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			Dedication

			For my mother Leonora, the most courageous woman I know.

			And as always, for Donat, Amini, and Max.

		


		
			Prologue

			The Duchess

			She knelt beside the unconscious figure sprawled among the fallen leaves, her own breathing sharp and visible in the cold air.

			Call for help. It was what any reasonable person would do. But as the duchess stared down at the face that had haunted her plans for months, being reasonable was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

			An opportunity to end her torment had presented itself, and she intended to take full advantage.

			The woman’s eyelids fluttered. A soft moan escaped her lips. Panic shot through the duchess’s chest like electricity. If the woman woke up—remembered this conversation, this place—it would be game over.

			Her eyes darted frantically across the shadowed garden until they spotted a loose brick from the garden edging about ten feet away. Heavy enough to do what needed to be done, small enough to grip firmly in both hands. She hurried to retrieve it, the skirts of her costume rustling as she bent to pry the brick free from the decorative border.

			She positioned herself beside the woman’s head, lifted the stone, and struck once, decisively. The struggle ended. She checked for a pulse, her fingers trembling against the neck. Nothing.

			Dragging the body required strength she didn’t know she possessed. Dead weight was heavier than anything she’d imagined. Her costume snagged on every stone and root, the limbs awkward and uncooperative, as she struggled toward the well.

			By the time she reached the old well hidden among the overgrown foundation stones of the original guest house, her Victorian costume was torn, and her breath came in painful gasps. The wooden cover consisted of several thick planks laid across the stone rim.

			She grabbed the first plank and lifted it aside, the heavy wood groaning as she set it in the weeds. The second plank was damaged and took more effort, but she dragged it clear. With two planks removed, she had created an opening large enough.

			The stench rising from the depths smelled of earth, time and forgotten things. Rolling the body to the well’s edge took three attempts. On the third push, it tipped over and disappeared into the blackness below.

			She waited, counting her heartbeats, until she heard the distant splash of something hitting water far below. She couldn’t replace the planks just yet. With what little strength she had left, she hurried back to where the brick lay. It too had to disappear.

			Replacing the wooden planks was harder than removing them. Her hands shook from exertion and shock as she dragged each heavy board back into position. When they finally settled back into place, she scattered fallen leaves over the disturbed ground around the well’s stone rim.

			In a few days, contractors would seal the old well permanently before winter set in. They were scheduled to fill it with concrete and cap it properly, a safety measure that would solve two problems at once.

			She walked back toward the party on unsteady legs, her breathing gradually returning to normal.

			A server in vampire costume met her at the French doors, offering champagne from a silver tray decorated with plastic spiders. She accepted the glass with hands that barely trembled, her smile perfectly composed.

			“Wonderful party,” someone in an elaborate Renaissance gown said as she passed.

			“Absolutely magical,” she replied and meant it.
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			The Last Image

			There were two ways to bury secrets: six feet under or beneath billions of dollars.

			The cemetery offered only the first option, as Sabree Warner stood alone while undertakers prepared to lower her mother’s casket into the Massachusetts soil.

			Her mother, April, hadn’t wanted a fuss. “Just plant me somewhere with good light,” she’d joked between morphine doses as she’d battled cancer. Now the summer sun fell across polished mahogany, cruelly indifferent to Sabree’s grief.

			Mourners drifted down the winding cemetery paths, their dark shapes blurring through her tears until they disappeared among the cemetery’s stone angels. She pressed her mother’s gold locket between her palms, wondering how this brilliant June morning in Wakefield could feel so cold.

			Her phone buzzed. She retrieved it from her pocket and gave it a cursory glance, another rejection email from yet another pharmaceutical company. Or research lab. It didn’t matter which.

			“Dr. Warner, despite your impressive credentials...”

			Sabree shoved the phone back into her pocket without reading further. Her job search had amounted to nothing more than a growing pile of rejection emails. She should print them out and wallpaper her apartment with them, but her mother wouldn’t want her feeling sorry for herself.

			She had spent years toiling for her career, first pursuing her PhD in medicinal chemistry and then as a postdoctoral fellow, pushing the boundaries of drug discovery. Sabree’s research had earned international recognition. And yet, doors kept slamming shut before she could step through them.

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispered to the casket. “I’m trying.”

			For one moment, a hush had fallen over the cemetery, broken only by the distant rustling of leaves and the rhythmic lapping of Lake Quannapowitt beyond the wrought-iron fence. The water, a vast, quiet expanse, shimmered under the late morning sun.

			Sabree let herself get lost in it, watching the surface ripple like memories stirred by the wind, a maelstrom of grief, loneliness, and despair comingling deep inside her chest.

			She should be working for an innovative pharmaceutical company where breakthrough science happened daily, not standing here drowning in medical debt, grief, and unanswered questions.

			Sabree continued to grip her mother’s locket. She didn’t remember unclasping it, didn’t remember slipping it from around her mother’s neck the night she died, but somehow the locket was in her hand now, warm from the heat of her palm.

			Her mother had worn it every day of Sabree’s life, a delicate gold oval etched with tiny forget-me-nots. But now, at the edge of the grave, Sabree gripped it like a lifeline. She hadn’t opened it. Couldn’t. Not yet.

			She tried to find words for a final goodbye. But what could she say that her mother hadn’t already known? Twenty-eight years of love. Sacrifice. Joy. Disappointments, triumphs, and failures. Just the two of them against the world.

			Then suddenly, she was gone, snatched away by a disease that had shown neither mercy nor hope of a future: angiosarcoma. A rare cancer of the blood vessels. Hard to treat and fast-moving.

			A fresh wave of grief ripped the breath from Sabree’s lungs as the undertakers lowered the coffin into the ground. She couldn’t watch. Couldn’t bear it being the last image of her mother. Instead, she turned away, heels sinking into the manicured grass as she walked the curving path toward the cemetery gates.

			However, in her peripheral vision, among the statues and gravestones, something dark caught her attention. A black Mercedes was parked near a canopy of mature trees, its engine running. Tinted windows made it impossible to see inside, but she felt watched by whoever it was. Studied. The hair on the back of her neck prickled.

			Sabree quickened her pace toward the gates, resisting the urge to look back at the car, one she had never seen before. Behind her, the Mercedes remained perfectly still, like a predator waiting in the shadows.
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			Unknown Woman

			It felt wrong somehow, the apartment without her mom’s presence. Too quiet. Too empty.

			But that morning, Wakefield had carried on with its predictable summer rhythms; joggers and dog walkers had nodded at each other with the easy familiarity of neighbors on the three-and-a-half-mile walking trail of Lake Quannapowitt.

			The commuter rail platform had buzzed with the morning rush of working professionals taking the thirty-five-minute ride to Boston, their conversations a mix of topics ranging from overtime to kids’ soccer games.

			Sabree moved through the apartment like a ghost, trailing her fingers over familiar things that now felt foreign: her mother’s favorite coffee mug drying in the dish rack, the dog-eared cookbooks tucked into the cubby above the stove, and the row of potted plants leaning toward the light on the kitchen windowsill.

			A single, west-facing window in the living room offered a sliver of Lake Quannapowitt, visible only from a perfectly angled view between the outlines of neighboring homes. Their second-floor unit sat in a modest, aging brick complex on one of Wakefield’s quieter side streets. It had three stories and no elevator but a certain dignity in its weathered siding and flower boxes out front.

			A stack of medical bills sat in a small basket on the dining table. Final notices in bold red text. Collection warnings. The cost of trying to save a life reduced to numbers that seemed to multiply whenever her back was turned.

			Every penny they owned had gone toward her mother’s care: hospital visits, endless, costly medications, and a full-time nurse. The insurance company refused to cover the treatment protocol her mother’s doctor at Dana-Farber recommended, claiming it was “experimental.”

			Sabree deeply regretted that she hadn’t spent every waking moment with her mom in the final few months of her life. April had insisted Sabree stayed focused on her research. “It’s the only way to secure your future,” she’d said.

			Her only parent dying was never part of the future Sabree had envisioned. Ralston Labs, the small but highly respected academic lab where she had completed her postdoc fellowship, had been unable to offer her a position as a research scientist, despite long-term partnerships with Harvard, MIT, and the National Institutes of Health (NIH). Recent NIH funding to Ralston had fallen far short of previous years.

			Sabree suspected it was the reason they couldn’t afford to hire her, leaving her with few job options.

			Though her body ached with crippling exhaustion, she began the impossible task of sorting through her mother’s belongings to take her mind off her spiraling thoughts. Sadly, she had no siblings or other relatives to share the burden with. Sabree was an only child, and her mother had also been an only child, her parents long dead.

			When she found an old photo album at the back of her mother’s closet, tucked inside a hat box beneath tissue paper that had yellowed with age, a gnawing sense of unease circled. She had never seen it before.

			She sat on the floor and turned the album over. This one was unlike her mother’s other photo books. While Mom appreciated the ease by which images could be captured using mobile devices, she preferred viewing family photos the old-fashioned way.

			“I can’t feel a picture through a screen, Sabree,” she would say. “And I can’t write on the back of it either.”

			But this picture album was decades old, its leather binding cracked and worn.

			Sabree opened it. The first pages held familiar shots: Sabree’s early years, kindergarten, school plays, science fairs, Sabree and her mother in their Easter Sunday best when Sabree had been ten. But halfway through, the album’s character changed.

			The first photograph, worn at the edges and slightly faded with time, appeared to be from the1990s, judging by the clothes.

			Two young women, smiling at the camera, stood side by side, their arms slung around each other. Sabree recognized her mother immediately: her familiar high cheekbones, wheat-blonde hair pulled into a messy ponytail, and her fair skin flushed, as if the picture had been taken on a warm day. But it was the woman beside her who caught Sabree’s attention.

			She was striking, with deep-brown skin and dark, intelligent eyes, her curls framing her face. The two of them looked comfortable together—close, not just casual acquaintances but friends who had shared something meaningful.

			Frowning, Sabree turned the photo over in her hands. No names. No date. Just another piece of her mother’s life she had never known.

			She traced the unknown woman’s face with a finger. There was something about her features that tugged at something deep inside Sabree’s mind. The shape of her eyes, the curve of her smile.

			Could this be a clue to her father’s identity?

			“Your father was a postdoc in the Langer Lab, when I worked there as an office coordinator,” her mom had once said, her voice distant. “He was smart. Driven. Came here from Ghana to study. We weren’t serious. He was always focused on his work. After he finished his fellowship, he went home. Took a job with an up-and-coming biotech company.”

			But her mother never revealed his name to her, no matter how much Sabree pushed, pleaded, or pouted. “He left before I found out I was pregnant,” she’d explained. “What good could come from me revealing his name? He wasn’t interested in starting a family. His work was what drove him, so I saw no reason to put you through that pain.”

			Sabree never understood her mother’s logic, since couldn’t determine whether her mom was trying to spare Sabree from her father’s possible rejection, as she claimed, or if there was another reason.

			Many a night, Sabree had stayed up late, staring at her bedroom ceiling and fantasizing about what her father was like. Whether she shared any of his features. Though her mother had gray eyes, Sabree’s were brown, and flecked with amber. Her mother’s hair was blonde and fair, yet she sported a head full of spiraling curls the color of chestnut and copper mingled, curls that glinted gold at the edges when the sun hit just right.

			Sabree was convinced her love of science must have come from her father. Because her mother didn’t know the difference between a proton and a protein.

			Sabree stood and stretched. She hadn’t eaten all day. She needed to keep up her strength, but the thought of food made her stomach churn. Instead, she plopped down on the bed, which only days ago contained her mother’s frail, dwindling figure.

			In the growing darkness of the apartment, she couldn’t shake the feeling her mother’s death had set something in motion: an awakening of something dangerous, captured in a seemingly benign photograph from an album Sabree had never laid eyes on, until now.
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			The Puppet Master

			Alistair Montague sat in the dim glow of his study, a place of quiet orchestration where decisions were made that reshaped industries, ruined careers, and built empires.

			Beyond the towering windows of his Weston estate, the sprawling grounds basked in the golden haze of early evening, the manicured lawns stretching toward a tree-lined horizon shaped by landscape architects rather than nature.

			This was old Massachusetts money at its best, a carefully preserved enclave where privacy was the ultimate luxury and exclusivity was measured in acres rather than square footage. It was ironic that Alistair had raised his family in this town, first settled by British ancestors in 1630 as a place to graze cattle.

			Weston’s rural character created the perfect illusion of pastoral tranquility while remaining just twenty miles from downtown Boston. Close enough for power, far enough for complete discretion. Here, in a town where the median home price started at two million plus and climbed steeply from there, neighbors were hidden behind mature oak groves and rolling meadows that cost more to maintain than most people earned in a year.

			His father, Sir Malcolm Montague, a legendary WWII British Intelligence officer, would have appreciated the strategic value of such a location, the ability to observe without being observed, to command while remaining isolated from the consequences of that command.

			A glass of amber liquid rested untouched beside him. He wasn’t the type to drink when there was work to be done. And tonight, his work was simple: ensuring Dr. Sabree Warner remained exactly where he needed her, desperate and isolated.

			He pressed a button on his desk phone. A moment later, she answered.

			“Mr. Montague.”

			Leslie Dane had been his silent executor, never questioning, never failing.

			“I assume there are no changes?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

			“No offers. No callbacks. Several hiring managers expressed initial interest, but after a quiet word, they reconsidered.”

			Satisfaction settled in Alistair’s chest. Sabree was far too smart to be left in the hands of amateurs. If she was going to develop her research further, it would be under his watchful eye, not some middling biotech firm’s.

			“Her rent and professional association fees?” he asked.

			“Delinquent on the association fees, and living on borrowed time for the rent, one month left. Two at the most. She’s applied for research positions in both academia and industry. She even considered a contract role at a start-up.”

			“Keep up the pressure.”

			A brief pause. Then “understood.”

			After he hung up, Alistair leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking faintly. Dr. Sabree Warner had to believe there was nowhere else to turn. He wasn’t a cruel man, at least, not in his own estimation.

			The mahogany-paneled study fell silent except for the soft tick of the antique clock, a gift from his father on Alistair’s thirty-fifth birthday, the day he’d officially taken control of the company.

			He reached for Sabree’s latest publication across the desk and placed it directly in front of him. His eyes moved to the author list at the top of the paper. Dr. Sabree Warner appeared third, buried behind her postdoc supervisor and the lab’s principal investigator, the typical academic hierarchy that relegated bright young minds to supporting roles, regardless of their actual contributions.

			But he’d learned long ago to look beyond the bylines. The methodology, the elegant experimental design, and the breakthrough insights that made this work revolutionary, bore Sabree’s fingerprints.

			Such types of precision medicine could stop cancer cells before they even thought about spreading. Her approach to blocking specific cellular pathways represented the kind of innovative thinking that could revolutionize oncology treatment. It could make Monolexx two point oh even more successful than its predecessor.

			Alistair let his focus drift to the silver-framed photograph positioned carefully beside his reading lamp. Two ten-year-old boys grinned at the camera, identical except for his brother Edward’s slightly smaller frame and the subtle pallor that had become more pronounced in those final months.

			The rare genetic disorder that had claimed his twin had been swift and merciless. No amount of medical intervention could have changed the outcome. But cancer was different. He firmly believed there would come a day when the disease could be outmaneuvered, if science had the right weapons.

			Alistair’s father moved the family—him, his wife, Gillian, rest her soul, and a young Alistair—from London to Boston six months after Edward’s funeral, abandoning the modest pharmaceutical company he’d built on post-war government contracts and wartime intelligence connections.

			His father had explained to Alistair how he’d watched British companies like Imperial Chemical Industries invest heavily in American-style research approaches. In post-war Britain, pharmaceutical development was still constrained by traditional approaches and conservative medical practitioners.

			“Americans think bigger,” Sir Malcolm had said. “They’re not afraid to chase impossible dreams. They understand the real breakthroughs come from giving brilliant minds the resources to pursue radical ideas.”

			But what Alistair had understood, even at ten, was that his father blamed himself for not having access to the right research networks when Edward had needed them most.

			In Boston, surrounded by MIT’s laboratories and Harvard’s medical talent, his father could build something different: a company unwilling to wait for discoveries to happen but actively cultivated the minds that would create them.

			“Never just buy compounds, Alistair,” his father had taught him during countless evenings in his study. “Buy the people who create them. Understand what drives them, what they need, what they fear. Give a brilliant scientist the right environment, and they’ll hand you miracles.”

			Alistair had learned those lessons well. Under his leadership, Montague Pharmaceuticals had become legendary for identifying exceptional researchers before their breakthroughs, for creating opportunities too perfect to be coincidental.

			Dr. Sabree Warner represented something different, however. Her kinase inhibitor research had been built naturally on emerging oncology trends, but with a sophistication that suggested she could revolutionize how they approached cancer intervention.

			More importantly, she needed Montague Pharmaceuticals as much as the company needed her. Grief, financial pressure, career uncertainty… Those factors would make her grateful for the right opportunity and loyal to the organization that saved her when others had turned her away.

			Alistair believed the future belonged to those who not only developed innovation but owned it. Montague Pharmaceuticals had been reborn under his hand, transformed from legacy into empire.

			He’d made difficult choices along the way; sacrifices, some would say, but survival had a cost. And he had paid it gladly. He embraced the mantra that science was like business: control innovation, control the future.

			Most people saw big pharma as just another den of corporate greed. They weren’t entirely wrong, but they missed the bigger picture. Every breakthrough that saved lives had been born from a gamble, which could have bankrupted the company that made it.

			Take oncology. The drugs that turned death sentences into manageable conditions? Those didn’t emerge from good intentions alone but from executives willing to bet everything on a molecule that might, might work.

			Years of research. Hundreds of millions in development costs. Clinical trials that could fail at any stage, wiping out a decade of investment in a single FDA rejection letter.

			But when they worked? When they worked, they changed everything. And Alistair intended to make magic happen again for Montague Pharmaceuticals. And to do it, he needed Dr. Sabree Warner.
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			The Mentor

			It was the third week of June, the beginning of summer, but it felt like the deepest winter.  Life kept on turning as if her grief mattered little. The coffee shop on Tremont Street buzzed with morning energy: laptops opening, phones chiming, and the faint aroma of cinnamon, espresso, and toasted croissants wafting through the air.

			Sabree wrapped her hands around the paper cup with the café’s logo, the warmth spreading through her fingers. But it did nothing to thaw the quiet chill that had settled in her bones.

			When Dr. Isabel Martinez, her PhD adviser, swept through the door, she brought a burst of energy with her. Dr. Martinez had built her career at the intersection of academia and industry influence.

			With smooth bronze skin and a cascade of dark hair always pinned into a sculptural twist, she exuded the kind of elegance that made people sit up straighter without realizing why. In her late fifties, she sported a navy-blue linen dress with a scooped neck and an orange silk scarf, bright against the coffee shop’s muted tones.

			Sabree had chosen their usual spot at the café, where they’d celebrated her dissertation defense, discussed her postdoc research, and planned her future. Now that future felt as insubstantial as the dissipating foam in her drink.

			“You’re not drinking,” Dr. Martinez observed aloud, taking the seat across from her. She carried herself with the quiet authority that had intimidated Sabree as a graduate student. Today, though, her dark eyes held only warmth and concern.

			“Hard to taste anything lately,” Sabree admitted, finally meeting her gaze. “Everything feels muted since—” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Since her mom died. Since her world imploded.

			Dr. Martinez reached across the small table, her hand covering Sabree’s. “Grief steals so much from us, mija. Color, taste, hope. But it’s temporary, even when it doesn’t feel that way.”

			The endearment made Sabree’s chest clog with emotion. Dr. Martinez had called her mija since she’d broken down on a visit to her adviser’s office over her mother’s deteriorating health. Dr. Martinez had become more than a mentor; she was the closest thing to family Sabree had.

			“I keep waiting for it to get easier,” Sabree said, her voice cracking. “But everything reminds me of Mom, especially the apartment.”

			“She was so proud of you,” Dr. Martinez said. “She believed in your research. And speaking of research, how is the job search going? Have you given more thought to going outside academia?”

			“Just tons of rejection emails. I’m considering everything now. Mom’s medical bills, rent, food.” Sabree rubbed her temples, feeling the familiar stress headache building. “Postdoc salaries barely cover ramen noodles, let alone real financial obligations.”

			“Industry might be exactly what you need,” Dr. Martinez said, pulling out a tablet from her bag. “Richard’s been tracking biotech investments closely. The sector is exploding with opportunities. Companies are desperate for researchers who can bridge academic innovation with practical applications.”

			Richard Villareal, Dr. Martinez’s venture capitalist husband, had an uncanny ability to identify breakthrough technologies before they went mainstream. His opinion carried serious weight in Boston’s biotech ecosystem.

			“Actually,” Sabree said, surprising herself with the sudden energy in her voice. “I’ve been thinking about Montague Pharmaceuticals for a long time. It’s probably crazy ambitious, but they’re exactly the kind of place I want to be.”

			Dr. Martinez’s eyebrows rose. “Montague? You don’t dream small, do you?”

			“Why should I?” The words came out more defiant than Sabree had intended. “Their research portfolio is everything I’m passionate about. They’re not just another pharmaceutical giant churning out me-too drugs. They’re genuine innovators.”

			Sabree felt her scientific passion overriding grief for the first time in a long while. “Look at their track record. Oncology, immunotherapy, metabolic and rare diseases, cutting-edge neurological disorder research.

			“They’ve got active clinical trials in thirty-seven countries and manufacturing facilities that span twelve nations. They’re mentioned in the same breath as Pfizer, Merck, Eli Lilly, Novartis—the absolute elite of pharmaceutical research.”

			Dr. Martinez smiled, the expression both proud and amused. “Tell me about Monolexx.”

			“Their breakthrough breast cancer treatment?” Sabree’s voice gained strength. “It wasn’t just another incremental improvement; it was a paradigm shift at the time. The targeted therapy approach they developed fundamentally changed how we think about oncology treatment. Countless numbers of women are alive today because that drug helped them beat the odds.”

			Dr. Martinez studied Sabree’s face, and Sabree saw something shift in her expression. Recognition of the passionate PhD candidate who’d first walked into her lab four years ago, perhaps?

			“You know,” Dr. Martinez said thoughtfully. “Richard serves on several biotech advisory boards. The venture capital world is surprisingly interconnected, where everyone knows everyone else’s business. And Montague...” She paused, as if recalling something important. “Actually, this is interesting. Richard mentioned hearing through back channels that Alistair Montague has been making quiet inquiries about exceptional researchers.”

			Sabree’s pulse quickened. “What kind of inquiries?”

			“The kind that suggests they’re looking for special talent, scientists who can think beyond established paradigms and challenge conventional approaches.” Dr. Martinez smiled, the expression both protective and encouraging. “Scientists exactly like you, Sabree.”

			She couldn’t contemplate it; the possibility felt too enormous. Montague Pharmaceuticals was a place where groundbreaking science met unlimited resources and global impact.

			“Do you think—” Sabree stopped, afraid to voice the hope building in her chest.

			“I think April would want you to chase this dream,” Dr. Martinez said firmly. “She’d be furious if you settled for anything less than your full potential because of grief or fear.”

			For the first time since the funeral a week ago, Sabree felt something beyond the suffocating weight of loss. Purpose. The faint but unmistakable stirring of hope.

			“Let me make some calls,” Dr. Martinez said, reaching for her phone. “Richard knows people who know people. And if Alistair Montague is looking for exceptional talent, he’s about to find it.”

			“Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Sabree’s fingers traced the rim of her Americano. The familiar hum of the café, espresso machines hissing and conversations blending into white noise, usually comforted her. Today, it felt like static against her careening thoughts.

			How many times have you been let down? The question carved through her mind like a scalpel. How many times did you think an interview went well, only to get a polite rejection email? “We’ve decided to move forward with a candidate who has more industry experience.”

			She could recite the variations by heart now. Montague Pharmaceuticals most likely had more qualified applicants than they could handle for every job opening. Why would they choose an untested scientist barely out of postdoc over someone with industry experience?

			Sabree looked up and found her former adviser studying her with the same concerned expression she’d worn during Sabree’s darkest graduate school moments. When experiments failed spectacularly, when impostor syndrome threatened to derail everything.

			“What’s wrong?” Dr. Martinez leaned forward, her tablet pushed aside.

			“Oh, nothing’s wrong.” Sabree forced a smile that felt as fragile as spun glass. “Just trying to keep hope in check. I would have to spend a few years proving myself at smaller biotech firms before Montague Pharmaceuticals would even look in my direction.”

			Dr. Martinez’s dark eyes flashed with something between determination and mischief. “Never say never.”
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			The Notebook

			When the delicate chime of her text tone, a single, bright marimba note, broke the apartment’s stillness, Sabree exited the Montague Pharmaceuticals jobs page, closed her laptop, and reached for her phone. Her pulse kicked up when she saw the sender’s name.

			Dr. Martinez: Call me immediately. It’s important.

			She’d only met with Dr. Martinez yesterday. What could possibly be so urgent less than twenty-four hours later? She would call later. Sabree decided to keep herself occupied instead, take her mind off job hunting, bills, and her uncertain future. Too depressing. The cardboard box labeled “Mom’s Office” had been sitting untouched for days.

			Abandoning her laptop on the kitchen island, Sabree lumbered to the living room. She flipped on the TV, needing noise more than entertainment. Something easy, light. The Great British Baking Show was streaming on Netflix, one of her mom’s favorites. She left it on in the background, an episode with the contestants fretting over sponge consistency and caramelization.

			Drawing the box closer, she sat cross-legged on the living room floor. More items to sort, to decide what to keep, what to donate, and what to throw away. Each choice felt like another small goodbye.

			She brushed aside a half-crushed stapler and a tangle of highlighters to reveal a small stack of dog-eared paperbacks, their covers faded but still adorned with corseted heroines and brooding dukes. She smiled, wistfully, achingly.

			Her mother had loved historical romance, not in a guilty pleasure kind of way but with quiet devotion. On Friday nights, when Sabree was deep in study or pretending to be, her mother would curl up on the sofa with a glass of rosé—cheap but chilled—and sink into the world of windswept moors and slow-burn longing.

			She always claimed she didn’t have time for men in real life, but she’d swoon over fictional ones with impeccable manners and tortured pasts. Sabree used to tease her for it. “Don’t you want something more realistic, Mom?”

			But now, holding the worn copy of The Countess’s Secret, she felt the ache like a gaping wound. Her mother hadn’t had many escapes in life, but she’d clung to the ones she’d had with grace.

			Sabree placed the romance novels aside, deciding to keep them all, and promised herself that one day, when she wasn’t desperately broke and needn’t worry about money, she would purchase expensive bottles of wine and read every last one of those books in honor of her mom.

			Her fingers brushed over a stack of papers, then landed on a hardcover notebook tucked beneath the pile. She pulled it out. The cover was beautiful, an intricate design of swirling blues and golds.

			She cautiously flipped it open, unsure of what she would find. Instead of journal entries or letters, the pages were filled with scientific notation. Sabree flipped another page. In a handwriting she didn’t recognize were multiple sketches.

			Detailed molecular diagrams laid out the mechanistic foundation for a new drug, mapping out how to target the HER2 protein—a major driver of tumor development and progression in HER2-positive breast cancer. In 1994. Which made this breakthrough revolutionary for its time.

			Page after page revealed the methodical brilliance of someone unraveling the mechanism by which cancer cells hijacked normal growth pathways.

			The final pages contained experimental protocols for synthesizing a monoclonal antibody and detailed binding affinity studies, receptor selectivity data, and even early toxicity models.

			Sabree frowned, her fingers trailing over the ink. These weren’t the types of notes an academic would jot down casually. Who was the scientist behind this elegant, innovative work? And then she saw it, at the very bottom of the page: R. Adisa. Sabree’s hands tightened around the notebook as she turned the pages more urgently.

			“This doesn’t make sense,” she muttered. “Who was or is R. Adisa?”

			Her mother had never worked in science, unless one counted her stint as an admin at Langer Lab.

			“Who are you?” Sabree whispered to the unknown researcher. “Why did my mother have your notebook?”

			She closed the notebook and traced the battered spine with her thumb. In the distance, an ambulance wailed, dopplering past, then faded. Sabree’s mind raced, her thoughts cascading over one another as she struggled to make sense of what she had read.

			If what she was reading was true, R. Adisa hadn’t just contributed to Montague Pharmaceuticals’ breast cancer breakthrough; he or she had built it. Monolexx was the company’s crown jewel therapy. Sabree would know; she’d pored over that published paper as a PhD student, tracing its elegant chemistry like scripture. It was the study that had made her dream of working for the company in the first place.

			But in the 1997 published work, Dr. Marcus Zhao, now the company’s chief scientific officer, was the lead author. R. Adisa’s name was nowhere. Why was the person who discovered the drug absent from its record?

			And who had decided she or he shouldn’t get credit for their own innovation?

			After Sabree had gone through everything in the box and found nothing else of note, her phone dinged again. She debated ignoring the message, but she reasoned it wasn’t a good idea to ignore her phone when she desperately needed a job. It could be the recruiter texting her.

			Letting out a frustrated groan, she scooped her phone up from the coffee table. A new episode of The Great British Baking Show was streaming, pastry themed.

			Another text arrived from Dr. Martinez.

			Call me!

			Sabree couldn’t handle another sympathetic conversation about her job search. But Dr. Martinez had been more than an adviser; she’d been a mentor and friend.

			Sabree placed the call and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

			“There you are!” Dr. Martinez’s voice crackled with energy. “I’ve been trying to reach you. Are you free for lunch?”

			Something in her tone made Sabree pay close attention. “Of course. Is everything okay?”

			“More than okay. Meet me at Catalyst at noon. This is important.”

			Catalyst was a cozy, upscale spot tucked along Newbury Street, where the clink of silverware and the low murmur of conversation blended with the warm scent of buttery seafood and fresh herbs. Boston’s lunch crowd filled the sleek space with meetings and socializing.

			Dr. Martinez waved from a corner booth, already sipping sparkling water when Sabree arrived. “Order whatever you want,” she said, vibrating with excitement before Sabree could protest. “My treat.”

			“What’s going on?” Sabree asked, taking the seat across from her. “Your message sounded urgent.”

			“I attended a cocktail party last night. Guess who sought me out specifically to discuss your work?”

			“Who?”

			“Alistair Montague.”

			Sabree wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “CEO of Montague Pharmaceuticals?”

			“He knew everything about your thesis work. The novel linker chemistry you developed. He quoted specific passages. Asked about your kinase inhibitor research during your postdoc. He’d clearly done his homework.”

			Sabree’s mouth went dry. “How would I even get on his radar? Why would Alistair Montague care about my research?”

			“Because they’re creating a position. Specifically for you.” Dr. Martinez leaned forward. “Leading a new research initiative in targeted therapeutics.”

			“Wait… What?”

			The waiter appeared with menus. Sabree barely noticed, her mouth gaping open in shock for a few seconds before she snapped it shut.

			Dr. Martinez declined when the waiter asked if they wanted to hear the day’s specials. He took the hint, sensing he had interrupted something intense, and said he would give them more time to decide.

			“That’s... That’s impossible,” Sabree stuttered. “They wouldn’t offer that kind of position to someone right out of postdoc, with no industry experience.”

			Dr. Martinez’s smile widened. “They want you, Sabree. Badly. And when Alistair Montague wants something, he gets it. Although…” She folded the edges of her napkin, deep in thought.

			“Although what?” Sabree asked. Her heart threatened to beat right out of her chest if she didn’t pull herself together. Alistair Montague. The man was a legend. Ruthless. Elusive. A force in the business world. His influence extended way beyond pharmaceuticals, but he was also notoriously private. Rarely seen out. It surprised Sabree to hear Dr. Martinez had run into him at a social event last night.

			Dr. Martinez said, “Alistair Montague wouldn’t make this offer unless he wanted something. The level of detail he knew about your work says he’s a man on a mission.”

			“What mission?” Sabree didn’t want to appear ungrateful, especially since her employment options were dwindling faster than her bank account. But there was no playbook to explain how one should react to such extraordinary news.

			She reached back into her memory, trying to recall if she had ever run into Alistair Montague or ever been in the same room with him at a scientific conference. She had the answer before her brain completed the thought.

			An unsettling feeling slowly gripped her though. The entire situation made no sense. Alistair Montague would have had to dig deep to find out Dr. Martinez was Sabree’s PhD adviser. Then keep tabs on her research and published papers. Keep tabs on her.

			The thought conjured another, an image of a black Mercedes idling at the cemetery the day she’d buried her mother. The faint, crawling sensation of being watched returned, as sharp now as it had been then. She’d told herself it was grief making her paranoid, but maybe it had been something else entirely.

			What if it had been Alistair Montague? The Mercedes had tinted windows; she couldn’t see inside. And now, just days later, he ran into her adviser and had a job ready for her? The two events were too coincidental for her to dismiss as paranoia.

			Dr. Martinez shrugged. “Hard to say. But he sees something in you. This is your chance to do meaningful work, Sabree. It’s what you’ve always wanted, to develop game-changing therapies that could save millions. Perhaps the origin of the opportunity doesn’t matter as much as the outcome.”

			Reaching across the table, Dr. Martinez squeezed her hand and said, “You’ve earned this.”

			Had she? After months of rejections, it felt too good to be true. Companies like Montague Pharmaceuticals didn’t just create positions for young scientists, no matter how promising their research.

			“Why me?” The question slipped out before she could stop herself.

			“Because you’re brilliant. Because your approach to protein conjugates could revolutionize their platform. Because Alistair Montague obviously recognizes talent when he sees it.” Dr. Martinez sat back. “The real question is why not you?”

			Sabree thought about groundbreaking papers and revolutionary therapies, finally having the resources to make the kind of discoveries she’d dreamed of. “When do they want to meet?”

			“Tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m.” Dr. Martinez’s eyes softened. “This is exactly what April wanted for you, the chance to change lives through science.”

			The mention of her mother brought unexpected tears. She had believed in Sabree so completely, and had sacrificed everything to support her dreams.

			“I should go home soon and prepare,” Sabree said. “Review their recent publications, study their pipeline.”

			Dr. Martinez laughed. “Some things never change. Still the most prepared student I’ve ever had.” Her expression grew serious. “This is your moment, Sabree.”

			She felt lighter, as if a lifetime of stress and pain had been lifted from her shoulders. Tomorrow could change everything.

			On the train ride home, Sabree turned the conversation over in her mind. The position seemed perfect, almost too perfect. And the level of interest from someone like Alistair Montague nagged at her like an experiment suggesting a variable she hadn’t considered.

		


		
			6

			The Lion’s Den

			Kendall Square buzzed with its usual mix of scientific ambition and urban energy as Sabree walked down Binney Street: students with backpacks, white-collar professionals on their way to work, cyclists threading between orange construction cones, and a CityRide bus rumbling past from a side street before disappearing into traffic.

			The district had earned its reputation as biotech’s beating heart. This was where science met capitalism in its purest form, where groundbreaking discoveries were born in sterile labs and transformed into stock options and FDA approvals.

			The Montague Pharmaceuticals tower rose eighteen stories above the controlled chaos. Its reflective facade caught the morning sun and threw it back in brilliant fragments, announcing the company’s place at the apex of the ecosystem alongside neighbors like Biogen, Amgen, Moderna, Takeda Pharmaceuticals, and Sanofi/Genzyme. This was where science met possibility. And today, it might just change her life.

			The lobby was bright but businesslike, glass walls letting in enough daylight to soften the sharp lines of steel and polished stone.

			Along one wall, a bank of flat screens streamed market indices, Bloomberg headlines, and clinical trial updates. Opposite, rows of mounted patent plaques, each tagged with a year and drug name, formed a meticulous, intimidating display.

			A steady flow of employees and visitors moved through security, ID badges flashing under the scanner’s blue light. Sabree adjusted the strap of her bag and approached the reception desk, where three security officers in navy blazers stood watch beside a receptionist with a practiced, welcoming smile. The brass Montague Pharmaceuticals logo gleamed above them, impossible to miss.

			“Dr. Warner for a 9:00 a.m. appointment with Mr. Montague,” Sabree said, trying to keep the nervous energy out of her voice.

			The younger security officer, his badge reading “Dunbar,” typed her name into his computer terminal.

			“I’ll need to see a photo ID, please.”

			As Sabree handed over her driver’s license, he cross-referenced it against his screen, then printed a visitor badge from a small machine beside his workstation.

			“Here you go, Dr. Warner. You’ll need to wear this at all times while in the building. Take the elevators to the seventeenth floor. Mr. Montague’s assistant will meet you there.”

			When the elevator doors opened, the floor felt quieter than the rest of the building. Plush carpeting muted her steps, and abstract art in restrained blues and grays lined the walls. Frosted glass doors bore the Montague Pharmaceuticals logo.

			An elegant woman rose from behind a desk in the reception area. Tailored in soft gray and navy, hair perfectly pinned, she radiated precision.

			“Maggie Calloway,” she said with a polished smile, extending a steady hand. The firm grip, diamond studs, and faint trace of Chanel told Sabree this was a woman who noticed everything and probably ran the floor more efficiently than anyone with a C-suite title.

			After offering Sabree a seat, Maggie lifted the phone. “Dr. Warner is here.”

			Moments later, Sabree was shown into Alistair Montague’s office, a space that felt like equal parts command center and private retreat. It had dark-wood paneling, shelves lined with medical journals and awards, and a wide window framing the busy sweep of Cambridge streets and the clustered facades of neighboring buildings.

			Behind a broad, organized desk, Alistair Montague rose to greet her, his silver hair immaculate and his posture commanding despite being in his late seventies.

			He wore a dark suit with a navy pocket square, and his expression was one of curious control, confirming he’d already read her CV, her dissertation, and perhaps her DNA.

			“Dr. Warner,” he said, shaking her hand. “Welcome. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

			She returned his gaze evenly, her grip firm. “Thank you for the opportunity. I have to admit, I was surprised you’re interested in my work.”

			He gestured toward the seat opposite him. They both sat. He said, “I’ve been following your work. Your kinase inhibitor study was impressive.”

			Sabree sat, spine straight and pulse steady. Every part of this was a test she couldn’t afford to fail. She needed this job, despite her misgivings.

			“I—thank you. It’s been my life’s work, really. I believe it could revolutionize treatment for resistant cancers.”

			Alistair nodded, studying her as if measuring her against something unseen. “That’s exactly why I want you here.”

			“Why me?” she asked, unable to hide her skepticism. “You must have hundreds of researchers lined up for a position like this. People with experience in pharmaceuticals.”

			Alistair leaned back, lacing his fingers together. “Because talent is wasted in the wrong hands.”

			His words carried the weight of certainty, as if the universe bent to his will, as if he alone decided whose hands were worthy. Sabree exhaled slowly, choosing her next words carefully. She wasn’t there to grovel; she wasn’t there to be saved. But neither changed the truth.

			“Until you took an interest, my job prospects were slim to none.”

			His lips twitched, slightly. Not quite a smile but something close to satisfaction.

			“That’s because the industry is run by men who lack vision,” he said. “They see talent, and they want to contain it. I see potential, and I want to unleash it.”

			It wasn’t lost on her that he spoke as if he were the industry, as if his approval or disapproval dictated the very fabric of pharmaceutical innovation. Perhaps it did.

			“My research is good, I know that, but there are others, people with better funding, better connections.”

			“None of them are you,” Alistair said simply.

			Sabree’s pulse stuttered. There was something unnerving in the way he said it, something that felt too personal, too deliberate.

			She forced a nod, shifting in her seat. “I’ve wanted to work at Montague Pharmaceuticals for years. My research focuses on modulating kinase pathways dynamically. Most treatments attack resistance linearly. I designed mine to adapt in real time to mutational shifts, essentially staying one step ahead of the cancer cells.”

			“I know.”

			A cold chill trailed down her spine. Of course he knew; he was Alistair Montague. It wouldn’t surprise Sabree if the man had access to her grant applications and failed interviews. Moreover, it felt like he had been watching.

			She swallowed. Maybe that was the cost of ambition; the only way to change the world was to align yourself with the people who owned it. Still, something about this felt weird.

			“Your work speaks for itself,” Alistair said. “Which is why I’m not particularly interested in talking about it.”

			“What do you mean?” she asked, frowning. “Forgive me for asking, but if the science was enough, I wouldn’t be here. Not like this.”

			“I know what you’re capable of. What I don’t know is how you handle pressure. Power. Loyalty.”

			The words settled between them like a gauntlet thrown at her feet. Sabree hesitated, just for a second, but she couldn’t let him see it. So she lifted her chin and met his gaze head-on.

			“I’m here because I want to work for the best. If the role comes with pressure, I can handle it.”

			Alistair held her stare. Then at last, he smiled, a slow, knowing curve of his lips, like a chess player watching the first piece move. “Good,” he said. “Because pressure makes diamonds, Dr. Warner. And I only deal in the rarest kind.” Leaning forward, his gaze steady on Sabree, he said, “I won’t waste your time with formalities. I want you at Montague Pharmaceuticals, effective immediately.”

			He let the weight of his words settle in the silence. When he offered her a starting salary of $140,000 annually, plus eligibility for the company bonus structure right from day one, her heart skipped a beat, and she stared at him wide-eyed, her mouth slightly agape.

			Was he serious? Her pulse thudded loudly in her ears as she tried to gauge his expression. She couldn’t tell, as uncertainty battled with burgeoning excitement within her. The room seemed to close in, a testament to how life-changing this moment could be.

			Alistair Montague didn’t strike her as the type to kid around. He’d just offered her a job and that was real. So the salary must be real too, right?

			He said, “I expect excellence, and I reward it accordingly.”

			Just like that? No more rejections, no more dead-end interviews, no more watching her bank account dwindle while she fought for a chance to prove herself?

			The number alone was staggering. Far more than she’d dared to hope for, far more than a scientist just out of postdoc had any right to dream of. But it was the certainty in Alistair’s voice that truly stunned her. He wanted her. Not in six months, not after another round of interviews and reference and background checks. Now.

			It felt too easy, and a whisper of suspicion curled in the back of her mind. But then again, wasn’t this what she’d wanted? A real shot, a seat at the table? She straightened in her chair, meeting Alistair’s gaze.

			“That’s a generous offer.”

			“This is more than a job, Dr. Warner. It’s an opportunity to be part of something far bigger than you realize.”

			Power was a peculiar thing.

			People assumed it came from money or control, from legacy, and perhaps to some extent, it did. But true power? True power was knowing things before anyone else did. Seeing the moves before they were made. Placing the pieces exactly where they needed to be.

			And Sabree Warner was a piece he’d been setting in motion for the past eighteen months. Now, she sat across from him, sharp and hungry, her uncertainty carefully hidden but not invisible. She thought this was luck, thought this was her moment.

			Alistair leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers as the glass windows of his office gleamed around them, reflecting the skyline like a kingdom built in his name.

			Sabree had performed well. Cautious but confident. Grateful yet not desperate. Good. It meant she was strong enough for what was coming.

			And still, there had been a flicker of something in her eyes when he’d told her he wasn’t interested in discussing her research, a moment of pause before she masked it.

			A scientist like her, talented but untested, needed to understand that in this world, intellect alone was nothing. The ones who survived were the ones who knew how to play the game. And Alistair was a master of the game.

			Power erased the question marks. It rewrote history. She straightened the collar of her navy-blue suit jacket, perhaps nerves or self-protection. Or the need to feel composed in his presence.

			She didn’t know what he knew. For now, that was best. Alistair allowed himself a small, private smile. One move down. And the board was his to control.

			He exhaled through his nose, shifting ever so slightly. A flash of something passed through him, guilt maybe. Or memory. They felt the same these days.

			Sabree Warner. It was a good name. Strong. Clean.

			“So, Dr. Warner,” he said evenly. “Will you accept the offer?”

			Her breath hitched. Not enough to betray anything to an untrained eye, but Alistair caught it.

			“I want you here,” he said, his voice smoother now, almost warm. “And I don’t see the point in waiting.”

			She met his gaze then, resolve flooding her features. “Yes,” she said. “I’ll take the job.”

			He gave a nod. “Wonderful. Let’s get your employment contract and other legal documents drawn up and signed. We’ll expedite your background check.” He reached for his desk phone. “I’d like to show you the labs and our research and development  wing personally. If you’re going to build the future of oncology here, you should see where it starts.”

			This was only the first move in a much larger game. In accepting this position, she’d unknowingly stepped into an arena where her intelligence alone wouldn’t be enough to survive. The dynamics at Montague Pharmaceuticals would test her in ways no laboratory ever could.

			His children were sharks who sensed weakness like blood in the water, and they would circle her from the moment she walked through those doors. If she couldn’t navigate their treacherous currents, she’d be devoured before she ever had the chance to prove her worth.

			But something told Alistair she would hold her own. The way she’d handled herself in the interview, the steel beneath her grief-worn exterior, the fierce intelligence that blazed in her eyes when she discussed her research. These weren’t the qualities of someone who would break easily.

			Dr. Sabree Warner was about to discover what it truly meant to work for the Montague empire. The lion’s den awaited.
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