarlet coat that matched her hat, smiled and waved.


  “Is something wrong?” Charlotte asked as they climbed into her car.


  Hannah looked out the passenger window. “It’s been a rough day.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that, Bug.” Charlotte placed a hand on Hannah’s.


  The car wound through traffic. Flickering streetlights replaced sunlight to combat the settling darkness.


  Hannah unloaded on Charlotte. Her story continued even as the car sat in a parking garage near the cathedral.


  When Hannah finished, Charlotte leaned across the black leather seat and hugged her. “Boys are the worst. I tell you, the only boy who has never let me down is Jesus.”


  “I know, but that doesn’t make me feel less lonely.”


  “He’s out there, Bug. You never know when Jesus is talking to you. We get so distracted by everything going on in our lives here on earth, we forget about Him.”


  Hannah wiped her eyes, trying to rub away the childlike feelings in her head. “You’re right. I’m such a blubbering idiot sometimes.”


  “You’re not an idiot. Don’t you ever say that.” Charlotte grabbed Hannah’s hand. “Let’s go inside and listen to Father Cooney, shall we? He’s the first step to hearing what God has to say to you.”


  Hannah followed Charlotte out of the parking garage and down the street toward the cathedral. This building was all she had. It was her sanctuary.


  She yearned for the promises of Heaven and escape from this world. No boyfriend, no friends, no more family.


  She looked up at Charlotte. Well, maybe she had one friend, now.


  Inside the cathedral, a tingling glow filled her. It wasn’t just the heat in the cavernous building, but a warmth that flickered inside her. Maybe it was God.


  Throughout the liturgy, she glanced at the other parishioners. Several appeared ragged and worn down, almost certainly homeless. They might have been attending Mass because of their devotion or because it was an escape from the cold. Even those in suits and collared shirts couldn’t shake the disheveled, broken-down lives that hung in the bags under their eyes or the vacant stares in their expressions.


  Father Cooney’s church had grown in popularity as his public outcry at the Sustain had tickled the ears of many disgruntled individuals dissatisfied with their lives and the ominous economic conditions.


  Almost all those who followed Father Cooney appeared modest in means. Hannah noticed Charlotte’s fashion of dress was incongruous with the rest of Father Cooney’s flock. It was easy to draw the conclusion that none of the other people lining the stiff wooden pews could afford a Sustain implant for themselves.


  “The men in this city are acting as gods. They are being worshiped like gods.” Father Cooney’s black cassock fluttered as he slammed his fists on the lectern. “We shall not forsake the most basic of commandments: ‘Thou shalt have no other gods before Me.’ Yet, our brothers and sisters have forgotten this, worshiping the false idols of money and so-called technologies that have perverted the gift of human life.


  “We cannot also sit by idly as we watch our friends and families forsake the path of righteousness and walk into the devil’s temptations.


  “And, to that matter, his words are no less lucid in Deuteronomy: ‘If your own brother, or your own daughter, or your beloved wife, or your intimate friend entices you secretly to serve other gods, whom you and your fathers have not known, gods of any other nations, near at hand or far away, from one end of the Earth to the other: do not yield to him or listen to him, nor look with pity upon him, to spare or shield him, but kill him.’


  “These ‘other gods’ are near at hand, blinding us, tempting us from a moral and just life, in a body of God’s pure design. He hath made us in his image, and we have the arrogance to adulterate that perfect image with our own sinful perversions. These men who act as gods, granting humans eternal life on Earth, promise us with faux smiles and shallow assertions that they are acting in the best interest of humanity.”


  Father Cooney’s voice boomed and he snarled. “But we know this not to be true. They have selected their own chosen people—those with wealth and greed. They have enslaved us through their wicked intent and poisonous influence.


  “I remind you of a verse from the book of Jeremiah: ‘Cursed be he who does the Lord’s work remissly, cursed he who holds back his sword from blood!’”


  Standing quiet for a moment, he started off again slower and quieter. “There is no greater gift in this single mortal life than to give that life to Our Lord, in his service. I ask you all to contemplate the nature of my words and God’s intent and leave you with a parting question: what can you do to stop the worship of these false gods?” His voice built into a crescendo. The parishioners clung to each word, their gazes frozen. Some clenched their fists in white-hot anger and others shook their heads, enraptured.


  “We shall strive together against these gripping tides. It is our call to prevent this city from succumbing to the destruction and wrath God hath bestowed upon wicked cities in the past.


  “Do not forget the examples of Sodom and Gomorrah, consumed by fire for impenitent sin. Do not ignore the oceanic cleansing of Port Royal of its licentious inhabitants, murderers, prostitutes, pirates, and thieves, their fates further locked into condemnation by a plague sent by God. Nor that of New Orleans, flooded by God to wash away the worship of witchcraft and satanic idols. History is full of God’s attempts to purify our world by eliminating centers of evil. We shall not let our city of Chicago suffer a similar tragic fate. It is not too late to deliver retribution. God is waiting for us.”


  Hannah’s anger sublimated into a furious passion. Yes, God had been calling on her for too long. She had left Him waiting.


  Her petty feelings toward her coworkers and Brian seemed immature and trivial. She had known, all along, that she should be devoted to a cause greater than herself, and she had always asked God, praying to Him tirelessly, to help her.


  Now, she realized, it wasn’t her prerogative to ask Him for help. She should take initiative. For the first time in her life, she would make decisions on her own merit, for His sake.


  Hannah leaned into Charlotte’s ear. “I want to do something.”


  “What do you mean, Bug?”


  “I want to do something about these god organs.”


  Charlotte nodded, her eyes still fixed on Father Cooney. “I know a few people who have been picketing in front of LyfeGen. Do you want to join them?”


  Hannah thought for a second, contemplating the merits of a passive protest. “No. That’s not enough.”


  Charlotte smiled, patting Hannah on the knee. “I’m sure you can come up with something. Maybe I can help.”


  Chapter 27


  Audrey Cook


  November 26, 2063


  ––––––––


  Lake Michigan mirrored the blue sky hanging over Chicago. The sun’s bright glare made the day appear deceptively warm, though Audrey’s cold red nose argued otherwise.


  She slid past the tourists thronging at the bottom of the Hancock tower, dodging brightly colored shopping bags and doe-eyed children staring up at the looming skyscrapers. She walked through the sliding glass doors of the building. The anxious chatter of families in line for the observatory filled her ears.


  Audrey strolled down a less crowded corridor. Her heels clicked against the marble floor and she met a virtual host.


  “Reservations for two under the name Childs,” she said.


  The blue projection display lit up.


  “Welcome. Please enter the second elevator to your left.”


  The metallic doors slid aside and Audrey hopped into the elevator. One wall appeared to slide away, allowing her to see through the building and out over Chicago.


  “To the east, you will see the heart of Chicago, the vibrant city itself, throbbing with life,” a voice said overhead.


  That wall eventually became steel again. Behind her, a screen displayed a view over Lake Michigan. Sunlight glittered on the surface of the water, sparkling with the white-crested waves that rolled into the shore along the undoubtedly cold and empty beaches lining Chicago.


  “Lake Michigan once served as an integral highway for trade before the United States even formally existed. Today, the waters are a welcoming recreational distraction and a mark of significant natural beauty.”


  The soothing voice paused as the window to the outside world became steel again.


  “Welcome to Limitless on the 95th.”


  The doors slid open and Audrey walked toward a smiling human host.


  “Childs?”


  She nodded, following the server to a small table adjacent to the expansive window overlooking the lake. A subtle jazz melody floated through the air, delicate as the single flower centerpiece at the table. While a few tables appeared populated with lovers, others hosted diners in suits discussing business and office gossip.


  The room provided a perfect environment for private conversations. The music was just loud enough to muddle the words of nearby diners, but quiet enough to allow hushed exchanges. Limitless also employed automated servers, eliminating the need for a live waiter with a set of prying ears.


  Because of this and the staggering view, Audrey enjoyed taking lunches here with her interviewees and business contacts. Their conversations could be anonymous enough and her guests seemed much looser with information when the skies were clear and the view magnificent.


  After she had finished her first glass of water, a man sat down at the table. Her new LyfeGen contact wasn’t who she’d expected.


  Her most prized contact at LyfeGen, Stanley, had ended all contact with her several days before Preston Carter resigned as CEO. She wondered if Stanley had been caught and fired. Carter’s resignation was suspicious enough and Audrey had hoped to find a more intriguing explanation than his publicly released claims of wanting to spend more time with his family.


  Her unanswered messages and calls to Stanley had only increased her curiosity.


  And now, the one man she suspected would have some of those answers sat across from her. His dark gray suit and crisp white shirt complemented his icy blue eyes. He smiled slightly, offering an outstretched hand.


  “Preston Carter,” he said. “Nice to see you again.”


  “Thanks for coming, Mr. Carter.” She returned his handshake.


  “No need for formalities,” he said. “You can call me Preston. And I’d prefer to call you by your real name.”


  “Audrey. Any more questions, or can we get down to business?” She offered a smile to test his humor. “After all, I’m the journalist here.”


  Preston returned the smile. “Fair enough.”


  A blustering storm of questions whirled in her mind. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “I thought that would be the case. However, I would like to say my willingness to work with you is on account of a moral responsibility to disseminate the truth. I can’t lie: there’s a certain element of vindication I hope to achieve, as well.”


  “I had a feeling your resignation wasn’t by choice. But I couldn’t figure out why.”


  “You mean your contacts who should know such things went dry.”


  “More or less.”


  “May I ask if you’re recording our conversation?”


  “I don’t have to if you’d prefer we didn’t,” Audrey said.


  “That’s what I’d prefer.”


  Taking her comm card from her pocket, she slid it onto the table for Preston to see and swiped the screen to turn off the audio recording app.


  “For now, I’d like to stay off the record,” Preston said. “But if things work out, I don’t mind coming forward.”


  “That sounds great to me. But why the sudden cooperation? What’s in it for you?”


  “To be honest, I want to get the word out regarding some internal issues at LyfeGen. There are also other...situations, if you will, that could pose a danger to certain individuals. I want to prevent these issues from progressing and I’m afraid we’re going to need some public pressure.”


  “And the current motley bunch of protesters isn’t good enough?”


  “I’m not content with Bible-thumpers and anarchists. I’ll be sure to alert the relevant authorities, as well. But right now, I don’t have concrete evidence to secure my place as a whistle-blower. The only thing I have in my arsenal is a dash of suspicion and this.” Preston reached into his pocket.


  “Are you looking to get the police involved?”


  “Not yet. Not until I can be sure I’m not just the boy crying wolf.” He slipped out a small plastic vial and placed it on the table.


  Audrey reached out. “May I?”


  Preston nodded and she picked it up. She traced her finger across the blue LyfeGen logo and peered into the clear liquid.


  “That was supposed to be my last Sustain update,” Preston said.


  “Is that safe to carry around? Won’t it become denatured or degrade or something?”


  “No,” he said. “That was part of my job coming into the company—ensuring the long-term stability of our updates. I trust my work.”


  “What do you intend to do with it?”


  “I’m hoping it holds some clues to everything that’s been going on recently—everything you’ve been reporting on and making my life hell with.”


  “Sorry,” Audrey said. “But you have to understand, that’s my job.”


  “I do. I understand the compromises and sacrifices we all make to keep our jobs.”


  Audrey thought briefly of Matthew, but glanced back at the vial. “What do you think you’re going to find?”


  “I can’t be entirely sure,” Preston said. “As you know, no one with a Sustain should have suffered a perfectly preventable stroke. It would take time for the clot to build up, more than enough time for the Sustain to respond.”


  “Right,” Audrey said. “That’s nothing new. You think someone tampered with the Sustain updates themselves.”


  His expression told her all she needed to know. His head tipped forward slightly and his lips tightened.


  “But how?”


  “There are plenty of people who work at the company with access to the Sustain updates, from the very beginning of the process when we manufacture the vector shells to the final quality specialists who test samples of update batches.”


  “Wouldn’t that process catch a tampered update?”


  “Possibly. Unless that process has been altered as well. I’ve read your stories suggesting a fringe terrorist organization targeted Cobb and the rest of them. Admittedly, you’ve come up with some interesting theories. As frustrating as it was for me when I was CEO, I hope that your sleuthing will be of some benefit as I move forward in my own investigations.”


  Audrey didn’t tell him that most of the sleuthing he lauded her for had been accomplished by sneaking peeks at Matthew’s comm card. In fact, she felt that she’d grown lazy. Almost everything she had needed had come from two sources: Stanley and her husband.


  Her investigations, truthfully, weren’t good enough. It was happenstance, not skill.


  Her heart sank and her stomach felt weak. If she agreed to help Preston in his investigation, she was just fooling herself. In fact, the puzzle pieces she’d put together about the possibility of a radical religious organization responsible for the sabotage had been harvested from the conversations she’d downloaded from Matthew’s card.


  True, she had discovered a host of characters in her interviews with protesters from the secular and religious fronts who’d had choice words regarding the LyfeGen technology, but her investigations into their connections seemed more of a rabbit hole. There were other outspoken groups calling for action. A rowdy crowd at St. Gemma’s Church had drawn her focus for a while. But so far, none of these groups appeared to have the scientific acumen to pull off such a feat.


  Besides her own investigations, messages filled her comm card from anonymous sources with their own tips and scoops. Most of these individuals were cranks with too much time on their hands or conspiracy aficionados offering their personal theories up as legitimate news. She wondered if she was any better than them.


  Occasionally, there was a diamond amongst the slag that she saved for later. One recent message, vague and cautious, hinted at connecting a fatal car accident to the chain of stroke victims. Audrey had been intrigued enough to file the message away. Generally, the conspiracy theorists gave lengthy, over-detailed accounts and were overeager to provide a wealth of made-up information. This message had been direct and concise.


  Maybe, if she was lucky, it would be worth pursuing. A last resort if she could find nothing else in her interviews.


  “What is it you want from me, then, while you tinker with that little vial of yours?”


  “Keep doing what you’re doing,” Preston said. “But keep me in the loop. I want to know everything that’s going on as it happens, and I’ll do likewise.”


  Audrey was careful not to shed her poker face. “And how can I trust that you’re not trying to use me to get your job back?”


  He laughed. “Frankly, I’m not interested in it. If you must know, I’m tired of the politics that come with the business side of running a company. Granted, politics are unavoidable, but I preferred focusing on research. Concrete data and results are things I could—and can—wrap my mind around. I’ve never been one to butter up a board of directors or appease shareholders. I don’t want my job back.”


  “That’s a pretty clichéd reason.”


  “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “I’ll give you a story or two you can use. Take a gamble on them, and when they hold up and you realize I’d be jeopardizing any career I could possibly have with LyfeGen, you’ll tell me everything you know.”


  Audrey peered out the window, over toward Navy Pier. The Ferris wheel lumbered slowly around its axis, the sun glinting off its network of white steel beams and pastel-colored carriages. A flock of gulls descended toward the pier, becoming lost to her as they disappeared into the distance.


  “Okay,” she said. “What have you got for me?”


  Chapter 28


  Preston Carter


  November 27, 2063


  ––––––––


  Preston hummed along with Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 as the sounds of string instruments filled the stone-walled room. The buzz of fluorescent lights and the constant purr of the miniature laminar flow hood for his cellular work completed the ambience.


  The small but perfectly adequate PCR machine was installed and ready for use on the benchtop next to a confocal microscope. A small incubator, appearing very much like a mini-refrigerator, was nestled in a corner at the foot of the bench. In one of the controlled-environment drawers of the bench, he had stored several lab-chips that contained microfluidic channels and cell populations that could simulate various organ structures. The availability of desktop biology equipment had enabled him to transform the finished basement room into a pseudolaboratory.


  A couple of easels with half-finished oil paintings and an experimental 3D projection sculpting system cluttered the opposite side of the room.


  Preston admired the way that Erik’s hands could mold a human form from the virtual clay and create a photorealistic texture for the sculpture by tinkering with settings that were essentially magic to Preston. Erik made the system look easy, but Preston never had the same luck rendering anything with his hands from the holographic projections. At best, his sculptures looked like a sloppy mess of Play-Doh.


  Working in the converted basement reminded him of his early garage experiments as a kid with a cheap microscope and an at-home cell-growing kit. He remembered the thrill and discovery of watching an amoeba swallow up jittering bacteria oozing across the microscope slide. He’d filled an entire notebook with amateur observations of single-celled-organism behavior. Eventually, his curiosity had inspired him to take a small needle to his fingertip and examine the microscopic contents of his own blood.


  He figured he’d been a strange kid, but he was proud that his scientific hobbies had turned into a flourishing career. That flourishing career had taken a recent detour, though.


  At least it had enabled him to work alongside Erik. Besides, money wasn’t really a concern anymore. He still had his shares in LyfeGen and a diverse portfolio invested in a number of other companies. Unlike many of his colleagues, he wasn’t arrogant enough to assume that he should only invest in his own company. And if his work in this basement lab proved fruitful, that early foresight could save his family’s financial security in the uncertain times ahead.


  “Good morning,” Erik said, opening the door to their workspace. “I still haven’t decided if I like having you down here beside me when I’m working or if I want all my space back.”


  Preston laughed as Erik kissed him on the cheek.


  “If all goes well, I won’t be in your hair too long.”


  Erik shook his head. “There you are—always underestimating things. ‘I promise I won’t be at work too long.’ ‘I’ll just do this for a couple of years and then move to a less stressful position, you’ll see.’”


  “You know me too well.”


  “That’s for sure,” Erik said, waving his hand to open up his last sculpting project on the holodisplay. “At least I can appreciate your taste in music.”


  The concerto swallowed up the comfortable silence that settled over the two as they continued their separate endeavors. Each was content to share a momentary glance with the other without saying a word.


  It was enough, Preston thought. Those moments, however insignificant and fleeting, were moments he never shared while at work in an office or a lab far from home. His occasional holocalls home were never an adequate substitute for looking into Erik’s hazel eyes.


  “I love you,” Preston said.


  “I know,” Erik said, his hands moving rapidly around the shoulders now taking place in his sculpture.


  Smiling, Preston pipetted another sample of the Sustain update contents into a plate for PCR analysis.


  A cacophony of echoing footsteps announced Kyle’s arrival.


  “They’re talking about you on the news!” Kyle gasped as he caught his breath.


  Frowning, Preston put down the plastic pipette. “What do you mean?”


  “Why would you do that to Dad?” Kyle motioned to Erik.


  Preston inhaled, taking a moment to calm himself. “What are they saying?”


  “You cheated on Dad! That’s why Joel promoted you before he died!”


  Preston’s eyes widened, though he tried to restrain the surprise. “I would never do that.”


  Kyle backed up toward Erik, who wrapped his arms around the boy.


  “I promise you,” Preston said. “I would never do something to hurt either of you.”


  “Then why are they saying those things?” Kyle scowled.


  “Because lies earn them money. People are more interested in ridiculous gossip than actual news. Help me out here, Erik.”


  But instead of understanding, a glint of skepticism appeared in Erik’s eyes. He cocked his head at Preston, who shook his head in return.


  “If your father says those people are lying, then that’s just what it is.”


  Kyle huffed, his cheeks pulsing red. “But—but they said they had witnesses.”


  Erik knelt down and held on to Kyle’s shoulders. “You can’t believe everything that you see on the Net. You know that. You’re smarter than that.”


  Kyle’s breathing slowed and his cheeks returned to their normal hue. “They say they have evidence, though.” His pitch rose at the end of the statement, as if he was asking a question.


  Erik said nothing but raised an eyebrow at Kyle.


  “I’m sorry,” Kyle said, turning to Preston. He offered Preston a consolatory but insincere hug and dashed up the stairs.


  After their son left, Erik turned back to Preston. “Is this true?”


  “Are you serious?” Preston said. The hum of the home PCR machine droned on, emphasizing the uncomfortably long time it took for Erik to respond.


  “Honestly? I don’t know. You’ve always worked long hours.” Erik glanced away. “I know Joel always had a soft spot for you.”


  “Joel was straight as a goddamn rocket.”


  Erik half-smirked. “Fair enough. But I can’t deny that the thought crossed my mind.”


  “I would never do that to you,” Preston told him. “If I ever cheated on you, it was with my career. I know I spent a lot of time at my work—but that’s all it ever was. Work.”


  “Yeah,” Erik said, slumping onto the stool next to his holosculpture. “Even though you worked with some interesting characters, I know I should trust you. But I can’t say the same for Anil. I never liked him.”


  “Join the club.” Preston pulled his hands through his hair. For a moment, he massaged his knuckles and collected his thoughts. He exhaled loudly as the gears began to click into place. “I can’t believe it. I refuse to believe it.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The news. LyfeGen, my alleged ‘cheating.’ It’s got to be him.”


  “Talk to me,” Erik said. “You’re frightening me. You’ve got that look in your eyes...”


  Preston moved to Erik and pulled him close, kissing his cheek. “I want you to believe me. I love you and Kyle more than anything. You’ve never shown me any resentment for the time I spent at work. I’m thankful for that, Erik. I really am. And, I would never do anything to hurt you. Never.”


  Erik pressed his face into Preston’s chest. “I know. It’s silly for me to have thought otherwise. I know.”


  “I don’t blame you. This has been a stressful couple of months.”


  “So what does Anil have to do with all of this?”


  Preston’s mind flashed back to when he’d first met Audrey Cook, posing as Beth Childs. The rumors she had relayed to him. Rumors also reported by Anil. Stories with sensitive information hitting the news streams. Anil’s dealings with the Board of Directors behind Preston’s back. There was no doubt in Preston’s mind who Audrey’s anonymous source had been. “He wanted it all.”


  Chapter 29


  Cody Warren


  November 27, 2063


  ––––––––


  Oil and grease covered Cody’s arms. The smell of musty air intermingled with a pungent petroleum odor. Squirts of evaporating acetone from his attempts to clean grime from a bot laid out on the table pierced both scents, leaving him with eyes that fluctuated between a gritty dryness and an overcompensating saturation of wetness.


  He worked on one of the repair bots that were supposed to automatically fix the floor-maintenance bots around the building. The damned things were barely functioning prototypes.


  “Screw Harold,” Cody muttered under his breath. “Man needs a goddamn pair of balls.” He spat on the exposed electronic innards of the repair bot. “Piece of shit.” He soldered a splayed wire on the supposedly high-tech Arduino board.


  The automated service elevator roared to life as it lifted a couple of maintenance bots above ground. He looked up at the elevator and jerked the hand holding the soldering iron. The tip of the device burned his left forearm, right above his work gloves.


  He yelped in pain.


  The elevator’s din shrank to a small, echoing growl.


  Harold peeked out of his office down the hall. “Did you say something?”


  “Nope, nothing, Harold.” Cody gritted his teeth.


  “Oh,” Harold said. “Sorry. I, uh, thought I heard you call me, you know.”


  Bumbling fool.


  “Nope.”


  Harold stared silently for a moment. He shook his head, his second chin shaking slightly, reminiscent of a turkey’s wattle. Cody wanted to laugh, but was too unnerved by Harold’s concerned appearance.


  The last time Harold had appeared so unsettled, he had told Cody that his hours and pay were being cut. But there was something else in Harold’s eyes. Not just a fear of Cody’s reaction to whatever news he might be hiding, but a genuine sadness.


  “What’s up?”


  “You should, I mean, could you please come and sit down in my office?”


  Cody prepared himself for the worst. Another pay cut. Maybe reduced hours. He was already working half-time and looking for a position pretty much anywhere else. He competed with robots, automated systems, and other desperate human job-seekers. His search, as of yet, had been even more disappointing than the one that led him to his current sinking ship of a job.


  Harold sat first and motioned for Cody to do the same. The man’s forehead glistened with sweat despite the air conditioning in the small office.


  All the familiar posters and model planes just made Cody more pissed. Here was a useless man who somehow had the money to buy a bunch of toys and hang them about his office.


  “I, uh, found out some news,” Harold said. His hands fidgeted wildly, his eyes focused on his cluttered desk.


  “What’s that?”


  “I mean, I’m in a bind, too, you know?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  Harold’s eyes welled up. The man was as easy to frighten as a malnourished mouse, but he never openly cried.


  Curiosity replaced anger.


  “What’s wrong?” Cody tried to feign concern, but it wasn’t an emotion that he had felt much lately. Well, there’d been the woman at the bar, her son and her story, but that had been the only time he’d truly felt a deep sympathy for any other human in Chicago since his mother’s death.


  And maybe it was just because he’d been drunk at the time.


  “We’re all fired.” Harold sobbed.


  Cody raised an eyebrow. “Say again?”


  “They’re—they’re cutting the whole maintenance—the whole maintenance department.”


  “Calm down,” Cody said. “Take a deep breath and relax.”


  But Harold persisted with blubbering. Tears streamed down his face and between his fingers as he cried into his hands.


  “You’ll be fine,” Cody told him.


  “I won’t,” Harold said. “I’m in my fifties. I’ve got kids and child support to pay. And—and—who’s going to hire me now? I’ve given my entire life to this company. I’ve been around since the beginning, cleaning up their messes, starting as a janitor, and now I’m all the way here.” He pounded his desk, leaving behind a wet mark where his fist had been on the faux-wood laminate. “I don’t even have an education like you. If you can’t get a job, what can I do?”


  Cody exhaled slowly, closing his eyes.


  Without saying a word, he stood. He escaped the huffing sobs and followed the pipework and cool cement walls back to the humid workshop room. He opened the door. Heat blasted past him.


  A heap of canvas bags for carting around tools and various maintenance supplies was lying in one corner of the room, beneath an enormous red tool chest.


  He picked up one of the bags and threw in scrap wires. He slid his arm across the work table and scooped a junked maintenance bot and a repair bot into the bag. His cargo weighed a solid fifty pounds, but he swung the straps over his shoulders and lugged the bag back out of the workshop.


  The cool hallway air greeted him again, tickling the beads of sweat dripping down his face. He wiped away the sweat and left black grease from his hands in its place.


  Harold’s blubbering sobs grew quieter as Cody passed a series of rooms and caverns containing all the innards of the NanoTech facility. Pipes and water mains, furnaces and heat ducts. He wanted to destroy it all, tear the pipes from the walls, take a sledgehammer to the furnaces.


  As he climbed the stairs to a service exit, he started to lose his breath, almost toppling backward down the steps as the canvas bag’s weight shifted. He caught the railing, gripping it with sweaty palms, and righted himself.


  Screw them all. Screw them like they had screwed him.


  ***


  No one bothered to stop Cody or question him on his way home. Most likely, he looked like just another homeless beggar wandering the streets with bags full of junk and trinkets gathered from dumpster incinerators.


  He dumped the bag at his apartment. Its contents spilled across the scratched wooden card table that served as his kitchen table as he clicked on the lone bulb that hung overhead. He pulled apart the plastic casing holding the CPU of the repair bot, and then wirelessly tethered the unit to his computer. A quick download enabled him to crack the protected software of the repair bot and access the source code.


  The bot’s program wasn’t his main focus. He carefully separated wires from the motor and the various visual sensors in the bot’s shell.


  With the deftness of a tailor, he picked apart circuit boards. He felt a certain satisfaction as he rewired his device, the evening hours passing into night and then morning.


  Periodically, he would check the Net to ensure he was making no mistakes. As a college student, he had tinkered with electronic devices for fun. Prank holograms to scare the janitorial staff and reprogrammed sweeper bots that would chase security guards helped lighten the mood after long hours of studying.


  That fun stopped when one of Cody’s friends, Jake, decided to make a small roving explosive out of one of the sweeper bots. His subsequent expulsion was warning enough, but the loss of functionality in Jake’s left hand convinced Cody to refocus on more benevolent academic pursuits.


  His thoughts wandered as he worked. He remembered the woman at Kingsley’s. LyfeGen had let her son die, despite her dedication to the company.


  Cody’s mother had never had a chance, either. She could never have afforded one of the god organs. Her life had been doomed from the start.


  As was his.


  Even when he tried to rise into the privileged class through the pursuit of higher education, his future had fallen as flat and stale as a forgotten beer can in the back of his refrigerator.


  Of course, he had never actually kept a can of beer around long enough for it to go stale.


  He needed to shake things up. Trying to find another job would be a worthless pursuit. It was time for him to make a change. He needed to be noticed. He needed to strike out on his own.


  Chapter 30


  Audrey Cook


  November 27, 2063


  ––––––––


  In the middle of the night, Matthew slipped into their bedroom. Audrey woke up, slowly opening her eyes as he lowered himself into bed. Instead of greeting him, she peered into the dark hallway outside their open bedroom door from which he had crept.


  She had grown tired of welcoming him home from his late-night adventures—his “workouts” and “lengthy experiments.” She understood the peril that LyfeGen faced. She had read the rushed, demanding messages between Matthew and Jacqueline and Preston Carter and the deceased Jonathan Grieves and a batch of other LyfeGen employees with various titles.


  And she hadn’t forgotten the time Matthew had spent back in graduate school on his projects. She understood the demands of scientific research.


  But she found little evidence of his late-night work on his comm card. She wasn’t totally naïve.


  She had considered confronting him. Despite her suspicions, she decided against it. An external motivation prevented her from disrupting her tepid but predictable relationship with her husband.


  ***


  As soon as Audrey arrived at The Shore’s offices, Stephanie immediately called her over. Audrey briskly walked past the desks where colleagues scribbled madly on their comm cards and holoscreens. The open-air design of the office left little privacy for conversations or undistracted writing. She didn’t find the setting conducive to her work and preferred to write in a less noisy environment. But even as an investigative reporter infiltrating biotech companies and conducting interviews, she needed to put in her face time.


  Stephanie ushered Audrey into her office. After closing the door behind them, she motioned for Audrey to have a seat.


  “How is your relationship with Matthew?”


  “Is that any of your business?” Audrey said.


  “So, it’s beginning to sour.”


  “My mistake. If I’d simply said ‘fine,’ you’d be none the wiser.”


  “You aren’t a total fool, are you?”


  Audrey fumed silently. I need this job, I need this story.


  “In any case,” Stephanie said, “I noticed that Beth Childs hasn’t been upholding her work as an employee. I just wanted to check with you to see how things were going.”


  “Beth Childs is working on a rather significant breakthrough,” Audrey said, her tone sharp. “She shouldn’t be rushed, or she might completely botch the scoop.”


  “Is that so? Well, remind Beth that she’d better make amends with her husband, too. If we lose him, we lose a crucial connection to the story.”


  Audrey wondered how long she would need Matthew. Now that she had direct contact with Preston Carter, she had an enormous lead in the race to reveal LyfeGen’s inner workings.


  On the other hand, Preston had virtually been fired. He might not have the up-to-date information accessible via Matthew’s comm card.


  She still needed Matthew.


  “I can assure you that my relationship with my husband is perfectly stable,” she said. “I’ll do what I can to make sure we stay on top of things.”


  Stephanie leaned back in her chair. “It’d be nice to have an idea of what has you so excited. I have to admit, you’ve done better than I expected. Still, there hasn’t been a follow-up story on LyfeGen since Anil Nayak was announced as CEO.”


  “I’ve made a new contact,” Audrey said. “I’m not willing to say anything more, but I can promise that you won’t be disappointed.”


  “And I can trust you on this? You aren’t making this up?”


  “Do I ever make up a story?”


  With a wave of her hand and a snide smile, Stephanie dismissed Audrey back out into the office and its roar of desperate desk jockeys.


  Her meeting with Stephanie was sufficient face time for today. Audrey wound her way back to the elevator. She had no particular destination in mind when her comm card buzzed.


  A short message from Preston asked her to meet him at Calisto’s Grille on State Ave at 12:30 p.m. He had something to tell her.


  ***


  Calisto’s was a brief walk down a couple of crowded blocks. Audrey weaved between meandering pedestrians, wondering how many of these people had the leisure of enjoying the day off and how many were floating around in Chicago aimlessly with no promising job prospects and an uncertain future.


  When she arrived at the restaurant, a hostess greeted her. Preston had not yet arrived so the hostess ushered Audrey to a high table and chairs.


  The unmistakable aroma of Cajun grilled shrimp and simmering jambalaya filled the air. At another table, an auto-server delivered a fresh plate of beignets covered in a thick layer of powdered sugar. The smell of the hot cooked dough made her stomach rumble.


  A holoscreen face was projected at her table and a pseudo-human voice greeted her.


  “I’ll be your waiter for lunch today,” the gruff voice said in a terrible Creole accent. “May I get you a drink while you await your guest?”


  The mismatch of dialect and accent bothered her. Automation at these genre restaurants wasn’t always perfect.


  “Just a water with lemon, please.” There were times when Audrey felt foolish using manners with a computer, but she couldn’t shake the lessons long ago instilled in her by her parents.


  She looked around at the faux-brick walls around her, lit by fake streetlights mimicking a warm incandescent burn. Paintings of trumpets and saxophones and men playing golden instruments decorated the walls, completing the touristy vibe of the restaurant.


  “Audrey,” a familiar voice said from behind her.


  She turned to see Preston’s sharp, bird-like eyes and his tight smile. “Good to see you, Preston.”


  He hoisted himself into the seat across from her. “You as well.”


  “I’ve got to begin like any good interviewer would.” Audrey’s lips curled in a half-smile; she was still uncertain about the man in front of her. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Honestly,” Preston said, “it’s been liberating, being away from the company.”


  “You haven’t been working at all?”


  “On the contrary. I’ve set up shop in my house, pursuing my own experiments. It’s wonderful.”


  “I imagine you get to spend more time with your family, too.”


  “That’s true. Certainly an added benefit.” Then he peered back into the menu. With a flick of his wrist, he ordered the smoked butter-seared scallops.


  Audrey, tired of the water and lemon, ordered a pinot grigio from a Greater Coastal Plains winery. The white wine came from one of the boutique wineries in New Jersey that sought to overtake the notion that good American wine came only from California.


  “New Jersey?” Preston said in an affected Jersey accent. “Ever had one of their reds? I think I’ll go for a pinot noir.”


  “I’ve always preferred the whites. I think the jury’s still out on the reds from there.”


  Preston shrugged. His mannerisms and mood kept Audrey guessing what exactly was behind the enormous shift in the man’s attitude from when she had first run into him, trying to score an interview at the LyfeGen press briefing after Joel Cobb’s death.


  An autoserver placed their plate of scallops on their table, the morsels of white seared meat steaming. Preston stabbed at one with his fork, motioning to Audrey to see if she minded sharing the plate. She nodded her approval and tried one for herself. The tender meat melted on her tongue.


  “Delicious,” Preston said. “I must admit, this kitschy place is a secret pleasure of mine. Please, don’t put that in your story.” He leaned across the table and whispered in a low voice, “I’m afraid the place will get too crowded and I won’t be able to enjoy these scallops whenever it pleases me.”


  Audrey smiled.


  “I think I found some interesting information,” Preston said. “But as per our previous agreement, I hoped you might start our conversation. Any news coming out of LyfeGen that hasn’t been printed yet?”


  “Well, my sources have been a little dry lately.”


  Preston’s brow wrinkled into a slight frown.


  Audrey held up her hands in defense. “It’s not for lack of trying, but it seems like Mr. Nayak has been running a pretty tight ship. Some of my sources believe that Nayak’s actions to blame the patients—the deceased Sustain patients—for drug experimentation is probably definitely a ruse.”


  She hoped he couldn’t tell that when she said “sources,” she really meant Matthew. Her only other legitimate source had completely cut off contact with her. The cleaning-staff member and the marketing specialist she kept as contacts were virtually useless except for hearsay and office gossip.


  “Well, which is it?” Preston asked.


  “Sorry?”


  “Probably or definitely? Can’t be both.”


  Audrey smiled as she recalled her previous statement. “I suppose there’s always some uncertainty, but it appears highly likely. Recent reports show that the deceased patients—”


  “The patients,” Preston said. “They had names. I hate it when people call them the ‘god organ victims’ or the ‘deceased patients.’ I knew most of them. Jonathan. Joel. I worked with them for years. They were friends, colleagues.”


  “I apologize,” Audrey said. “It’s the fault of journalism, you know? It’s easy to get caught up in a story and not become an actor in it. It’s like the nature videographer who films a baby elephant in the Serengeti stuck in a mud pit. He could intervene, but that would be disturbing nature and breaking the wall between the story, the reality, and the documentarian.”


  “I understand. It still irks me.”


  Audrey nodded. “So, the samples retrieved from Jonathan, Joel, and the others after their passing were apparently sabotaged.”


  “Sabotaged?”


  She recalled the jumbled DNA that Matthew had recorded in the electronic copy of his lab journal. He didn’t write overtly that the mixed-up samples had been sabotaged, but he did say it was highly unlikely that the error was due to non-human intervention. With the coincidences piling up around the Sustain, it appeared far too likely that someone had interfered, knowing full well what they were doing to the samples. “At least, severely disturbed. Apparently, all of the samples were mixed up, the genetic data switched. None of the labels matched the genetic content from the samples.”


  “That’s extremely odd,” Preston said. “When I was in research, I knew the regulations team to be meticulous with all their samples. We never had a problem that drastic or disturbing.”


  “I know. I’ve never heard of any issue like that there before.”


  Preston exhaled sharply out his nose in a stifled half-laugh. “I sometimes forget just how thorough your contacts were. It sounds like you’ve kept up your end of the bargain. Could you provide me a written report of everything you’ve found?”


  “Certainly,” she said. “I’ll get you a copy of the first draft of my next story, too, if that’ll help.”


  “Sounds great.” Preston folded his arms. “Now, here’s why I wanted to meet up with you. Given some of the recent rumors that were spread about my departure from LyfeGen, I think I know who your most prized source used to be.”


  Audrey’s heart sank. It wouldn’t have been hard for an intelligent, well-connected man like Preston to connect the dots. She wished she had come clean about Matthew before. With a sheepish smile, she opened her mouth to apologize for misleading him. But he held up a hand to stifle her apology before she began.


  “You never knew the actual name of your biggest contact, did you?”


  Audrey shook her head.


  “If you had known, you would’ve already had a hell of a story. I’m fairly certain that it was Nayak.”


  Anil Nayak was Stanley. Of course. Once Nayak became CEO, it fit that he would stop supplying her with information. He had nothing more to gain by leaking information and making Joel Cobb and Preston Carter appear to be ineffectual leaders.


  “That makes a lot of sense,” Audrey said. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”


  “Now, bear with me. How confident are you in your theories that a radical group might be responsible for the deaths of my friends and coworkers?”


  “While the physical evidence may not be damning, I think the theory holds water. A somewhat organized radical group could take advantage of bioterrorist strategies to target those individuals associated with the Sustain. And, considering the error with the tissue samples, I’m thinking that group must have ties within LyfeGen.”


  “That seems rather complicated, doesn’t it?”


  Audrey nodded. “I suppose that if a radical religious group or some anarchist group was determined enough, they could recruit someone with the basic bioengineering skill and resources necessary to develop some biological agent that could infect a victim and cause a stroke. That person might also have the expertise to have gotten a job at LyfeGen.”


  “I’m not sure how familiar you are with more esoteric biological sciences—I don’t mean to be condescending—but that would be an extremely complicated process. Not to mention, sabotaging a Sustain organ would also take a great deal of proprietary knowledge.”


  “Proprietary knowledge? From my understanding, it might not be that difficult to cause a stroke in a person with the right combination of clotting factors injected into their bloodstream.”


  “Sure.” Preston didn’t appear convinced. “Have you ever heard of Ockham’s razor?”


  “Remind me.”


  “The simplest answer to a question may be more logical, more right than a complicated explanation.”


  Audrey frowned. “Okay?”


  “This might make more sense when I tell you about my own investigations.”


  While listening to Preston, Audrey took another bite of scallop. The remaining mollusk bits had turned cool and chewy since they began talking. She took a sip of pinot grigio. The wine washed the buttery flavor from her tongue.


  “I’ve found an unidentified set of genes in my Sustain update.”


  Audrey’s eyes widened. “Unidentified?”


  “Yes,” Preston said. “None of the DNA matches the DNA that was supposed to be on my personalized Sustain update. None of it matched the previous updates either. In fact, it didn’t concur with my native DNA or the DNA of my original Sustain tissue.”


  Audrey had another bite of scallop on her fork but let it rest on her plate. “So the update itself was compromised?”


  Preston nodded.


  “I see,” Audrey said. A host of questions swirled in her mind. She could taste the tip of an unfurling mystery, far more intriguing than a bioterrorist group infecting targets. Incorporating DNA within the Sustain update almost certainly confirmed that someone within LyfeGen was responsible. “You essentially saved your own life by refusing that last update, then, huh?”


  “It would seem that way,” Preston replied. “But how did that DNA get there? It could have happened at the doctor’s office or during transportation by any of those groups you mentioned, but that would’ve taken some intense planning and timing.”


  “I’m beginning to understand why you don’t think a vigilante radical group is responsible. The simplest explanation is that a LyfeGen employee is responsible for sabotaging the Sustain updates.”


  Preston nodded slowly. “Possibly. I don’t want to jump to conclusions since I don’t have—well—conclusive data, but I hoped you might find something else out through your sources so we can piece this together.”


  The wine glass in front of Audrey was empty and she ignored the reminder to request a refill via the menu holoscreen.


  With lunch hour nearing a close, most of the suited patrons had left. A few stragglers sipped cocktails at the bar. Laughter erupted from a booth, drowning out the muted trumpet solo wailing from the hidden speakers of the restaurant.


  Audrey turned her attention back to Preston. “Who do you think would do this?”


  “Please keep in mind that this is entirely unsupported theory. Just suspicion.”


  “Fair enough. It’ll be strictly off-record.”


  “Thanks,” Preston said. “That would be appreciated. Joel was the first victim. He was an obvious target for a whole lineup of jealous people in the biotech industry, religious groups, even politicians. There was a period of time after his death when there were no other reports of unusual deaths. Then, after I became CEO, that second rash of strokes occurred, claiming Jonathan and the others.”


  “Right,” Audrey said. Her head churned as she tried to piece together Preston’s theory before he verbalized it.


  “This might be farfetched. But it would appear that someone within the company wanted Joel gone. They probably tried to get rid of him before by making him appear to be a weak leader. When that didn’t happen, they made sure he was forcibly removed.”


  “And when you were announced as CEO instead of that person, they wanted you out as well, right?”


  “I think so. The embarrassing stories about LyfeGen continued, and a certain individual gave Beth Childs plenty of fodder to write some intriguing exposés about the company, huh?”


  Audrey half-heartedly smiled in agreement. “That person wanted Joel’s job. And when you got it, they wanted you out. They thought they would get it. So it had to be someone who knew the company inside and out, and expected a leadership position. Someone selfish, desperate, and manipulative.”


  “That person so desperately wanted me out that they caused the deaths of completely innocent people to make me look like a failure.” His piercing blue eyes narrowed to slits as he leaned forward. “So you know what I’m thinking.”


  “We should be investigating Anil Nayak.”


  With a slow nod, Preston confirmed her conclusions.


  ***


  Audrey parted ways with Preston, her mind churning over the increasingly complicated situation at LyfeGen. The company couldn’t outlive a scandal like that. Even in a best-case scenario, LyfeGen would be ruined in a matter of months—if it took that long.


  In the early 2000s, a company called Zeinman Orthopedics had issued a voluntary recall of their hip implants. The titanium alloy implants, once inside a patient, wouldn’t fully integrate with the patients’ bone tissue. To patients, the implants felt as though their hips were loose. Pain would shoot up and down their legs, coursing along the bones and the sides of their bodies. Surgeons removing the implants to install new ones discovered that no tissue growth had occurred on the etched surfaces that were purportedly designed to enhance cell attachment to the metal.


  Subsequent investigations of Zeinman Orthopedics had discovered that a slight flaw in their manufacturing had left an almost undetectable oil residue that was not properly washed away during post-manufacturing processing. The company reported their findings to the FDA, issued complete recalls and refunds to all patients and doctors, and even received positive accolades in the media for their proactive efforts.


  But none of it mattered. Patients were wary of the implants, despite physicians’ approval ratings of the company’s actions. Zeinman floundered and fell apart.


  Now, LyfeGen might not only have been actively hiding an issue with their product, placing blame on the physicians who were supposed to be touting its “God-like potential to save the human body,” but a company employee—the company’s leader—might have been responsible for the enormous blunder.


  Audrey wandered down State Avenue. She found herself heading toward Millennium Park, toward the enormous shell of the amphitheater that erupted from the park amidst green hills and trees peppered between walkways.


  No, the stroke complications caused by the Sustains were no blunder. If Preston’s suspicions were correct, that was exactly the way the altered genes were supposed to function.


  The company was doomed. Audrey couldn’t see a way around it. Anil Nayak had successfully destroyed his ties to the medical community by shunning and blaming doctors, had discouraged investors through his opaque explanations of LyfeGen’s current financial status, and his own employees wouldn’t be able to trust him after she released the details that would lead to the man’s damnation.


  She wondered how many other people had any idea about the scope of the controversy. Preston, though removed from LyfeGen, might yet be the sole whistle-blower. She hoped that would be enough.


  As she strolled along the walkways, approaching Lake Michigan and letting the lake’s chilling breeze embrace her, her thoughts turned to home and Matthew. She should warn him.


  He would need time to escape LyfeGen before it came down. He would blame her; she knew that. But if she didn’t write this story, someone else would. It would be momentous, maybe even Pulitzer-worthy. Matthew’s career at LyfeGen would be short-lived anyhow.


  If she could convince him of that, he might depart from LyfeGen before its reputation was decimated and before his own was tarnished for even being associated with the company. If she could just convince him to find another job, maybe even at NanoTech. She had contacts there. They might be willing to do her a favor.


  But did she owe him anything? Much like Matthew’s job, she feared their relationship was already lost.


  She returned to the apartment, brushed her hand over Doug’s head, and sat at the kitchen table. She flicked on her computer. An urgent message appeared for her from someone named Monica Wolfe, claiming to connect Dave Stemper’s death to a scandal at LyfeGen. Maybe the woman was desperate for a brief moment of fame, like most of the conspiracy nuts who had sent in “tips.”


  Ignoring the message, Audrey began sketching a timeline of events to track Anil Nayak’s rise in the company and the events of the Sustain strokes. She charted employees leaving the company, whether of their own free will or being “let go.” If she could just find a pattern, anything showing Nayak might have been weaseling his way to the top throughout his entire career, she could help assure herself that Preston was right.


  The front door cracked open and let in the smells of the neighbor’s stir fry from down the hall. Matthew’s heavy footsteps echoed across the hardwood floor and Audrey turned around.


  “Hey,” she said.


  Matthew nodded a lame greeting, his mouth slack. His eyes were dead and his hair was matted down with sweat. He smelled ripe and salty, even from the doorway. “It’s been a long day.” He didn’t bother to glance at her.


  Without so much as a kiss or a shoulder pat, he strode past her into the bedroom. The shower hissed to life as he disappeared into the bathroom.


  Audrey fought with her urge to snoop and find out just how long of a day it had been. Anger at having been ignored reminded her of Matthew’s mood toward her over the past few weeks. Building resentment swallowed any sense of obligation she had felt toward her virtually estranged husband. She crept into the bedroom.


  She scanned through the day’s messages and reports on his comm card. A particular message from Jacqueline Harper stood out against the scientific jargon and lengthy explications regarding meeting regulations and laboratory budget reports. Audrey had grown accustomed to the shared data reports, the scientific speculations, and the experimental research plans that Jacqueline and Matthew often shared through various text and voice messages. It had been a rather convincing message from Jacqueline that had sparked Audrey’s investigation of possible radical group activity and Sustain organ sabotages and targeted murders.


  But this message had a tone of familiarity, an implied history of personal relationships, and an allusion to a chain of messages between the two. It seemed to belong to a lengthy conversation. All the messages before this, though, had been deleted and removed.


  Audrey yearned to know what the message was about. “Let’s talk more about it after work tomorrow, okay? I just don’t want to leave things off where we did. It’s a very vulnerable topic. Or we can just forget about it for now and enjoy ourselves.”


  It was from 7:32 p.m., just four minutes ago. Matthew wouldn’t have had time to see the message or delete it. But if he was deleting messages from Jacqueline—why was he doing it? He never deleted any message containing confidential scientific data, but he had apparently removed everything from what looked to be a personal conversation with a close coworker.


  She swallowed hard, her pulse pounding loudly in her ears as the revelation struck her like a fist. The suspicions had pestered her for weeks, but the revelations were almost physical and damaging.


  Falling onto the bed, she buried her face in the pillow and muffled an angry yell, hoping it would clear her mind.


  It didn’t.


  She got up and paced around the room, Doug staring at her, his head cocked and ears tilted. She needed something to distract her, anything.


  “Want to go for a walk, Doug?”


  His tail fluttered, and he stood. She needed to lose herself, escape from Matthew, escape from anger and betrayal.


  She could no longer sit idly by and let others make the moves for her. At the front door, she picked up Doug’s leash and stared at the message labeled “Urgent” from Monica Wolfe on her comm card. She needed this. She needed some explanation, some truth in her life, some honesty.


  Chapter 31


  Preston Carter


  November 27, 2063


  ––––––––


  Instead of taking a taxi home after his meeting with Audrey, Preston walked along Michigan Avenue. He felt an exhilarating sense of anonymity amongst the crowds. LyfeGen had been in the crosshairs of consumer advocacy groups clamoring for openness and religious groups claiming the current turmoil was God’s way of saying, “I told you so.” There were days when he exited LyfeGen under a barrage of insults and cries from protesters.


  Amid the crowd along Michigan Avenue, a scarf pulled tight around his neck, he could disappear among the other pedestrians, most of them unconcerned by the others around them. There were more alluring distractions, such as the glittering display windows of the retail stores. The virtual models at Macy’s posed in sensual and intimate ways were more intriguing than a human passerby.


  The sweet, sugary aromas from Carousel Chocolates and Candy drew him into the busy shop. He was greeted by an even stronger wave of dark chocolate and caramel in the air when he entered.


  Since the human shop attendants were all busy, he squeezed his way between the rotating displays of candies and went up to an automated server screen near a display of truffles. He selected a couple variations of peanut butter fudge, knowing that both Erik and Kyle possessed an insatiable taste for peanut butter.


  When he arrived home, he placed the bag of fudge on the marble countertop in their kitchen. “Kyle! Erik!”


  Rapid, heavy footsteps down the stairs announced that someone had heard his invitation. Erik rounded the corner, practically leaping around the banister. He wore a stern, worried look.


  Preston suddenly felt very foolish for his dramatic entrance.


  “Why haven’t you returned my calls today?” Erik asked.


  “What? What do you mean?”


  “I’ve been trying to get hold of you all afternoon. Why didn’t you answer?”


  Preston took out his comm card, realizing that he had canceled all notifications for incoming calls or messages since his lunch with Audrey. “I’m sorry. I just had it set to ignore. I forgot to turn it back on after my meeting.”


  Erik suddenly hugged him, pulling Preston tight against his chest. “God, I was so worried.”


  “Why? I told you I’d be back this afternoon. It’s not as if I ran away.”


  “I know, I know,” Erik said, “but there’s something I need to show you.” He squeezed Preston’s wrist. “I thought it was too late. I thought you were hurt.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  Instead of answering, Erik pulled out his comm card. He set the card down in the middle of the counter, passing it toward Preston with a message displayed: “Your husband will be judged by the Will of God.”


  Exhaling, Preston gave the card back to Erik. “Have you called the police?”


  “Of course.”


  Preston thought back over the anonymous threats and angry messages he had been sent over the years. Working on the fringes of controversial scientific fields tended to attract the attention of unsavory and oftentimes belligerent individuals.


  But Erik had never been on the receiving end of any of those messages. This individual had somehow found Erik’s private comm card line. They were trying to send a message deeper than what was spelled out plainly in words.


  “Do you think this is a serious threat?” Erik asked.


  “I have no idea.”


  For a minute, they were both silent.


  Then Erik ventured, “You don’t think this has anything to do with you skipping your Sustain update?”


  “It might,” Preston said. “If someone meant to do away with me, I suppose they aren’t happy now.”


  “But no one in the public knows anything about that, right? Didn’t the Board want to keep that quiet?”


  “You’re right. Only the Board and Anil knew. Unless they told someone.”


  “Anil?” Erik stared hard at Preston. “Do you think he did this? Maybe just trying to scare you?”


  He struggled with the idea that Anil, as disgusting a man as he had proved to be, could make such a crude and malevolent threat. That certainly didn’t seem like Anil’s style. The man was more subtle, more covert. But, then again, he hadn’t expected Anil to get him fired or use subterfuge to undermine the company’s own products for his own misguided gains. “That’s not like him at all.”


  Erik raised an eyebrow. His expression said more about his growing skepticism than any verbal response. “I think we need to take this seriously. In light of everything going on with your company—”


  “It’s not my company. Not anymore.”


  Erik dismissed the objection with a wave of his hand. “Either way. What should we do?”


  When Preston had worked at LyfeGen, he had faced the option to invest in new patents from private inventors claiming they’d invented the next generation of nanoscale gene delivery devices; he’d chosen which research projects deserved priority even while the company’s scientists and engineers bickered amongst themselves. He remembered how such decisions had to be made throughout the day, knowing that the company’s success depended on his choices. Back then, he had at least had information to help with those decisions. Now, he just had a gut feeling. Instincts.


  He didn’t like it.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “But I have a feeling we need to figure this out before things get out of hand.”


  Erik grimaced. “They’ve already gotten out of hand. Maybe the police will have a better answer.”


  Preston nodded, though he wasn’t optimistic.


  “Maybe it was a prank.” Erik’s bright eyes conveyed a sense of fading hopefulness. “I mean, I’m sure that’s all it is. Maybe it’s just unrelated.”


  But neither of them was convinced.


  This threat only cemented the notion that someone in the company was enabling the sabotage of the Sustain updates. That person knew Preston hadn’t received his update and knew he wouldn’t die of a stroke.


  And that person knew how to reach Erik and Kyle.


  Preston wasn’t the only one being threatened anymore. His family was in danger.


  Chapter 32


  Matthew Pierce


  November 28, 2063


  ––––––––


  Matthew stroked Jacqueline’s dark hair and traced his fingers along her jawline. He kissed her cheek as she nuzzled into his chest.


  She closed her eyes and smiled. The subtle creases on the edges of her mouth appeared. “Does it ever bother you that I’m almost ten years older than you?”


  Matthew’s hand inched down her bare shoulder. “Not a bit.”


  A soft pattering against Jacqueline’s bedroom window stole his attention. Outside the window, in the brisk air, a brown mourning dove perched and cooed. The bird pecked at a nest on the shallow window ledge.


  “It’s that stubborn bird again.” Jacqueline closed her eyes and pulled the comforter up to her shoulders.


  “A mourning dove.” Matthew laughed to himself, shaking his head slowly.


  Jacqueline pressed her naked chest against his. She slipped up to Matthew’s eye level, gliding along his body. “And what’s so funny about the bird? The damn thing never leaves. She raised about fifty babies last year and I didn’t have the heart to shoo her away. All that squawking and rustling.”


  “When I was growing up, we had a house in Decatur. To the south of us, there was nothing but neighborhoods of cookie-cutter houses, all beige, brown, and blue. To the north, there was nothing but cornfields—or soybeans, depending on the year—and country roads.”


  Jacqueline laughed in a soft purr. The sound made Matthew blush and made his heart race like he was holding hands with his junior high school crush. “So rural.”


  “You wouldn’t believe how many people thought I actually lived in a barn with cows when I came up to Chicago.”


  “I bet. Those of us growing up in the city don’t believe there’s much civilization to the south.” She sank against his chest. “Probably because there really isn’t.”


  “Hey, now.” Matthew crossed his arms, creating a barrier between them. “But back to my point.”


  “Yes, let’s get back to that.”


  “My mom always planted a bunch of perennials in pots on our front porch. Without fail, a mourning dove would take over one of the pots. Every year. For all fifteen years that I lived in that house. One of them must’ve inherited that spot from its mother, and kept up the tradition of covering our front porch in bird crap.”


  “Beautiful story. Truly inspiring.”


  Matthew nudged Jacqueline, laughing playfully. “The point is: I don’t really know. I just admire their dedication. Also, they’re extremely good baby production factories.”


  “Yes, I learned that firsthand.”


  “Oh, don’t act like you hate it. The baby birds can actually be cute once they grow some feathers.”


  “But first they’re ugly, blind pink things.”


  Matthew raised an eyebrow. “Human babies aren’t much better.”


  “I’m not arguing there,” Jacqueline said, her voice sounding weak. She rolled off and curled up against him, her spine pressed against his side and thigh.


  Matthew sensed a sudden distance between the two of them despite the sensation of her bare skin against his. Her physical closeness juxtaposed with her abrupt emotional disconnect left him with a feeling of discomfort and awkwardness. He wanted to put his clothes back on and walk out the door. “Is something wrong?”


  Jacqueline answered by stretching out over the cool sheets and clutched a pillow to her chest.


  Matthew waited a couple of tense moments, resisting the urge to pressure her. He opened his mouth, ready to plead for her to open up to him but then pressed his lips closed again.


  Instead of curling protectively around her, he sat up straight, peering through the doorway of the attached bathroom. He could see his face in the mirror and Jacqueline’s disheveled hair on the pillow next to him. She appeared strange to him, utterly different from the person he had come to know.


  Up until now, he had thought their relationship, albeit adulterous, had been strong, passionate, and, ironically, honest. But he realized he knew little about her past. She had never shared anything other than basic facts, like where she grew up, where she’d gone to school, and how terrible her first kiss with Tommy Corbin had been in sixth grade.


  Instead, their relationship had its foundation in lengthy conversations regarding the state of biomedicine and their career paths through LyfeGen and beyond. She had shared her desire to lead the research and development department, even as Matthew related his similar dream to head engineering. They avoided discussing the obvious competition that the two would face in each other, preferring to end such conversations naked, sweaty, and rolling across Jacqueline’s downy comforter or plush couch or even in the back of a cab.


  Matthew had never faced the Jacqueline who lay beside him now.


  He couldn’t comprehend how a conversation about the breeding habits of mourning doves had led to her current state. He felt as if he was at an L-train stop, seated on a bench with a crying stranger. “Do you want me to leave?”


  “No.” She wrapped her arms around him.


  “Do you want to talk?”


  Her warm breath brushed across the hairs on his chest, her brunette locks tickling his stomach.


  She breathed out heavily. “I do.”


  Straightening up next to him, she reached out to grab the wrinkled cream-colored blouse she had discarded on the nightstand. Her fingers worked their way up the front of the shirt, buttoning it and obscuring the slow, steady motions of her breathing. Matthew felt even more uncomfortable and naked as she hid her stomach and breasts.


  Her eyes gazed blankly ahead, her breathing slow and controlled. “I know I’ve avoided this, but I never thought that anything would actually come from—” She paused and lifted her hand toward him. “Well, this. I was bored at work and you seemed fun enough and just unhappy enough with your home situation.”


  “I don’t know about—”


  “I’m not saying I was right, just that that’s what I thought.” Jacqueline gave her familiar impish smirk, though the expression was half-hearted at best. “Do you trust me?”


  “I do.”


  “And can I trust you?”


  He nodded.


  “I’m not talking about keeping a promise or a secret. This isn’t a kindergarten pinky swear. I mean, can I trust you to support me and be there for me?”


  “Yes.” He looked at himself again in the bathroom mirror. Her questions were familiar, reminiscent of the vows he had taken once before. He turned back to meet her gaze. “Yes, I’d be there for you.”


  Matthew, the college freshman who had emailed professors, yearning for a chance to delve into tissue-engineering research positions before he had even settled into his dormitory at the University of Iowa campus. Matthew, the student who had strategically outlined his four-year undergraduate career and secured internships at Medtronic in the Twin Cities and Andrews Labs during his summers away from Iowa. Matthew, who had methodically planned every step of his swooning proposal atop the Hancock Tower in the ninety-fifth-floor restaurant that his wife, Audrey, had come to love. Logical, steadfast Matthew had been suddenly caught up in a flurry of decisions he had weighed more by the gratification of his immediate emotional desires than rational foresight.


  The guilt that he had attempted to quarantine deep in his brain escaped the emotional barriers he had spent sleepless nights constructing to explain his marital infidelity. Despite the riptides of guilt and an overwhelming sense of fear and realization of what he had been doing to his career—and Audrey, he thought to himself, feeling guiltier still for selfishly considering himself first again—he couldn’t tell Jacqueline “no.”


  She kissed him, her lips massaging his. Logical Matthew succumbed to the demands of raw sexuality and the pounding of his own heartbeat in his ears. Rain began to patter against the window. He opened his eyes. The mourning dove scrunched protectively over her incomplete nest. He closed his eyes again as the sound of rain and Jacqueline’s breathing filled his ears and drowned out his thoughts. They joined together in a slow burn of passion and raw emotion that turned into physical ecstasy.


  When they finished again and Matthew curled around Jacqueline’s body, his mind had cleared. Once again, he had momentarily quelled both his rationality and his guilt.


  “I had a family once,” Jacqueline said abruptly.


  As she talked, her eyes left Matthew’s. She acted as if he wasn’t even in the room; as if she was telling a story to herself, for her own benefit.


  When she was twenty-four, she had married a freshly graduated lawyer, Patrick Booth. They had met on a breezy autumn day while running along the Lakefront Trail that bordered Lake Michigan.


  She had been a little perturbed that Patrick was following her back toward Northwestern’s medical campus, where she was due to analyze an experiment. As she eyed the man nervously, he developed the mistaken impression that she was checking him out. She began to jog faster through the trees lining Lake Shore Park and dodged quickly into the ivy-covered building that was Northwestern’s School of Law.


  Patrick had followed her into the building and she turned to confront him. A hasty explanation from him led to exchanged numbers and a promised date.


  He had practiced intellectual property law, mostly prosecuting patents. Jacqueline had helped establish the startup, ProlifiTEC, wearing several hats as the small company sought a buyer for their technology.


  They had a son, Austin. He had been a happy-go-lucky boy with a love of sports that wasn’t shared by either of his academically oriented parents. While Patrick and Jacqueline enjoyed staying personally fit, that was as far as their passion for athletics went. Austin loved baseball, and Patrick and Jacqueline had delighted him by taking him to frequent Cubs games at Wrigley Field.


  The boy had gone wild watching baseball and even more wild when playing the game. When he got sick, it was especially heartbreaking for him to be unable to participate in the sport he loved. Jacqueline’s company was bought out at the same time that Austin was diagnosed with a neurological cancer.


  “Of course, we tried everything,” Jacqueline said, a slow, resentful anger building in her voice. “All the primitive chemo and radiation therapy, the Eastern medicine that I knew would never work, but Patrick insisted we try. ‘Just in case,’ he said.”


  Matthew didn’t know how to respond and offered only a weak, simple statement. “I’m sorry.”


  “We even tried to enlist Austin in some experimental studies, desperate for a cure. But...”


  She stopped. Her eyes were filled with an intensity Matthew had never seen before. She seemed almost possessed.


  “...those didn’t work, either?” Matthew offered, desperate to finish her lingering sentence. The wrath emerging from Jacqueline unnerved him.


  She shook her head. Her eyes grew glassy and distant again.


  “Right,” she said. “They didn’t work.”


  Shortly after Austin died, Jacqueline and Patrick’s relationship had completely unraveled. They separated and Patrick left Chicago. Jacqueline couldn’t move on. She couldn’t leave the city that she had grown up in, the city that had never left her.


  She and Matthew sat for fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes, saying very little. They were both lost in thought.


  “Why did you finally want to tell me all this?”


  She turned to him for the first time since she began her story. “I want you to know the baggage I’m bringing into our relationship. We’ve all got baggage. And I already know yours.”


  Matthew’s brow knitted up. “You know mine? What is it?”


  “Well.” She smirked, as if she had forgotten the lengthy confession before. “You’re married to it.”


  ***


  He took a cab home, staring blankly out the window. As the car turned onto his street, Jacqueline’s words echoed in his head: “our relationship.” He was losing himself, losing his marriage, to this affair. “Our relationship.” Was he in a more significant, a more real relationship with Jacqueline than he was with his wife?


  My wife, he thought. Audrey.


  What had happened between the two of them that made him feel as if any kind of relationship with Jacqueline was at all excusable?


  “Please confirm comm card payment,” the touch screen in front of him repeated, jolting him out of his distracted thinking. He pressed the grimy, old-fashioned touch screen with his thumb.


  When he walked through the front door and dropped his shoes in the shoe rack by the door, Doug sauntered over, wagging his dopey tail and leaning forward to lick Matthew’s hand. Matthew brushed him away, but the dog waddled behind him toward the master bedroom.


  The muffled sound of water on tile wafted out from under the bathroom door. Audrey’s blouse and dress pants were strewn over the end of their bed. Neither one of them had bothered to make their bed in the morning; the striped comforter and satiny sheets were crumpled and tossed halfway down the bed.


  A few months ago, Matthew would have thrown his clothes at the end of the bed next to hers. Their clothes would combine into a single messy pile much like their bodies and lips would in the mist of the streaming hot water.


  Despite the alluring thought of Audrey’s thick red hair soaked and spilling down her shoulders, he couldn’t muster that same fervor. His mind was heavy with thoughts of betrayal and passions and twisted career paths as he fell asleep, fully clothed, on the bed.


  A soft, wet kiss on his cheek woke him. He imagined Jacqueline’s dark hair swaying over his face and her thin, perfect lips. Her sapphire eyes. Instead, a pair of vibrant emerald eyes greeted him, accompanied by a soft smile and sopping wet red mane.


  “Good morning,” Audrey purred, flopping down next to him.


  He sat up straight, disoriented. “Is it already morning? I’ve got to get to work. I’m late!”


  Audrey put her palm on his chest. “You’re fine! I was just joking.” Her gaze burned into the side of his head. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m okay.”


  “You just seem—I don’t know—out of it?”


  Matthew nodded weakly.


  “Work getting to you?”


  He nodded again.


  “Me, too,” Audrey said. “I’ve got this big exposé on NanoTech’s downsizing. They’re claiming it’s due to increased automated efficiency. But we both know that’s bull, right? So I’ve been talking with a source and, get this, their therapeutic nanoparticle team is reporting record losses. Apparently, sales are down—and they’re afraid of an upswing in Sustain sales.”


  She certainly didn’t appear to be stressed or drained by her job, despite her claim to the contrary. Her voice never lost its energetic timbre and she carried on, even as Matthew’s interest waned. She sounded chirpy and electric, which only ground at him more fiercely.


  “I know I shouldn’t be telling you this—”


  Yeah, well, we both know you stole plenty of things from me that I shouldn’t have told you.


  “—so you have to promise not to tell anyone. I haven’t told you any of the juiciest parts, but you’ll see it all on the news streams soon anyway. Maybe I can sneak you a first-draft copy. You might be able to use the info to impress your higher-ups, you know? Show a little managerial initiative, sales knowledge, or something? You think that’d help? Of course, you’d have to be strategic and you couldn’t reveal too much. You can’t compromise my job, right?”


  Can’t compromise your job? As if you haven’t already done that to me?


  For an investigative journalist, she certainly was verbose. Shouldn’t she be the one asking questions and listening?


  Maybe it was better that she didn’t ask any questions. She no longer probed into his whereabouts or his long work hours. Instead, she had devoted herself to her own job.


  Besides the continued, but suspiciously less frequent stories written by Beth Childs, Audrey had increasingly published stories under her own byline.


  Matthew had learned that the sources at NanoTech, Andrews Laboratories, and DNA Innovations had provided Audrey with enough useful news. The increased distrust in the medical industry due to LyfeGen’s recent problems and the rising cost of therapeutic technologies had offered ample opportunity to capitalize on her stories.


  Of course, she had tactfully avoided LyfeGen discussions with him. Likewise, he had been more secretive about his involvement in LyfeGen even as his workload increased. Every time he saw a story by Beth Childs, though, he saw the bits of information that he and Jacqueline had planted in his inbox for Audrey to discover through her snooping. Each time, his resentment of Audrey grew and festered.


  “So, how is work going? I heard your new CEO has announced that the issue was in the doctors prescribing updates and adding their own cocktail of therapeutics.”


  Matthew had heard what Anil Nayak claimed had caused Joel Cobb’s stroke, along with the deaths of the other patients with Sustains. According to Nayak, Dr. Travis Wu, another prominent Sustain specialist, and Dr. Tamir Hassan, Preston Carter’s personal physician, had experimented with cocktails of mixed therapeutics from other companies, and had included them in their patients’ Sustain updates. Nayak claimed it was the doctors’ hubris that had led to their private, highly immoral research and their abuse of their patients’ trust.


  Dr. Wu adamantly opposed these claims, while Dr. Hassan remained silent on the issue. Dr. Hassan’s medical license had been revoked, though the Board insisted Nayak’s claims were not the central issue in that case. Dr. Wu’s license, however, had only been suspended; investigations were underway into Sustain updates that had been found to be contaminated with foreign material. Dr. Wu claimed there was a conspiracy afoot, which only heightened public scrutiny of the doctor. He appeared more and more like a kook rather than a level-headed clinician as the evidence mounted against him.


  Matthew tried to trust Nayak’s judgment, but was dismayed that the new CEO had dismissed his recent findings regarding the discrepancies in the apparently mislabeled samples from the dead Sustain patients. Nayak had told him it must have been a simple clerical error. Matthew had a difficult time believing that. It would’ve been exceedingly difficult to have mixed up each of the tissue samples. They had been delivered separately and were tracked and labeled before and immediately after arrival.


  “So you don’t want to talk?” Audrey’s bubbly voice brought Matthew back to reality.


  He shrugged. He didn’t need to talk. She could get whatever she wanted through her sources, or she would find a way to take it from his comm card. He wanted her to slip and ask him about some confidential work that he was involved in at LyfeGen. Then he could confront her; he could let her know that he knew all about what she’d been doing.


  She walked back into the bathroom, holding a towel around her body as she wrapped her hair with another.


  Moments later she returned and sat on the bed, now wearing a gray t-shirt and baggy sweatpants. “It’s almost Friday. Do you want to, you know, make it a date night? We haven’t done that in a while.”


  Matthew hesitated. “I don’t know how long they’ll need me at work. We’ll see.”


  “Figured.”


  “What do you mean, you ‘figured’?”


  “You seem so aloof, so distant. You’ve changed just in the past couple of weeks.”


  “Me? You’ve practically been stuck in every story you could get your hands on. It’s not like you’ve been especially devoted to our relationship, either.”


  “You’re right. I know I’ve spent a lot of time working.” Audrey’s face contorted, her cheeks matching the red of her hair. “But at least that’s all I’m doing.”


  Matthew scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I think you know exactly what I mean.” Audrey walked from the doorway toward him, her arms crossed and her eyes aflame. “I can’t keep doing this. I’m tired of this bullshit.”


  “What bullshit?” Matthew stood, a snarl wrinkling his nose. “You mean the fact that you’ve been stealing information from my comm card, my personal and work messages? How stupid do you think I am? You’ve been fucking me over.”


  “At least I’m not fucking someone else.” Audrey jabbed a finger into his chest and scowled. “I can’t stand this. I can’t pretend to stay with you and be happy.”


  “You’ve been using me. That’s it, isn’t it? If you were so upset, you would have been long gone. But you care so much about your own goddamn career that you used me to get all the info on LyfeGen you could get your hands on. That’s all this is to you. You don’t give a shit about us.”


  “Are you kidding me? Are you joking, Matthew Pierce? You cannot possibly compare what I did to what you’ve done to me. To us. You’re a bastard, Matthew. A selfish fucking asshole.”


  “Screw you.”


  She cocked a hand back, ready to hit him. Instead, she stomped away and let out a yell that made Doug jump and bark.


  Her stomping footsteps echoed down the hall. The front door slammed and the cheap paintings and holoscapes rattled on the walls.


  Matthew didn’t move. He fumed in frustration as Doug cowered in the corner, his tail between his legs. He looked at Matthew pitifully, his head hunched between his shoulders.


  Heart pounding, face still scrunched in a snarl, Matthew stared hard at the dog. “It’s a good thing you aren’t a bitch.”
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  Audrey didn’t return home. Matthew tried to fall asleep, but could do nothing but toss and turn. He blamed her for everything: for almost sabotaging his career, putting up a barrier of deceit between the two of them. Part of him hoped she wouldn’t come home, but he hated leaving issues unresolved.


  After promising himself that he’d graduate with his PhD in four years, he successfully defended his thesis three months before that deadline. His toned muscles were a testament to the vow he had made to devote himself to constant fitness. After he promised Audrey early in their marriage that they would never go to bed angry, he had ensured that they made the compromises necessary to resolve marital issues, no matter how long that took.


  But he couldn’t resolve the issue this time and it tore at him. He had always taken the relative calmness of his personal life for granted, even as he pursued his relationship with Jacqueline.


  Now, everything he’d worked for was at risk.


  ***


  At work, he cajoled Whitney into delving into the mix-up with the genetic samples.


  Sure enough, according to her, an error with the automated sample retriever in the liquid nitrogen vats had resulted in the mislabeling and misappropriation of the Sustain tissue samples. She promised to have the machine properly looked at and fixed.


  With Matthew watching her over her shoulder, she tracked down the location of the missing samples for Joel Cobb, Jonathan Grieves, and the rest of the stroke victims. They were both dismayed to discover that due to the original automated sample retriever error, the samples had been dumped in a biohazard disposal container set to be picked up later that day.


  Whitney was resigned to reporting the mix-up as a mechanical error and to calling it a day, but Matthew wasn’t satisfied with accepting that.


  He silently cursed Whitney’s laziness and took the biohazard container with the mix of samples back to his lab. The tissues had already been lysated and all the contents of the cells, DNA included, were mixed together. There would be no way of knowing which part of the DNA belonged to which deceased patient.


  Still, Matthew ran a sample through the PCR machine.


  A chill ran down his spine as he stared at the holoscreen. While he could identify each of the chromosomes belonging to the Sustain tissue of each respective owner, there were still genes that, according to his computer records, belonged to no one. They were errant molecules with no identifiable source or owner.


  The genes were short and Matthew wasn’t familiar with them. None of them matched the common therapeutic genes that LyfeGen added to their patient-specific updates. None matched the genes that Jacqueline and Matthew were researching for the improved universal Sustain updates, either.


  In another set of computational experiments Matthew began to identify the genes. He ran a script that culled potential matches from a known database of sequenced genes.


  It didn’t take long to identify his first match: a variant of HDAC9. A quick literature search identified the variant as one commonly associated with heightened stroke risk.


  None of the deceased Sustain owners had naturally expressed this gene, so Matthew knew the variant didn’t belong to any of them. According to their genetic records and the records of their personal Sustain organs and updates, this variant should not have existed in any of their samples.


  Further analysis produced more genes associated with stroke risk, excessive blood clotting, and reduced effectiveness of fibrinolysis, the process that inhibits clot growth. If those genes made it into a patient, that person would be hosting a stockpile of microscopic bombs just waiting to go off.


  Realizing the deliberateness of this biological Anarchist’s Cookbook of a recipe, he shuddered. He was glad that he hadn’t waited for Whitney to do something. She might have simply tossed the samples after realizing they were contaminated.


  There had to be nefarious intent behind these added genes. The combination was much too perfect to be the result of an accidental production error.


  Jacqueline might have been right all along.


  She was an undeniable expert, well versed in genetic delivery. Most of that must have come from her experience at ProlifiTEC. Matthew had enjoyed learning from her as she explained the molecular underpinnings behind the organization of synthetic genes and how best to design a gene for efficient integration into the host cell. Maybe she would have a better idea of how it was possible for someone to sneak the stroke-causing genes into their Sustain patients.


  He stared at the gene projected on his holoscreen. Rotating the 3D shape mindlessly with his gestures, he wondered how a radical church group or a disgruntled anarchist group could acquire the technology to develop the stroke-causing cocktail and then deliver it to the unsuspecting host.


  Then again, what if Anil Nayak was right? He had insisted that the doctors of the dead patients had injected their patients with some experimental genetic treatments. As unbelievable as that still sounded, it could explain the origin and delivery of the stroke cocktail. Still, Matthew was troubled by doctors injecting their patients with genes they certainly knew would cause health issues. What could their motivation possibly be?


  He considered calling Jonathan Grieves’s permanent replacement, George Nelson. George had been an unrelenting yes-man, trying to please his CEO. Reports from Jacqueline and Matthew’s colleagues of successes in the regulations and research department were sent to George for review. Somehow, he always managed to take credit for their findings, desperate to impress Nayak.


  And if there was a report that appeared to tarnish the reputation of any technology—marketed or still in development—George would do his best to minimize the apparent findings, preventing such reports from making their way into Nayak’s hands.


  Matthew called Anil Nayak’s office directly.


  He didn’t have a favorable impression of the new CEO, but he liked George Nelson even less. So, instead of following protocol, he ignored the internal company rules and thought that his findings would be important enough for the CEO to know. At least, he was certain that Preston Carter would’ve wanted to know immediately.


  “Hello, this is the office of Anil Nayak. How may I help you?” A woman’s voice came through Matthew’s comm card.


  “This is Matthew Pierce from research. I need to speak to Mr. Nayak.”


  “He’s currently in a meeting. I can take a message and let him know at his earliest convenience.”


  “This is absolutely urgent.”


  “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to leave a message with me.”


  “Marie, right?”


  “That’s right,” she said.


  “Marie, if you’re going to prevent me from reaching Mr. Nayak, you better be prepared to risk your job on Mr. Nayak’s patience.”


  “I can assure you, it’s my job to take your message and relay it to Mr. Nayak.”


  “Honestly, the longer I wait to talk to Mr. Nayak, the worse this situation will get. It’s in regard to the Sustain patient deaths. Last time I left a message with you, Mr. Nayak didn’t get back to me until almost a week later. I’ve discovered sensitive information that may help resolve our current situation. That means we could act to resolve the company’s financial solvency. Which means there will still be a company around for you to work at. If I don’t get to speak to Mr. Nayak, more people might die, and this whole company could implode. You realize what that means, right, Vanesa?”


  The line was silent.


  “It means that you doing what Mr. Nayak requested of you will have little to do with whether or not you’ll have a job in the near future.”


  “If Mr. Nayak is displeased with the interruption, I will ensure that you can’t bother him anymore.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Matthew waited for several seconds, tapping his fingers on the benchtop.


  “Mr. Nayak will speak to you now.”


  “Thank you.”


  Another brief pause and then Anil Nayak’s cool voice came through the line. “Mr. Pierce. I hear you are most insistent on reaching me. As Marie has made you aware, I was, up until you called, in a meeting with some individuals in marketing and finance. I’m sure you understand the importance of revitalizing our brand and re-instilling trust in the general public at this time, so I assume you have a vital reason for stalling our progress on the issue.”


  “Yes, Mr. Nayak,” Matthew said. “I found what I think is the cause of the strokes in the Sustain patients.”


  “Have you?” Nayak cooed.


  “Amongst the samples, I found a significant number of factors associated with increased stroke risk, clot formation, and clot degradation inhibitors.”


  “Ah, how interesting,” Nayak said. “And do you know precisely how these factors were introduced?”


  “Well, none of the genes I found were represented in any of the patients’ original DNA, nor were they part of any of the Sustain update records for the patients.”


  “That seems to provide ample evidence of my previous assertions. That is actually helpful to me, Mr. Pierce.”


  Matthew frowned “Yes, it could mean that the doctors added this to their patients’ Sustain updates. But there’s no conclusive evidence to prove it. In fact, it could be that a radical group associated with the protests sabotaged or infected Sustain patients with the stroke-causing genetic material.”


  Nayak laughed. “So you would like me to entertain the possibility that the people protesting on our front lawn had the technical acumen to manufacture and deliver the material, somehow completely inconspicuously, to Sustain patients.”


  “It’s a possibility.”


  “So is the potential of alien abduction and experimentation. In any of these cases, we aren’t the ones responsible.”


  Matthew withheld a sigh, frustrated with Nayak’s unwillingness to listen. Jacqueline would have supported the notion and he was certain that Preston would have at least accepted the explanation as worthy of investigation.


  Nayak’s voice had become humorless and menacing. “Is that all you have to report, Mr. Pierce? You suggested that your need to speak with me was of an urgent and pressing nature, and, instead, I have been met with wild speculations. Unless that was only the warm-up, I suggest you reconsider your need to waste my time.”


  Matthew’s thoughts raced. There would be no promotion for him, no laudatory congratulations for finding a break in the case. “There’s one more possibility. It could be internal sabotage.” His voice was hushed, despite his solitude in the lab. “I know this might sound bad, but it could be that someone compromised the Sustain updates before they were even sent to the physicians. Someone with access within the company could do it and no one would be the wiser, if it was performed after the initial quality control assays.”


  Nayak remained silent for a moment. “Well, Mr. Pierce, that’s true, as preposterous as it sounds. Fortunately, I’ve considered that possibility, despite its repulsive nature.”


  “Do you need me to investigate any further? I think I could talk with some people in regulations and then some of the production people. Just probe around a bit, you know?”


  “That won’t be necessary.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve already assigned an individual from your department to perform the internal investigations. She’s quite competent in both regulations and productions, judging from her past experience.”


  “Will one person be enough?” Matthew asked.


  “I urged her to let me know if additional personnel will be necessary. She specifically said you are to remain in your current position.”


  “What? Why?”


  “I trust her judgment. I don’t have time to perform too many investigations of my own.”


  “Who is she?”


  “One of your colleagues, I believe. Jacqueline Harper.”
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  Hannah scrunched her nose, trying to avoid the pungent body odor emanating from the large man seated next to her. His body spilled over from his plastic chair. Several more people were moving toward the rows of chairs facing the thin wooden lectern.


  The church’s basement was especially musty. The friendly smiles and white hair of the old ladies serving the coffee and cheap donuts that followed Father Cooney’s Mass couldn’t be found here.


  Instead, St. Gemma’s was aged and worn. The basement floor was dusty and graveled. At least a century old, the wallpaper peeled and hung like dead leaves.


  Hannah glanced at a man she recognized as a beggar from State Avenue. His grisly beard and pockmarked face stood in stark contrast to his piercing blue eyes. Those eyes were the only feature untouched by dirt and grime, age and wear.


  Nearer to Hannah and the obese man sat a woman whose collarbones stretched her leathery skin. Her low-cut t-shirt hung off her loosely. She had a bent nose, but her high cheekbones and long face suggested that she’d once been beautiful.


  Others filtered in. Some were as downtrodden and dirty as the beggar.


  Hannah caught a couple of men eying her, and for the first time in a long while, she felt as though she were the prettiest woman in the room. That feeling was soon replaced by guilt and awkwardness. She wanted to be a part of this group, and already she felt alienated.


  Here, she was among the most fortunate. Her clothes were new, stylish even, and she had a decent job to go to in the morning. A paycheck. A small but livable apartment in a relatively safe neighborhood. Where did these people go at night? Where would they go tomorrow?


  A low chatter hummed among several of the attendees. Their voices were hushed and Hannah strained to listen. The obese man next to her leaned over, his breath spilling toward her, smelling no better than his body odor.


  “Are you nervous?”


  She shrank into her seat. “About what?”


  The man let out a rumbling, but short, guffaw. “You keep twitching your hands and looking like a lion’s out to get ya.”


  “Oh.”


  “Don’t worry, darling. We’re all here for each other around here. We’re the only family we got. We like newcomers to feel like family, ’cause we’re always looking for others willing to help.”


  Hannah derived no comfort from the man’s words. “If everyone’s like family, how come it’s so quiet?”


  Again, the man laughed. The woman with the protruding collarbones gave him a scornful look, shaking her head. Despite the stern look, her lips were curled into a slight smile.


  “Roy, you giving that girl a hard time?”


  Hannah could feel the mood lighten in the dimly lit room.


  “No,” Roy said. “Just trying to get to know the new blood.”


  “Aw, come on, now,” the woman said. “She don’t need you to give her an introduction to the group. You’re just as likely to scare the poor girl.”


  Roy bellowed in laughter, waving off the woman. He leaned toward Hannah. “I expect everyone is just a bit on edge tonight.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Tonight’s the night we decide on some big plans.”


  The woman slid into one of the seats in front of Hannah and Roy.


  “I’m Janet,” the woman said, reaching her skinny arm out to Hannah.


  Hannah grasped her hand. “Hannah. Nice to meet you. What are the big plans?”


  “Nothing for you to worry about yet. We just want to do something about all those heathens and their god organs.”


  “Oh,” Hannah said. “Me, too.”


  “I suppose that’s why you’re here, huh?” Roy said.


  “Yes. Yes, that’s right.”


  Except Hannah wasn’t truly sure what was in store for her.


  ***


  Earlier that week, Charlotte had picked Hannah up from her apartment.


  They had driven to a small restaurant in Little Italy. The walls were festooned with pictures of historical landmarks in Rome and the canals of Venice, gondola boats and outdoor cafes.


  She had grown to like Charlotte despite the woman’s incessant chatter. In between stories and political monologues, Charlotte asked quite personal questions of Hannah. But the woman mostly talked and Hannah enjoyed it.


  “Bug, I just love that cute salmon blouse on you. It brings out your cheeks.”


  Hannah blushed. “My cheeks?”


  “Especially when you blush like that How come you always get so flustered when someone compliments you?”


  “I don’t get many compliments. And, well, you know the only other person who ever paid me much attention...well, he’s gone.” Hannah shrugged. “I never felt pretty besides when he said something.” She laughed weakly.


  But Charlotte didn’t laugh. She frowned. “Don’t ever build your self-worth on what anyone else thinks of you. Especially some despicable boy who isn’t man enough to tell you he’s a chump.”


  “You’re right, I guess.”


  That familiar, overly friendly smile spread across Charlotte’s lips again. “Of course I am, Bug.”


  Hannah returned a faint smile. “So, tell me more about the new church group.”


  As it had Hannah, the blasphemous invention of the god organs incensed the group at St. Gemma’s. They, too, thought the act of achieving virtual immortality on earth and walking around like living gods was a wretched sin.


  “You should come with me next time,” Charlotte said. “You’ll find everyone there is a little—shall I say—rough around the edges. But once you get to know them, they are really rather charming.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “And Pastor Gray is quite the leader, Bug. He’s even more charismatic than Father Cooney.” Charlotte clenched her fists and dropped her voice down an octave. “He’s got this big old baritone voice like one of those opera singers.”


  Hannah laughed and, leaning across the table, Charlotte pretended to tell a juicy secret. “It doesn’t hurt that he’s a pretty handsome fellow, too.”


  ***


  Charlotte wasn’t wrong. A few minutes after the chatter had died down again, Pastor Gray walked up to the lectern and nodded his head in a silent greeting to the small crowd. By now, all the seats were filled and the rest of the St. Gemma’s Thursday meeting attendees were standing behind the rows of people in the plastic chairs.


  “Good evening, disciples,” Gray said. His deep voice boomed and echoed.


  “Good evening, Pastor.” In unison, the response resounded from his audience.


  His brow creased, stern and dramatic. Even from a distance, the intensity in Gray’s eyes shone as he scanned the crowd. When those eyes dashed across Hannah’s face, she instinctively shifted her gaze toward the floor.


  “I’ve spoken to God. I’ve heard His voice. And I want to tell you what He has told me.” Gray stepped out from behind the lectern and paced in front of the crowd, reaching out to his followers.


  “He has not forgotten you. He has not forgotten your devotion to Him and your dedication to the righteous path.” A frightening tremble shook in his booming voice. “You have chosen His path. You are not corrupted by allowing the devil into your body, by letting false idols bleed into your blood. The false gods have not impregnated you with sacrilegious promises of immortality on this Earth.”


  His words were not quite as eloquent or practiced as Father Cooney’s, but the rough edges of his speech were bolstered by an unwavering, infectious conviction. Pausing, Gray flashed a knowing smile. It appeared to be directed right at Hannah. His brilliant white teeth practically glowed.


  “You have chosen the righteous path. You have not let the money-hungry capitalists tempt and defile you with an organ designed by man, who ate the apple. Man, who turned from Him, our Lord.”


  For a moment, Hannah found Gray’s speech ironic. She assumed most of the people around her didn’t have the luxury of choice when it came to implanting one of the god organs. Most probably couldn’t afford it.


  She chased away her doubt, though, and Gray continued to preach to an enraptured audience. The minutes slid away. By the end of the hybrid sermon and call-to-arms, she found herself nodding in agreement with Gray’s words.


  “We must consider doing more,” Gray said. “I’m asking you—He’s asking you—to do more for our cause. We owe it to Him and to our fellow man to denounce the outrageous sins that our society has condoned for far too long. ”


  A hearty applause followed as Gray lifted his hands to silence the crowd. “By this time next week, the pigs will be brought to their knees by the hands of God. He has told me it will be so. I promise you this as it is His promise to me. But I will need your help to ensure that these sacrilegious swine are stopped for good. Return again next week, and, I promise, we will rejoice together!”


  The crowd erupted again. Gray nodded solemnly, signaling for quiet. He walked down the makeshift aisle at the center of the room, shaking hands as he departed. Murmured appreciation and approval coursed through the crowd and followed him as he sauntered to the back of the basement and through a wooden door in the back corner. A lone crucifix hanging in the same corner shook slightly when he shut the door.


  Another man walked to the stage. He wore an ill-fitting suit, buttons struggling against pulled fabric. The man’s shoulders barely reached above the lectern, while his broad belly showed clear past the sides.


  “Let’s get to some business.”


  Hannah felt a light tap on her shoulder and turned around.


  Charlotte leaned in to whisper. “Hi, Bug. There’s no need to stay for all this rote business. You’ve got someone waiting to meet you. Follow me.”


  Hannah nodded.


  Roy looked at her as she left her seat and she mouthed a quick goodbye. He smiled back and waved, then turned back to the rotund man announcing the St. Gemma’s meeting agenda.


  Charlotte led Hannah to the door that Gray had disappeared through and knocked.


  Hannah shivered. She couldn’t tell if it was slightly colder here, away from the crowd, or if she was just nervous.


  Before she could decide, the door opened. Pastor Gray nodded, his lips stretched tight in a straight line. His mood was serious, yet his crisp hazel eyes appeared more friendly—welcoming, even. Gray opened the door wider and spread an arm out toward the tattered chairs in front of his metal desk. “Please, take a seat.”


  Charlotte sat down, her posture perfect and her characteristic smile adorning her face. Hannah slumped into the other chair, crossing and then uncrossing her legs, trying to make herself more comfortable, more confident.


  Deliberately and slowly, Gray stepped back behind the desk. There were no computers or electronics of any kind in the office, Hannah noticed, except for the humming lights above the preacher.


  He nodded again at Charlotte. “Ms. Larson, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I often thank God for bringing you through those humble doors into St. Gemma’s sanctuary. It has been nothing but divine providence.”


  Charlotte held a hand up over her mouth and looked away for a moment. “Pastor Gray, you flatter me.”


  “Are your eyes always as brilliant blue as they are tonight? Last time I saw you, I don’t believe they were near as alluring.”


  An expression of worry flashed across Charlotte’s face. Her words, at first, sounded jumbled and fretful. “Oh, I don’t know. I happen to believe my eyes are always such a fierce blue, but I suppose that might change with the clothes I wear. Aren’t you being a bit forward?”


  A grin spread across Gray’s face as he turned to Hannah. Her heart jumped and a warmth crept across her cheeks.


  “You must be Hannah,” he said.


  “Your speech was very good,” she said, “and I thought you had a lot of very good points.”


  Gray rolled back in his chair and let out a low, guttural laugh. “Lots of good points in my speech? You sound like my old rhetoric professor.”


  Hannah couldn’t imagine Gray in any school. Although the man was striking and his jawline sharp, she saw the lines branching out from his eyes and the creases in his forehead now that he was close. The meager lighting of the basement, the constant pacing, and the distance between her and Gray during his exhortation had prevented her from noticing the gray stubble on his chin and the leathery toughness of his skin.


  Charlotte fluttered her hands. “Oh, don’t mind her. She means well, but, you must understand, she’s a bit shy.”


  Hannah scrunched her nose in frustration. She wished she could be as personable and charming as Charlotte. She made a mental note to be more careful about how she worded things around Gray—and anyone else. It was easy enough to talk to Charlotte, since the woman did most of the talking. And at work, her conversations had become similar to a loosely scripted play: “How are you? Can I help you find something? That outfit flatters your figure so well!”


  But Gray wasn’t shopping for a pair of denims or plastic earrings to match his new tunic. Conversing with him was new and frightening.


  “My apologies,” Gray said. “I don’t mean to be pedantic. Charlotte tells me that we can trust you. She’s always been a good judge of character and has continuously introduced me to upstanding, devoted individuals to help our cause.”


  For a moment, Hannah considered who else Charlotte had brought here. Our cause?


  “I expect you’re no different. While you might be light on words, I can sense that God’s good grace resides within you. This must be the reason Charlotte has brought you before me. And God has spoken to me about you. He has described your face to me and promised your devotion to His work on Earth. It is truly my good fortune to meet you. I’m fortunate to serve as His vessel to communicate to you.”


  Charlotte squeezed Hannah’s hand, her face alight with giddy delight.


  God had chosen her. He had been the only consistent presence in her life. The tribulations she had faced alone were challenges that He had placed before her. He wanted her to know she could survive alone, in a great metropolis, anonymous and self-sufficient. He had watched her faithfully attend his services, had listened to her prayers. Now, He had chosen her.


  She had always imagined that such a miraculous moment would strike one of God’s chosen people in a setting not unlike Moses and the burning bush. Maybe He would make Himself known as a booming but ethereal voice across a vast, moonlit ocean, or maybe He would enter a dream, drawing around Himself a palace of clouds and angelic heralds.


  But He had chosen to present Himself to her in the basement of St. Gemma’s. She reminded herself that the meek shall inherit the earth. It had been foolish of her to think God would come to her, or anyone else, in illustrious majesty.


  “Will you open your ears to Him?”


  Hannah nodded vigorously. “Yes, I will.” He was here. She felt it. Yes, it all made sense.


  Charlotte squeezed Hannah’s hand even harder.


  “Will you do all that is asked of you, like David and Abraham before him?”


  “I will.”


  “I am about to pass on to you a significant task. One of the utmost importance. Can He—can the Lord above—entrust you to never repeat these orders to any other mortal soul?”


  “Yes, yes.” Her heart fluttered and she sat up straighter in her chair. “I will do all that He asks of me.”


  Charlotte smiled. Hannah thought she saw a glint of pride in the woman’s eyes, but there was something else, something more complicated in Charlotte’s expression.


  Frightened, Hannah turned back to Gray and stared intently into his eyes. “I am God’s, here to do His will.”


  Gray smiled. “Let His will be done.”


  Chapter 35


  Matthew Pierce


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  “When were you going to tell me about the internal investigations?” Matthew tried his best not to sound too accusatory, but he couldn’t completely conceal the sharpness in his tone.


  Jacqueline winced. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you. It just happened too quickly.” She closed the cardboard box that contained her holoscreen and a couple of notebooks. “Anil told me to keep things quiet.”


  “Don’t you trust me?”


  Though the room was silent for only a couple of seconds, Matthew shook his head, perplexed.


  “I do.” Jacqueline avoided making eye contact with him. “But you know how it goes.”


  Matthew stood with his arms crossed and a frown on his face. Just days ago she had caressed him, held him, and kissed him, but she seemed to be avoiding him now.


  “I understand.” He forced a smile. “You do what you got to do. But do you really need to move offices?”


  She shrugged. “Anil wants me to be closer to him.” She smirked, but it lasted only a second. “Guess he wants to keep a close eye on my work.”


  “Well... Let me know if I can help out with anything.”


  Jacqueline nodded. “Keep me updated on your findings, too. I’m really interested in knowing what you discover.”


  ***


  Matthew found it exceedingly difficult to concentrate. He tried to call Audrey again, but received no answer. Anxiety and frustration welled up as he clenched his fists and let out an exasperated breath. He’d managed to push away both Jacqueline and Audrey. He supposed he deserved it.


  Putting his comm card down, he turned back to the lab equipment. He was close to completing another round of protein production simulations with the genetic data provided by the samples he had analyzed. He thought he might be able to start separating the concentration of DNA in each sample by identifying the amounts of DNA unique to each patient. If he could identify one gene that only Joel’s Sustain expressed, then he could make a rough estimation of how much of the total DNA from the combined samples actually belonged to Joel.


  He hoped those estimations might lead him to more concretely predict whether or not the stroke-inducing genes had been present in all the patients or just one.


  The cursor blinked in a blank box designated “Input sequence.” He couldn’t concentrate enough to even fill out the basic forms to begin the assessments.


  His head pounded. The pressure behind his eyes started to get painful and he rubbed his temple. He couldn’t be sure if it was emotional stress or just another of the pressure headaches that plagued him. It didn’t feel like the usual throb of the pressure headache, though, so he attributed it to a combination of his emotional turmoil and the formidable tasks sitting in front of him on the computer. He needed to step away from the work for a moment and deal with the pressing thoughts on his mind.


  His comm card rang out, the piercing sound sending nails into his skull. Audrey?


  Anil Nayak’s name scrolled across the comm card and Matthew was filled with disappointment. “Hello?”


  “I’ve got a couple of projects that are going to need your immediate attention.”


  “More projects? Like what?”


  “There are a couple of additional samples,” Anil said. “One is from a Henry Lockwood in Boston and the other is James Kim from Minneapolis.”


  “More samples? You mean, more stroke victims with Sustains?”


  “That’s precisely what I mean. I would appreciate it if you keep this information absolutely classified for now.”


  Matthew nodded. “If someone did sabotage the last samples, they shouldn’t know these samples even exist yet.”


  “Theoretically speaking, yes. I’m not convinced of your theory yet, but I assume that these precautions may help both of us in the event that you’re correct.”


  Matthew needed those samples. With tissue that had not been blended and mixed into an indistinguishable soup of DNA, he could more precisely see the effects of the infected Sustain updates. He could visualize the extent to which the tissue had taken up the DNA, too, allowing him to determine more precisely where the genes enabling a stroke were added.


  If the DNA was part of each cell along with all the tagged genetic material from Lockwood’s and Kim’s updates, then, almost certainly, the stroke modifications were included with, maybe even part of, the genes in the update.


  “When can I pick those up?”


  “Right now would be fantastic. Report your results directly to me. Do not tell anyone else. Absolutely no one else.”


  “No problem.”


  “As I’m sure you are well aware, solving this issue with the Sustain is in LyfeGen’s best interests. You have the entire company riding on your success, Mr. Pierce.”


  “I’m aware,” Matthew said. “Thank you.”


  “Good. Now, back to work for you.”


  Matthew rubbed his eyes. After closing his holoscreen, he headed out into the hall. He had to restrain himself from jogging down the tiled halls, between the glass windows into laboratories and office spaces full of other engineers, researchers, and lab technicians.


  He knocked on the glass door for regulations and receiving. As usual, Whitney appeared to be scanning research papers on a lab bench via holoscreen. She jumped at Matthew’s knock and hurried over to the door. Frowning, she punched in a code to let him into the enclosed lab space.


  “I’m back. Anil said there was a package here for me.”


  Annoyed, she nodded and brushed back her dark hair. “Yep. Right there on the table for you. Says to keep it on dry ice or in liquid nitrogen to keep it frozen.”


  Down in the basement laboratory, separated from the rest of the building, the air almost seemed cleaner. Matthew took a breath and imagined the pain in his head diminishing slightly. Just enough to lighten his mood.


  He picked up the small Styrofoam container with labels for biohazardous animal tissue. “Reading your old papers again?”


  Whitney’s eyes were narrowed, clearly skeptical of Matthew’s change in mood from his last visit. “Yeah.”


  He paused by the door on his way out. He might need Whitney’s help in this work and it wouldn’t hurt to be a little more cordial with her than he’d been during his last visit. “Why do you read those old things?”


  “Honestly, you can learn a lot from so-called successful tissue-engineering research of the teens and twenties, when people really thought they knew how to start vascularizing lab-grown kidneys and livers—you know, all the complex organs.”


  “That’s true. But why are you so interested in those types of projects?”


  She shrugged. “Well, since part of my job is troubleshooting, I like to look at what kind of problems people ran into years, sometimes decades ago.”


  “That way you can apply them to what’s going on? You think we missed something upstairs?”


  “I don’t know, but I’m not completely oblivious to what’s going on around here. Obviously vascularized issues and healthy vascular functions are a key component to preventing complications like embolic strokes. You have to know all the factors that go into causing a problem before you can solve it.”


  Matthew nodded and started to edge out of the door, eager to begin work.


  “Listen, Matthew,” Whitney said, “you’re not used to playing detective. I’m not claiming I am either, but I think I could help.”


  “Help with what?”


  “Oh, come on now.” Whitney raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been scouring the literature for data. I have no idea what you found upstairs running your PCR and bioinformatics analyses, but I do know what the research literature says causes strokes. And I know who reported on those genes, who isolated them, and what methods were used. Now, say, if you had any information on what specific genes you found in your analyses, I could see if there were any patterns.”


  “Patterns? Like what?”


  “Honestly, I don’t know. But a lot of those genes were extensively studied in the pursuit of therapeutic drugs or whatever. Most of the time, it was only a couple of labs that openly studied and published for each gene. You see what I’m saying?”


  Matthew nodded. “So, for instance, if I’m looking at a specific genetic factor like PDE4D—you would tell me which labs isolated those genes and had expertise in incorporating those genes in animal models?”


  Whitney’s face lit up. “Exactly! See, I could tell you what labs knew the best methods to isolate those genes—and which knew exactly how to splice them and deliver them. I could identify who still knows those techniques and form a web full of names and associations. Maybe there are some people or groups who overlap. Someone with multiple connections that could lead you to your culprit—or culprits.”


  Matthew contemplated that. To her credit, Whitney had been putting more work into his own directives than he had realized. Her plan seemed sound and certainly couldn’t hurt.


  Still, he wasn’t sure if involving her in this project would peeve Nayak. Then again, Whitney had already involved herself.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll send you the genes I found. I mean, I don’t have time to put any of that web together, but I think it’d be interesting to see if you found anything.”


  “Great! Great! I can definitely do that,” Whitney said. “I’d love it if you kept me updated with anything you might find.”


  Again, he started to head out the door and waved a goodbye.


  “Good luck with those Kim and Lockwood samples.”


  Matthew’s heart jumped to his throat. “I didn’t tell you their names.”


  Whitney laughed. “Well, just because an incoming tissue sample is anonymous doesn’t mean I can’t add two and two. I mean, two brand new samples marked for high security and two stroke victim obituaries in the news streams...”


  “You’ve got to keep that quiet.”


  “I know. I plan on keeping my job.” Whitney grinned. “Tell you what, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll keep it all quiet if you come to my play this weekend.”


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  Whitney rolled her eyes. “Obviously. But, really, if you aren’t too busy and want to bring someone along this weekend, it’s opening night for The Pirates of Penzance at the Michigan Avenue Players. I’m playing Ruth.”


  He toyed with the idea of inviting Jacqueline to the play, but dismissed the thought. What the hell would he tell Whitney when she saw them together? He certainly had no desire to invite Audrey. “We’ll see. I might be busy with work, anyway.”


  “Figures.” Whitney shrugged. “Everyone around here’s too busy.” She turned back to her holoscreen.


  ***


  Matthew headed back upstairs. The halls had a rather sterile, practically blank smell today. Once Nayak had taken his role as CEO, it seemed that the office environment had lost the touches that Joel called Morale Boosters.


  Jacqueline had told Matthew that Preston Carter had kept those positions, presumably preserving the pampered environment that LyfeGenners were accustomed to. Nayak, with the Board and investors breathing down his neck, had begun to eliminate positions and luxuries within the company that were, in his eyes, extravagant and superfluous. It was just another reminder of one of the many knives sticking out of LyfeGen’s sides as the company bled out.


  Matthew’s thoughts drifted back to Audrey. He had no idea where she had gone or who she was with. His calls and messages had been met with utter silence.


  He actually missed her.


  His stomach began to churn as he tried to disentangle himself from the emotional mess that he had created.


  “How’s it going, Matt?”


  He stopped and nodded at Thomas Williams. “Uh, all right, how about you?”


  “All right,” Thomas said. “Although, I’m having a hard time concentrating today.”


  Thomas always had a hard time concentrating. More often than not, he sat by someone’s desk or stopped them in the hall to talk. Very rarely did Matthew ever see the man actually at his desk working.


  Just another company man who had risen to the top by talking rather than doing.


  In a time when jobs were scarce, Matthew hated that bloated companies like LyfeGen could allow such parasites to float their way through the company simply by being overly friendly.


  Still, he figured it wouldn’t be helpful to be rude. Brushing Thomas off meant that the man would go off and tell twenty other people how rude and inconsiderate Matthew had been, spreading and embellishing the story until the entire company viewed him as a hot-tempered asshole. “Really? Why’s that?”


  “Just this kind of throbbing in my head,” Thomas said, almost cheerfully. “I never get headaches, but today is just one of those days.” He wore an overly exuberant smile. The man’s expression seemed incongruous with his claims.


  “Yeah, me, too,” Matthew said.


  “Weird! So many people have been feeling off-kilter today. Must be something in the weather. Anyway, it looks like you’re in a hurry.” Thomas emphatically patted Matthew on the back. “You have a great day.”


  “Thanks,” Matthew said, already walking away. “You, too.”


  Thomas’ words bothered him. Maybe the stress in the company inspired the headaches. Or maybe there was something in the air.


  Then again, it could have simply been one of Thomas’ attempts to connect. It might have meant nothing.


  Either way, he had more pressing concerns than an annoying headache. He needed to extract the DNA from the cell samples he had obtained and confirm his suspicions of the same stroke cocktail, as he’d been calling it, present in these two new victims.


  Arriving back in his lab, he switched on the music via his comm card, letting a stream of classic rock from the early 2000s wash through the room. He closed the door to the lab to prevent the music from escaping into the hall, then sat in front of the flow hood to withdraw his first samples from Henry Lockwood and James Kim’s dead Sustain tissues.


  As he tried to remove some of the DNA lysate from a sample, he broke a glass pipette tip. He fumed for a moment, his head pounding harder and his jaw clenching tighter. Frustrated, he backed away from the hood, exhaling and imagining all the stress and emotional turmoil escaping with each released breath.


  His headache seemed to lessen as he worked with the samples.


  He was thankful for the filtered, clean air pumped into each laboratory to minimize the risk of airborne bacterial, viral, and fungal contaminants.


  Usually, straining his eyes through microscopes and the smudged glass windows of the flow hoods made his headaches worse, but today was different. He felt reinvigorated, working on the samples and setting up the PCR machines and DNA informatics samplers. He deposited half-a-microliter samples in each of the sensitive machines.


  The dull throbbing in his head had finally lessened. He figured a cup of coffee could scatter the remnants of the headache and headed out into the hallway toward the floor’s kitchenette.


  The hall was eerily silent as he passed by cubicles and offices. Most people’s faces shared a similar look. Eyes were strained or glassy. One man, his tie loose, appeared almost green.


  As Matthew wandered closer to the kitchenette, he peeked into Thomas’ office. The man sat at his desk, looking decidedly unsocial. Certainly, something was amiss.


  Matthew proceeded to the kitchenette and selected his usual dark roast with one cream and a sugar. As the invigorating aroma of the brewing coffee filled the air, footsteps on the tiled floor caused him to turn around.


  “Hey, Matt.” Stacy Chang took a deep breath. “Smells delicious in here. How’s it going?”


  “Good. How about you?”


  “Oh, you know.” Stacy selected her own coffee pod. “Just another day of pipetting colored liquids from one plastic dish into another. Isn’t science glamorous?”


  Matthew laughed. “That it is. How are you feeling?”


  “My eyes are strained and I’m pretty sure I’m getting more nearsighted every day from this work, but, otherwise, I can’t complain.”


  “Interesting,” Matthew said.


  “I guess you could call it that. But every day blending into the next, spending it at the same lab bench, running the same analyses and dealing with the same damn cells isn’t what I’d call interesting.”


  “No, no, that’s not quite what I meant. I meant that it was interesting you were doing fine.”


  Stacy laughed as she shook her head. “You’re a weird cat.”


  “Haven’t you noticed everyone else, I mean?”


  “Did you miss the part where I told you I’m going nearsighted from sitting in my lab all day, at the same bench under the same boring hood?”


  “Makes sense,” Matthew said.


  “What makes sense?”


  “The air in our labs is controlled and filtered separately from the air in the rest of the building.”


  “Yeah, of course,” Stacy said, “since it’s all based on EPA, FDA, whatever regulations. Every lab’s different, though.”


  “I know, but take a look at the people who haven’t been in a lab like us. They all look miserable. Hell, even Thomas told me everyone was complaining about headaches or something. My head hurt until I spent a while in the lab with the door closed.”


  “Shit.” Stacy furrowed her brow. “You don’t think...”


  Matthew saw the gears behind her eyes.


  She dropped her coffee pod. “But the carbon monoxide detectors never went off.”


  “I know, but something has to be up. We’ve got to get everyone out of here.”


  “It’s already halfway through the work day...that’s too long.” Stacy started to sprint out of the kitchenette, but turned to Matthew. “Wait. Who should we tell?”


  He took a second, trying to figure out the most effective way to tell everyone about the suspected gas leak. Convincing everyone to leave, especially when the alarm hadn’t gone off, could take far too long. “Just go pull a fire alarm.”


  “But that—”


  “We have to.”


  Stacy sprinted down the walkway toward the nearest fire alarm lever. Matthew went in the other direction, trying to round up people who weren’t moving.


  He saw a look of pained skepticism on one man’s face as the alarms sounded. Others huffed and rolled their heads, pushing out of office seats and grumbling toward the exits. Thomas was quick to join the throngs of people shuffling outdoors, probing everyone he could about who might be responsible for the alarm and why.


  Matthew joined the crowds heading toward the exits.


  His eyes adjusted to the blinding sunlight as he exited the building, following his coworkers outside. There were plenty of people taking in fresh breaths, asking when they could return to the building, some peeved, some bored, and others happy to take a break.


  The LyfeGen employees had exited into an outdoor space specially manicured as a break area. A spattering of evergreen trees gave the small patch splashes of green, although the rest of the grass and foliage lay brown and dead, waiting to be awakened in the spring. All the benches and tables in this area were already filled and Matthew was getting anxious in the burgeoning crowd. Instead of waiting around, he walked along the sidewalk pathway that led to the front of the LyfeGen building, where crowds of people milled about rows of plastic chairs in front of a stage.


  He had forgotten about the annual product highlights press conference that Anil Nayak had announced. Breaking from tradition, Anil decided to host the conference outdoors. No one was allowed to dial in. Instead, everyone had to attend in person, according to a recent announcement.


  The chilly air still stung but maybe that was part of Nayak’s strategy. Make the press uncomfortable, make them want to keep the questions short.


  Matthew crossed the street, distancing himself from the growing masses of bloggers, news streamers, and journalists gathering for the event. He thought about getting a coffee, since he had abandoned his cup in the kitchenette before Stacy set off the alarm.


  A flash of red hair gracing someone with a purple coat caught his eye. Audrey was just twenty yards away, but didn’t acknowledge him. She joined the rest of the reporters in front of LyfeGen.


  He felt almost nervous seeing her again. He wanted to talk to her, but he still couldn’t be sure whether he wanted to salvage their relationship or just let it go.


  He’d always admired Audrey’s audacity for her own work and had been proud to tell others how she thrived in a field increasingly dominated by computer-program-manufactured news. They shared a fervor for excellence in their chosen fields and he enjoyed their conversations on clichéd subjects like hopes and dreams. He never felt silly telling her about his vision of leading a biotech firm one day.


  And she had always shared an interest in his field. They could spend long hours over dinner and drinks sharing their predictions for the biological sciences, gossip about prominent researchers and business leaders, and general speculations on future technology.


  Audrey had almost always supported him and celebrated his achievements.


  She had been a consistent factor in his life and his success.


  But he had abandoned that consistency, that trust he had had in her as soon as she had begun investigating LyfeGen’s Sustain products. He knew it was her job and had seen her conduct similar investigations of other companies, but it now felt exceedingly personal.


  It was as if she was publicizing his most intimate secrets.


  He knew it was illogical to take her assignment so personally, but it was impossible not to feel slighted.


  Sirens wailing, a convoy of fire trucks and precautionary ambulances descended upon LyfeGen. All Matthew’s coworkers would now be undergoing medical assessments by the personnel in the ambulances as the firemen checked to confirm the presence of whatever gas, dangerous or benign, had compromised the building.


  A man with a cup in hand stood beside Matthew. “Is there a fire or something?”


  “I don’t think so,” he said. “Just a gas leak.”


  “That’s good. Although I suppose that might mean there’s going to be a fire, huh?”


  As the man nonchalantly sipped his drink, Matthew realized that every sample, all the data, everything that could be used to determine the existence and origin of the suspected genetic sabotage was in that building filling with gas.


  If something sparked, if a burner or oven was turned on anywhere, a cigarette was neglected, or static discharged from any of the machinery, it could set off a chain reaction, destroying everything. Destroying the building. Destroying the chances of finding out who or what was responsible for the systematic murders of Joel Cobb, Jonathan Grieves, and everyone else.


  For the second time that day, Matthew abandoned a hot cup of coffee.


  Dodging through the now-merging crowds of LyfeGen employees, journalists with a new scoop, and emergency crew members, Matthew jogged to the front entrance of the LyfeGen building.


  “You can’t go in there!”


  He ignored the command as a hand grabbed his shoulder. He brushed off the person’s arm and ran in. His feet pounded against the floor of the relatively empty lobby.


  The two firemen who were acting as bouncers to the building stared at him, yelling for him to stop, but they didn’t move from their post. A trickle of employees who hadn’t yet left the building passed, coming down the stairs to the main lobby.


  As Matthew darted up the stairs to the next floor, a hand grabbed his arm. He yanked it away, but turned back to see Jacqueline.


  Her blue eyes were wide with worry. “Where are you going?”


  “I’ve got to get back to the lab.”


  “Why the hell are you doing that?”


  “The samples are in the lab.”


  Jacqueline nodded in recognition. “Anil told me about them.”


  Matthew hesitated for a moment. “I’ve got to get them out of here.”


  “I’m going with you.” Her face was set in determination. There was no reason to waste time arguing.


  Matthew bounded up the stairs with Jacqueline at his heels and sprinted into the lab. The PCR machine still hummed dutifully.


  “Get the mini-transport ready.”


  “Okay.” Jacqueline scrambled to the back shelves of the lab. She pulled down a small white container with a touchscreen for temperature, humidity, and CO2 controls. “Do we need a liquid nitrogen container for the frozen samples, too?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Can you prep that?”


  “Sure thing.”


  He retrieved Lockwood’s and Kim’s samples from the larger liquid nitrogen vat. In the small cooler Jacqueline had prepared, he submerged the tiny plastic vials. He then grabbed the live tissue cultures from the 37oC incubator and placed them in the portable incubator.


  “It’s not completely warmed up yet,” Jacqueline said.


  “The cells should be fine for a couple minutes. Better than them being toasted in a freak fire.” He placed a couple of tissue cultures into the miniature incubator. “Do you think it’s carbon monoxide?”


  Jacqueline stared at him for a moment. “What?”


  “The gas. Do you think it’s carbon monoxide?”


  “Or methane from the gas lines,” Jacqueline said. “Who knows?” She shrugged, hoisting up the portable incubator.


  “It seems odd that none of the carbon monoxide detectors or gas line sensors set off any alarm.”


  They exited the lab, jogging at a brisk pace, careful not to jostle their delicate cargo too much.


  Matthew led them back down the hall. “You’d think maintenance would be on top of something like that. Aren’t they supposed to check safety equipment like that a couple of times a day?”


  “I don’t know,” Jacqueline said, her voice short. “I’m not in maintenance. Let’s just focus on getting out of here.”


  The remainder of their escape was silent. They exited the building as a couple of firemen gave them bewildered looks.


  Once they got outside, Matthew set the cooler on one of the tables in the outdoor break area. As he was about to peek into the container, they were ushered by the firemen to join the rest of the LyfeGen employees in front of the building. The emergency personnel had set up a safe zone for them.


  “Do you know what’s going on?” Matthew asked a fireman.


  “Methane leak.”


  “Shit. And none of the sensors caught it?”


  “My guess is someone’s been tampering with your company’s gas lines.”


  Matthew turned to Jacqueline, expecting to share a look of surprise with her, but she shrugged and shook her head. They trudged along the pavement and behind the empty chairs that had been set out for the press conference. Instead of having an orderly news conference, reporters were milling around Nayak, clamoring for his attention.


  “Let’s get away from all this.” Jacqueline tilted her head, motioning to the other side of the street.


  Matthew followed her away from the crowd and away from where curious onlookers now mingled with LyfeGen employees. As they walked past Five O’Clock Coffee, he saw his cup of coffee still sitting on the counter by the front window. He hesitated for a moment, a tugging instinct urging him to retrieve the cup.


  A sudden explosion ripped through the air.


  It knocked him to the ground. A shockwave demolished the glass windows of nearby shops and offices. Shards flew and fell around them.


  The entire world went black and disappeared for a painful moment.


  Matthew opened his eyes again, sprawled across the sidewalk. His ears rang as he struggled to get to his knees and look around. Warm blood trickled from his nose, the coppery taste pungent on his tongue as his vision swam. He subdued a powerful urge to vomit on the cold cement and the glass shards on the ground around him, leaning hard on one knee.


  The explosion hadn’t come from within LyfeGen, as he had first thought. It had erupted from the center of the crowd, right where Anil Nayak was supposed to lead the press conference. Lingering flames marked the center of the blast.


  Matthew struggled to his feet and stumbled forward to right the liquid nitrogen cooler that had flown several yards in front of him. The box was still intact and locked.


  Plumes of smoke rose amidst bodies strewn across the lawn. Plastic chairs were mangled. One hung from a tree limb on the far side of the street from LyfeGen. Some people had their mouths open, yelling and screaming. Most milled around, shocked, scared, and bleeding. A couple of emergency personnel were already sprinting to the motionless bodies in the center of the crowd.


  Matthew’s head was still hazy as he regained some of his hearing. A couple of shop alarms pierced the muddle of desperate voices erupting all around him.


  Using one hand to steady himself against the brick building to his left, he checked to make sure that another woman near him was okay. Then he turned back to where the emergency personnel were loading people onto stretchers as the sirens of other ambulances screamed in the near distance.


  He saw a couple of paramedics loading a body onto a stretcher. Burns marred a familiar brilliant purple coat. Even from this distance, he could see the woman’s red hair darkened by soot and matted with blood.


  Jacqueline tugged at Matthew’s arms. “Let’s go! Come on!”


  He ignored her, his eyes frozen on the body of the red-haired woman. Jacqueline scooped up the cooler and rushed away from the scene with both containers balanced in her arms.


  Matthew screamed, “Audrey!”


  Chapter 36


  Monica Wolfe


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  Five meager digits symbolized the diminishing remains of Monica’s bank account. With the alleged terrorist attack on LyfeGen, anxiety filled her like a balloon fit to burst. Her thoughts churned as she tried to figure out what to do with all the data she had uncovered. Undoubtedly, what she had on her comm card was worth quite a bit of money to news agencies as well as the biotech companies that coveted LyfeGen’s guarded technologies.


  Money would be nice.


  She hadn’t applied for another job after leaving NanoTech. It wasn’t as if she’d expected a glowing personal recommendation from Sam, anyway. That jackass would go out of his way to blackball her. It amazed her that equal rights and progressive movements had propelled society, at least by law, so far forward over the past century, yet creeps like Sam still prowled virtually unchecked.


  Out the window of her apartment, glowing red Chinese symbols glared back from the take-out restaurant across the street. She imagined the greasy but satisfying taste of China Haste’s chicken lo mein and placed an order on her comm card.


  She watched out her window, guessing which delivery man leaving China Haste was going to visit her.


  Her thoughts turned back to the LyfeGen data and her bank account. Her savings would cover rent for a few more months, but her energy bills and the cost of food would still need to be satisfied. She toyed with submitting a few stories to NewSelects, which functioned solely on articles submitted by freelancers. That business model led to plenty of writers getting paid for submissions, but their pay-per-read royalties to writers was an amount so small it was hardly worth the time or effort.


  But she couldn’t waste her time on something like that. She needed to figure out how to bring her data up for auction.


  She had spent plenty of time organizing what she thought were the most important LyfeGen trade secrets, the ones that might reap her the greatest financial rewards. Yet that wasn’t the only project she had tasked herself with.


  Increasingly intrigued by the mysterious drunk-driving death of Dave Stemper, she had stumbled upon some strange connections that appeared to lead her down a rabbit’s hole of conspiracy.


  She had found out that Stemper had held a managerial position in the production line and oversaw the initial genetic design and replication processes responsible for each patient-specific Sustain update. He’d worked with someone named Whitney Brayson, who supplied him with processed and isolated samples of genetic data from patients. Stemper then used computations models to design the most efficient way of incorporating the new Sustain update genes with the patient’s artificial organ.


  He wasn’t alone in this endeavor. It appeared that he had the final say on access to the genetic data and the submission of genes for production, but a team of researchers and technicians with a variety of roles had apparently assisted him.


  Monica had scoured the data dump for all files that Dave Stemper had authored or edited. A pile of empty white-and-red cartons, some with lo mein noodles and bits of carrot still remaining, piled up around her kitchen sink in the process. The takeout paid off: she had found a strange inconsistency in Dave’s records of Sustain update gene production and integration.


  For a whole slew of patients, she noticed that there were distinct data points that had been erased and modified.


  Normally, it seemed Stemper would simply submit a single file with the genetic data necessary for the Sustain update to the production server. There were a couple of rare instances where he had to delete the initial submission and re-upload a new submission, but he always left a detailed note flagging the file that justified the resubmission.


  At first, Monica didn’t suspect anything unusual about the files that had been re-uploaded with no notes. Her investigations took her into a careful study of the entire production process, from Whitney Brayson’s receiving and analyzing to Stemper’s initial modeling work and then on to the actual production phase where the DNA was manufactured and packaged into delivery vectors. She noticed that despite the stringent records and quality control tests at each step of the way, all the production quality control tests simply referenced the file that Stemper had initially uploaded. Each check once the DNA was manufactured simply ensured that the encoded genes matched the single file that Stemper had designed.


  Monica realized that a file could be re-uploaded, whether Stemper knew it or not, and that file would be used for production. No one in the company (except maybe Stemper) would be the wiser. Those genes could be tampered with—hell, they could have been a replicate of chimpanzee DNA and the file would still be used to produce and package a Sustain update for whatever patient the update was destined for.


  Discovering this flaw in the system, she revisited the submissions for patients that had been re-uploaded without a note for explanation. Each patient was given a numerical identity to protect their privacy during production. Fortunately, Monica had access to another database that matched every number to a patient. She found a name for each of the anonymous patients.


  The list startled her. While a few were unfamiliar, she realized she had uncovered only the tip of the iceberg when one of the re-uploaded gene files belonged to Joel Cobb.


  At first, she assumed that Stemper had been the man responsible for tampering with the Sustain organs. He must have killed himself in the car accident because he’d felt guilty about the murders. Or maybe he’d wanted to make some kind of martyr statement and leave a legacy of death for people he had targeted.


  But that theory didn’t hold water. She couldn’t come up with a legitimate motive for Stemper’s actions.


  She also went through the dates for each of the re-uploaded files and found that several of them had been altered after Stemper had already died. Unless he was some sort of bioengineering ghost, she doubted he was responsible.


  She constructed a timeline of when each update file had been altered. Using this, she found a pattern that demonstrated, generally, that a person died three weeks after the Sustain update file had been uploaded. She deduced the time it took for fabrication, quality control testing, and physical delivery of the update to the patient’s physician.


  Once implanted, it seemed to take a week for the unlucky recipient of the update to succumb to a stroke. So far, each of the individuals who had received a Sustain update manufactured from a revised file had died. All except for Preston Carter.


  Unfortunately, the last re-uploaded file in the databases had been altered the same day that she received all this data. While some of her software still lurked on a few LyfeGen employee comm cards and computers, most of it had been eliminated by antivirus software at the company. The few files that continued to transmit data to her often gave her nothing more than personal messaging correspondence, calendars, and marketing campaign data. The servers holding the databases with all the crucial data regarding Sustain organ and update manufacturing had been almost immediately cleansed of her crude Trojan software.


  Whoever had been responsible for the sabotaging of the genetic data files might still be uploading files and condemning Sustain patients to death by stroke.


  Monica felt a nagging responsibility. She should inform someone, anyone, that the killer was still out there and that killer was at LyfeGen. But if she went to the police with the data, she feared that they would start wondering how she’d come about such sensitive information. Data theft, especially of privacy-protected data, was a serious crime. Committing such a crime meant not only time in prison, but also a lifetime of distrust by all future potential employers. Being found guilty of grand data theft was a life sentence, regardless of time spent behind actual prison bars.


  Anonymously tipping off the police might actually be worse. She feared that the National Security Agency would immediately flag the tip as a potential cyber-terrorist threat just so that they could pursue an investigation to reveal her identity. Being flagged as a cyber-terrorist would be even more detrimental to her life than being convicted of grand data theft. She would have a stigma so pungent that she doubted she could even obtain a fast-food job, if any still existed.


  ***


  A knock at the door caused her to jump. She slid her hand across the holoscreen to hide all the cluttered tables and worksheets. While such a display would hardly be discernible to whoever waited behind the door, she refused to take any risks.


  She calmed herself, dismissing the nagging fear. She practically tiptoed to the front door and checked her comm card through the peephole application to see who stood on the other side.


  The projected image showed a familiar twenty-something man with messy black hair and an impatient look on his face. He was checking the address on the receipt stapled to a grease-stained paper bag.


  Monica cracked the door open just enough to take the bag from him. “Hi and thanks.”


  When he left, she reengaged the electronic deadbolt and secured her old-fashioned chain lock. The smell of the lo mein immediately filled the small living room of her apartment and her stomach growled. Still, she left the bag closed and reopened the holoscreen.


  After she had removed Dave Stemper from her list of suspects, she had listed everyone who had been associated with him and the production of the Sustain updates. Now, she gave priorities to individuals who had direct access to the production of the update, like Robert Carson, who ran the lab responsible for loading the viral vectors with the fresh update DNA, and Katherine Park, who manufactured the DNA.


  She also made a list of people who had sent correspondence to Dave Stemper over the company’s messaging system. Everyone was a suspect, including people who were simply in pictures or videos with the man.


  Her eyes dried out as she catalogued the names and identities. Words and names blended together. She blinked to regain clarity. A cryptic message amongst Stemper’s personal communications piqued her interest. It read: “This is bigger than you or me. You have to know that.”


  She guessed this message directly related to Stemper’s death, given the timestamp was just hours before his early-morning crash. His response to the message bolstered her suspicions: “I’m coming over now. We need to talk about this.”


  Maybe the sender knew Stemper beyond a working relationship. This intuition led her to develop an alternative method of research. Company information could only get her so far. With that in mind, she performed a reverse image search. She dragged Stemper’s image over to the search field and hit the search button.


  This produced a mass of results. She scanned through the images, looking for pictures of Stemper with other people. Preferably, people who worked at LyfeGen. If she could place a person at LyfeGen in images with him, she might be able to flesh out her theory of how someone had sabotaged the Sustain updates.


  She searched for anyone who appeared to have a close relationship with him. Such a relationship might be romantic in nature. Someone would have had to develop a relationship of implicit trust with Stemper to have abused his access to the Sustain update DNA files and databases. And that someone could use a romantic relationship and a little bit of sex to help convince him to give that person exactly what they wanted.


  Sure enough, she located images of Stemper with a particular woman. There were a couple of images of him with the mystery woman at Navy Pier and others on a Caribbean vacation with them smiling at the camera, the cool blue Atlantic behind them. The woman’s hair curled around her round but shapely face. Dark brown hair framed her almond eyes and petite button nose.


  Monica recognized the woman’s features from the LyfeGen employee databases she had scoured.


  With a quick scroll through the employee database, she quickly found her match. The woman in the pictures with Stemper was, undoubtedly, Whitney Brayson. Apparently, the woman who supplied the DNA to Stemper had also been in a romantic relationship with the man.


  Monica scrolled through pictures of them at various locations. One photo, more blurred than the others, showed them dancing at Blues, a popular but cramped bar known for its live music.


  She selected the link associated with the image. A display of other pictures popped up from Blues’ online image gallery. As she sifted through the images, she realized that the woman wasn’t Whitney at all, but someone else who shared Whitney’s dark brown hair. This woman had crisp blue eyes and a more angular face. No, it was definitely not Whitney.


  Perplexed, Monica went back to the rest of the images from her search. She confirmed Whitney’s presence with Dave in the remaining pictures.


  The puzzle pieces began to align in her mind. Whitney could have used Dave’s access to upload reconfigured genetic data to the Sustain updates. Everything Monica could find in Whitney’s lab work confirmed that the woman’s scientific knowledge and the lab tools at her disposal were the perfect means for her to construct the deadly genetic update models. Stemper might have known all along and simply lost his nerve near the end, or maybe he didn’t know what Whitney was up to.


  Either way, it appeared that he had threatened to report Whitney’s actions and she wouldn’t let him rat her out. Her sabotage must have extended beyond tampering with genetics into reconfiguring Stemper’s car’s autodrive capabilities. She had probably drugged the poor man or tricked him into getting drunk and sending him on his way, knowing he would take care of himself.


  But why would Whitney do something like that?


  Manipulative and cruel, Monica thought. The woman must have been mad. She could think of no better reason


  If this all was true, Whitney Brayson had to be stopped.


  When she initially began unraveling the LyfeGen mysteries and had begun to suspect foul play, she had thought the best route to expose the situation would be through the media. Accessing someone in biotech reporting would be crucial to her story’s believability, so she’d scoured the names that kept topping the biotech news streams: Beth Childs, Audrey Cook, and Amy Park.


  Every effort to find a direct line of contact to Beth Childs had failed. When she reached Amy Park, the woman listened to her story, but chose to do nothing with it. Following up only angered Park, and Monica received nothing more than a patronizing scolding. Audrey Cook had, at least, finally sent a message back indicating her interest in the story.


  That had just been a few days ago, and Monica had been too distracted to respond after uncovering the strange discrepancies in Stemper’s Sustain update database. She thought she could better convince Audrey of her story if she had more concrete proof. And now she might have it.


  She slumped into her armchair, finally opening the carton of lo mein. The greasy smell of cheap Chinese takeout filled the room as she broke apart the wooden chopsticks that came with the food.


  Scrolling through the latest stories on the LyfeGen bombing, she realized she needed someone who could be her voice. Someone who would make people listen, someone with credibility. Her eyes widened at another of Audrey Cook’s stories published before the bombings.


  Yes, Audrey could provide the best route for spreading her story. The journalist had apparently kept a myriad of contacts throughout the biotech industry, some of them in sensitive positions within various companies. Throughout her young but blossoming career, Audrey had vigorously protected the identities of her contacts, refusing the direst of threats by industry executives and, occasionally, law enforcement officials. Monica admired her fierce ethical conduct and journalistic integrity. She wanted Audrey to tell her story.


  As she ate, she stared blankly at the poster of the Chicago skyline in front of her. Her thoughts drifted back to the news from early in the day. The bombings had shocked the entire country, filling the news streams.


  She’d avoided many of these streams as she uncovered the mystery surrounding Dave Stemper’s death and the altered Sustain updates. Now she saw that the estimates of the death count had climbed to a staggering fifty-five. Another hundred-odd people had been hospitalized and were being treated for traumatic injuries. She couldn’t eat any more and set the takeout box on her coffee table. Her stomach flipped over on itself.


  Reading and watching the news streams, she discovered that many of those who were hospitalized were not expected to recover from their devastating injuries. The list of victims was an unfamiliar collection of names until one name stood out: Audrey Cook.


  There was no telling the extent of Audrey’s injuries. Monica needed to find her quickly. She had made up her mind and wouldn’t let any other no-name journalist break this story. Whoever or whatever was responsible for the Sustain tampering, and now the bombing, needed to be stopped. She wanted the story to be told, to have an impact.


  Maybe she should go to the police. However, if she was arrested and her identity was made public for her grand theft of LyfeGen data, Whitney Brayson would no doubt attempt to silence her using any means necessary. Brayson could end it all before Monica even had the opportunity to tell people about the conspiracy she had uncovered.


  But what had she really uncovered? Half of her story, her accusations, relied on instinct. Not hard data. Not unimpeachable evidence. She knew she must be right, but who would believe her?


  She resolved to first try finding Audrey Cook and disseminating her story that way, hoping that public pressure alone would be enough for someone to act on the information.


  If that failed, then Monica was willing to give herself up, tell the police everything, and leave her life behind.


  Chapter 37


  Cody Warren


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  Moonlight flickered off the rippling surface of the Chicago River as it wound through Homer Park.


  The park was officially closed for the night, but that didn’t dissuade him from taking a seat on a bench facing the river. Besides, the disheveled man sleeping on a neighboring bench with a shopping cart carrying two full trash bags signaled to Cody that he was unlikely to be bothered on this particular crisp evening. If the homeless man had taken up residence here, it probably meant that cops weren’t too diligent about probing this part of the park.


  Cody trusted the homeless man’s judgment. He needed a place to reflect and be alone.


  There had been a time in his life when he would have happily jogged along the gravel paths winding through the park, between the basketball courts and the overgrown baseball fields. He used to yearn for the physical pain of a long run. It could distract him from the emotional scars from growing up under his mother’s care—or lack of it.


  Alcohol and cigarettes had been his more recent choice of escape. He pulled out the carton from his coat pocket.


  Cigarettes had become ungodly expensive due to excessive taxes designed to stem smoking. When marijuana became federally legalized, the government had decided to ban traditional tobacco products. That was also when Cody had decided to take up smoking. The ban lasted about four ineffectual years, before Congress was replaced and the law was, too.


  Cody wondered at the government’s inclination toward prohibition, despite the repeated failure of prohibition policies throughout history. Alcohol, cigarettes, 3D printed weapons, manual car driving (unless for emergency purposes). And, each time, people had clung to arguments of freedom and liberty, more or less referencing the Constitution to support their cause.


  He thought back to the day’s bombing. Homemade explosives had always been banned. The only individuals striving for the freedom to manufacture explosives were, for the most part, not the type of people to be trusted with such explosives. Besides, if they wanted to make and use explosives, no law prevented them from doing that. Homegrown terrorists would, and did, find a way.


  He lit a cigarette. With a deep breath, he filled his lungs with warm smoke.


  “Hey, man. Put that out. I can smell that shit all the way down here.”


  For a moment, Cody looked around before realizing that the homeless man downwind from him was awake.


  “Come on, asshole. That’s illegal.”


  Scolded by a homeless man. Cody flicked the cigarette into the river and stood. “Fuck you.”


  He walked along the gravel path, between the bare-limbed trees. The sky glowed a strange bluish purple where buildings rose up, a product of the ever-present light pollution of the city.


  Even in the empty park, he couldn’t escape the city or its people. He yearned to leave, but had no means of making that happen. He wanted to get away from the ghost of his mother and the misfortune that had haunted him ever since he had left the humid warmth of Florida for this godforsaken, bone-chilling city.


  Cody spat on the dead brown grass at his feet. The taste of pungent smoke clung inside his mouth.


  Gods. All of them thought they were gods in this city. Everyone was so self-absorbed and concerned about their own existence. He hated them.


  But today he had taken his first step toward escaping those people. Ridding himself of them. It was a small step and it had taken every last penny in his already starved savings account to acquire all the necessary wiring and components that couldn’t be salvaged from the broken repair bot that he had stolen from NanoTech. Hopefully, it was the type of investment that would pay off.


  For a while, he walked aimlessly. He pushed through the crowds, taking pleasure in bumping into people and disrupting their jovial moods. He smirked each time his shoulders connected with them. One man in his early twenties teetered over and fell into another. They started to jostle each other with slurred expletives and shoves.


  Cody watched for a moment as others joined the fray, physical lunges and punches all resulting from the brief moment of contact he had had with the first slobbering drunk.


  He escaped past the clubs and into the seedy streets where establishments like Percy’s Gentlemen’s Club and Leather Horses made their home. Between the eager faces of boys barely old enough to be considered men, there walked other, worn faces. Men who knew no satisfaction in their lives outside of the brief moments that resulted after transferring money through a simple touch on their comm card in exchange for a private dance or an illicit kiss. He felt camaraderie with those men, the hopeless and the lonely.


  Without enough money available through his comm card to purchase any services from a live stripper, he continued on. In fact, he no longer possessed enough money to make use of the virtual holostrippers in the cruddy private viewing chambers on Racine Avenue.


  Despite his eagerness to leave Chicago, he had no discernible means to accomplish that feat. Tomorrow, he hoped, that might all change. But he had learned not to count on anything as ephemeral as hope and optimism.


  ***


  In his aimless wandering, he unconsciously guided himself home. He surprised himself by walking straight past Kingsley’s. He didn’t even steal a glance through any of the windows.


  As he trudged along the sidewalk, a couple of freezing raindrops landed on his face. He smelled the unmistakable presence of an oncoming storm. The electricity in the air made his skin tingle and he looked up at the night sky.


  For a moment, the sound of pounding rain sounded distant, slowly approaching on this uncharacteristically warm December night. The slap of raindrops on pavement, concrete, and metal grew to a din while he stared up into the storm. The noise enveloped him as the freezing rain pattered against his coat and face. While the fibers of his coat were covered in a synthetic hydrophobic sealant, the cold water washed over his face and down his neck, seeping over his body.


  He clenched his fists and closed his eyes.


  The rains would wash everything away.


  For this one moment, he forgot his hopelessness, forgot promises made and lost. The rain shielded him from the rest of the city even as he walked, passing others huddled under umbrellas. Cars whirred past, their tires grinding against the street, splashing through growing puddles.


  All of it was invisible to him. All of it was just as invisible as the clouds above him. It all existed, but he didn’t care. He could escape and be free.


  ***


  When he arrived home, he threw his coat over a chair. He drew out his comm card and looked up mag lev train tickets to California.


  Then he considered leaving the country. He’d never been wealthy enough to consider a trip outside the USA before.


  But now, he could leave everything behind. Maybe he’d go to Mexico. The exchange rate for dollars to pesos was still good enough for him to live comfortably when his initial payments came through.


  If they came through.


  He was being far too optimistic again. Just as quickly as his mood had inflated, it came crashing down. He opened his refrigerator and grabbed a can of High Life.


  After clicking the aluminum tab, he took a sip. The beer relaxed him. He finished it off and threw the empty can into the sink amongst a scattered pile of other cans. With a flick, he turned on the faucet and watched the water run over the empty aluminum cans, rinsing away the drops of beer that might have escaped him.


  Turning back to his card table, he swiped off the tools, wires, and scrap pieces of metal. They scattered across the floor, the jarring noise echoing in his tiny apartment.


  After retrieving another beer, he slumped into a chair and stared down at the remnants of an upended maintenance bot. It lay broken on the floor. The bot’s visual sensors looked like beady black pupils on the shell of a massive beetle. When he had thoroughly drained his beer can, he threw it at the bot. He wanted a reaction from it, but it just lay there, staring back at him.


  He got up from the table and kicked it. “Fuck you.” He kicked it again. “Fuck you!”


  He stomped the bot until its hard shell cracked, then stumbled to his bed and fell into it. When his eyes closed, the world disappeared, but he could still smell the mustiness, the sweat that had settled into his sheets.


  A sudden pounding on his door jolted his eyes open.


  “Police! Open up!”


  Cody shook himself as sober as he could, and stumbled to the door. “What do you want?”


  “Open up immediately!”


  He reached for the handle.


  Before he could open it, the door flew open. He fell back, and his head cracked against the edge of the counter. “I didn’t do anything,” he said. “I didn’t do anything.”


  Hands forced him onto his belly and a knee plunged into his back. His arms were yanked violently backward and harsh metal cuffs secured his wrists, cutting off the circulation to his fingers.


  “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Cody Warren,” a barking voice said. “You are under arrest on charges of terrorism.”


  Chapter 38


  Preston Carter


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  Preston sifted through news of the LyfeGen bombing on his comm card. His heart raced and his mind whirled. He set down his coffee and stared out the front window of his house.


  Desperately, he wanted to do something, anything. But how could he risk the lives of Erik and Kyle?


  A ceaseless stream of news bites, videos, and stories spewed from his comm card. Headlines announced death tolls as high as two hundred and fifty. He tried to mitigate some of his fears by reassuring himself that these projections were mere speculations. The media desperately grappled for market share, eschewing journalistic integrity for numbers and ad space. That knowledge didn’t calm the crashing of his heart against his ribcage. He could hardly think clearly.


  He had “resigned” from LyfeGen but he couldn’t let go of the nagging obligation embedded within his conscience. Each attempt to ignore the instinct to dash down to LyfeGen only contributed to his mounting guilt.


  With a swipe, he closed the news streams. He needed to know something, anything about the company, about the employees. He tried Meredith Saunders’s personal line. The call went straight to her voicemail.


  He grappled with the decision of whom to call next. If he could, he would have dialed Shaw or Crane or Gifford. The Board might have answers for him but he didn’t have any of their personal numbers. One by one, he tried their business lines, but had no luck reaching any of them. Currently, all three lines were tied up or completely turned off. Preston suspected the men wanted to avoid the media for as long as possible.


  There was one other person he could call. He flicked his finger through his personal contacts and selected the one man he simultaneously yearned and dreaded to talk to: Anil Nayak.


  He put the comm card to his ear, listening to the ring and waiting. Maybe Anil didn’t have anything to do with the strokes. Maybe Anil could tell him what had happened and who was really hurt, and would say that no one else had to die. The ringing repeated several times before a tinny voice instructed him to leave a message.


  With a frustrated grunt, he flung the comm card. The effort was wasted, as the card flipped in the air and fluttered to the ground less than ten feet away, where the kitchen tiles met the hardwood floor of the living room.


  He retrieved the card and tried to calm himself. The news streams reported that the LyfeGen building had been evacuated due to a gas scare. After the explosion, everyone who hadn’t been injured had most certainly been sent home for the day. There would be no use calling company headquarters.


  But he needed to do something.


  Cooped up at home, he couldn’t stand to just eat dinner and lose himself in a good book later that evening. Faces and names from LyfeGen swirled through his mind, asking why he hadn’t done anything, why he hadn’t told anyone about Anil.


  Preston flew down the stairs to the basement. Erik was focused on his clay sculpting, his raucous music blasting throughout the small room.


  A quick anger rose up in Preston. How could Erik go on like this when so many people had been the victims of a terrorist attack? Preston terminated the music with a flick of his hand over the stereo control screen.


  “I don’t know how you can do this right now.”


  Erik looked up. His smock was smeared in splotches of wet and dry clay, and a smudge graced his cheek where he had negligently wiped his face with one of his clay-covered hands. “How can I do what?”


  “People died today.”


  “I know.” Erik’s face scrunched in a pained expression. “You know how I deal with this kind of thing.”


  Preston turned away to collect himself. The misplaced anger began to subside.


  “It’s just sinking in now, isn’t it?”


  Preston said nothing.


  Erik wiped his hands on a soiled towel, then took a couple of slow steps forward. “It’s okay. You’ve been so wrapped up in the news today. You just need a few minutes to let it all sink in.”


  With deliberate slowness, Erik grabbed Preston’s hand and began to massage it.


  Preston pulled Erik into his arms. He squeezed his eyes closed.


  Erik returned the hug. Preston felt the cool wetness of the clay that remained on Erik’s hands and now crept into the back of his white Oxford shirt. He didn’t care, though. Erik’s embrace surpassed the value of any cotton-blend fabric.


  “I can’t just stay here,” Preston said into Erik’s shoulder.


  “I know.”


  He pulled his face back, but his grasp remained tight around Erik. “I need to do something.”


  “They fired you, you know.”


  “But Joel didn’t. I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s got to be stopped.”


  Erik nodded. “I understand.”


  “You and Kyle should leave the city.”


  “I’ll call Elizabeth and Franklin. We’ll go over to their house for the night.”


  Elizabeth, Erik’s cousin, lived an hour’s train ride away, in Downer’s Grove.


  “You should come with us. Let them deal with their mess.”


  Preston pulled away and rubbed his face with his sleeves. “I can’t. You know that.”


  “Somebody’s got to do something and I know how much you want to be that someone. You don’t have to do anything, though. You aren’t responsible.”


  “I feel responsible. I need to do this.”


  Erik shook his head slowly. “I know I can’t convince you otherwise, but you have to remember you’re also responsible for your family.”


  “I have a strong feeling that whoever sabotaged the Sustains and whoever’s responsible for the bombs are one and the same. I’ve got to stop them, whoever they are.”


  “And you don’t think the police can do that?”


  “I’m sure the police are doing what they can. But they’re too slow to act. They didn’t believe me when I told them I thought the Sustain updates had been tampered with. They thought I was trying to cover up my own mistakes, clean up my own record. And when I called today, trying to convince them that the bombing was connected to the other deaths, they brushed me off like a boy crying wolf.”


  “What about Audrey?” But Erik didn’t look convinced by his own suggestion.


  “The press is too slow, too.” Never before would he have considered that statement. Not when the press had clamped down on Joel’s death and on Preston’s resignation. But, now, it was true.


  Preston said goodbye with a quick kiss, then sprinted upstairs to Kyle’s room. His son was reading something from his comm card with a wild-eyed expression.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping now?”


  “I’m just reading.”


  Preston frowned, fearing that Kyle had become morbidly interested in the news about the LyfeGen attacks. He didn’t want Kyle to be ignorant of the problems in the world, but he also wanted the boy to have a normal childhood. He wanted him to be able to grow up without unreasonable fear. For a fleeting moment, he scolded himself for ever trying to raise the boy in the middle of a corrupt and crowded city like Chicago.


  Kyle tapped the comm card. The projected words dimmed and he looked up at Preston. “It’s a book about a group of kids stuck on an island. They go really bad and pretty much kill each other. Have you read it?”


  “Yes.” Preston approached Kyle’s bed. He supposed that Chicago wasn’t the only means by which Kyle would discover the darker side of humanity. “It’s kind of a depressing book.”


  “I don’t think that’s the way things really work, though.”


  Preston smiled. “Good.”


  “You’re going to go out and fix this, aren’t you?”


  “I’m going to try.”


  “Good.”


  He crouched beside Kyle’s bed and hugged him, drawing him in close. Kyle squirmed but wrapped his arms around his father, and Preston wondered how long it would be before the boy would stop hugging him. For now, he would treasure his son’s embrace.


  “I love you,” Preston said.


  “I love you, too, Dad.”


  ***


  Few cars rolled along Founder’s Street, between the looming apartment towers. Preston’s feverous calls to Anil and Meredith had continued to go unanswered. Meredith’s house, just a mile from Preston’s near Lincoln Park, seemed devoid of life. He suspected a similar revelation when his car dropped him off at the Legacy Towers where Anil lived, a place he had only been to a handful of times to attend Anil’s lavish parties.


  The wind ripped across his face as he climbed out of the car and up the steps to the sleek apartment building. Though he doubted Anil would do anything so foolish as to bomb his own company, he wondered if Anil’s secretive dealings to oust Preston had led the man to involve himself in social circles that he couldn’t control.


  The glass doors of the apartment building slid open, granting Preston entrance. He had received permanent guest access some time ago, when he and Anil were closer in both their working relationship and their friendship. If he hadn’t had access, the glass doors would have offered an insurmountable obstacle. The synthetic polymer coating on the glass, invisible but impermeable, was a barrier to everything from bullets to cars. The windows and doors were as strong as they were clear.


  At the end of the empty lobby, the elevator opened to admit him. He selected the fourteenth floor. His heart raced as the elevator slowed to a stop at Anil’s floor. Preston strode down the hall, half-expecting Anil’s door to be open, wondering if he was stepping into a movie-plot-type setup.


  But Anil’s door was closed. Preston rapped on it. After waiting for a moment, he pounded on the door again and leaned into it to see if he heard footsteps.


  No one answered.


  “Anil,” Preston said. “Anil!”


  He pounded again, losing hope that Anil would answer, but persisting nonetheless.


  “Anil! Open up!”


  The creak of a door opening down the hall caused him to stop and turn around. An impeccably dressed older man glared at Preston. “Will you stop that obnoxious racket? I’m going to call the police if you don’t knock it off.”


  “Do you know the man who lives here? Have you seen him today?”


  “No,” the man said. “I haven’t seen him all day. Then again, I don’t take occasion to bother my neighbors and they do not bother me. Please see yourself out before I have to summon security.”


  The man’s voice was stern. Clearly, Preston would get no further information from him, so he left the way he came.


  He returned to his Infinity and sat inside the car. The destination-input screen blinked at him in steady rhythm. He needed to find someone who might know about both the Sustain research and the sabotage, and the events that had taken place that day.


  The abrupt sound of his comm card buzzing made him jump. Preston answered and Erik’s voice filled the car.


  “They found him!”


  “Found who?”


  “They’re reporting the arrest of the guy responsible for the bombs.”


  Preston’s eyes widened. “Who? What happened?”


  “Of course, the guy is saying he didn’t do it. But they found all the soldering tools and wires and whatever else bomb-makers need in the guy’s apartment. And get this: he was a janitor for NanoTech.”


  “How’d they find him?”


  “Apparently, they tied a couple of threat messages back to this guy’s comm card.”


  “Did anything come up about his involvement in the Sustain updates?”


  Erik didn’t respond immediately. “No, I don’t think so.”


  Preston let the thought of this janitor bombing LyfeGen sink in for a moment. “Why do they say he did it?”


  “Not sure,” Erik replied. “There’s speculation he did it to win favor with NanoTech, and there’s also theories about his radical, anti-establishment leanings or something. Name’s Cody Warren, if you want to look it up.”


  Preston wanted to feel relief. He yearned to be satisfied with this answer cooked up by the police. “Was anyone else involved?”


  “No. It seems like it was a one-man job. Just a nut.”


  With that assertion, his skepticism increased. “Could you see if that man is connected with the threat we received?”


  “Good idea,” Erik said.


  There must be someone else behind it. Certainly, no janitor at NanoTech had just abruptly decided to bomb a press conference, especially when there was an emergency evacuation of the entire LyfeGen building going on at the same time. There had to be some connections within the company, even if this Cody Warren had been responsible for the bomb. There were far too many factors involved in the bombing for Preston to accept that a disgruntled janitor had acted alone.


  “Are you still there?” Erik asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I’m guessing, by your silence, that you think there’s something else going on.”


  Preston hesitated. “Yes.”


  “So you aren’t coming home yet?”


  He heard the pain in Erik’s voice. The excitement Erik had exhibited, thinking an answer had been found, that their family was safe and Preston would be done with this mess, was now replaced with somber realization. “No, I can’t come home. You should still head to Elizabeth’s as soon as you can.”


  “Okay.” Erik remained quiet for a moment. “Please, keep me updated.”


  “I will.”


  When the call ended, he pounded the steering wheel in frustration. He let his head fall back against the leather headrest and stared up through the tinted glass roof of the car into the murky night sky.


  He had been far too focused on the idea that Anil might hold all the answers. His tunnel vision had inhibited him from thinking clearly. There was another person that he knew would have been at LyfeGen today.


  Audrey Cook had certainly attended the press conference. Maybe she would know something.


  But, as with Anil, she couldn’t be reached by calling. Preston resorted to looking up her address, though he figured the journalist wouldn’t want to be caught at home sipping tea while the biotech industry literally exploded around her. Still, he needed to do something. He grew restless sitting in the idling car.


  When he managed to find Audrey’s home address via public network listings, he recognized the name of the second person reported to inhabit that address: Matthew Pierce. One of the engineers and researchers responsible for the LyfeGen update research.


  Preston figured that he might be stumbling onto more information than he had anticipated. He also couldn’t believe how easily he had unraveled the secret to how Audrey Cook had found access to some of the most protected data and information at LyfeGen. Since Audrey couldn’t be reached, he would settle for an alternative. He called Matthew.


  A shaky voice answered. “Hello?”


  “Matthew Pierce?”


  “Yes,” Matthew said. “Is this—is this Preston Carter?”


  “It is. I need to speak to your wife—and, then, maybe you, too.”


  “Okay,” Matthew said. The line remained silent for a moment.


  “So, can I speak with her?”


  “No. She’s—she’s unconscious still. I don’t know if she’s going to wake up.”


  Chapter 39


  Hannah Boyd


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  The naked, savaged body of Christ hung above Hannah. As she knelt in the pew, she stared into his hollow ivory eyes. She wondered why they worshiped the ragged, skinny body hanging on the cross. Why not a statue of Jesus in better health, telling a parable, or feeding the masses with a couple of fish and loaves of bread? Why not the miracles? Why death?


  Her joints felt stiff and her muscles were cramped. She maintained the position, though. Her pain paled in comparison to what she had caused. Unwittingly or not, she bore the responsibility.


  “God, forgive me. God, forgive me. God, forgive me.” She repeated the prayer endlessly, eyes shut and hands clenched together. She squeezed her interlaced fingers until they felt numb and weak.


  The protest was supposed to be peaceful. She wasn’t supposed to have deployed a hellish device. That had never been what she intended.


  Charlotte and Gray had manipulated her. They had told her it would act as a gateway. More protesters, hymn-singers, worshippers, people to join their voices in from around the world through projections to disrupt LyfeGen’s press conference.


  Never fire.


  Not a bomb.


  The air in the sanctuary chilled her. Each little hair on her arms stood up and goose bumps formed up the lengths of her limbs. The darkness enveloping St. Gemma’s transformed the place of worship into a haunting chamber of solitude and frightening silence. Barely a respectable church during the day, the cathedral smelled of mold and neglect. The place scared her, but she refused to retreat to her apartment.


  Instead, she pictured herself confessing to Father Cooney. She imagined the penance that he would bestow upon her, telling her to atone for her sins. She couldn’t imagine that he would be able to respect the privacy of information between confessor and priest, though. If she admitted what she had done, she knew it would result in her immediate arrest and certain prosecution.


  She knew she deserved whatever sentence a jury or judge prescribed.


  She had been so dumb, so gullible.


  Gullible Hannah. She never learned. She could trust no one, should not have trusted anyone. Brian. Charlotte. Leading her to the path of temptation and sin.


  She resolved to turn herself in and tell the whole story. It was just. But she couldn’t let Charlotte get away with what she’d done. She had to find the woman.


  But Charlotte couldn’t be found as easily as Franklin Gray. Gray, who had convinced Hannah that she was doing the Lord’s work, had been in his untidy office in the church’s basement. It wasn’t hard to convince him to let her in.


  When she had stepped into the dimly lit room, a perplexed look had washed over Gray’s face, and he had blubbered nonsensically. “What? You’re the girl? Not expected...” His eyes had been red and bloodshot, a far cry from the charismatic preacher who had convinced a contingent of believers that from his mouth came the Word of God.


  Hannah had not been able to tell if the man had been drinking or was high or just surprised when she pushed aside the notebooks piled behind the door and across his wooden desk. After the initial shock, his face had drooped into a twisted sadness. She had thought she could sense a strange pity in his eyes, as if the man felt sorry for her.


  The pity didn’t last long, though.


  Gray felt nothing now. Hannah was sure of it. His body still lay where she had left it, splayed out behind his desk, blood pooling on the cold stone floor and staining the papers strewn about him.


  The wicked deserved condemnation. God would be proud of her. She had believed the devil had existed in and spoken through Gray when the man had tricked her into aiding him in his wicked deed. She saw the fires and pain that the devil wanted for her, for everyone. She needed to stop him and eliminate his hosts on earth. So she killed Gray. A strength she had never known erupted within her when she had plunged her knife into the man.


  She would have to continue her penitent prayers another time. Whoever Gray had thought was going to join him might yet discover his corpse, now turning as cold as the stone floor beneath him.


  And Hannah wasn’t satisfied. Gray didn’t bear all the blame. Charlotte had been his accomplice, maybe even his provocateur. The woman had egged Gray on, invoking the name of the Lord in Hannah’s assigned task.


  If Charlotte would just answer her comm card, Hannah could finish God’s real work. She could send the evil woman back to hell with Gray.


  Chapter 40


  Matthew Pierce


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  The rhythmic beeping of the EKG machine told Matthew his wife was still alive. He held her hand in his and watched her bruised eyelids. He waited for any kind of movement. A ventilating hose snaked up her nostrils, through the bandages covering her nose and the left side of her face. He ran his fingers through the messy tangles of her red hair.


  Underneath the bandages, a woven mesh of biodegradable fabric and live skin cells toiled to replace the damage that the explosion had inflicted on Audrey’s face. Dr. Paul had told Matthew that Audrey was lucky. Her superficial wounds were simple enough to treat. The fact that all her limbs were intact was another stroke of luck. There were plenty of other spouses, children, and parents who would be missing someone tonight.


  Audrey now rested in a bed, post-surgery, at Northwestern Memorial Hospital. When the interns and residents had first shown up at her bedside, Matthew had demanded that a real doctor attend to her. He wanted a doctor with extensive experience, not some kid fresh out of medical school.


  However, the ER doctors and surgeons, those with extensive trauma experience, were tending to patients who were now missing an arm, leg, or more. Some patients had been torn open by the blast. Despite the advances in drug delivery, nanotechnology, and tissue engineering, traumatic injuries couldn’t be fixed as easily as conditions like cancer or diabetes, which were slower to progress.


  So, while Audrey’s third-degree burns could eventually be healed by the tissue-engineered skin patches, other patients underwent more extensive procedures in the operating room as doctors sutured up loose blood vessels, damaged nerves, and bleeding internal organs. Technology had not completely replaced the crude, but quick and efficient, hands of surgeons when time was a critical factor.


  The surgeons had worked quickly to stem the internal bleeding in her abdomen from piercing shrapnel. To monitor Audrey’s internals, thermal and optical coherence monitors flashed over her body every few minutes to gauge and measure blood cell density and location, mapping out the orientation and size of her organs, ensuring no detrimental change from one moment to the next.


  They just had to wait.


  As Matthew held her limp hand in his, he wondered if she would even want him here. Thoughts of guilt and shame mushroomed and tore at his conscience. He hated the lingering memories of Jacqueline, the still-glowing embers of infatuation and lust. He vowed, whatever Audrey decided to do with him, he would cut his ties with Jacqueline.


  “I’m sorry. I was terrible. I’m sorry.”


  Audrey didn’t respond. Her eyes didn’t open to lovingly accept his apology. She didn’t wake up to embrace him and tell him everything would be okay. No amount of guilt could ensure that her brain didn’t sink into a permanent coma.


  ***


  When Matthew’s comm card jingled, he promptly answered it. The call conveniently distracted him from more pressing, anxious concerns and emotions.


  But even those fleeting hopes were dashed.


  Instead, Preston Carter wanted to speak to Audrey. Matthew couldn’t speak to her, as much as he wanted to, and Preston certainly wouldn’t be able to, either. Inwardly, Matthew cursed the man for bothering him.


  His anger, though, couldn’t manifest itself in his face. He responded in a tremulous voice as he tried to contain himself. “What do you want from her?”


  He could hear Preston take a deep breath. “She’s done a pristine job of keeping us both in the dark.”


  “How so?”


  “It’s pretty obvious to me now that she used you as one of her sources. I had a lot of confidence in your work at LyfeGen, so I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I’m guessing you weren’t exactly cooperative.”


  “That would be accurate.”


  “I’ve been working with her recently, as well.”


  “Working with her? What do you mean?”


  “Since I’ve been”—Preston paused—“absent from the company, I’ve done some investigating of my own.”


  Matthew said nothing, glumly waiting for Preston to continue. “All right.”


  “My research has been nothing substantial, given my lack of access to the top-quality laboratory equipment we have—or, rather, you have—at LyfeGen.”


  “You found genetic inconsistencies with your own Sustain update, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, that’s exactly right.” There was a hint of pleasant surprise in Preston’s voice. “Did she tell you?”


  “No. Your update was faulty, too, wasn’t it? I’m not surprised.”


  “Sabotaged, I’d say.”


  Matthew closed his eyes, wishing for everything to be over. “Yes, that’s probably more accurate.”


  “I believe that’s exactly what’s going on. The bombing was just part of it.” Preston stopped for a moment, his tone of voice taking a dramatic plunge. “I’ve been horribly rude. I’m truly sorry for what you must be going through right now. Forgive me for my rambling. I’ve been through quite the adventure myself, but that doesn’t make it excusable.”


  Matthew let out a deep breath, conscious of the effort it took to keep himself under control. “I understand.”


  “How is she? And, how are you?”


  “I’m, obviously, better than her,” Matthew said. “She’s been through the worst of it, I think. Nothing quite as bad as some of the others still in the OR. Her doctor said she’ll be okay. Just some brain inflammation, internal bleeding that they have to watch.” He tried to believe the words coming out of his mouth, repeating what the attending resident had told him, but he couldn’t assuage his innate pessimism.


  “Just brain inflammation and internal bleeding? That sounds serious. Again, pardon me.”


  “It is. The doctor flew off without explaining anything in depth.”


  Matthew knew that Preston wasn’t just calling to check on the development of Audrey’s health or the current state of affairs regarding the Sustain updates. He was looking for something. Matthew thought to play naïve and put off, for as long as possible, the inevitable request from the former CEO, but decided procrastination wouldn’t be of any significant benefit. “What is it that you’re calling about?”


  Preston told him about his efforts to pinpoint who was responsible and Matthew, in turn, told Preston about his more recent findings of the stroke genes that had introduced the deleterious DNA into the Sustain patients. He catalogued the difficulties, the technical expertise that would have been overcome to integrate the DNA with the Sustain updates. Preston summarized his initial suspicions of Anil’s involvement, and Matthew brought up the contradicting point that Anil had personally asked him to investigate the more recent victims of Sustain sabotage.


  “You don’t think the new samples were a distraction, though?”


  Matthew frowned. “I guess that could be true.”


  “Do you think it’s possible that they were deliberately tampered with to lead you down an alternate, decoy path?”


  “That would be a hell of a ploy.”


  “So I take it you haven’t run any tests on the samples yet.”


  For the first time since the bombing, Matthew realized that he didn’t actually know where the samples were. “No. I, uh, don’t exactly have access to them right now.”


  “I know they shut down the offices, but I think you should still be able to access the labs for a matter like this.”


  “That’s not quite what I mean,” he said. “Someone else has the samples right now.”


  “Sorry?”


  “I was afraid the whole building would go up and I figured that the samples would provide some knowledge we could use to save lives or something. Stupid, I know, but I went back in the building to retrieve them with a coworker. Jacqueline Harper. She has them now, I believe.”


  “That’s not exactly legal. You do realize that, right?”


  Matthew massaged the bridge of his nose between his thumb and finger. “I really didn’t have time to consider that.”


  “Obviously, I’m not about to report you. In any case, I think we should probably get those samples back.”


  Matthew took a moment to collect his thoughts. “Of course. I want to make sure we get them back from her.”


  “I understand you have a lot on your plate, and I certainly don’t want to get in the way of what you’re dealing with right now,” Preston said. “I wouldn’t be ready to embark on any kind of an adventure if my husband or son were in the hospital.”


  Matthew rubbed Audrey’s hand. Even when she was awake, her fingers were uncomfortably cold. She had apologized for her icy fingers one night shortly after they’d first met, as they walked along the decorated windows of the storefronts and restaurants in the downtown pedestrian mall. He had grasped her hand tighter, enjoying the small gesture of physical intimacy as they walked hand in hand between the other students milling about that evening.


  He reached out to Audrey’s bandaged face and brushed away a lock of her hair. “We should retrieve the samples tonight. The sooner I’m done with this mess, the better.”


  “Thank you, Matthew. I believe we’ll have the opportunity to truly save some lives and get to the bottom of this.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “Me, too,” Preston said. “Shall I pick you up?”


  ***


  Minutes later, Preston walked in through the rotating doors of the hospital entrance. Matthew was sitting in one of the old battered chairs that had been brought into the lobby atrium to accommodate the influx of worried families, extra security personnel, and camping journalists. Preston squeezed behind a portly man yelling at a woman at the visitors’ desk. He shot Matthew a concerned look.


  His thoughts lingered on the hospital room where Audrey still lay. He had left a simple note on the table beside her bed reading, “I’m sorry. I love you.” He could do nothing more substantial, nor anything more meaningful, and resigned himself to the fact that he would probably be back before she awoke anyway.


  When Preston reached Matthew, he offered his hand. “How are you?”


  “I haven’t really had time to think about it.”


  Preston nodded. “Are you ready? I’m hoping this doesn’t take long. Again, I’m really sorry to bring you back into this mess, but as you know, I don’t really have access to the LyfeGen building anymore and—”


  “Yes, I understand. Like I said before, I want to be done with this as soon as possible.”


  Preston offered a weak smile, barely lifting the corners of his mouth. “Me, too. I can’t believe everything that’s happened.”


  Matthew shrugged and rubbed at his eyes. He glanced at a coffee machine in the vending station at the corner of the atrium. In an instant, a desire to simply crawl back into his bed, under his comforter, overcame him. All of this might just be a bad dream. He scolded himself for entertaining such childish thoughts, considering the selfishness of his own exhaustion. The desire for sleep was nothing compared to the loss and the pain that had been inflicted on others, including Audrey, by the bombing. “Let’s go see if we can’t find something out about the fuckers who did this.”


  North St. Clair Street buzzed with throngs of people. Police cars wound between the amassed pedestrians. Reporters, misguided protesters, and curious onlookers all clogged the roadway and the sidewalks. Streetlights illuminated faces filled with worry and anger, and voices rose up against the screams of a departing ambulance with sirens blaring.


  Matthew clenched his fists. He kept his head down and ignored the crowds. Focusing on the tail of Preston’s black coat, he followed the man past the security line and back into the crowds.


  “Preston Carter! Who did you visit? Where are you headed?”


  A reporter blocked their exit.


  “I have nothing to say to you.” Preston waved the man off.


  Still, the reporter stepped in front of him. “Can you just let us know what you think about today’s events?”


  “Leave me and the rest of these people alone.”


  Preston pushed past the man. The reporter stumbled back slightly and Matthew quickened his pace. He barged through people side by side with Preston to the other side of the street.


  “There’s my car.” Preston pointed. He pressed a couple of commands on the comm card and the car’s headlights and interior lights lit up. They opened the doors and squeezed into the car.


  The reporter’s recognition of the former CEO caused a stir amongst the other news streamers and journalists in the crowd. Their voices penetrated the car’s windows and doors as hands slapped against the car’s exterior.


  “Who are you with?”


  “Why were you at the hospital?”


  “Were you visiting a former employee? Family? A friend?”


  “Did you lose someone today?”


  Preston took a deep breath and shared a pained look with Matthew. With a quick selection on the car’s touchscreen, the windows developed a dark tint that blocked the clamoring mob from seeing into the car. This did nothing to convince the curious onlookers and the reporters to give up.


  “I suppose we should visit Jacqueline then, right?”


  Matthew nodded, silent.


  “This is rather embarrassing, but I have no idea where we’re going. I suppose I should have taken care of that before we leaped into these shark-infested waters.”


  “That’s okay,” Matthew said. “I’ve got the address.”


  Preston’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Really? Well, that’s helpful.”


  Matthew entered the address into the blinking touchscreen’s destination box. The car’s engine whirred, but the vehicle remained still. “Why aren’t we moving?”


  “Too many people, I suppose,” Preston said. “You know how careful these autodrive programs are.”


  Matthew impatiently tapped his fingers on the car’s dashboard, leaning forward toward the windshield, willing the car to move. “Give me the manual driving controls.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll get us out of here.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


  Matthew scowled. “Do you want to camp here all night listening to all these assholes, or do you want to get this shit done?”


  Preston held up his hands, relenting. “Fine, fine. Just get us to Jacqueline Harper’s place alive, find those samples, and I’ll be thankful.”


  “Couldn’t have picked a better night for this, could you?” Matthew forced a sarcastic chuckle.


  “Not much of a choice, I’m afraid. While the iron’s hot, we need to strike.” Preston typed in a couple of quick override commands. “All right, switch seats?”


  They climbed awkwardly over the center console, squeezing themselves over each other and into the appropriate seats.


  Preston immediately clicked his safety belt into place.


  Matthew looked at him and smirked. “I don’t blame you.”


  He pressed on the gas. The electric engine whined. He laid on the horn, its tinny, weak voice squealing into the uproar of the crowd. Slowly, he inched the car forward. A couple of people in front of the car yelped in surprise.


  Matthew didn’t stop the car when it bumped into the legs of a particularly persistent man attempting to provide a live video feed of the events to his news stream. The man dropped his camera in surprise and bent to retrieve it. Matthew laid on the horn again, pumping the gas pedal to force the car forward.


  The crowd parted in the confusion and he propelled the vehicle headlong into the opening. Preston’s hand tightened around the handle of the passenger-side door handle and his jaw clenched tightly. The gap finally opened up into the empty street ahead. Matthew slammed down on the gas and the front wheels of the car lost their grip for a moment on the slick asphalt, tires screeching. The car shot forward and a devious grin spread across Matthew’s face.


  “Do you want me to put the automatic driver on again?”


  Matthew shook his head. “No. Autodrive obeys the speed limit.”


  “We might get a ticket.”


  Matthew shot Preston a questioning look.


  “Fair enough. You keep driving.”


  Matthew pulled his comm card out of his pants pocket, telling it to place a call to Jacqueline Harper’s personal number.


  A shaky voice answered. “Matthew?”


  “Hi, Jacqueline. How are you doing?” He sounded more venomous than concerned, but he hardly gave it a second thought as he sped through a yellow light turning red.


  “I’m okay,” she said, her voice worried. “How are you? What about—what about Audrey?”


  “I’m fine, but Audrey’s hurt. The doctors said she’ll be better, though. She’s at Northwestern now.”


  “Okay, good.”


  “I’m coming over to pick up the samples.”


  “Right now? Why? Why don’t I just bring them back in when LyfeGen’s open and safe again?”


  “I have a feeling that the methane scare had more to do with maximizing bomb casualties than a building malfunction.”


  Jacqueline’s voice sounded weak. “Oh.”


  “You sound upset. Is everything okay there?”


  “Yes—I mean, kind of. I’m just shook up, I suppose.”


  “Well, I’m coming over,” Matthew said. “I want to go over those samples tonight. I can run them before morning, confirm how they were tampered with, and hopefully that will lead us to exactly where in the manufacturing process these genes were added. I’m betting that will lead us right to whoever is responsible.”


  “You really think somebody at LyfeGen would do this?”


  “Absolutely.” Matthew took a sharp corner. The tires’ muffled screeches only made Preston grip the door handle tighter. “Someone tampered with the methane system on the day of our largest press conference, and someone prepared a bomb just in time for all of this. Maybe you’re right: the Sustain update sabotages could be entirely separate from all of today’s shit. But either way, there’s someone at LyfeGen responsible for both of these things. And I have a strong suspicion that whoever knows about the updates also knows about why today happened.”


  “You need to rest, Matthew. Take the night off.”


  “Screw that.” His voice rose in anger. “I can’t do that until this is stopped. We spent too long twiddling our fingers and taking our sweet time in the lab. If we had figured this out sooner, there wouldn’t have been a bomb.”


  “You can’t know that,” Jacqueline said. “Please, you’re scaring me.”


  Besides the single day she had broached the subject of losing her son, Matthew had never witnessed timidity in Jacqueline. More often than not, she epitomized confidence and charisma. Now she sounded weak and legitimately frightened.


  “We won’t know anything unless I have those samples.”


  “Not tonight, please. Not tonight. I just want to—I don’t know—I just want to be alone.”


  “I’m not planning on staying. I’ll be in and out.”


  For a moment, Jacqueline didn’t respond. Her labored breathing at the other end of the line grew silent. “No. Do not come over.”


  Matthew gritted his teeth as he wove between a rumbling delivery truck and a meandering taxi, barely clearing both vehicles with only inches to spare. “You can’t stop me.”


  “I’m not at home.”


  “Where are you, then?”


  “It doesn’t matter. Go home, Matthew. Or go back to your wife. She’s the one you want, anyway.”


  “Jacqueline!” Matthew yelled in frustration as the line went dead and his comm card projected a red X symbol showing the call had ended.


  “What did she mean?” Preston’s eyes were glued to the street in front of them.


  Matthew took another sharp turn, cutting off a silver passenger car. It slammed to a stop behind them, and a quick flash of lights said that the auto-driver of the other car had photographed the reckless driving and would likely be reporting it to the authorities.


  “I don’t know,” Matthew finally said. “But I think she’s lying.”


  “About what?”


  Matthew weaved between a crawl of cars and slowed to a stop in the front carport of an apartment building. “Let’s find out.”


  “This is her place?”


  He nodded and stepped out of the car. He hoped that Jacqueline still had him on her accepted visitors list as he approached the secured entrance. Fortunately, the door slid open for him and he motioned for Preston to hurry.


  When they arrived at her apartment door, Matthew knocked wildly. He pressed his ear against it, but no sounds were audible from within. He placed another call. She didn’t answer. He paced impatiently in front of the door. Preston watched, his arms crossed.


  Again, Matthew called. On the third try, Jacqueline picked up.


  “Stop,” she said. “Go home. This doesn’t concern you.”


  Before he could say anything else, the call went dead. He tried three more times but Jacqueline refused to pick up.


  “Something’s wrong.” Matthew combed his fingers through his hair. He rubbed the back of his neck as he paced.


  “Where do you think she might be?”


  “I really have no idea. I think we should go in. I gave her a chance to answer, but we can’t stall this any longer.”


  “Force our way in? Do you think it’s that dire?”


  Matthew laughed, shaking his head. “I admire your enthusiasm. If anyone asked me, I’d say you still deserve to be our CEO.” He moved in front of Preston, and pressed his thumb on Jacqueline’s door. The lock clicked open.


  “You have access to her apartment? How—oh.”


  Matthew’s cheeks warmed and turned red. He didn’t look at Preston, but ducked through the doorway and turned on the lights. The stainless-steel refrigerator humming in the kitchen and the soft whisper of air through the ventilation ducts were the only sounds in the apartment. Hardwood floorboards creaked as Matthew walked toward the living room. Again, he flipped on the lights, but found no trace of Jacqueline anywhere. He turned on her computer and watched the 3D images light up and dance before him. A sharp set of floating blue, red, and yellow squares gave away to a password prompt. He tried to guess the password, but the holo told him each guess was incorrect.


  His comm card lit up after he closed the holo. A brief, pointed message glared across the card: “Get out of my apartment.”


  He shot Jacqueline back a message: “What’s going on?”


  “I’ll set the alarms off. The police will be on their way.”


  “Why?”


  But she never answered.


  “We should be quick,” Matthew said.


  Preston nodded, and looked around the empty living room and across the kitchen counters. “What are we looking for?”


  “I took the samples out in a portable incubator and a liquid nitrogen transport tank. I’ll check the bedroom. You want to look in her office?” Matthew pointed to a door ajar near the other side of the kitchen and Preston hurried off in that direction.


  Jacqueline had never blown Matthew off in such an indignant manner. When he had tried to pry into her personal life or her past, she had simply changed the flow of conversation or laughed, making a joke of his inquisitiveness. Then again, he had never tried to force his way into her apartment before.


  He prowled around the bedroom. Peering under the familiar bed, he looked for the samples and anything that might be vaguely amiss. Like her living room, the bulk of the bedroom was clean and sparsely decorated. A lone holoimage of a rotating rose glowed quietly on the wall above the bed. Matthew stood up on the bed and stared, eyes level with the image. He removed the frame from the wall, hoping a hidden safe would be uncovered. Finding nothing, he replaced the frame and moved on to tearing into the contents of Jacqueline’s bathroom. Again, he found nothing.


  Nor did he find anything in her linen closet. He moved to the clothes closet, desperate to find something, anything that would pinpoint Jacqueline’s whereabouts or provide a hiding place for the tissue samples.


  “Matthew!” Preston’s voice carried from the office, echoing off the bedroom walls and into the walk-in closet, now strewn with piles of Jacqueline’s garments and belongings. “Matthew!”


  Dropping an empty shoebox, Matthew sprinted out into the living room.


  Grinning broadly, Preston showed him a manual with an unfamiliar company logo. “Jacqueline worked for ProlifiTEC, right?”


  “She was part owner, I think.”


  “Then I think I know where she is.”


  Chapter 41


  Audrey Cook


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  Struggling to open her eyes, Audrey tried to lift an arm to rub at her face. Her arms were, at the same time, heavy and weak. She dropped them and blinked in an attempt to clear the grogginess. She could breathe, but the presence of a foreign object in her nostrils prevented her from inhaling naturally. She resisted the urge to sneeze.


  Slowly, her vision regained focus, and her eyes adjusted to the glaring lights.


  A feeling that she wasn’t alone nagged at her.


  She tried to move her head to the left, where she spotted a doorway in her peripheral vision. Pain shot down her neck, through her shoulder, and down her arm. Her fingers tingled.


  “Agh,” she moaned. “Matthew?” Her voice sounded distant and raspy.


  Nobody answered. She initiated the slow, agonizing motion of turning her head to the right. Behind the imaging machinery, EKG machine, and IV drip, she saw another shape lying motionless in a bed. “Hello?”


  The other patient remained still and silent, despite Audrey’s painful second attempt to get her attention. She returned her gaze to the holoscreen that projected a muted show on the wall in front of her. A dated travel show was playing, following a host who possessed a curious desire to try odd, mostly disgusting cuisines throughout the world. Audrey hated the tacky, obnoxious Hawaiian shirts that the man wore and despised his tackier, more obnoxious personality.


  She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, but found clenching her jaw created a sensation of dull pain across the side of her face. In another slow movement, she brought her right hand up to feel her cheeks and jaw. Her arm practically creaked and her skin held taut as she concentrated on lifting her hand. Sweat trickled across the back of her neck. With a delicate touch, she caressed her cheek, feeling an unfamiliar fabric covering her skin.


  Slowly, her mind filled with memories leading up to the present.


  Streams of people in collared shirts and suit jackets filling the street.


  Questions about the cause for alarm, firemen running into the LyfeGen building shimmering in the afternoon sun.


  A bright flash, an invisible force.


  “Nice to see you with your eyes open, sweetheart.”


  Audrey focused on the woman in scrubs moving into her line of sight. The voice almost echoed, distorted in her ears, as if the woman were talking to her underwater.


  “My name’s Vanessa, if you need anything. There’s a little button right under the railing on both sides of your bed.”


  Audrey attempted to follow the nurse’s movements, but a sharp pain in her neck shuddered back down her arm and shocked her skull. She felt blindly with her fingers for the button under the railing of her bed. Instead of being a touchscreen or a thermoresist response button, it required manual pressing. She pressed her thumb lightly against it, testing its resistance, and a light beside her bed glowed red.


  “There you go,” Vanessa said. “You found it.”


  Her scrubs ruffled beside Audrey and a satisfying click sounded in her foggy hearing. The red light immediately ceased glowing.


  “Can I get you anything, sweetie?”


  “My...Matthew,” Audrey said.


  “Oh, your husband.” The nurse nodded. “He left a few minutes ago, back past the nurses’ station. I think he just went to the cafeteria or something. He’s been sitting at your side for quite some time.” The nurse stopped, squinting in a thoughtful expression. “Maybe eight or nine hours. Well before you got out of the OR.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’m sure he’ll be back soon, sweetheart. You just focus on healing up. You’re real lucky, you know?” Vanessa offered a smile again, her hands on her hips.


  Audrey attempted a weak smile in return, but the coarse fabric held her lips still. Stretching out the corners of her mouth only resulted in another dull sensation of pain.


  “If things start hurting,” Vanessa said, “just ring the nurses’ station. You should be okay for the night, but eventually the painkillers are going to wear out.”


  “Mmhmm,” Audrey said. Her eyelids sagged again. The effort it had taken to regain consciousness and make sense of her surroundings took its toll on her, and exhaustion set in again.


  ***


  “She’s asleep. I’d recommend waiting.”


  “Okay. I don’t mind.”


  Audrey tried to open her eyes. Unfortunately, both of the women who were talking were flirting with her peripheral vision. The first voice, though, had a familiar, soothing tone.


  The murkiness of Audrey’s hearing slowly dissipated. Disoriented, she tried to look at the clock blinking above the holoscreen on the wall. Only an hour had passed since she first woke up to find Vanessa nearby.


  With a strained effort, she turned her head slightly toward the doorway to her room. Only one woman stood there now.


  She was unfamiliar, wearing a black-and-white houndstooth-patterned coat. The woman approached the chair beside Audrey’s bed.


  Audrey coughed a couple of times, her throat burning. “Who are you?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you. And for all of this.” The woman held her hands out. “I’m Monica Wolfe.”


  Narrowing her eyes, Audrey stared at the woman. Monica’s bangs curled out from under a knitted purple stocking hat. Her circular face and snub nose didn’t stir any particular memories or recognition. The name, though, sounded as though she had once heard it in a passing conversation or an interview or maybe a news stream she had read. “I don’t know you.”


  Monica smiled sympathetically. “I know. I figured you’d probably forgotten about me.”


  “Forgotten?” Audrey tried to frown, but her forehead was stuck in place by the tightly wrapped bandages and skin patches. “I look awful, don’t I?” She coughed again.


  “Considering what you went through, I’d say you don’t look half bad.” Monica sighed and looked down. “It sounds like you don’t remember me, but I sent a few messages to you regarding information I uncovered about LyfeGen. I think I found links to the person responsible for the deaths that were caused by the Sustain organs.”


  With considerable effort, Audrey sat up straighter. Her heart beat quicker. Lucidity fought to overcome the fogginess of painkillers. With a sobering realization of the absurdness of a strange woman in her room after almost being torn apart in a bomb blast, Audrey’s fingers crept toward the call button on her hospital bed. “Conspiracy...crazy. I’ll call security.”


  Monica stood up, but didn’t head toward the door. Instead, she eyed the other occupant in the hospital room and leaned in closer to Audrey. “Don’t do that, please. I promise you, everything I have to tell you is completely legitimate. I quit my job and I’m risking everything just to tell you this. I know what this must look like from your position, but I need you to listen. At least consider what I have to say.” She held out her hands imploringly. “I think I know who might be responsible—at least partially—for all of this.”


  Audrey squinted. She kept her fingers brushing across the call button. “What about the police?”


  Monica cringed. “I’m afraid the methods I used to find this information aren’t exactly legal. I need your protection.”


  “You want to blow the whistle.” Audrey licked her lips. Her jaw moved more loosely now. Painfully, but loosely.


  “I figured if I told someone with some clout in the news streams, I could blow the lid on this whole thing and be protected by being your source or something.”


  “Why me? Why now?”


  “I’ve read your stories. You’ve always protected your sources and you haven’t told me to screw off yet. After the bombing today, I knew I couldn’t wait any longer. I’m really sorry to bug you like this, but we need to act now. If you don’t want this story, I’ll tell the police everything and turn myself in.”


  Audrey eyed her, contemplating the woman. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five and she claimed to have given up a job, possibly a career, to come see her at a hospital. “What’s in it for you?”


  “I know it sounds funny, but I want to do the right thing.” Monica smiled sheepishly, her eyes sunken and almost sad.


  Audrey waited in silence until Monica spoke again.


  “The truth is, I didn’t set out to uncover all this. I wanted to find out—” Monica paused, clenching her jaw. “I wanted to steal information—trade secrets, lab protocols, data—about the Sustain and get it to the research management at NanoTech. I wanted a better job, a better boss.”


  Audrey nodded. “Okay.” A headache began to pulse in a distant region of her brain, but she could move her lips better now. Her vision was clear as long as she was looking ahead. She could contain her pain if she didn’t make any strenuous or rapid movement. “I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what you know.”


  Monica explained that she had uncovered a strange pattern in the genetic production logs from Dave Stemper. In fact, his death was suspicious and she was surprised that no one had investigated the circumstances that had led to his fatal car accident. She told Audrey about the necessary access to Stemper or to the custom genetic profiles and production lines that the saboteur must have had. And she relayed the strange message that Stemper had gotten through his work line the night of his death.


  “I believe that Whitney Brayson is responsible,” Monica said. “It seems like she had an intimate relationship with Stemper and it would have been easy for her to use him to access the production line. In addition, she’s still responsible for incoming genetic data from customers. That would explain the modifications that happened after Stemper’s death.”


  “I suppose so,” Audrey said. “But no one else has access to these genetic production files?”


  Monica shrugged. “There are a couple of other people in research and quality control who could, but I think the late-night message between Stemper and the woman I think is Whitney cinched the deal for me.”


  Audrey’s eyelids sagged, heavy and swollen. She took in a deep breath of oxygen through the tubes in her nose, inhaling a light painkiller that soothed her singed trachea.


  Back at the office, Audrey had listened regularly to Robert Bennett, most of the time not entirely by choice. The man chased terrorism stories around the country from Chicago, flying out at the slightest rumor or whisper of conspiracy. From him, she learned enough about homemade incendiary bombs and biological agents to make the average person paranoid enough to run from an empty coffee cup left on a sidewalk. She’d never imagined being part of one of Bennett’s stories.


  She had been close enough to see the bomb rip apart the podium where Anil Nayak was intended to speak. She never saw the man, but vague memories of his name being called out by a couple of the other reporters at the scene surfaced in her mind.


  “I want you to know...” Audrey cleared her throat. “I want you to know that, before all of this, I was operating under a very different theory, supported by a prominent, well-regarded source.”


  “I wouldn’t be risking everything like this if I didn’t believe in what I found.”


  Audrey sighed, which promptly sent her into a coughing fit. Her throat scratched as if she had swallowed sand. When she regained her composure, she slowly cranked her neck to better face Monica. A dull pain throbbed in her muscles and her skin burned hotter. She placed her finger across the plastic call button again. This time, it wasn’t to protect herself from the woman seated in her hospital room, but rather in preparation to call for the next round of painkillers.


  With a slow, deep breath, Audrey closed her eyes and concentrated on what Monica had told her. “That’s impressive that you risked everything, but I’m not willing to do that.”


  Monica’s eyes scrunched up. “Aren’t you risking everything by not acting? Isn’t that how you work in the news? No one is impressed by the writer who publishes last night’s news.”


  “I just survived a bomb. Thanks to modern medicine, I’m still alive and able to talk to you. Twenty years ago, I can’t imagine I’d feel up to entertaining your story at all.”


  The fire in Monica’s eyes faded and her face contorted as she calmed herself. “I’m sorry. I was out of line. You’re right. Can I show you something, though?”


  “Sure,” Audrey said. “But I want you to answer me one question first: how did you even get in here?”


  “I’m your sister, of course.”


  “They bought that?”


  “I think there’s too much else going on for them to worry about a frazzled woman trying desperately to visit her sister. Besides, I’ve gotten pretty good at forging comm card identification data.”


  Audrey let out a weak laugh. She was suspicious of Monica but couldn’t quell her overwhelming curiosity and the instinctual desire to trust the feisty young woman.


  Monica gave her a pitying look, but Audrey waved her off. The determined ex-NanoTech IT worker tapped quickly on her comm card, programming the device to sync with the holo on the wall. The projection came to life in a flash of blue. A live news stream of talking heads with carefully manicured hair and flashy background images of the Chicago skyline appeared.


  Pressing her comm card, Monica turned up the volume just enough for the both of them to hear.


  The image of a chestnut-skinned man with a five-o’clock shadow and weary eyes projected out toward Audrey and Monica. Then the view switched to a reporter.


  “Cody Warren was arrested today and charged with acts of terrorism during the aftermath of the Chicago bombing,” the reporter said. “Warren is also suspected of several instances of threats sent via his comm card. Equipment and paraphernalia linked with the construction of devices with explosive potential were found in his apartment via police wall-thru detectors before the arrest was made. Chicago Police Chief Stanford Moore had this to say about the attack—”


  Monica turned the volume back down. Audrey continued to watch the muted projections floating out from the wall. “They caught the bomber. Why did he do it?”


  “They think they caught the bomber.” The emphasis in her statement indicated her skepticism.


  “But you don’t.”


  “No.”


  Audrey exhaled, coughed, and cleared her throat. “Like I said, I’m not going anywhere.”


  “I have reason to believe that Warren’s comm card was accessed by an outside party.”


  “Really?”


  “I studied computer science, and my friends and I had some less-than-savory hobbies, okay?” Monica spoke with fervor and increasing speed. “Some amateur inside LyfeGen used a basic bugging technique, effectively creating an invisible access port to Warren’s comm card. The only problem for this pseudo-hacker is that they made the idiotic mistake of accessing his comm card from within the LyfeGen office.”


  “How do you know that?”


  Monica smiled mischievously. “Big Brother.”


  “Some kind of surveillance system?”


  “Exactly. LyfeGen records all the outgoing and incoming data targets of its employees via some shady software called Work Place Efficiency Suite. Apparently, they installed the software shortly after Anil Nayak became CEO.”


  “Interesting.” In her mind, Audrey outlined the first in a long series of stories regarding the recent developments at LyfeGen.


  “Right?” Monica said, enthusiasm and excitement emphasized by two open, shaking hands. “It’s insane! I mean, I dug around to see if this was in employee contracts or anything, because I think it’s toying with lines of legality established by the Employee and Employer Relations Protection Act that passed last year. I can totally see this going to the Supreme Court.”


  “Certainly,” Audrey said, “but let’s focus here.”


  “Right, right. So, I mean, I know that someone made a call from inside the building. LyfeGen can easily track every employee’s registered comm card.”


  “Okay, so who sent it? Whitney Brayson?”


  Monica shook her head. “That’s the thing. It’s anonymous. It must’ve been someone with a burner card or something.”


  “Burner card?”


  “Yeah, you know, tracker cards you get at 7-Eleven or CVS. Pay-per-gigabit rather than a monthly plan. You can just pick them up, it tracks your data, all that.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  “Drug dealers like ’em.”


  “I’m sure,” Audrey said. “Tell me: you have no idea who used this card to access Warren’s comm card? And no one else knows about this?”


  “Not yet, they don’t. If I had to guess, I’d say it comes back to Whitney. I found traces of programming activity on Whitney’s computer, too. She’d deleted the files, but I recovered enough to suspect her of having some old-fashioned hacking hobbies of her own.”


  Audrey thought over everything for a moment. Pieces of Monica’s story came together. Then again, it could be the painkillers clouding her judgment and encouraging her to agree with the story. She wanted to believe that the solution had come to her, that her scoop had walked right into the room, plopped down, and given her everything she needed to ensure a prosperous and fruitful career as an investigative journalist.


  “Okay,” she finally said. “I’m ready to begin writing a draft of all this.”


  Monica’s face lit up. “Great!”


  “But I need to check in with another source to see if I can verify any of this before I put it on the news stream.” Audrey instinctively reached toward her pocket for her comm card, but recoiled from the pain of stretching so quickly. In the intense heat that shot up toward her shoulder, she reminded herself she was wearing a hospital gown. “First things first. Could you help me find my comm card?”


  Chapter 42


  Preston Carter


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  On the way out of Chicago, Preston drove while Matthew sat in the passenger seat. He didn’t wind between other cars and trucks with the same fury that had possessed the younger engineer, though he did push himself slightly beyond the speed limit and through yellow lights.


  While Preston leaned into the steering wheel, Matthew slumped in his seat. His gaze rested somewhere between the car’s dashboard and his feet. Preston didn’t take the time to study the man or question him regarding his abrupt mood change. His focus rested on the task at hand, which meant driving ferociously to an office in the Chicago suburb of Foxwood.


  The car escaped the congestion of late-evening traffic onto 290 heading west. He tabulated the incoming tickets from the traffic cameras as he sped down the highway, if only to distract himself from how they would confront Jacqueline when they actually found her.


  “You sure she’ll be there?”


  Preston jumped at Matthew’s voice. “I can’t be absolutely certain. I do know that Harper helped run this company until LyfeGen bought it, but we never did anything with the facilities once we did buy it. Joel was always more concerned with the IP of ProlifiTEC. Anyway, it would be a perfect place to take the Sustain samples, if she intended to do anything with them without being watched.”


  Matthew shook his head slowly. “It just doesn’t make sense to me. It’s hard to believe she’d take the samples all the way out here for safekeeping.”


  “I don’t think it’s about safekeeping anymore.”


  Matthew slumped back into his seat.


  “You and I both tore through the woman’s apartment. She was adamant about ensuring that we didn’t find her. There’s something tremendously suspicious going on.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’m not a dumb man,” Preston said. “It’s obvious you had a personal relationship with her, but you can’t let your emotions prevent you from seeing the reality of this situation.”


  Matthew’s voice dropped again. “I hope you’re wrong.”


  “So do I.” Preston pressed harder on the gas pedal. His heart thumped against his ribcage and thoughts of Jacqueline fading into the night haunted his mind.


  Matthew spoke up again. “Besides, why would she go through all the trouble of taking the samples to a lab just to trash them?”


  “Hopefully, she can answer that question.”


  ***


  Preston turned into the parking lot. A scarlet Honda, illuminated by one of the lights on the otherwise empty asphalt sea, sat near the front entrance of the building.


  At just four stories tall, the building didn’t exhibit the same elegance as the LyfeGen building. The façade of the defunct ProlifiTEC offices was dreary gray-and-brown slate, made only more bland and faded by the shadows that enveloped it. On the top floor, yellow light filtered between slatted blinds. The building must have been an early-twenty-first-century construction, lacking windows with electronic opacity controls. The last time Preston had visited the place, it had been alive with young researchers doubling as entrepreneurial businesspeople. The physical appearance of the building had been hidden behind the sense of excitement and enthusiasm that most of the employees had shared as they brought their gene delivery systems technology to fruition.


  Tonight, the building was a desolate husk of its former self. Instead of walking into ProlifiTEC with a beaming Joel Cobb, he crept across the painted asphalt with a downtrodden and skeptical Matthew Pierce. Preston attempted to exude confidence, puffing his chest out. Truthfully, he shivered at the thought of Jacqueline’s possible motivation for running away with the samples and bringing them back to the ProlifiTEC facilities. At best, she was frightened and didn’t want Matthew to interrupt her work with some unwanted romantic advances. She might’ve been turned away at LyfeGen, given the entire building was likely still a crime scene. At worst, she had a more nefarious motive that Preston would rather not contemplate.


  Matthew paused in front of the glass doors to the building. “You think it’s open?”


  Preston shrugged and walked past the engineer. He tugged at the door. Sure enough, it was unlocked. “That’s got to be her up there.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Matthew glanced at the Civic. “That’s her car, I mean.”


  Jacqueline had left them a trail of breadcrumbs in the form of glowing hallway lights that led to a set of stairs in the eerily vacant building. They waded past cardboard boxes half-filled with abandoned office supplies and empty desks. They passed through another unlocked door into a laboratory. While most of the lights were off over the bulky, empty cell incubators, spectrophotometers, and lyophilizers, a couple of 3D fabrication machines buzzed. Their glowing control screens glared a chilling blue amongst the shadows that surrounded them.


  The smell of fresh high-strength ABS plastic distracted Preston. He examined the machines cautiously. Matthew, too, sniffed at the smell of the hot plastic.


  “She just printed something, didn’t she?” Matthew peered into the open box where the fabricators deposited plastic in tiny droplets according to the computer model inputs.


  “It certainly would seem that way. That smell is all too familiar.”


  “Really? We don’t really use these printers at LyfeGen.”


  “No, that’s true,” Preston said, already heading toward a lit-up stairwell. “However, I made good use of the earlier versions of these printers back during my post-doc years.”


  “I heard it would sometimes take hours to print something.”


  “It was absolutely prehistoric.”


  His words echoed in the empty lab, bouncing off empty cabinets caked in dust. The door at the end of the lab had clear handprints near the metallic PUSH letters. Matthew and Preston pushed through and peered up the winding stairway.


  The humor that had passed between them evaporated. Preston’s optimistic hope that Jacqueline had sought refuge to solve the mystery herself gave way to the more frightening worry that she had been involved in the Sustain sabotages. It worried him more that she had made the trek to this particular facility to destroy evidence that could have easily been drowned in bleach and flushed down a toilet in her home. In fact, that would have been far simpler. Maybe that benefit of the doubt could prevail over his preconceptions of Jacqueline.


  Behind him, Matthew trudged up the stairs. Each step appeared to age him and Preston gave him a silent but firm look of concern. Matthew waved him off, wrinkles etching his forehead.


  Certainly, the younger engineer’s mind would be awash with confusion. He had almost lost his wife and was now abandoning her to follow his mistress. He was about to retrieve a sensitive biological package that could either guarantee or destroy his future. If he failed to reclaim the lost samples, Anil Nayak wouldn’t be the only person breathing down Matthew’s neck. The FDA would come down hard on him, turning him into an easy scapegoat to unleash their wrath upon and send him scurrying from the medical industry.


  The two men, slightly out of breath from the climb and the fear of breathing too loudly, arrived at the fourth-floor landing. A column of light shone from the window at the end of the small walkway. Preston hugged the wall, concealing himself from the window, and tiptoed to the door.


  With a deliberate slowness, he peered into the window. A dark-haired woman sat on a bench, huddled over a lab counter. Her blue-gloved hands gripped it. She was staring at a holodisplay, her head swiveling back and forth as she scanned the text.


  He opened the door and moved into the middle of the laboratory, with Matthew quickly following behind him.


  Jacqueline spun around. She jumped to her feet, eyes seething.


  Sudden terror at being utterly unprepared for this confrontation gripped Preston. No weapons, no plan for how to confront this potentially dangerous woman. He and Matthew should definitely have refrained from playing detective.


  Jacqueline rushed around the bench, placing the heavy countertop and the buzzing gray benchtop machines between herself and them. “What—what are you doing here?”


  “I think I deserve to ask you the same question. This is LyfeGen property.”


  “Then you shouldn’t be here.” Jacqueline’s eyes were wide and her lips pursed. “You were fired.”


  “Not quite,” Preston said, “but let’s not argue semantics. You have with you something that we need to take a look at.”


  “The samples? They’re not yours to take.”


  “Come on, Jackie,” Matthew said, his voice soft. “Can’t we just take these back to LyfeGen? They could have my ass for this.”


  “No.” Jacqueline raised her nose in indignation.


  “Can’t we just go drop this stuff back off at the office, and go get a drink at Grape Street? I think we all need one.”


  “Don’t come any closer.”


  The machine in front of her stopped buzzing and a small plastic tray slid out with tiny liquid samples in individual wells.


  Matthew stepped forward. “Did you isolate the RNA? Did you run them against the Sustain update predictions?”


  Preston glanced at Matthew, scowling. The younger man ignored him, intent on Jacqueline.


  “Did you find anything yet?”


  Jacqueline’s eyes darted between the two men. “What do you want from me?”


  “We just want the samples,” Preston said, “and that’s it. I think we all just want to put this behind us.”


  “That’s exactly what you want! You want me gone and you want to destroy the samples.”


  Preston shook his head and walked toward the bench where Jacqueline had been working. He held up his hands in a gesture to calm her.


  “Stop,” Jacqueline said. “Stay away from me.”


  Matthew laughed. “What a joke.”


  Jacqueline gaped at him, taken aback. Preston, too, swung his head around to face Matthew.


  “You can’t possibly pull this off any longer.” Matthew walked slowly toward her. “You’re the one behind all of this. Aren’t you?”


  She shook her head, her hands clenching the benchtop as though it had some protective power. “No.”


  “Why’d you run away, then? You have access to the production lines and you knew exactly where our research was headed. You fed me lines for Audrey to publish, to throw her off your trail.”


  “No,” Jacqueline said. “That’s not true!”


  “It isn’t?” Matthew said. “Then please explain why you would take the samples away. Why hide them here?”


  “I was trying to get away from you,” Jacqueline said. “I know what you are, Matthew. What you’re trying to do. Whitney told me everything.” She swung her head around to Preston. “I never thought you’d be a part of this, too, though. God.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Preston said.


  “Come on, Jacqueline,” Matthew said. “You don’t want to make this any worse on yourself.” He paused and looked away. “I can’t believe I ever trusted you.”


  “You’re a fine one to be talking about lessons of trust.”


  Matthew swung around and stomped toward her, fuming all the way.


  Jacqueline reached under her blouse and pulled an object from her waistband. “Stop!”


  For a moment, Matthew ignored her, continuing forward. Then he stopped, staring at the object she held. Adrenaline surged through Preston as he watched their standoff. Now, he knew exactly why the 3D fabricator had been on in the lab downstairs.


  Jacqueline held one of the novelty firearms that floated around on the Net, easily downloaded and printed.


  Matthew laughed mockingly. “That’s all fine and dandy. But you can’t print a bullet. And those things are notoriously failure-prone. You have two or three shots with that, if you’re lucky. I thought you were better than this.”


  Jacqueline Harper...Preston whispered the name to himself. It wasn’t just as part owner of ProlifiTEC that he knew her or simply her role at LyfeGen.


  She had personally asked Joel Cobb to enroll her son in the Sustain pediatric trials, a last ditch effort to save her son’s life. But Joel hadn’t agreed to it. Preston couldn’t recall exactly why, but he remembered that the Board had frowned upon too much charity participation in clinical trials. The company, under FDA stipulations, would have had to take on the cost of the child’s medical treatments, Sustain production and implantation, follow-up appointments, as well as paying a handsome sum of money to the parents should the product fail.


  And there was something about the boy’s condition that was slightly different from the other children involved in the study. Plenty of people had sent personal letters to Joel and the Board and anyone they could reach at LyfeGen asking to have an organ implanted in them. Messages via comm card lines, old-fashioned post delivery, personal pleas from holos of people on friends’ and families’ comm cards in front of the LyfeGen offices and people who barged into the building, stopped physically by security, but their voices ringing down the halls and echoing into closing elevator doors.


  People were desperate for the organ. Many, many people. There was little wonder that Preston had neglected to remember this particular detail about an employee that he had worked with minimally until shortly before his abrupt departure from the company.


  That knowledge did him little good at that particular moment. He had pinpointed Jacqueline’s motive, understanding her irrational hatred for LyfeGen and even more so for all those responsible for allowing her son to lose his life. She must have developed a vindictive sense of justice, encouraging her to embark upon a solitary mission as a biotechnological angel of death. Even as a frightened mouse cornered in a kitchen, broom swinging at her face, she still denied the reality of it all, projecting all the blame on those who had discovered her clever, calculated method of vigilante sentencing and revenge.


  A sudden buzzing interrupted the standoff. Jacqueline and Matthew broke their staring contest. Jacqueline’s arms remained unmoved and she kept the gun pointed squarely at Matthew’s chest. She recovered her intense focus as the buzzing and lights emanated from Preston’s comm card.


  He ignored the call and silenced the card. “Please, no one needs to be hurt because of a misunderstanding.”


  “I didn’t know you’d betray Cobb like this, but it makes sense now.” Jacqueline’s eyes were alight with a determined fierceness, glancing back and forth between the two men. “I ought to just shoot you both here.”


  Preston considered Kyle and Erik at home. He’d promised Erik that he wouldn’t involve himself any further in the Sustain controversy. Truthfully, he had no compelling reason to solve a mystery that would only benefit a company anxious to send him scurrying away from its helm. The Board had neglected to thank him for a lifetime of leading research projects that had been instrumental in LyfeGen’s growth. And, now, he might be leaving Erik to take care of Kyle alone. He’d never see the boy enter high school or walk across the graduation stage in his long black robe or get married.


  Every day that Preston had spent ten, twelve, even fifteen hours toiling away performing research or telling others how it should be done, brainstorming Sustain update product expansions, and organizing clinical trials, Erik, without major complaint, had supported him and had ensured that their son had someone to depend on for rides to and from school, to take him for ice cream from the automated “hand-dipped” vendors on the shores of Lake Michigan, to take him to watch the dolphins at Shedd Aquarium. Often, when Preston dropped into Kyle’s room to wish him a good night’s sleep, Kyle recounted the excitement of his day with Erik. And, then, there were times when Kyle had already fallen asleep. Preston could only kiss his son’s forehead, wondering how the boy felt about him.


  Miserably, Preston considered that his family didn’t need him. If he died, he wouldn’t be removing much from their lives that wasn’t already gone.


  “Fine,” Preston said. “Shoot us. What do you think the police will do with you when everyone finds out you’re wrong?”


  Through gritted teeth, Jacqueline said, “I’m not wrong.”


  Matthew threw up his arms, strangling the air with his hands in frustration. “Stop it. This is crazy.”


  “Just—just leave me alone. Go back out that door and drive away. You’ll get a head start.”


  Preston took a deep breath, already regretting his sentiment. “We’re not leaving without you. You’re coming with us. We’re going to straighten all of this out.”


  “There is no way in hell I’m coming with you lunatics.”


  In a flash, Matthew dodged to the right, preempting any shot that Jacqueline might take. She stepped back while readjusting her aim.


  But her arms swung around too late.


  With a grunt, Matthew tackled her, and they disappeared behind the lab bench. A brief scuffle took place while Preston waited, frozen. Sounds of shoes and fingernails scraping against the tiled floor were interrupted by a loud shot and a gurgling yell. The deep, throaty yell of a man in pain.


  Preston backed away, inching toward the stairwell. He fought the urge to sprint out of the room, instead opting to be silent and avoid reminding Jacqueline of his presence. But his reasoning succumbed to fear, and he turned, crashing into a bench with a dusty PCR machine. His elbow smashed against it.


  A sliding, gurgling sound emanated from behind the bench where Jacqueline and Matthew had clashed. Jacqueline must have been pinned under him, but now she was free and standing up.


  She pointed the gun at Preston.


  Again, his body slowed as if he was moving through a pool of molasses. He whirled around, trying to escape, but a punch tore into his shoulder, sending him toppling to the ground. His head smacked against the tile floor, and everything around him went black.


  The sound of glassware clinking and the noisy clicks of metal against plastic roused him. Jacqueline had not left yet. Maybe he hadn’t even really been unconscious, just shocked. His vision tilted, and his thoughts swirled like a drunk’s.


  He tried to focus on Jacqueline. Her long brown hair pulled up into a ponytail. Her blue blouse, with a strange burgundy pattern. Not a pattern, wine stains. Blood stains. His head rolled back to the floor. His left arm felt nonexistent, numb.


  He slid himself closer to the lab bench and tried to pull himself up into a sitting position, but his shoulder screeched in agony when he twisted his body. He let out a grunt and Jacqueline turned to look at him.


  “Don’t move,” she said.


  Funny. He couldn’t move. He might’ve laughed. He didn’t have anything else to do. As another surge of pain tore through him, he grimaced. Blood seeped out from under his coat, soaking his shirt.


  The Sustain cells would be working overtime, bolstering the thrombotic response to the open wounds, the exposed collagen in the blood vessels. Platelets would be activated. Thrombin and fibrin would be forming around the ruptures in his blood vessels. The Sustain cells would offer themselves up in the expedited production of thrombin at the sites of injury.


  Already, the pain began to subside. He was fortunate to have received every Sustain update currently marketed by LyfeGen, except, of course, the most recent iteration, the one that had contained the genes designed to kill him.


  One of the updates included advanced neurotransmitter function, improving endorphin responses to pain. But he wasn’t foolish enough to think that reduced pain meant reduced damage. He wanted to talk to Erik, to Kyle, just in case.


  Preston reached into his pocket for his comm card.


  “I told you not to move.” Jacqueline looked up from the bag she was packing. “I don’t want to have to shoot you again.”


  “I just want to talk to my husband and son.”


  Jacqueline shook her head. “I can’t take that chance.”


  With a slow wave of comprehension, he stared at her. His arm was completely numb, the intense pangs of pain just a dull memory. “I’m not going to call the police. And, besides, if you’re innocent, why would you be worried?”


  Jacqueline closed the portable incubator, throwing a strap over her shoulder. “The police?” She frowned. “I have no idea who you’re working with and I don’t want to know right now. This is all going to end soon enough.”


  “You’re delusional,” Preston said as Jacqueline wrapped her coat tightly around her bloodstained shirt. “You can’t get away with this.”


  She threw her hands up in frustration, the incubator slung at her side waving precariously. “Why the hell do you think I would do something like this?”


  “I’m sorry about your son,” Preston said. “You’re probably right: we are partially to blame.”


  “Damn it.” Jacqueline stomped toward him, shaking her head. The bag across her back, the portable incubator, and the transport liquid nitrogen container full of tissue samples smacked against each other. “Screw you and what you think.”


  As the door to the stairwell shut behind her, her footsteps echoed up and into the lab. Her shoes clacked against the floor in a rapid rhythm until the door finally squeezed itself shut.


  Preston took a deep breath, inflaming the pain in his shoulder. At least it was just his shoulder. No vital organs. He could see Erik and Kyle again. Maybe soon.


  A loud explosion tore up through the stairwell.


  The two-foot-high window at the top of the stairwell appeared to be a doorway to hell. Flames licked against the window and heat rushed through the small gap between the door and floor, bathing Preston in an uncomfortable swelter. Under the intense heat and fire, his hopes of reuniting with his family evaporated.


  Chapter 43


  Hannah Boyd


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  Hannah could no longer wait for God to enact His will. He had not delivered any good fortune, despite her devotion to Him. And, still, she prayed for His forgiveness for enacting His justice. She was only human. A descendant of Eve, sin was natural to her. She fought it and realized she had lived in it when she fled to Chicago with Brian. Living with him had resulted from a selfish desire to feel an emotional, physical bond with another human being. It had not brought her any closer to God, and she had neglected His word.


  Yes, going to prison for her “crimes” could be justified. She satisfied herself with the notion of penance. In prison, she would devote her time to studying the Bible and praying and living for Him. In “freedom,” she had burned herself into the ground working for a clothing store that sold sexuality and materialism. Nothing about her work spoke of God’s purpose for her. She wished she had seen it sooner.


  God had tried to speak to her, but she didn’t listen. When Father Cooney delivered his sermons about men trying to become gods, about men corrupting their God-given bodies, their souls, God was speaking.


  But Satan also spoke to her. Satan was a charming woman. A charming woman with dark brown curls and a slight southern drawl, welcoming Hannah into her arms and her love. Just like Brian.


  Hannah’s weakness was attention. Selfish attention. She was no better than Mary Magdalene, living as a whore. But Jesus had welcomed Mary to redeem herself with Him. To bathe and kiss His feet.


  She must do the same to right herself with God. But she couldn’t wait for an agonizingly slow realization from Him, again. Maybe He had said enough and she already knew all that she would know from Him.


  Unclasping her hands and rising from the kneeler, she stood up. No one had yet come to bother her or the deceased Pastor Gray.


  She should stop calling him Pastor. He had no right to give himself the title of a man of God, acting as a shepherd of lost lambs. Pastor Gray was a wolf, pretending to be a shepherd. No righteous man would order the death of innocents.


  Certainly, those worshiping the false gods of biotechnology, of Joel Cobb and Anil Nayak, of the god organ, deserved a mortal sentence. Still, even if she convinced herself their deaths were acceptable, Hannah couldn’t reconcile the deaths of reporters, of bystanders and tourists.


  God had given mankind free will and free will led to manipulation and lies. Satan had spoken through Gray. He had promised her the device would impart revelations, the Word of God, and the voice of thousands from around the world. She had assumed the device was a transmitter, a Net-link, an enormous holodisplay that would disrupt the media circus.


  Not a bomb. Not a crude weapon of terror.


  For a moment, Hannah considered her decision to kill Pastor Gray and Charlotte. They were human and it wasn’t right of her to judge them.


  But the notion couldn’t be borne. Satan and his angels were not human. They should be sent back to hell, back to where God had sent them long ago.


  ***


  Hannah walked down to the church’s basement. Only the red glow of the two emergency exit signs lit the pathway. She opened the door to Gray’s office. His body lay splayed across the floor. The color had drained from his skin, replaced by a cold blue pallor. She touched the man’s forehead. His skin had cooled while she had prayed.


  She pushed Gray’s heavy body against the desk and reached into his pocket. Her fingers groped around for his keys. She asked for God’s forgiveness for touching the man’s corpse so intimately and retrieved the old-fashioned brass keys. She rolled them around in her hand, admiring the cool metal, the faded bronze and the metallic taste when she kissed them. In a world filled with automation and electronic commands, the little antiques hanging limply from the silver ring possessed a fantastical quality.


  Turning away from Gray, she knelt down behind his desk and opened the false wooden shelf from which she had seen him retrieve the parts for the bomb.


  Undoubtedly, Gray had expected her to die in the blast. He hadn’t counted on the sheer magnitude of the crowd frightening her and sending her fleeing as soon as she had done her part.


  The click of a key sliding into the slot of the iron safe behind Gray’s desk provided a strange satisfaction. She unlocked the small, surprisingly heavy door, and peered in at the devices inside. The whole safe was no larger than a couple of shoeboxes at G&N, but its contents were worth more to her than the entirety of the G&N franchise.


  An innocuous plastic bag contained several small devices disguised as comm cards. Hannah slid one of these cards into the pocket of her jacket, then probed a couple of inches deeper and pulled out a black package half the size of her fist. The improvised explosive device fit snugly into a small paper coffee cup, which she knew from experience. This time, she didn’t disguise the device’s protruding wires and or attempt to obscure its metallic smell. That would be unnecessary.


  After rotating the device in her fingers, she pocketed it. She stood, pushing Gray’s body against the torn false shelf and exposed safe. Sitting down in Gray’s worn leather chair, she wondered where Charlotte had disappeared to. The woman had gone suspiciously silent after had Hannah acted out “God’s word.” Damn the devil and all his devices. Hannah wouldn’t accept Charlotte’s silence as defeat.


  She fiddled with her comm card and scrolled through the applications and direct feeds she subscribed to, ranging from daily scriptures streams to updates from Usverse.


  With a flick, she opened the Usverse application. A brilliant globe projected itself in front of her. She zoomed in on her location, and the projection supplied a three-dimensional image of St. Gemma’s fading exterior, cracked stained-glass windows and all.


  As she zoomed out from her location, several dots on the map showed the current location of her friends. Of course, she had not talked to Eva Vasquez since she dropped out, nor had she ever seen Beth White outside of her work hours at G&N. Nonetheless, she was friends with them on Usverse and they had accepted public permissions to display their up-to-the-minute locations to their Usverse friends.


  Hannah performed a quick search for another friend.


  Strangely, Charlotte wasn’t in Chicago at all. Instead, she was in Foxwood, miles outside of the city. Hannah had never been to Charlotte’s home, so it was certainly plausible that that was where the woman lived. Zooming in, she saw that Charlotte’s location wasn’t a home at all, but an office building. A link popped up offering a brief history of the building. It used to be owned by ProlifiTEC, but was now a subsidiary of LyfeGen.


  LyfeGen would be a fitting association, a perfect stage for the devil-woman. If she aspired to tempt humans and skew the word of the Lord, there wouldn’t be a more fitting company.


  She tapped at the comm card, seeking the nearest train out to Foxwood. As she stood, she accidentally stepped on Gray’s hand, crunching his fingers under her boots. She cringed at the sound.


  As she exited, she took another glance back at the body, hidden behind the desk. Dark red footsteps followed her out of the office, so she grabbed Gray’s coat, slung on the coat rack by the entrance to the office. She wiped off the bottoms of her boots and mopped the floor, smearing the blood across his jacket and the dingy tiles. Then she ran out of the church.


  ***


  The train ride offered Hannah more than enough time to imagine all the ways in which she would watch Charlotte burn for her sins. She planned on placing the bomb under Charlotte’s car and waiting for the woman to return, then watching her come to a fiery end.


  Afterwards, Hannah wouldn’t bother to hide; the police would find her easily enough and she would accept whatever punishment the American justice system imparted on her. It wouldn’t compare to the sacrifice that Jesus Christ had made for her, but it would be her own cross to bear. To suffer for God’s will, for righteousness—it was more than she had imagined in her lonely existence over the past several years.


  When the train stopped at Foxwood, she strode off. She carried herself with as much pride as she could muster, her back straight and teeth gritted. Shoving a hand into her pocket, she toyed with the plastic covering of the bomb and traced her fingers along its wires. Gripping the device instilled in her an air of confidence and righteousness.


  Her fellow passengers dispersed in the parking garage. A lone police officer patrolled the entrance of the garage.


  Hannah’s pulse quickened when she saw him. She avoided eye contact with the man and strode by, then followed the sidewalk out from the concrete structure and consulted her comm card for directions to Charlotte’s location. The policeman hadn’t followed, so she broke out into a jog.


  As she ran down the empty sidewalks, a cramp seized her abdomen and her lungs burned with overwork. G&N required minimal physical activity and her overall inactivity didn’t bode well for this sudden burst of athleticism. She trudged on, refusing to slow, striding past a line of small storefronts bathed in darkness. The storefronts gave way to heavy glass-clad buildings that might have been classified as high rises, though they stood like toddlers in comparison with the grand skyscrapers that were a train ride away in downtown Chicago.


  Parking lots with only a smattering of dark cars accompanied these buildings. Few lights glowed from within the buildings. Hannah scanned the parking lots as she drew closer to Charlotte’s purported location, looking for any sign that might confirm the devil’s presence.


  Sure enough, when Hannah’s representative marker on the comm card map coincided with Charlotte’s, a cherry-red Honda sat nearby, parked in a lot.


  She craned her neck upwards, looking at the building, seeing the movement of shadows against the glass. Backing up, she squeezed between the cars parked on the side of the street to get a better look but still couldn’t identify to whom the shadows belonged.


  While she recognized Charlotte’s vehicle, there was also an unfamiliar silver car in the parking lot. She didn’t recognize the make or model, but the sleek shape and aggressive curves in its silhouette made her suspect that it was expensive.


  Hannah looked up again. Shadows danced across the windows. She crept up to the building.


  There were others here with Charlotte. They might have been innocent, but if they were working with that woman, it was more likely that they weren’t.


  Hannah pulled the bomb from her pocket, rotating it in her hand, awaiting an answer.


  A muffled bang brought her attention back up to the window. A flash of light accompanied a second report. The devil’s work.


  Hannah scanned the parking lot and the neighboring buildings, but nothing else appeared amiss. Cars slept with their engines off and no lights came on in either of the neighboring buildings. The apartments just a block over appeared too far away for their occupants to react to the stifled noises coming from the former ProlifiTEC headquarters.


  It was up to her. God had left her to act appropriately. She paced in front of the entrance. Moving into the shadows at the side of the building, she walked along the brick exterior.


  When she looked back up, there were no more moving shadows. The lights were still on, but nothing alive taunted her through the windows. Her heart raced, and she feared that she had missed her moment.


  She saw movement across the parking lot. It was yet another shadow silhouetted on the asphalt from the lights within the building.


  A shape rushed down the stairs in the glass enclosure, the source of the shadow. Long hair bounced as the person bounded down the stairs, someone with an unnaturally large upper body.


  No, not a large upper body. The person was carrying something. Bags.


  Hannah ran to the glass door at the bottom of the stairwell, watching as the person came down the last flight of stairs and ran right into the door, shoving it open.


  At that moment, Hannah’s eyes opened wide and she drew herself up.


  Dark hair. Blue eyes that shone in the glimmering lights of the parking lot. Charlotte.


  Hannah charged the woman, knocking her back into the stairwell. The woman toppled backwards, striking her head against the cement stairs with a sickening thud.


  “May God judge you rightly.”


  Charlotte’s eyelids closed as she groaned. Hannah wished she could look into those eyes one last time. She would show the woman that there would be no more manipulation, no more hell on earth.


  Charlotte appeared motionless, teetering on the edge of unconsciousness.


  Hannah reached into her pocket and tossed the bomb into Charlotte’s lap. She closed the exit door.


  Sprinting away, she waited for the devil-woman to get up, but Charlotte remained splayed on the stairs. Hannah confirmed that no one else had entered the stairwell. She backed up behind the expensive-looking silver car, her eyes glued on Charlotte’s jumbled form.


  Now thirty yards or so away, Hannah reached into her pocket and pulled out the fake comm card. She scrunched up her nose and squinted as she repeated the code that she had typed into another fake comm card that morning.


  With the final tap on the comm card, an explosion erupted from Charlotte’s body. Glass shards shattered and melted. Red, smelted globs flew across the parking lot. Fire singed the grass. Flames engulfed the entire staircase as the hands of Satan reached up toward the sky, grappling for God, for Heaven.


  Finally, the fingers retreated back onto the ground. Only a backbone of concrete stairs remained. Curled metal frames that had supported the glass enclosure stuck out from the building like so many broken bones.


  Hannah walked back into the middle of the parking lot and knelt. She prayed until the fire trucks and the cops came. She prayed until strong arms and loud voices tugged her from the ground. She prayed as they shoved her into the back seat of a car, her eyes closed and her purpose fulfilled.


  Chapter 44


  Monica Wolfe


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  “He’s not picking up. You can put it back away.”


  Monica removed the comm card from Audrey’s ear. The journalist’s skin appeared tender and raw. Though the medication seemed to soothe most of the woman’s pain, Audrey’s winces when she bent her arm at the elbow were enough to convince Monica that the reporter could use some help. “Do you want to try again?”


  “He must be busy.” Audrey’s eyes narrowed. Certainly, if she hadn’t been bandaged, her forehead would have been creased as she thought for a moment. “He’ll probably call back as soon as he sees the missed calls.”


  Monica opened her mouth, hesitated, and then shut it again.


  “Go on,” Audrey said.


  Briefly, Monica looked away, her eyes darting across the floor. “Do you think Preston’s okay?” She suspected the thought had already crossed Audrey’s mind.


  Audrey sighed. “I hope so.”


  Monica wanted to press her to call someone else, anyone else at LyfeGen. They needed to confirm her suspicions about Whitney Brayson’s involvement in the Sustain sabotages. While there was enough circumstantial evidence to mark Brayson as a suspect, she lacked hard evidence to incriminate the woman. To top it off, she had not yet concocted a valid motive for the engineer to murder her significant other, Dave Stemper, and subsequently cause the collapse of her own company.


  Audrey’s eyes slid closed, and Monica watched the rise and fall of her chest. She admired Audrey’s tenacity and her fervor in spite of everything that had befallen her. The journalist had promised to write Monica’s story and to do everything in her power to shed light on both the Sustain saboteur and the methods by which LyfeGen had failed to protect the their customers’ DNA.


  A buzz and blinking red lights interrupted Monica’s thoughts. Her heart leapt to her throat and she choked it back down. “Audrey! Audrey! You have a call.”


  Audrey didn’t respond. She had succumbed to another bout of painkiller-induced sleep.


  Monica looked back and forth between the flashing comm card and Audrey. Her eyelids were scarlet. The exposed skin on her face was a mottled mess of purple and blue. Her arms seemed to shake and shiver as she slept.


  Preston Carter’s name blinked across the holodisplay and Monica couldn’t restrain herself any longer. “Audrey’s card. Hello?”


  From the other end of the line, a voice rose over a cacophony of sirens and shouts. “Audrey? You’re awake? I can’t hear you very well.” Carter’s voice shook with a raspy quality. “No, I’m fine.” It sounded as though he was talking to someone there with him. A brief conversation, a few terse words exchanged, and Carter again spoke into his comm card. “I don’t have a lot of time. I was just going to leave you a message before they make me leave with them in an ambulance. I’m so glad to hear you’re awake.”


  Monica had difficulty making out his words. “What are you talking about?”


  Carter ignored her and continued. “It was Jacqueline Harper. I don’t know how much you know about her, but I think it’s her. Someone killed her, too. Right after she shot me.”


  “She shot you?” Monica couldn’t help herself.


  “Missed anything major. Sustain stopped all the bleeding before the paramedics even arrived. They gave me meds anyway, but—”


  More voices on the other end. Carter was telling someone to be patient. Monica thought she heard them demanding that he leave now, that he was being delirious.


  Carter spoke again. This time, his breathing was heavier. “I’ve got to go. They’re moving me now, getting me to a hospital. Jacqueline Harper, though. She did it. When you get a chance, when you’re feeling better, look up her history, her work before us, her son. She—”


  The line cut off.


  Her heart beat faster than before and her anxiety grew. But she couldn’t wake Audrey. The injured journalist needed her rest. It was selfish of Monica to demand anything of her.


  And, besides, Carter had said Jacqueline Harper had done it. Monica had been wrong, and someone had already killed Harper.


  Carter’s words echoed in Monica’s head. Maybe it was over. That was it. Wherever Carter had been, something had gone down.


  His enigmatic words left her with more questions than answers and she turned immediately to find out as much as she could on Jacqueline Harper.


  It took Monica only a few minutes to track down information on Harper. She found the woman’s marriage history, her role in ProlifiTEC and its subsequent purchase by LyfeGen, and a robust publication history in scientific journals. A professional photograph caught Monica’s interest. She thought she recognized Harper’s narrow face and striking blue eyes, but she couldn’t place where she had seen the woman before.


  Still, nothing publicly available confirmed anything that Carter had claimed during his brief call. Monica turned to her next available resource: the mined data from LyfeGen.


  Audrey briefly woke but only blinked a couple of times before losing consciousness again. She slept on as Monica went on searching for information. A flurry of lab reports, years of payroll stubs, email correspondences, and a slew of other documents running into the thousands. She needed to filter the noise from anything substantial, anything that might confirm Carter’s assertions. She needed to prove to herself that Carter was right, that she had been wrong all along and she could rest knowing that everything was over.


  Initial searches with the terms “Jacqueline Harper” and “Joel Cobb” unveiled a series of personal correspondence that had occurred between the two shortly after LyfeGen acquired ProlifiTEC. Harper had become another cog in LyfeGen’s machinery. She had apparently pleaded with Cobb, among others, to enroll her son in a clinical trial of the Sustain for pediatric patients. No one seemed to have accepted her son, Austin, into any of the clinical trials. The correspondence ceased about a year and a half after LyfeGen’s purchase of ProlifiTEC. No more mentions of Austin Harper and his cancer appeared.


  Curious, Monica searched for Austin on the Net. She held her hand over her mouth as she read the obituary of a young boy whose one passion was baseball, a Cubs fan until his death.


  Putting her comm card down for a moment, she averted her eyes from the obituary, and let out a sigh. She shook her head, imagining the woman’s pain at being so close to, in fact working on, the very technology that could save her son’s life. Yet Harper had been helpless to convince the higher-ups at LyfeGen to take action.


  Cold-hearted. Selfish. Maybe Carter was right. Maybe Harper’s motive had been all too clear. For a moment, Monica wondered if Carter had also refused to enroll Harper’s son into the clinical trials. She could’ve confirmed her suspicion by searching further back into the LyfeGen data dump, but she feared she already knew the answer.


  Motive. Harper had it. Carter had one half of the puzzle put together.


  Harper also needed opportunity, though. She must have been somehow associated with genetic production of the Sustain updates to have been the saboteur, so Monica filtered out all documents unrelated to production.


  She funneled all the remaining documents to only those pertaining to or mentioning the Sustain updates within the past few months.


  But she found that Harper had hardly worked with production. Nothing indicated her involvement with the department.


  Monica extended the date range of her search to include six months prior to Joel Cobb’s death. Interestingly, she found that Harper had been working on a collaborative project with Dave Stemper. Although she couldn’t comprehend the nature of their computational modeling project, Monica guessed that the actual work between the two hardly mattered. She remembered exactly why Harper’s image had sparked a hint of recognition in her.


  She recalled the photograph she had seen of Dave Stemper with a woman she had at first mistakenly believed to be Whitney Brayson. Stemper was dancing with a slim brunette woman in one of the publicity photos displayed on the live-music joint Blues’ website. A brief review of Blues’ online image gallery, complete with the dates of each photograph, confirmed Monica’s suspicion. She recalled all the images she had seen of Brayson and Stemper together, the two of them clearly in a publicly recognized relationship. A relationship that had apparently begun two years ago and continued all the way until his death.


  This picture, though, with Harper and Stemper, had been taken and posted to the Blues website a little over six months ago.


  Another radical theory sprouted in Monica’s mind. Maybe she was right, maybe Carter was mistaken. Maybe Carter thought exactly what he was meant to think.


  A plot more conniving and vengeful than Monica had initially thought started to take shape. Again, curiosity overtook her.


  She glanced at Audrey again, sure that the battered journalist had finally fallen asleep for the rest of the night. Monica would do this alone.


  Praying to a god she didn’t believe in, Monica searched the data she had retrieved from Harper’s work computer. She had been very fortunate that some unwitting victim had activated one of her dummy comm cards right next to Harper’s computer. Hell, it could have been Harper herself, possibly setting herself up for posthumous vindication.


  “Yes. Hell, yes.” Monica’s nose scrunched up and a grin spread across her face.


  Brayson appeared to have picked up a few decent hacking skills, but her forays into networked sleuthing were even more amateurish than Monica’s own novice abilities. A cookie-crumb trail led from Harper’s work computer back to Brayson’s computer and her comm card. She recovered a list of dates that Brayson had trespassed into Harper’s data, with a spike of activity in Harper’s lab reports regarding the investigations into the Sustain stroke victims.


  Monica could only think of one reason why Brayson would be so determined to examine each of these reports with such discretion. She had a hard time imagining anything else that would explain the intrusion into Harper’s computer.


  Carter was definitely wrong. Someone had screwed up royally. And someone else was getting away with murder.


  Heart pounding, thumbs tapping madly through the comm card’s project keypad, Monica’s grin widened as she recognized the worst characteristic of an amateur wannabe hacker: an open pipeline, a connection still viable, between Harper’s old computer and Brayson’s comm card. She followed the address saved in the data dump and her efforts rewarded her with direct access to Whitney Brayson’s comm card.


  To top it off, the woman’s comm card GPS capabilities were currently enabled.


  ***


  Monica crept through the darkened hallways, conscious of her breathing. She hadn’t expected Brayson to be precisely where Monica had first contemplated involving herself in LyfeGen’s affairs, but fate was funny like that.


  The NanoTech offices were silent, curtained in shadows. The familiar buzz of fluorescent bulbs, harassment from Sam, and obnoxious chatter that ordinarily accompanied her presence in the building were uncannily absent. She had never been in the building past the hour when the hallway lights turned off. Most of the time, she left as soon as she reasonably could, dreading each second she spent at the company just to collect another meager paycheck in her embarrassingly small bank account.


  While the GPS signal was strong enough to affirm that Brayson—or at least her comm card—was present in the NanoTech building, Monica couldn’t confirm exactly where the signal originated. She passed potted plants and empty desks, cubicles with photographs and holodisplays obscured in the darkness, heading toward the meeting rooms near the center of the building.


  As she tiptoed through the darkness, she felt naked.


  What could she possibly do when she found Brayson? If the woman was as dangerous as Monica suspected, there was no doubt in her mind that Brayson would dispose of her without a second thought.


  It was nearly impossible to purchase a firearm in Chicago, although ammunition remained ironically plentiful. Files of 3D printable, single-use firearms could be illegally downloaded and made with a 3D printer, but Monica had neglected to take even this precaution. She had contemplated printing a weapon at home, but she thought it would be enough if she was labeled a cyber-terrorist. No need to add to those federal charges.


  There were no signs of activity in the main lobby and no trail of evidence pointing to where Brayson might be. Instead of wandering directionless throughout the building, Monica crept back to her cubicle in IT.


  At her old desk, there were a couple of framed holos of Ford Mustangs from 2015. They brought back memories of working alongside her dad in his garage as he restored an ancient ’69 Mustang Mach1. She picked up one of the holos, admiring the car for a moment, before setting it down.


  Figuring that Sam had been too lazy to deactivate her account, she opened the computer and began typing in her old credentials.


  She stopped. Even if she could still log back into the network, would she want to leave indisputable evidence of her involvement in this whole affair?


  Gritting her teeth, she logged in under her old username. She had already made the decision to reveal Brayson’s role in the Sustain sabotages. At least for now, the police appeared satisfied with catching Cody Warren and Jacqueline Harper, blaming them for the bombing and the Sustain sabotages. Before they realized their mistake, Brayson might disappear completely.


  Monica shook her head, thinking of an earlier mistake. She had already walked straight into the NanoTech building using her comm card. That meant that Sam had been stupid enough to have never removed her employee access to the building and, more importantly, she had already created a record of herself trespassing that night.


  Shaking those worries from her mind, she scanned through the NanoTech infrastructure map that showed rooms where network signals were currently active. Two blips appeared on the display. The first marked a room deep in the basement where the maintenance staff was located. Probably just a worker avoiding his night shift. The second blip shone in an office where the company’s IP lawyers were located. Could be a lawyer working late into the night on a new provisionary patent.


  Monica exhaled and closed out of the computer. Avoiding the main lobby and walkways, she strode briskly through the shroud of shadows and darkness that enveloped the building’s secondary hallways to the IP lawyers’ offices.


  A glimmer of light glowed past a corner. Voices, muffled by distance, carried along the length of the hall. As Monica approached, she could hear a distinct low male voice and the higher tones of a female.


  She peered around the corner. A large glass wall separated the lawyers’ offices like a fish tank. There were a couple of receptionist desks in front of the glass wall. Behind those desks, there was an opening in the glass that led into the offices. One of the offices, luminous in the otherwise dark building, displayed the silhouettes of two people talking animatedly. One figure paced back and forth.


  Monica hunched down and crept to the receptionist’s desk. She hid behind it and strained her ears to listen to the conversation. The voices were louder there but the words were still muddled.


  She risked a glance, only to notice that the office windows were at least partially opaque. The shadows of the inhabitants could be seen, but she couldn’t make out any recognizable facial features. She worried that the window opacity might be unidirectional. If that were the case, they might be able to clearly see her before she even realized they were staring at her.


  Breathing heavily, she willed her heart to slow down. The thumping in her ears was so loud she feared it would be enough to reveal her location.


  She contemplated just creeping away or making a run for it. But that wouldn’t guarantee she would go unnoticed. She had already made it too far.


  Peering around the desk again, desperately clinging to the hope that the shadows were enough to obscure her face, she waited for a moment when the two silhouettes seemed to look away, then sprinted forward.


  She pressed herself against the window of a vacant office adjacent to the one occupied by the two shadows. Once her breathing had slowed again, she could make out their words through the cracked door.


  “—too much.”


  The female voice responded coolly. “You told me you didn’t care how it happened. Warren, no alibi and no friends, is going to take the fall for the bombing. Everything was planted on his comm card and he’s such an easy target.”


  “I have no doubt you did your homework.” The man’s voice sounded familiar. “But it’s too obvious. It was stupid.”


  “Their shares went down seventy-five points in one day. Is that really too much? You can act tomorrow and have the whole company. They’re going to be desperate. It’s everything you wanted. And, besides, you’re right: Warren is too obvious. That’s why he’ll lead them to ‘Charlotte’ and she’ll lead them right to that den of religious nuts.” She said the name Charlotte with a sarcastic emphasis.


  “This is insane.”


  “Absolutely. That’s why people will love this story. One huge conspiracy, a tale of murder and deception, religion gone bad. Hell, I even got Jacqueline to believe that her new boy-toy was the one out to destroy LyfeGen.”


  There was silence for a moment. Monica took her comm card out. She turned on the recording application, praying that these two were not as suspicious as her philandering former boss. If that oaf was wary enough to install a recording jammer in his office, wouldn’t these two be?


  The woman spoke again. “It really couldn’t have turned out better. All the circumstantial evidence around Jacqueline that I spent time weaving, and she isn’t even around anymore to deny it. I can thank that dense Hannah girl for falling for the whole ‘Charlotte’ ruse. I never dreamed she’d actually pull off something like that. I just thought she’d lead the police to Jacqueline, best-case scenario.”


  “What if they look for Charlotte and can’t find a match?”


  “That won’t be a problem. I manipulated Hannah and Warren. They’ll give a description that matches Jacqueline perfectly and tell a sob story about a woman whose kid died of cancer. A woman who had a vendetta against LyfeGen. Everything fits Harper. Everything will be tied back to her. It’s watertight. Like I told you, I’m a damn good actor.”


  Again, the man spoke. “You’re crazy. I wish you’d given me some warning about the bomb. That was a goddamn terrible idea. I’ve got half a mind not to give any of the NanoTech shares to you.”


  Now, the woman’s voice quaked in a frenzied anger. “You do that and you’re dead. No, better than dead. I’ll speak out, I’ll tell everyone about our work together.”


  “You’d go straight to prison, too.”


  “You think I actually care about that? If you wrong me, if you go back on the promise you made before I started all this, I’ll send you off just like Jacqueline and Dave. That fucking cheater, Dave. They both deserved to die, and I’m glad they did. I just wish I could’ve been the one to take out Jacqueline, too.” The woman’s voice seemed to grow distant, lost in introspection.


  “No, I won’t go back on my word,” the man said. “All the shares will be in your Cayman accounts.”


  “Great. I short-sold a thousand LyfeGen shares, just in case your deal fell through.”


  Monica struggled to understand what the woman was talking about. She had a vague recollection of short-selling a stock to capitalize on falling share prices from a mandatory finance class, but couldn’t recall any more concrete details. For now, she was just happy she was catching this exchange on her comm card.


  The woman continued. “God, I can’t wait to move there. More money than I know what to do with, hot beaches. You ever been to Stingray City? I went there once with Dave, before he screwed around with Jacqueline. Stingrays swimming up all over you, taking fish from your hands.”


  “Sounds great,” the man said, voice bridling back irritation. “Then we can pretend we never met, that none of this ever happened.”


  “What are you going to do when you all own LyfeGen? Keep making those god organs?”


  “That’s the plan. That’s always been the plan, anyway. Of course, we’ll need to rebrand them. It’ll take a couple years, but it’s going to pay off in dividends.”


  “Just remember to keep sending some of those dividends to my accounts. Or your Sustains might cause strokes, too.”


  “That won’t be a problem.” Clearly unsure of whether or not the woman was joking, he spoke in a calm but concerned tone. “When will you be flying out?”


  “I’ll be leaving to—”


  Monica’s comm card buzzed, flashing red. She swallowed hard as adrenaline barreled through her blood vessels, her heart beating wildly.


  For a couple of tense seconds, there were no voices from the office, no shuffling of feet. Monica stood and sprinted back down the hall from where she’d come.


  The man’s voice rang out after her. “Stop! Now!”


  She glanced back quickly as she rounded a corner and recognized Whitney Brayson sprinting past the receptionist’s desk. The unmistakable brown hair and almond eyes. Her round face. The almost childlike innocence of the woman’s facial features, as if she were in a permanent state of daydreaming.


  She couldn’t stop. If everything she had just heard was true, Brayson wouldn’t be likely to spare her life. Not when she and this man were so close to getting away.


  Footsteps echoed down the hallway after her. She shoved hard into another door to enter a stairwell. The man was in the lead now. Monica didn’t hesitate for more than a second, but she recognized him. As she fled down the stairwell, boots clacking against the hard concrete, the door burst open. He was gaining on her.


  “Stop! I’m not going to hurt you!”


  Monica sprinted down the stairs. A second clanging of the door above her announced that Brayson was still in pursuit. As she scurried down the next flight, she thrust one hand into her pocket to retrieve her comm card. Brayson’s and the man’s footsteps grew louder, and they called out for Monica to stop.


  Her heart raced. Adrenaline pumped through her. Every nerve burned with the need to escape.


  She used one hand to steady herself around another bend in the stairs while she accessed her comm card with the other. For a brief moment, she lost her footing and used both hands to stay upright. The comm card flew away from her on the landing. It clattered against a wall and fell down.


  Brayson and the man appeared only half a floor behind Monica. She could make out the man’s face now, one she recognized from the day she had fixed the connection in the boardroom months ago. He had been discussing the purchase of LyfeGen, the desirability of both the company’s intellectual property and the trade secrets that protected the Sustain from NanoTech’s grasp. It was his words that had inspired her to see if she could unravel LyfeGen’s secrets. Everything rushed back to her in an overwhelming tide of fear and realization.


  Unable to spare the seconds it would take to retrieve the comm card, she left it and pushed through the last door to the ground floor of NanoTech. Bathed in darkness, she hoped she would have a chance, however fleeting, of escape.


  She ran for the lobby. The streetlights filtering in silhouetted the shadows of two people across the tile floor. Had Brayson and the lawyer called someone else to cut her off?


  Hoping they hadn’t noticed her, she turned and ran back toward the familiar pathways that led to IT. Maybe she could slip out the emergency exit there.


  Brayson and the lawyer spilled out of the stairwell, with the lawyer leading the chase. “Stop running!”


  While he yelled, Brayson didn’t say a word. Monica heard her breathing heavily. At least one of her pursuers might be too fatigued to follow.


  She dodged into the IT room and dropped to the floor. Scurrying between the cubicles and desks, she dared a peek. The lawyer stood in the doorway. He flicked on the lights as Monica crawled past Sam Parson’s office toward the emergency exit. It was only fitting that she had to pass his office one more time before she left NanoTech, this time, hopefully, for good.


  The exit door was just around the corner. More than likely, the lawyer had no idea what the layout of the room was, since he spent his time on the upper floors in conference rooms and the IP office suites.


  Monica ran.


  “Stop right now!”


  He was too far away, though. He couldn’t stop her now. She would be out in the streets of Chicago again. She could get lost there.


  There might be people on the streets, traffic passing by, anything to protect her, to distract her pursuers.


  Just as she reached the door, a heavy weight struck her from behind. She slammed to the ground, her elbow and shoulder crashing into the hard floor.


  Dazed, Monica looked up into Whitney Brayson’s wild eyes. Brayson was fighting to catch her breath, but her face was full of smug victory. The lawyer skidded to a stop as he caught up to them.


  Monica fought to stand, but Brayson kicked her legs out and she sprawled along the floor again.


  “What do we do with her?” the lawyer asked.


  “There’s really only one thing to do.” Brayson said. “Shoot her.”


  The lawyer opened his mouth to argue, but stopped. He took out a compact pistol that had been tucked into the back of his waistband. For a moment Monica marveled at the gun, wondering to what lengths the lawyer must have gone to obtain an actual handgun in Chicago.


  Her curiosity was quickly squelched by fear.


  The lawyer pointed at Monica, his arm shaking. “I’ve never actually done this before.” He shook his head. “I can’t do it.”


  “Fine,” Brayson said. “Give it to me.” She tugged the pistol from the lawyer’s hands.


  “Please, don’t,” Monica said. “I’ll do anything you want. I won’t say anything.”


  Brayson clicked off the safety and the lawyer turned away.


  Her eyes narrowed in concentration as she leveled the gun at Monica.


  She closed her eyes.


  Chapter 45


  Monica Wolfe


  December 4, 2063


  ––––––––


  A violent bang vibrated through Monica’s skull. She felt nothing, her eyelids squeezing tighter.


  She didn’t scream, nor did she struggle. She thought she was still on the ground. There was a tightness in her chest, but she felt no pain.


  Maybe she was dead.


  A heavy weight fell across her body. Her already bruised arm screamed in agony and she let out a surprised yelp. Something metal clattered across the floor. The flashing silver and gray settled in front of her eyes.


  The gun.


  Footsteps pounded forward, voices rising and falling. “Police!”


  Monica turned her head, pushing the weight off her. Whitney Brayson slumped against the floor.


  Dead?


  A subtle but evident rise and fall in Brayson’s chest warranted a gasp of surprise from Monica. She scrambled to get back from the woman. Brayson wasn’t dead. She would kill Monica. She would shoot her again.


  The clicking of handcuffs and more voices to Monica’s right, just out of her peripheral vision, did nothing to distract her from Brayson. The woman’s chest continued to inflate and deflate with her labored breathing.


  Two hands grasped Monica’s shoulders. A face, curved and pink with rosacea, appeared in front of hers. Monica stared straight through the woman’s face.


  “Monica? Monica Wolfe?”


  Her shock dissolved as her name was repeated. “What’s... what’s going on?”


  “Are you okay?” The cop, kneeling beside her, held Monica’s wrist, as if checking her pulse, anchoring her to reality.


  “I guess so,” Monica said, patting her chest in disbelief. “I wasn’t shot?”


  The woman shook her head. As Monica recovered from her shock, the woman displayed a badge. “We were called by Audrey Cook. She said you needed to talk with us.”


  Monica sat up straighter, feeling too vulnerable and weak on the ground. Her forehead scrunched in worried wrinkles. “What about her?”


  The cop shook her head again. “She’s out cold. Zapped her out just in time. I’m Officer Morris. I have to admit, we didn’t expect this much on our call.” She flashed the plastic, non-lethal pistol to reassure Monica.


  “How’d you find me?” Monica stood.


  Morris followed, standing in front of her. “Ms. Cook told us to meet you here. Said you had something to show us. She sounded worried.”


  “Really? That’s all it took?” Monica raised an eyebrow skeptically, regaining her bearings as her heart settled. The lawyer was handcuffed and restrained by Morris’s partner.


  Monica was thankful for the messy, brief note that she had left on Audrey’s comm card. She cringed, remembering that she had almost left without leaving any indication of her intentions for Audrey to find. If the journalist hadn’t woken up and seen the message...Monica hated to think about where she would be at this moment.


  “Truthfully? We got the shit end of the stick.” Morris winked. “We’re the new kids on the squad, you know?” As she spoke, she secured a pair of handcuffs around Brayson’s wrists.


  Memories of her prolonged initiation into NanoTech’s IT department and the mundane tasks Sam had doled out to her resurfaced. The man had been insistent on reminding her where she stood on the company totem pole. “I get that. So they all thought this was some kind of wild goose chase, huh?”


  “Whether it was or wasn’t, it looks like we got here at the right time.” Morris offered a reassuring smile. “Ms. Cook said that it had something to do with the bombing and all those Sustain deaths. I think we would’ve ignored the call completely if it hadn’t been for her involvement in the biotech community.”


  “I can understand that. Well, she may have been right. I do have something that’ll make your trip out here worthwhile.” She frowned, quiet for a moment. “But I think I’m going to need a lawyer present before I can say much more.”


  Mortality of the God Organ


  By Audrey Cook


  ––––––––


  Late Tuesday night, a bomb blast tore through the otherwise peaceful night in the Chicago suburb of Foxwood. Witnesses at the Cypress Place apartments two blocks down reported a flash of intense light, followed by a boom. Plumes of smoke and a column of fire rose from the apartment building.


  Despite the apparent intensity of the blast, there was only one fatality: Jacqueline Harper, a LyfeGen researcher. One suspect, Hannah Boyd, is in custody. Boyd is believed to be a religious terrorist, a member of St. Gemma’s Church, associated with the earlier Tuesday bombing at LyfeGen headquarters that resulted in 66 deaths and 230 wounded. St. Gemma’s was led by the late Pastor Franklin Gray. Gray, who had a lengthy record of criminal charges, was allegedly murdered shortly before the smaller bombing at the former ProlifiTEC laboratories in Foxwood.


  Boyd publicly confessed to her role in both Gray’s and Harper’s deaths. She claims to have acted on “God’s intended purpose for [her].” Boyd called Harper “Satan’s blood daughter,” decrying Harper’s role in the “sacrilegious corporation that is LyfeGen.”


  Strangely, Boyd continually referred to Harper as “Charlotte,” causing confusion amongst law enforcement officials. Her court-appointed defense attorney dismissed her ominous claims, attributing them to the mental duress she has recently endured. Boyd did willingly lead investigators to the cache of improvised explosives at St. Gemma’s Church. Furthermore, the young woman admitted to being responsible for the bombing tragedy at LyfeGen’s impromptu conference and the emergency evacuation of the LyfeGen building on Tuesday.


  Public outcry toward an overzealous Chicago Police Department looking for a scapegoat and a lack of strong evidence against former NanoTech employee Cody Warren led to his release the following day. Further investigations into his whereabouts and activities revealed that the unemployed former maintenance worker had recently sold an improved version of the Revolution Robotics maintenance and repair bots that he had worked on at NanoTech.


  When asked about his windfall sale to Revolution Robotics and his reaction to his arrest, Warren had this to say: “I made enough to leave this rat’s nest for the rest of my life. Good riddance.” He refused further comment.


  While Harper cannot defend herself, her death and the immediate investigation conducted by officials at LyfeGen and the Chicago Police Department initially offered damning evidence regarding the woman’s role in the Sustain sabotages. Chief Gabrielle Lawrence said that “enough evidence exists such that Jacqueline Harper would be arrested and charged with conspiracy, multiple counts of murder, bioterrorism, and technological abuse.”


  The law is clear that one is presumed innocent until proven guilty, but that does not mean one is actually innocent. Given Harper’s mix of technical acumen, convoluted relationships at LyfeGen, and the unfortunate death of her ten-year-old son, all signs seemed to indicate that the ambitious researcher orchestrated a nefarious plot of deception and death.


  A preliminary examination of Harper’s life inspires sympathy for the dedicated bio-researcher.


  Harper cofounded ProlifiTEC while still a post-doctoral researcher at Northwestern University. The company developed viral vectors to deliver genetic therapeutics and was a mild success. LyfeGen’s CEO at the time, the late Joel Cobb, took an interest in the company’s therapeutics and, with the Vice President of Research Preston Carter’s encouragement, purchased the company for its intellectual property. Not only did they acquire a large amount of IP that was included in future iterations of the Sustain organ, but they also hired many of the existing employees at ProlifiTEC. Jacqueline Harper was one of those employees.


  According to another acquaintance of Harper’s, she was particularly keen on joining LyfeGen because it came at a pivotal time in her life: her son’s diagnosis of cancer coincided with the purchase of ProlifiTEC. An anonymous acquaintance revealed that doctors had found a fatal brain tumor. Reportedly, Harper’s son was given just six months to live at the age of nine. Despite a barrage of targeted therapeutics, radiation, and chemotherapy, her son’s tumor continued to grow.


  Harper allegedly hoped that working at LyfeGen would improve the odds of enrolling her son in one of the preliminary clinical trials of the Sustain organ for pediatric patients.


  But her son’s brain tumor did not fall into any of the categories that qualified for the clinical trials. She appealed directly to several other clinical researchers and even regulatory researchers within the company. Her son died at the age of ten, while Harper was still trying to convince anyone who would listen to help him.


  She spent a couple of weeks away from work, but returned with an unexpected vigor and determination, according to coworkers. She had taken a special interest in expediting the Sustain organ through regulatory approvals. In fact, coworkers and former bosses at LyfeGen had only positive things to say about her work upon her return.


  “Of all the employees in the research division, she stood out as a rising star,” said one source. “Without her, I don’t think we would have had the pediatric Sustain approved for as many conditions as it currently is.”


  But Harper’s activities after work hours appeared suspect. Her relationship with her husband had deteriorated after their son’s death, and Harper became involved in an alleged romantic affair with a coworker, Dave Stemper. Stemper later died in a suspicious automobile accident—a case recently reopened under investigation for foul play. Hannah Boyd claims that Harper, in disguise, befriended her and convinced her to deliver the explosive on the day of the LyfeGen bombing.


  Harper was initially lambasted by news streams as soon as Boyd’s story was made public, but continuing investigations may have posthumously proven the innocence and framing of Jacqueline Harper.


  A protected whistleblower, a former NanoTech employee, divulged information that revealed a more complicated conspiracy. This led to the arrest of at least one top NanoTech executive, Zachary Stevens, along with a former LyfeGen employee, Whitney Brayson. Brayson was arrested on several charges, including conspiracy, attempted murder, and bioterrorism. She is thought to have adopted an alternative persona (posing as Harper, amongst other identities) to manipulate others, such as Boyd, in her ploy. Records indicate that Brayson went so far as to rent a car identical to Harper’s for the ruse.


  Intellectual property lawyer Zachary Stevens has been arrested on identical charges to Brayson’s, and both are currently in custody. The case has been transferred to federal authorities, who have explained that ongoing investigations may yield further charges for all involved.


  According to authorities and the anonymous whistleblower, Zachary Stevens and Whitney Brayson acted in an effort to discredit the clinical reputation of LyfeGen’s Sustain technology to manipulate LyfeGen share prices. Stevens allegedly positioned NanoTech to take over LyfeGen’s technologies to both eliminate a leading competitor and become a leading player in patient-specific therapeutic delivery technologies. Brayson was positioned to receive a substantial share in NanoTech ownership via an off-shore account in the Cayman Islands, uncovered through a recorded conversation between her and Stevens.


  In addition, public records reveal Brayson exercised stock options in a private investment account to short a substantial position in LyfeGen shares, enabling an enormous profit in the case of a severe drop in LyfeGen share prices.


  Such a drop occurred immediately after the bombings on Tuesday, only hours after Brayson had exercised those stock options. All of Brayson’s and Stevens’s known assets have been frozen.


  Brayson’s documented relationship with the late David Stemper and her unique position as an engineer in the productions and receiving departments presented her with the opportunity to alter the genetic sequences used in the production of Sustain products. Such alterations are thought to be the cause of the recent outbreak of strokes caused by Sustain organs. In addition, Brayson allegedly targeted individuals with ties to LyfeGen’s purchase of ProlifiTEC in a concerted effort to frame Jacqueline Harper.


  Federal authorities claim other evidence has surfaced that further supports this allegation, but have not commented on the exact nature of these claims.


  Authorities have not released the names of any other potential suspects and declined to comment on the possibility of more extensive involvement of NanoTech executives in the bombings and the sabotaged genetic data that led to the LyfeGen Sustain malfunctions.


  As the dust has begun to settle at LyfeGen, the company has geared itself toward recovery. Officials announced a recall of all Sustain updates, although both LyfeGen and law enforcement officials suspect that only individuals with direct ties to LyfeGen were targeted by Brayson’s alleged tampering.


  Still, the company is issuing full financial reimbursements to both the patients and doctors involved. They promise a thorough investigation into the company’s personnel and security measures to prevent any future disasters.


  Current CEO Anil Nayak, refusing to make a public appearance due to ongoing surgeries and therapeutic reparations required by the bombing, promises that the company will make a full recovery.


  Investors have not displayed the same confidence as Nayak, as shares of LyfeGen continue to plummet. The Board of Directors has so far refused any comment regarding stock prices, Whitney Brayson, or the future of the Sustain organ.


  It would appear that the once-proclaimed God Organ may be closing in on its own imminent mortality.


  Editor’s Note: Audrey Cook’s book, God Organ: The Rapid Rise and Fall of a Biotech Empire is set to be published on July 9, 2064, by Sharper’s and Holland’s, with available streaming through all comm card providers. The intriguing events surrounding LyfeGen and the God Organ will be covered in diligent detail, promising an informative and tantalizing read.


  Epilogue


  Matthew Pierce


  December 23, 2063


  ––––––––


  Matthew rubbed the tender skin near his right shoulder. The scar had healed with only a few thin lines of white flesh marking where Jacqueline had shot him. If he’d had his own Sustain, those scars might not have been visible at all. He likely would have never lost consciousness due to loss of blood.


  Apparently, Preston survived a similar wound. Matthew had spoken to Preston briefly after the incident on a holocall. Matthew had apologized for his recklessness but Preston had assured him he had been just as bullheaded.


  Then Preston had asked him if he’d continue on at LyfeGen. But he had told the CEO he didn’t know how much longer he could stay. With a somber nod, Preston had confirmed that he shared those sentiments. He’d take his time off—maybe a permanent retirement—to spend with his family. A slight smile had curled Preston’s lips and Matthew had wished that he could say the same. His future appeared far more bleak and lonely.


  In his cramped studio apartment, he typed at his computer, mindlessly scrolling through job listings. He needed out of LyfeGen.


  Working at the company felt like riding a dying race horse. Each day was another weak hobble toward a finish line they would never reach. If he didn’t find a way out, LyfeGen would crumble around him and leave him stranded and desolate.


  There were few openings in companies within the Chicago area. He would have to move, leave behind everything he’d once thought he had. Maybe that would be easy enough. Audrey had been relieved to see him alive, but their relationship was far too battered to be rebuilt. She had stayed in the old apartment on Riverside with their dog and Matthew had found himself a temporary flat in Wrigleyville.


  Bored of his fruitless job search, he scrolled through images on his comm card. He stopped on a holo of Audrey in an elegant black dress, her fiery hair rolling over her shoulders as she stood before one of the sets of marble stairs in the Lyric Opera House. The image was almost two years old. He studied her smile, the way her lips curled into a playful expression, and the intensity in her vibrant green eyes.


  He doubted that, even if LyfeGen did survive, he would thrive in Chicago. He needed to start over.


  As he stood, the wooden floorboards creaked under his footsteps. He stared out the window toward the street below. The orange-and-blue neon sign for Kingsley’s shimmered in the evening gloom. Though he had lived in the apartment for almost a month, he hadn’t ventured into the seedy bar across the street. Now, the sign called to him like a siren, urging him to shore, to join the revelry within.


  ***


  Inside the bar, the pungent smell of stale beer accompanied a grimy stickiness that made Matthew cringe with each step he took. The place reminded him of a popular undergraduate bar in Iowa City where drinks were only a couple dollars and one-night stands were about as cheap. With the fuel of nostalgia, he ventured sat at the bar.


  The bartender nodded a greeting. “What’ll it be?”


  “Goose Island.” Matthew glanced at the other patrons. A couple of college-age kids were sitting in a booth. Several others, dressed to suit the grime of the bar, sat on the stools on either side of him. The man to his left looked familiar, though he couldn’t recall why.


  “IPA man?” his neighbor said. He had wiry black hair cut short, and deep almond-brown eyes. He didn’t smile, nor did he scowl. He looked worn, despite his clean-cut attire.


  Matthew nodded. “I don’t mind a little hoppiness.”


  “You new to the neighborhood?”


  “Yeah, I am. You been stalking me or something?”


  The man laughed. “I used to come here practically every day after work. Never seen you before. I always know a new one, don’t I, Kirk?”


  The bartender nodded. “Yep. You keep me employed. Don’t know what I’m going to do when you leave.” He placed the chilled glass of beer in front of Matthew.


  Matthew turned back to the familiar man. “Where’re you going?”


  “Baltimore.” The man smiled and took a swig of his beer.


  “Why Baltimore?”


  “It’s cheap right now. And that’s where the new tech upsurge is going to take place. The city is crawling with venture capitalists in all their local university labs.”


  Matthew took a sip of his Goose Island. “Really? So, you an entrepreneur or something?”


  “More or less.” The man’s smirk hinted at a more complicated story, but Matthew was unwilling to press him.


  “I actually work in biotech but I’m trying to get out of Chicago. I need a change of scenery.”


  “Been there, done that.” The man swallowed another gulp, emptying his glass, and signaled the bartender for another round. “But I ended up coming right back here. Something about the city lured me back. It’s like a disease without a cure. It’s something even those god organs can’t cure.”


  “God organs?” Matthew cocked his head, then nodded. “You mean the Sustain?”


  “That’s right. Don’t get me started on those damn things or all the trouble they’ve caused.”


  Matthew opened his mouth to argue, but stopped. He’d let the allure of the Sustain destroy his life and he’d never even had one implanted. The desire to obtain one, to improve it and be a part of the holy oligarchy that controlled the Sustain’s production and distribution had been so great that it had become his obsession, his focus. Even his affair with Jacqueline had been sparked by their work on the artificial organ. The idea of achieving virtual immortality and reaping the financial rewards of such a feat had inspired his initial interest in biomedical engineering. Publicly, he had always said his career had been motivated by an intense desire to save lives and help others.


  But now he knew that wasn’t true. He’d saved no one and he felt responsible for Jacqueline’s death, for driving her to run from Chicago and LyfeGen. To run from him.


  He’d driven away Audrey, too, in the pursuit of dreams of grandeur.


  The biotech industry wasn’t based on a genuine goodwill effort to save humanity. Instead, LyfeGen and other great companies like it were a pit of vipers, profiting on illness, profiting on the fear of illness. Like a god instilling fear into his people in an effort to control them and encourage his worship.


  Matthew frowned. “You think all these biotech companies are rooted in greed?”


  “All of them?” The man stared into his beer for a second, contemplating the question. “No, no. I used to think most people were inherently evil, but that’s awfully nihilistic. Why would life be worth living if that were the case?”


  Matthew nodded.


  “I think that people do become corrupted by power. I think men like to pretend to be gods. But I also think there are people out there who are trying to do something right. To be honest, I think that Preston Carter was—is—one of those guys, but he got involved with the wrong company. That’s why they shooed him out so quickly. I have to believe there are more people like him, working to make things right.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Matthew said. “So that’s why you’re going to Baltimore, huh? To find people like that?”


  The man smiled. “That’s exactly right.”


  “Are you looking for a job there?”


  “Not exactly,” the man said. “I’m looking to invest in people like that.”


  Matthew couldn’t hide the astonishment on his face. “Invest? No offense, but I didn’t think I’d find an angel investor in a bar like this.”


  The man laughed. “I wouldn’t blame you. I hit it big with the sale of some IP. By happenstance, I became an inventor. Didn’t really know what to do with myself or the money, until recently.”


  “I see.” Matthew’s head bobbed. “Maybe Baltimore wouldn’t be such a bad place to be right now. Maybe I could pick up a better job there.”


  The man finished his second glass of beer before Matthew had even finished his first. He held out a hand. “I’m Cody Warren, by the way.”


  Matthew returned the man’s handshake. “Matthew Pierce.”


  Cody got up to leave, confirming his final tab on his comm card. “Maybe I’ll see you in Baltimore.”


  Matthew gulped down the rest of his beer. “Maybe you will.”


  Thank you for reading


  ––––––––


  I hope you’ve enjoyed The God Organ and sincerely thank you for picking up this book. Having the support of readers is what makes being an author awesome.


  If you’d like to hear about my upcoming releases, you can join my mailing list: http://bit.ly/ajmlist


  I won’t spam you or give your email address out to anyone else. Instead, you’ll be the first to know when a new book is out and have the opportunity to beta read my novels before they’re even officially released.


  If you have the chance, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review. Feedback is critical to an author’s work. It helps others decide if a story is for them—and it gives us writers a chance to learn from you. No matter how long or how short, you can leave a review on this book’s Amazon page here: http://bit.ly/tgobyajm


  I sincerely thank you for your comments and time.


  To see what else I’ve written or to contact me, please check out my website. I also enjoy talking about science, books, and interviewing other writers there. Keep in touch at: http://AnthonyJMelchiorri.com


  Thank you for reading!


  Also by Anthony J Melchiorri


  ––––––––


  Enhancement (Black Market DNA)


  ––––––––


  In the year 2058, Baltimore’s latest crime epidemic is illegal genetic enhancements. Convicted dealer Christopher Morgan finds himself on a hit-list before he’s even released from prison. In a race for survival, he must uncover a shocking conspiracy involving organized crime and genetic engineering.


  Buy it here: http://amzn.to/1rhSboa


  ––––––––


  The Human Forged


  ––––––––


  Former Army Specialist Nick Corrigan is abducted and unwittingly becomes embroiled in a biotechnological nightmare. He embarks on a dangerous adventure to return home. The only person that might be able to help him is a man Nick never knew existed—his clone.


  Back in Washington, CIA analyst Sara Monahan makes a startling discovery while tracking the use of biological weapons in an ongoing war in Africa. She races to uncover a global conspiracy that may shake the very essence of what it means to be human.


  Buy it here: http://bit.ly/thf14
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