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Introduction
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“Science is a super power, but without a humanitarian heart to guide it in the right direction, it always ends up doing more harm than good.” (Abhijit Naskar)

Professor Doctor Yi Song was the big boss; the dà lǎobǎn, at the Institute of Molecular Biology in Shanghai. 

Big boss, Song never showed his private side. He was a hard and secretive task master, often not seen for weeks at a time but his instructions had to be obeyed. 

Song was not only the boss of the Institute of Molecular Biology but a high-ranking member of the Chinese Communist Party. He was also chairman of Stihl Laboratories (China), a subsidiary of the multinational pharmaceutical company, Stihl Laboratories Inc. with subsidiaries in Germany, Switzerland and India and associate companies scattered across the globe. More recently, Song had also become a director of Chinese food manufacturers. 

Doctor Joshua (Josh) Warner, a British molecular geneticist at the Institute of Molecular Biology knew all this but it was what was going on at Stihl Laboratories that concerned him most. Secretly, he’d been gathering evidence and had enough to go public but he couldn’t do that from China. The plan was to walk out on his ten years of work, return to the UK and expose China’s sinister ambitions and Stihl Laboratories’ research. But there was still one place he wanted to investigate - Song’s own computer. 

It was high risk and the repercussions too awful to imagine but with everything else he’d gathered, the contents of Song’s computer would, he thought, provide the final pieces that would convince politicians in the West to sit up, take note and do something. 

Song’s office was at the end of the corridor on the floor above Josh’s laboratory and on one quiet, late Saturday afternoon when most staff and technicians had left, Josh made the move he’d been planning for weeks. He knew the office wouldn’t be locked, that the computer on Song’s desk would be switched on and that everything would be in Chinese. The Chinese, wasn’t a problem. He’d learned Mandarin whilst doing his PhD at Cambridge, practiced it by talking to Chinese postgrads and after ten years in Shanghai, was fluent. 

More recently, he’d also learned a bit about computer hacking because if he was to enter Song’s room, he’d need to switch off the CCTV. He’d managed that from his own computer as a test. This time he was doing it for a reason. 

So, with the CCTV off and still wearing his white lab coat, he took the lift to the first floor, walked down the corridor to Song’s office and opened the door. He’d been summoned to audiences with Song many times over the years so the layout was already familiar. 

Wearing gloves, he locked the office door from the inside, settled himself in Song’s chair, touched the keyboard, pressed Enter and typed in a code he’d once seen Song use. 

It took an hour for Song’s documents, downloads and email messages to transfer to an external hard drive but by nightfall, Josh was back in his fourth-floor apartment in Changshou Road and planning to return to London.
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Notes for my mother 


Note 1 


An apology
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"Mama was my greatest teacher, a teacher of compassion, love and fearlessness. If love is sweet as a flower, then my mother is that sweet flower of love." (Stevie Wonder) 

Dear Mother, 

It hurts me, mother. That’s why I need to apologise and to explain.  

It was a woman from the British Consulate in Shanghai who called to tell me. “Sorry to break the news,” she said, “Your mother has died. The funeral was last week. For some reason they were unable to contact you so they asked the Consulate to help.” 

That was it, mother. I sat in the lab all day, sniffing and shaking like a kid. Then I became angry. What the hell was going on? Why didn’t I know? I called the consulate back. They checked again. The death certificate mentioned you’d had a stroke. But I think I know why I wasn’t told. I was under suspicion. All calls to my phone were being intercepted. Some were blocked altogether.

I knew then that I needed to hurry up, finish what I was doing and leave China with my evidence. And I needed to know where they’d laid your ashes or whether, as I hoped, you’d been buried in St Michal’s church alongside dad.

I called uncle Brian but he put the phone down because he thought I’d forgotten you. “You haven’t phone her for months,” he said. 

It’s true, but you must understand, mother, that whenever I called and heard your voice, I felt a terrible homesickness. 

I read somewhere that whenever you feel homesick you should look up because the moon is the same wherever you go. But that’s not true, mother. The moon over Shanghai seems a different moon to the one over Cornwall. I think homesickness is a sign of deep love.

My problem was I was too involved in finishing what I’d started and in making sure I wasn’t detected. It was stressful. Undermining the Chinese government is not tolerated, mother. The punishments are severe. People disappear and the authorities will merely shrug as if they know nothing. Once I’d explained all that I thought you’d understand but I was too late. 

You once told me, “Success, dedication, hard work and commitment come at a price, Joshua.” I suppose I’m now paying the price. 

Because I knew my phone was hacked, I called uncle Brian from a friend’s phone. I explained to him how China operates. “Bastards,” he said and he was right, of course. But you also have to understand the Chinese mind, mother. They’re scared. 

That might sound ridiculous now that China is a super power but their interest in biological weapons is because they feel vulnerable and it’s especially true of weapons designed to target genetic characteristics. You see, China’s population is 90 percent ethnic Chinese. They fear any country that could develop a weapon specifically targeted at Han Chinese. Such technology is available, mother. I know because I was using it. The Chinese themselves, even students in universities, have become experts in it. 

So, I collected my information and then stored it somewhere that only I could access. Then I packed a few things in a bag and left.

But I was a marked man, mother, and my problems started the moment the plane touched down at Heathrow Airport. “There’s someone waiting to see you,” said the Immigration Officer. A lawyer she said and led me to a room.

That’s where I first met Charlie. “Charles Hartington, sir. Cadwalader and Moore, UK layers representing Stihl Laboratories, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. My card.”

Charlie was no lawyer. He was a rude and untidy character who carried a gun. He succeeded in one thing – he made me nervous. 

But there were others. There was a German hit man, Klaus, who claimed he worked for Stihl Laboratories’ German company. There were two Chinese guys - a sordid little fellow from the Chinese Embassy who tried to get me to work for the Chinese and a younger one in a hooded anorak who worked for a Chinese spy agency. 

They followed me everywhere and succeeded in making me consider that perhaps I’d made a huge mistake. They failed but it started with Charlie.

“We want you to cease and desist, Doctor Warner. Just like it says in this letter. It ain’t worth it. You can’t fight big money. Get real, mate. This is big pharma. It’s one big game to them, like monopoly. Money no object They tie things into legal knots with lawyers and everyone does what they’re told – including me.”
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Note 2


A Whistleblower
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“Every country needs its whistleblowers. They are crucial to a healthy society. The employee who, in the public interest, has the independence of judgement and the personal courage to challenge malpractice or illegality is a kind of public hero.” (Fuad Alakbarov)

I don’t suppose you’ve ever met a whistleblower, mother, but I’m about to describe what it’s like to be one. Whistleblowers live quietly and get on with their job until they decide it’s time to tell the world what they know. That’s when their trouble starts.

I first went to the Ministry of Defence with my evidence. They were, of course, sceptical but passed me on. And that’s how I met Stash. That’s not his real name, you understand, but this is a strange and dangerous business. It is so dangerous that the advice to me was to go into hiding for a while.

“It’s an old, stone holiday cottage up in the hills in the Peak District of Derbyshire,” Stash told me. “It’s registered as a holiday cottage and is a bit isolated but it’s perfect for keeping a low profile.” 

That old stone cottage would have been nice in summer, mother, but not in December. Not surprisingly I became bored. Stash had warned me about keeping my location secret but I couldn’t sit there all day.  So, most days, I ventured out on a motorbike, a Honda, to find places with Wi-Fi where I could use my laptop to catch up on world affairs. 

One report was about a guy who had blown the whistle on his employer for selling contaminated fish sauce. It didn’t sound too serious but that’s what I’d become, mother – a whistleblower. A whistleblower in hiding. A whistleblower with no desire for the sort of publicity the fish sauce guy got. I was a whistleblower who wanted to blow the whistle on what he’d read, seen, heard and actually did whilst working at the Institute of Molecular Biology in Shanghai. But, unlike the fish sauce guy, if you willingly go to work for the Chinese and their corporate accomplices for ten years and spend your final year accumulating evidence on their plans to develop enough sophisticated biological weaponry to kill half the world population, sympathy is in short supply. 

The Chinese Communist Party and Big Pharma don’t take whistleblowing lightly but, just like this whistleblower, they don’t want publicity.  But you have to start somewhere so I nudged the elbow of someone at the British Consulate General in Shanghai. “I’ve decided to go home and pull the plug on Stihl Laboratories,” I whispered.

“Stihl Labs? I thought your boss, Professor Yi Song, was an adviser at Stihl”

“He’s much more than an adviser,” I said. “The Chinese Communist Party effectively runs Stihl and the CCP runs thick through Song’s blood. Stihl Labs kowtow to him.”

“So, what is Stihl up to?”

“Making money for its shareholders which include the CCP. In return they’re helping the CCP deliver its defence policy.”

“Sounds like you need to go careful, Josh.”

That, mother, was it for a few weeks until we clinked glasses of wine and orange juice at another reception. “I’m heading home next week,” I said. 

“Still planning to whisper words into ears?”

“Not just words and not just a whisper. It’s seven separate reports. It would weigh a ton if it was all hard copy.”

“Christ Almighty.”

“The Almighty would be extremely upset if he knew how cruel his children can be towards their brothers and sisters.”

“It sounds like you might be in need a good lawyer.”  

Because of the wine, I returned to my apartment in high spirits thinking it seemed a good idea to have a lawyer to fall back on. So, who did I know? Ah, yes, Sophie, I thought. My ex-girlfriend whom I’d not spoken to for ten years. 

Now you never met Sophie, mother. It’s just as well really. It was never likely to last. She became a corporate lawyer and was far more commercially minded than me. So much so in fact that she eventually dumped me and moved to Geneva to work for a company called Berlin Biotech. 

Hopefully, I thought, she was still there and, if so, would even know the biotech industry. I pondered for a while but eventually found a phone number and used the ‘blast from the past’ approach thinking this was the most appropriate for a guy who had once bedded a woman for the best part of a year in a flat in Cambridge. Sorry, mother.

“I’m heading back to the UK,” I told her.

She didn’t seem especially delighted to hear from me but I persisted. “I’ll be looking for a job but I’ve also got some other matters I want to get off my chest.”

“What matters?” she asked.

“Things to do with biological weapons.”

“Where?”

“In China of course.”

“It’s well known. They’ve been doing it for years.”

“This is different. Creating lethal viruses in a lab is old fashioned. You’ve got to move on if you want to stay ahead. So, how about injecting lipid-based nanoparticles that inactivate certain genes and wreck basic metabolism? Or how about using a vector to inject foreign genes to make a specific ethnic group of people vulnerable to disease? There’s plenty more. It’s no longer germ warfare. It’s gene warfare.”

“Very interesting,” she said as if it really wasn’t at all interesting. “Tell me more.”

“Over the phone?”

“Why not?”  

“Better not,” I said. “I just wanted to say I intend to go public. I’ve got the details, seen the plans and read the reports. What’s going on flies in the face of all international agreements on biological weapons.”

“China ignores that sort of thing.”

“It’s still wrong. But if things get tricky, I might need a lawyer.”

I didn’t say much more and Sophie ended it with, “OK. It’s your decision.” 

Over the next couple of days, I began to wonder if I’d made a mistake. Looking back, it was a serious mistake, mother, but whistleblowers start by seeing the bad in those they then blow the whistle on. They forget that old friends might be equally as bad.

The first sign of trouble came three days later as I was packing to fly to London. 

The intercom in my apartment sounded with the face of a Chinese guy on the screen. I clicked him in and two minutes later he was there in person with an envelope which he insisted I open it in his presence. And there it was – a threat from lawyers in Munich to cease and desist from making false claims about its client’s products, their client being Stihl Laboratories AG, Frankfurt, Germany. I hadn’t made any claims, true or false, yet but how did they know?

But my mind was already made up so I continued packing and next day went to the airport.
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Note 3


Airport
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Heathrow airport was where my problems started, mother.

My e-passport was rejected so I went to the desk “Ah yes sir. A lawyer is waiting to see you. Follow me.”

I followed her to a small office with a table and a couple of hard-backed chairs where a man was already waiting. He didn’t stand but waved me to the second chair across the table. His arrogant rudeness, combined with his unnatural jet-black hair and his ill-fitting light grey suit with its thin, sparkling thread were like a storm warning.  

“Charles Hartington, sir. Cadwalader and Moore, UK layers representing Stihl Laboratories, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. My card.”

I glanced at it but Charles Hartington clearly had no wish to be contacted. There was no phone number or email address, just the mail address of Stihl Laboratories, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

“And here’s a letter. I’d be grateful if you could open it and read it in my presence.” 

His accent was east London and unlike what you’d expect from a lawyer, but I did as I was told, opened it and found an almost identical instruction to the one, I’d received back in Shanghai. This time it was a demand to cease and desist from making false claims about Stihl Laboratories, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA.

Stihl Laboratories, it seemed, were getting anxious which was hardly surprising. A couple of files that would incriminate them if international courts had any teeth or any respect for fellow humans lay inside my case that I’d not yet collected from the baggage hall. Most of the devastating material was already sitting on the Cloud but for a moment I panicked about the case riding in circles on the conveyor belt downstairs waiting to be picked up.

Charles Hartington was watching me as he slouched in the chair opposite. “That’s it, mate. You can go now. Just watch your step. We’ll be watching you everywhere you go. Do as you’re told and don’t do anything stupid.”

He still didn’t get up so I left without a word carrying his card and the letter.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Note 4


Biological wars
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Where does a whistleblower go with evidence that shows the Chinese are well ahead in their plans to start and win a biological war, mother? 

To me, the MoD - the Ministry of Defence - seemed the obvious first point of call so, thinking it could be relied on I called the main line saying I was reluctant to explain anything over the phone. That got me nowhere so I tried a different approach. “It’s military intelligence. I’ve just returned from ten years working China.” 

That worked. I was put trough to a man who listened to a brief outline of who I was – a molecular biologist – and said that OK, under the circumstances, a face-to-face meeting might be useful. We agreed to a meeting with others on Friday morning at 11am. 

Friday morning came and I was escorted to a musty side room to wait. A few minutes later I was joined by two suits, man A and man B who shook my hand. They listened, nodded politely but admitted that injectable gene therapies that induced metabolic changes intended for use in biological warfare were just too technical.

“I think you should talk to someone at the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory (Dstl) at Porton Down near Salisbury,” said A. “Call this number and tell them you’ve been to Fulham Road.”

“Fulham Road? But this is Whitehall.”

“I know. Just say you’ve been to Fulham Road.”

The mysteries of military intelligence would soon increase.

The next day, Friday, I took a train to Brighton simply because it was out of London and with a train service to Salisbury. Bear in mind, mother, that this was early December. It was cold and wet. In Brighton I checked in at a bed and breakfast joint, the Seagull Lodge, and called the number A had given me. 

“Fulham Road did you say? One moment.” I waited. Then: “An appointment is fixed for 11.30am on Monday morning. On arrival go to the main reception and say it’s about Fulham Road.”

Monday morning came. This time it was a middle-aged man wearing grey trousers and a white, open necked shirt with an exposed bouquet of curly, grey chest hair who met me. 

“Doctor Warner, I presume.” He led me outside and around the block to another door that opened into a small office with coffee-stained, wooden furniture and a smell of something left over from before the smoking ban. “Take a seat.”

“And you are?” I said thinking his name would be useful. 

“Paterson,” he said. “What’s your background?”

“BSc UCL. PhD in Virology, Cambridge. Followed by ten years studying the modus operandi of the pharmaceutical industry and the Chinese Communist Party and how they exploit molecular biology.”  

“Mmm, I see.” He put on a pir of thin rimmed spectacles. “OK. I understand what you’ve got is quite extensive – and technical.” 

I handed him the file. “It’s just a short summary of many other reports.”

In the ten minutes of deathly silence that followed I watched his facial expression change from mild disinterest to something bordering on fear. He removed his glasses. “Interesting. Who did the Chinese translation?”

“Me.” 

“Anything else?”

I produced the two cease and desist letters and the card from Charles Hartington of Cadwalader and Moore. He replaced the glasses, read it, picked up the phone that lay between us, asked someone to check it out and then resumed reading my report until the phone buzzed. “Yes. I see. Thanks.” 

He turned to me. “Cadwalader and Moore exists but the London office doesn’t know anyone called Charles Hartington. Sounds as if you were - what shall I say? – intercepted.”

He then lifted the phone again, pressed numbers, said, “He’s here,” and sat back with his hands behind his head, his glasses half way down his squat nose and his grey eyes on me.  We waited for two minutes until the door opened. This time it was a heavy, square shaped man with a mop of fine white hair, a white moustache and a matching lab coat. 

Paterson waved his hand in my direction. “Doctor Warner. Joshua Daniel Warner, to be precise.”  

White moustache shook my hand so I said, “And you are?”

“Neville. You are fluent in Mandarin. Right?” 

He then flipped through my file for an unbearably long time as Paterson and I watched in silence. It was worth the wait. He finally wiped his moustache and sniffed. “What the hell have you got here, Doctor Warner? If this is just a summary then it’s already dynamite. The Chinese won’t like this getting out. Neither will Stihl Laboratories. The mRNA research is the most worrying. And you say they’ve already injected it into some poor blighter.” 

“Blighters, sir. Pleural.”

“Just one of the genes mentioned is a life changer.”

I, of course, already knew that. 

Inject it, give your body a few days to realise what had hit it and you could expect to be laid low by any one of several debilitating diseases that, for their intensity, depended on your existing genetic make-up. Death might well come as a blessing. 

Hidden in another file the word Uyghur was mentioned and I had spent the best part of one night translating results of clinical tests carried out somewhere in Xinjiang Autonomous Region. I’d wondered if the United Nations with its famed Universal Declaration of Human Rights might also like to see it. The trouble with that idea was that a snippet gleaned from Song’s computer showed that the UN and the WHO already knew so what the hell was going on?

Moustache, aka Neville, was still speed-reading, flicking from page to page and constantly blowing air though his moustache. “And, of course, everything has the total blessing of the CCP,” he muttered.

“Nothing gets done without the CCP being involved somewhere,” I said. “The number of university and government labs doing defence-related biological research increases every week. And China will never sign anything that restricts its bioweapon development.” 

Good. At least I didn’t have to spell it out to him. China rarely signed anything. If they did then an excuse for pulling out could always be found. And Moustache still hadn’t finished.

“Their military grants a priority to biological methods of defence,” he said.

“Correct.”

“And biological warfare is part of Chinese national strategy.” 

“Correct.”

“In fact, their biological weapon development and research on biosecurity pose a massive threat to the world.” 

“Correct.”

“Are you aware of the Chinese Defence Universities Tracker run by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute?”

“Yes. I contribute to it. Anonymously.” 

The Chinese Defence Universities Tracker (CDUT) existed because it was widely known that the CCP was deliberately building links between its civilian universities, its military and its security agencies. Their plan was to leverage the civilian population to maximise military power. In other words, civilians were being trained to think that biological warfare was inevitable sooner rather than later and that they needed to be prepared with superior bioweaponry. 

Raise the flag. Cheer the great leader. 

Stash was still flipping through my report whilst twisting the ends of his main feature. 

“Mm. Well. Very interesting. Stihl Laboratories, eh? Up to their ears. That really puts the cat amongst the pigeons.”

“My boss spent most of his time working for Stihl on the other side of Shanghai. I only ever saw him when he wanted some of my own tech.”

He raised a snowy white eyebrow. “Would that be Professor Yi Song by any chance?”

I nodded.

He closed the file and sat back. “Oh, dear me. Yi Song. Your boss. And still going strong and still at it. Do you know about his experiments with human embryos and foetuses?”

“Yes,” I said. “There’s an entire section on that in report number six.”

“I see. We clearly need time on this. Meanwhile, what are we going to do about you? I feel nervous just sitting next to you.”

If it was supposed to be a joke, I didn’t laugh but said, “I was hoping you might have some suggestions.” I’d often wondered if I could angle myself a job in military intelligence but I didn’t say I’d like him to offer me a job.  

“We often come across things like this,” Stash said. “Of course, we actually go out looking for it because that’s our job. But to have someone walk in here with a bundle of stuff like this is - what shall I say? – unusual. I feel as if I’m holding a live grenade.”

“There’s more in my suitcase.”

“You travelled from China with it?”

I nodded like a kid who’d brought his entire Xbox system to school to play with during lessons. “But ninety percent is on a cloud storage site,” I hastily added.

“Thank goodness for that. Same quality?”

“Sure,” I replied. “But it covers other areas of research. Are you aware of research to find the most addictive food additives? There’s a multinational fast-food company investing millions in a project in Guangzhou. Their best additive causes kidney failure in mice and pancreatic cancer in macaque monkeys. The military love it. As usual, funding is not a problem.” 
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