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PROLOGUE
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The Clinic Burns

SAN MATEO, PHILIPPINES

The girl was seven, maybe eight, with enormous brown eyes and a scar that ran from her left ear to the corner of her mouth. She sat on the examination table in a faded Dora the Explorer shirt that was two sizes too big, swinging her legs and watching Dr. Maria Santos with the particular intensity of a child who had learned very early that adults couldn’t always be trusted.

“Does it hurt?” Santos asked, pressing gently along the girl’s jawline. The scar tissue was thick, ropey—the aftermath of a cooking fire in a house with no smoke detectors and no insurance. The kind of injury that would have been repaired in an afternoon at a private clinic in Manila. Here, in a cinder-block building forty minutes outside the city, it had gone untreated for three years.

“No,” the girl said. Then, quieter: “Only when I smile.”

Santos felt the words land somewhere behind her sternum, in the place where she kept all the things she couldn’t fix. She’d been keeping things there for a long time now. The place was getting full.

“Well,” Santos said, pulling on a smile of her own, “that’s no good, is it? Smiling is very important. I’m going to give you some cream that will make the skin softer, and in a few weeks it won’t hurt anymore. But you have to promise me something.”

The girl’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You have to keep smiling. Even when it’s hard. Deal?”

A pause. Then a grin that pulled the scar tight across her cheek, and Santos saw the flash of pain the girl tried to hide. “Deal.”

Santos applied the topical and wrote up instructions for the girl’s grandmother, who was waiting in the hallway knitting something orange and shapeless with the focused determination of a woman who had raised three generations on nothing and was not about to start complaining now. The grandmother took the instructions, folded them carefully into her bag, and said something in Tagalog that Santos’s nurse, Lena, translated as: “She says God sent you.”

“Tell her God had nothing to do with it,” Santos said. “Tell her the pharmaceutical companies that charge three hundred dollars for a tube of scar cream had everything to do with it.”

Lena gave her a look. “I’ll tell her you said thank you.”

“That works too.”

Santos watched them leave through the clinic’s front door—the grandmother’s hand on the girl’s shoulder, the girl already touching her cheek where the cream was starting to absorb—and allowed herself exactly five seconds of the feeling she’d learned not to trust. Something close to satisfaction. Something close to believing she was doing enough.

She wasn’t. She knew she wasn’t. But the clinic had six more patients waiting, and none of them were going to treat themselves.

* * *
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THE CLINIC CLOSED AT nine. Santos stayed until eleven.

This was not unusual. Lena had long since given up trying to drag her home at a reasonable hour and instead left a thermos of coffee and a container of adobo on Santos’s desk each night before locking up. The food was always good. The coffee was always terrible. Santos ate and drank both without tasting either, because by eleven PM she wasn’t Dr. Maria Santos, community physician and reluctant saint of the San Mateo barrio. She was Dr. Maria Santos, molecular biologist, and one of only a handful of people alive who fully understood what the Arachne Protocol could really do.

Which was funny, in a way that wasn’t funny at all, because not so long ago she hadn’t understood it either.

A year ago, Santos had been in Phoenix. Running Clinica Esperanza from a converted storefront with bars on the windows, treating undocumented immigrants and people who couldn’t afford insurance, keeping her head down and living a quiet life that had nothing to do with the theoretical research she’d abandoned years earlier. She’d worked with Alex Kern once, back when the Arachne Protocol was still equations on a whiteboard and a wild hypothesis about arachnid cellular regeneration. She’d left the pharmaceutical industry before he’d ever tested it on a human being. Hadn’t even known he’d succeeded.

Then Jo Kern and her twin brother had walked through her door with a dead man’s USB drive and a conspiracy that went all the way to the Pentagon, and Santos’s quiet life had detonated like a claymore.

She didn’t regret it. She’d verified the Protocol, testified before Congress, helped bring down Vance and Cortland and the whole rotting architecture of suppression that had kept the most important medical breakthrough in human history locked in a dead man’s safe for fifteen years. She’d do it again in a heartbeat.

But it had made her a target. Clinica Esperanza had been mobbed by reporters, then by protestors, then by people who wanted the Protocol and people who wanted it destroyed. And then, three months after Jo and Jack had walked through her door, someone had come in the night and burned the clinic to the ground.

Santos had survived because she’d been sleeping at a motel that week—a precaution, a hunch, the kind of instinct you develop when you’ve spent time around people who kill to protect their interests. But the fire had been thorough, professional, and the reports that followed were definitive: no survivors recovered. Electrical fault. Case closed.

Everyone believed she was dead. Jo had stood up at the treatment centre groundbreaking and said the words out loud, her voice cracking: “They killed Dr. Maria Santos, who helped verify the research.” Santos had watched the clip on a stolen laptop in a motel room in Guam, eating cold rice from a Styrofoam container, and felt something complicated twist behind her ribs.

She’d let them believe it for months. Let the world think Maria Santos was dead, because dead people don’t get hunted. Dead people don’t get their clinics burned down twice. Dead people can disappear to the Philippines, where their mothers were born, and start again where nobody is looking.

She’d called Jo from a burner phone four months after the fire. Jo had picked up, heard her voice, and been silent for a very long time before saying: “You absolute bitch. I eulogised you on national television.”

“I saw,” Santos had said. “Your delivery was terrible.”

The encrypted biweekly video calls had started after that. Jo furious, then relieved, then furious again in the way that people get when grief turns out to have been unnecessary. Santos explaining, apologising, not apologising, explaining again. Eventually they’d settled into something that worked: regular check-ins, research collaboration, the kind of trust that only forms between people who’ve both had their lives blown apart by the same dead man’s research.

And in the months since, alone at night in this windowless office behind the supply closet—the one she’d lined with acoustic foam and fitted with a lock that cost more than the rest of the building combined—she’d devoured every byte of Alex’s data. Studied the treatment records for Torres and Chen and Alex himself. Come to understand the Protocol with a depth that probably only Alex had matched. She’d also modelled its failure modes—what happened when the Arachne code was corrupted or incomplete, when the cellular matrices tried to build tissue from broken instructions. The results were ugly. Matrices organising without proper guidance produced runaway growth: chimeric structures that the body couldn’t regulate and couldn’t reabsorb. Santos had taken to calling it unravelling—the opposite of the elegant self-assembly Alex had designed—and the models suggested it would be worse in practice than it looked on a screen.

Jo called every two weeks, sometimes more. Encrypted video, routed through three different servers, because Santos was paranoid and Jo had learned to respect paranoia after nearly dying twice. The calls were part check-in, part research collaboration, part something neither of them would have called friendship out loud but both of them needed. Jo would update her on the treatment centres, the FDA approvals, the political battles. Santos would share her analysis of the long-term patient data Jo sent her—cellular behaviour patterns that didn’t quite match the models, anomalies in the matrices of patients months post-treatment that she couldn’t explain and couldn’t stop thinking about.

Their last call had been eleven days ago. Santos had been evasive, distracted. She’d mentioned “a failsafe” and “insurance” and something about needing to “make sure the right person has the tools.” Jo had pushed, gently. Santos had deflected, less gently.

She’d had her reasons. What she’d found in the data wasn’t something you dropped on a person over a video call—not when the implications were this big, not when the tool she’d built in response wasn’t finished, and not when telling Jo would make Jo the most valuable target on the planet. Some secrets kept people safe precisely because they didn’t know them yet. Santos intended to explain everything, in person, when the time was right.

They’d hung up with things unsaid. The unspoken agreement that Santos would explain when she was ready.

She’d never be ready now. But Santos didn’t know that yet.

Her office contained two things that didn’t belong in a free clinic in the Philippines. The first was a server rack, compact and humming quietly, connected to three separate satellite uplinks and running encryption that would have given the NSA a headache. The second was a hard drive, matte black, no larger than a deck of cards, sitting in a fireproof safe bolted to the concrete floor. She’d had it shipped from Phoenix in a diplomatic pouch, calling in the last favour she’d ever call in from a State Department contact who owed her for saving his daughter’s mobility.

The Santos Drive, as she’d taken to calling it in the privacy of her own head, because even thinking about it in more specific terms felt dangerous. It contained everything. Alex’s complete research—the files Jo and Jack had brought to her clinic in Phoenix, the ones that had detonated her quiet life. Santos’s own verification analysis from the months since. The treatment records for Torres, Chen, and Alex himself. The genetic encryption keys. The patient database from the legitimate treatment centres that Jo sent her monthly.

And the kill switch.

Santos didn’t like thinking about the kill switch. She’d built it herself, in the months after testifying before Congress, after she’d understood not just what the Protocol could do but what it could become. Alex had been meticulous, brilliant, careful—but he’d also been dying, and dying men don’t always think about worst-case scenarios. Santos did. It was the difference between a dreamer and a realist, and Santos had always been the realist.

She’d built it—an encrypted algorithm that could broadcast a destabilisation signal to the Arachne matrices in any treated patient within range. Not a clean off switch. You couldn’t cleanly switch off something that had woven itself into living tissue at the cellular level. The matrices didn’t just trigger regeneration and dissolve—they persisted, dormant, threaded through the new tissue like roots through soil. Destroying them meant damaging the soil. It meant pain and inflammation and cellular disruption and, in the worst cases, the very kind of cascading tissue failure the Protocol was designed to prevent.

Sometimes, late at night, when the servers hummed their lullaby, she wondered what Alex would think of her hiding out here, running a bare-bones clinic on the other side of the world while Jo and Webb and Patricia built something real back in the States. He’d probably say she was being melodramatic. He’d probably be right.

Tonight, she was running her weekly security sweep. Three encrypted connections, all clean. Remote backup to a server in Iceland, running on schedule. No unusual traffic on the satellite uplinks. No—

Santos frowned. Leaned closer to the monitor.

There. A blip on the secondary uplink. Brief, barely a whisper—the kind of thing most people would dismiss as atmospheric interference or a satellite hiccup. But Santos had already survived one clinic being burned to the ground. She’d watched Rowan get shot in his own home. She’d seen what happened to Torres, to Alex. She’d learned that the things that killed you were never the things you expected. They were the whispers. The blips. The tiny anomalies that your brain wanted to file under “probably nothing.”

She pulled up the signal analysis. The blip had lasted 0.3 seconds. It carried a frequency signature she didn’t recognise—not civilian, not commercial, not any of the standard military bands she’d programmed her system to flag.

Something new.

Santos reached for her phone and pulled up the security camera feeds. Six cameras covered the clinic’s exterior—two on the front entrance, two on the rear, one on each side. The feeds showed nothing. Empty streets. A stray dog nosing through garbage. The neighbour’s motorcycle parked in its usual spot.

She was being paranoid. She was always being paranoid. It was the only reason she was still alive.

Santos switched to the motion-sensor logs. Nothing had triggered the perimeter alerts in the past six hours. Everything was clean. Everything was fine.

She took a sip of Lena’s terrible coffee and turned back to her work.

On the monitor behind her, the security feed for camera three—east side, covering the generator and the propane tank—flickered once and went black.

* * *
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SANTOS DIDN’T SEE CAMERA three go down. She was deep in the latest patient dataset Jo had sent her—six-month follow-ups from the Phoenix Treatment Centre, cellular imaging scans that showed the matrices in long-term patients doing things that didn’t match any of Alex’s models. The work was meticulous and absorbing, the kind of focused concentration that made hours feel like minutes, and she was deep in it when the lights went out.

Not a power cut. The generator was still running—she could hear it through the wall. But the overhead fluorescents had died, plunging the office into darkness broken only by the blue glow of her monitors, which were on an independent power supply.

Someone had cut the mains.

Santos was on her feet before the thought fully formed. Months of paranoia took over—the security protocols she’d drilled every night since arriving in the Philippines, the routines she’d built after surviving one clinic fire and knowing the people who’d set it were still out there. Not panic. Preparation. She hit the emergency protocol on her keyboard: a single keystroke that began uploading the Santos Drive’s contents to three separate remote servers simultaneously. The upload would take four minutes. She needed to buy four minutes.

She reached under her desk for the go-bag. She’d packed it the week she’d arrived in the Philippines and checked it every morning since—one of the new habits she’d developed after learning what happened to people who weren’t ready. Passport. Cash. Burner phone. A second hard drive with a partial backup of the most critical files. And a voice recorder, because Maria Santos was a scientist, and scientists documented everything, even their own deaths.

Especially their own deaths.

The first sound was a soft pop, like a champagne cork, followed by the hiss of gas dispersing. Tear gas, or something worse. It was coming through the ventilation system, which meant they’d accessed the roof—which meant they’d been here long enough to map the building’s layout and plan entry points.

These weren’t thieves. These weren’t cartel. This was military.

Santos pulled her shirt over her mouth and nose, grabbed the go-bag, and moved to the office door. Through the reinforced window she could see the hallway filling with pale grey smoke. Shadows moved at the far end—two, no, three figures in tactical gear, moving with the coordinated precision of people who did this for a living.

Four minutes. She needed four minutes and she had maybe ninety seconds.

She locked the office door—the expensive lock, the one that had cost more than the building—and dragged a filing cabinet in front of it. It wouldn’t hold them long. It didn’t need to. It just needed to hold them long enough.

The upload bar on her monitor: eleven percent.

Through the door, she heard boots on linoleum. Professional. Unhurried. They knew she was in here. They knew she couldn’t get out. They were taking their time because people who had already won could afford to be patient.

Santos picked up the voice recorder and pressed record.

“Jo,” she said, and her voice was steadier than she’d expected. Steadier than she had any right to be. “If you’re hearing this, then the upload worked, and I’m probably dead, and I’m sorry for both of those things. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to hand you this in person and explain everything over coffee like a normal human being.”

Upload: twenty-three percent.

A thud against the door. Then another. Methodical. They were breaching.

“Your father built something extraordinary. You know that. The Arachne Protocol works—I’ve seen the data, I’ve verified the science, I’ve testified to it before Congress. But there’s something about the treatment that isn’t in the public research. Something I discovered in the months since.”

Upload: thirty-eight percent. The door shuddered. Hinges groaning.

“The cellular matrices—the ones that drive regeneration—they don’t dissolve after treatment. Everyone assumes they do. The tissue heals, the patient recovers, the doctors declare success and move on. But the matrices are still there, Jo. Dormant. Nested inside the new tissue like seeds waiting for rain. In every patient your father ever treated. In Patricia Chen. In you—twice over. They’re part of you now. Part of your biology. And I don’t think they’re sleeping as deeply as we thought.”

Fifty-one percent. The filing cabinet scraped across the floor as the door bulged inward. Santos could smell the gas now, acrid and chemical, seeping through the gaps. Her eyes watered. Her lungs burned.

“When I studied your father’s data after the congressional hearing, I saw something he missed—or maybe something he didn’t live long enough to see. The matrices persist. They integrate. And I think they’re capable of more than anyone realises. So I built a failsafe. A kill switch. The algorithm on this drive can broadcast a signal that destabilises the dormant matrices and triggers cellular apoptosis. Programmed cell death. It would neutralise the matrices in any treated patient within range of the signal.”

She paused. The door cracked further. She spoke faster.

“But Jo—listen to me carefully—the kill switch isn’t clean. Destroying dormant matrices that have integrated into living tissue is like pulling roots out of soil. Some of the tissue comes with it. Anyone who’s been treated would experience cellular disruption at every site the matrices have colonised. Inflammation. Tissue degradation. Maybe organ failure, depending on how deeply the matrices have embedded. For someone who’s had one treatment, it could be survivable. For someone who’s had two—”

She stopped. She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Jo had had two treatments. Jo would be the most vulnerable person on the planet if the kill switch was ever deployed.

“Guard it with your life. I mean that literally. Vance is dead. Cortland is dead. Reid is in custody. But the attack on my clinic tonight is proof that they weren’t the top of the chain. There are people you never identified, Jo—people who’ve been trying to get this technology under military control for years—and they’re still out there. Still watching. And they will come for you next.”

Sixty-seven percent.

“Your father was the dreamer, Jo. I was the realist. I built you the tool to decide which the world needs more. Don’t let it be for nothing.”

She set the recorder down and slid it into the go-bag’s inner pocket, then zipped the bag shut and shoved it under the server rack, behind a tangle of cables where it wouldn’t be immediately visible. If the building burned—and she was increasingly certain it would—the fireproof lining might hold. Might.

Seventy-nine percent.

The door cracked. A boot appeared in the gap, then a gloved hand, then the barrel of a weapon. Santos didn’t know guns—had never wanted to—but she knew what a suppressor looked like from every thriller she’d ever watched on the flights between Phoenix and Manila. This was a weapon designed for close-quarters work. Designed to be quiet. Designed for exactly this.

She stepped back against the far wall. There was nowhere to go. She’d known that before they’d started breaching. She’d known it, truthfully, since the day she’d verified Alex’s research and put her name on it in front of the world.

Eighty-eight percent.

The door gave way.

Three men entered. Black tactical gear, no insignia, no faces—balaclavas and night-vision goggles that made them look like insects. The lead man swept the room with his weapon, assessed Santos standing against the wall with her hands raised, and spoke into a throat mic.

“Target located. One civilian. Office secured.”

A voice in his earpiece, tinny and distant. Santos couldn’t make out the words, but the lead man’s response told her everything she needed to know.

“Understood. Acquire all hardware. Sanitise the site.”

Sanitise. Santos didn’t need a military background to understand what that meant. Three armed men in tactical gear hadn’t breached a free clinic in the Philippines to ask questions. They were going to take everything and burn the rest. Including her.

Ninety-one percent.

The second man moved toward the server rack. Santos watched him reach for the primary cable—the one feeding the upload—and made a decision. The upload wasn’t going to finish. She had maybe twelve seconds before he pulled the plug.

She stepped forward. “Wait.”

The lead man’s weapon tracked to her chest. “Don’t move.”

“The drive is encrypted with genetic keys,” Santos said, speaking fast, buying seconds. “You can take the hardware, but without the decryption sequence, it’s useless. I’m the only one who knows the full key set. Kill me and you lose everything.”

The lead man paused. Earpiece consultation. Santos could feel the seconds draining away, could hear the upload bar ticking higher with each heartbeat.

Ninety-three percent.

“She’s stalling,” the second man said. He’d seen the monitors. “She’s uploading. Pull it now.”

The lead man made a decision. Nodded once.

The second man ripped the cable from the server.

The upload froze at ninety-three percent.

Santos closed her eyes. Ninety-three. Not everything. Not the complete dataset, not the deepest encryption layer, not the full kill switch code. But enough. Enough for someone smart to work with. Enough for Jo to find what she needed, if she was as tenacious as her father and as stubborn as her mother and as brilliant as Santos had always believed she was.

It would have to be enough.

The lead man gave an order. The third man—the one who hadn’t spoken, who’d been placing small devices at strategic points around the room while his colleagues were focused on Santos—pressed a button on his vest. The devices began to glow, soft orange, pulsing.

Incendiaries. Timed. Santos could smell the accelerant now, chemical and sharp, and she understood with absolute clarity what the next three minutes would look like.

She removed her glasses. Set them on the desk beside Lena’s thermos and the untouched adobo. The lead man was disconnecting the hard drive from the safe—the physical Santos Drive, the original, the one she’d carried from Phoenix to this cinder-block clinic on the other side of the world. He handled it carelessly, like it was just another piece of hardware and not the most valuable object on the planet.

The go-bag was still under the server rack. The voice recorder was still inside it. Santos looked at the tangle of cables hiding it and sent up something that wasn’t quite a prayer to a God she wasn’t sure she believed in.

Let it survive.

The incendiaries ignited with a sound like a collective inhale, all the oxygen in the room pulling toward the flames at once. The three men moved for the door, the hard drive secure in a tactical case, their mission complete. They didn’t look back at Santos.

She didn’t expect them to.

The fire was fast—hotter than she’d anticipated, the accelerant turning the acoustic foam into fuel, the supply closet catching like kindling. Santos backed into the corner farthest from the door, not because it would save her but because it put the server rack between her and the flames, and if the go-bag had any chance at all, she needed the metal to take the heat as long as possible.

She thought about the girl with the scar. The enormous brown eyes. The grin that hurt.

She thought about Alex, and Ann, and Jo and Jack—the twins she’d barely known as teenagers and had come to care about fiercely in the space of a few desperate months.

She thought about the kill switch, and hoped she’d made the right call building it, and hoped even harder that Jo would never have to use it.

The ceiling collapsed.

The last thing Maria Santos saw was the upload confirmation on the monitor across the room—the one connected to the independent power supply, the one she’d set up precisely for moments like this. Through the smoke and the fire and the chaos, the screen showed something that shouldn’t have been possible.

The upload had resumed. Ninety-three percent. Ninety-four. Ninety-five.

Someone else was inside the network.

Someone else was pulling the data.

Santos smiled. It hurt. She did it anyway.

A deal was a deal.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Package

The anchor’s name is David Chen, and I hate him within fifteen seconds of sitting down.

Not because he’s rude. He’s not. He’s polished and professional and his smile has exactly the right amount of warmth to make you think he gives a shit about whatever you’re saying. It’s the eyes that give him away. They’re calculating. Scanning for the angle, the gotcha, the moment he can pivot from human-interest segment to career-defining takedown.

I know because I’ve been doing these interviews for three months now, and I’ve learned to tell the difference between the journalists who actually want to understand what the Arachne Protocol does and the ones who’ve already written their story and just need me to say something they can use as a headline.

David Chen has already written his story.

“So, Jo,” he says, leaning forward with the practiced intimacy of a man who uses first names to create false familiarity, “the Phoenix Protocol Treatment Center has been open for—what, four months now? Already expanding to three other cities. Patients being treated, remarkable results. You must be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

The “you” is deliberate. Not “your father’s research” or “the medical team.” Me. Personally. Because when things go wrong—and I can already feel where this is going—he wants the blame attached to a face. My face.

“The medical teams at the treatment centres deserve the credit,” I say. “Patricia Chen, Dr. Marcus Webb, the researchers and clinicians who are doing the actual work of turning my father’s research into safe, accessible treatments. I’m just the person who helped make it public.”

“Modest,” Chen says, and his smile tightens just enough. “But you are the public face of the Protocol. Which is why I’d like to get your reaction to something we received this morning.”

Here it fucking comes.

He turns to the monitor behind him, and I watch my own face on camera watching whatever he’s about to show me, and I think: I should have listened to Webb. Webb said don’t do this interview. Webb said Chen has been looking for an angle for months. Webb said stay home, eat takeaway, watch something stupid on television. But I’m Jo Kern, and I’ve never once in my life taken the smart advice when the stupid option was available.

The footage is grainy, shot on a phone, shaky in the way that usually means someone was recording while terrified. A room—concrete walls, bare bulb overhead, somewhere that is not a legitimate medical facility by any definition. A man lying on a table, shirtless, and for a moment I think it’s just another news story about underground clinics, the kind I’ve been hearing about for weeks.

Then the camera zooms in, and I see what’s happening to his shoulder.

The tissue is growing. Not healing—growing. Erupting from the skin in ridges and folds that look like nothing in any anatomy textbook, chimeric structures that are part muscle, part something else, something organic and wrong and alive in a way that human tissue should not be alive. The man is screaming. Someone off-camera is shouting in Spanish. The growth is spreading down his arm, the skin splitting and reforming around structures that have no business being inside a human body.

Unraveling. I’ve read about it in the research. The theoretical result of corrupted or incomplete Arachne code—cellular matrices organising incorrectly, building tissue that isn’t tumour and isn’t organ but something new and horrifying. I understood it as a concept, as a risk factor in the safety protocols Webb and Patricia designed.

I’ve never seen it happen to a real person. Jesus Christ.

The footage cuts, mercifully, and Chen turns back to me with an expression that is carefully, professionally concerned.

“That footage was recorded three weeks ago at an unlicensed clinic in Guatemala,” he says. “The patient was told he was receiving the Arachne Protocol. He paid four thousand dollars for a treatment that left him with what doctors are describing as catastrophic tissue mutation. He’s one of at least seventeen similar cases we’ve identified across Central and South America.”

Seventeen. Shit. I didn’t know. I didn’t know any of this.

“Jo? Your reaction?”

My mouth is open. Words should be coming out of it. This is the part where I say something articulate about counterfeit treatments and the importance of regulation and the difference between legitimate Protocol administration and whatever back-alley nightmare that footage just showed me. This is the part where I’m supposed to be calm and competent and reassuring.

“I—”

Nothing. I’ve got nothing. Because seventeen people are walking around with their bodies turning into something out of a Cronenberg film, and it’s happening because I helped make the Protocol public, and I didn’t know, and that’s almost worse than the footage itself.

“You helped release the research that made these counterfeit treatments possible,” Chen says, and there it is, the thesis statement he’s been building toward since I sat down. “Do you feel any responsibility for what’s happening to these patients?”

I stand up. The mic pack catches on the chair, and for a humiliating second I’m tethered in place, fumbling with the clip while Chen watches with the satisfaction of a man who has gotten exactly the reaction he wanted. I unclip the mic, set it on the desk with hands that are almost steady, and walk off set without saying a word.

I make it to the bathroom before I throw up. Barely.

It’s not much—I didn’t eat this morning because interviews make me nauseous even when they go well—but I stay bent over the toilet for a long time after my stomach is empty, forehead against the cool porcelain, breathing in the chemical smell of industrial cleaner and thinking about the man on the table and the tissue erupting from his shoulder and the seventeen people I didn’t know about.

My phone buzzes. Webb.


Saw the interview. Coming to get you.



I type back: Don’t. Going to the centre. Need to work. Will see you there.

What I mean is: I need to do something useful before the guilt eats me alive and I need a minute alone. But Webb has known me long enough to translate.

* * *
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THE PROTEST HAS GOTTEN bigger.

When I pull into the Phoenix Protocol Treatment Center’s parking lot—the one around the back, because the front entrance has been a gauntlet of signs and shouting for the past two weeks—I count maybe forty people on the sidewalk out front. That’s up from a dozen when the protests started. The signs are a mix of the predictable (STOP PLAYING GOD, ARACHNE KILLS) and the creative (one reads YOUR SPIDER JUICE TURNED MY COUSIN INTO A MUSHROOM, which would be funny if it weren’t attached to a person who genuinely believes it).

Inside, the treatment centre is running with the grim efficiency of a place that has learned to function under siege. Patricia is at the front desk talking to a patient’s family, her reading glasses pushed up into her hair, her voice calm and reassuring in a way that makes me jealous because I have never once in my life been calm and reassuring about anything.

Then I see the plywood over the fucking window.

“What happened?”

Patricia finishes her conversation, walks the family to the elevator, and turns to me with an expression that is roughly ninety percent exhaustion and ten percent suppressed fury.

“Brick,” she says. “About an hour ago. Came through the front window. Glass everywhere. I had a patient in the lobby at the time—spinal cord injury, here for her follow-up monitoring. She was on the floor screaming because she thought it was a bomb.”

“Are you—” I start, and then I notice the butterfly bandage on her forehead. Small. Precise. Self-applied, knowing Patricia.

She touches it like she’d forgotten it was there. “Glass fragment. It’s nothing.”

It’s not nothing. A brick through the window of a medical facility is not nothing. Patricia Chen—who was paralysed from the waist down until my father’s research gave her back her legs, who has dedicated every day since to making sure that research reaches as many people as possible—standing here with a cut on her face from a brick thrown by someone who thinks the Protocol is dangerous. It’s so far from nothing that I can feel the rage building in my chest like a physical pressure. I want to put my fist through the plywood they used to replace the glass.

“Webb’s reviewing the security footage,” Patricia says, reading my expression. “You should see it before you do anything you’ll regret.”

Webb is in the security office, which is really just a converted supply closet with three monitors and a chair that doesn’t swivel anymore because someone—me, during a particularly bad week—kicked it so hard the mechanism broke. He’s watching footage from the exterior camera, rewinding and replaying the same five-second clip.

“Watch,” he says without turning around. He knows my footsteps. He’s been knowing my footsteps for over a year now, and sometimes that level of intimacy still startles me.

I watch. The footage shows the protest—signs, shouting, the usual. Then a figure at the edge of the crowd raises something and throws. Clean arc. Brick hits the window dead centre. Glass explodes inward. The figure turns and walks away. Doesn’t run. Walks.

Webb rewinds it. “Look at the throw.”

I look. The throw is perfect. Not the wild, angry heave of someone caught up in the moment. A controlled, precise overhand release with follow-through that speaks to either very good aim or very specific training.

“That’s not a protester,” I say.

“No,” Webb agrees. “That’s someone who wanted a brick through that specific window at that specific time. The question is why.”

We look at each other, and I can see him thinking what I’m thinking. Volkov’s warning about weaponization. Santos’s clinic in Phoenix burned to the ground. The threats that have been trickling in since we went public. We’d known the fight wasn’t over—Vance and Cortland were dead, but whatever they’d been part of was bigger than two people. The Pentagon’s interest in controlling regenerative technology didn’t die in a warehouse in Virginia—the infrastructure was still there, the funding streams, the classified programmes, the people who’d spent careers turning medical research into military capability. We’d cut off two heads and had no idea what was still attached to the body. We just hadn’t expected it to walk up to our front window and throw a brick.

“So you know I did the video,” I say. “What did you think?”

Webb turns from the monitors and looks at me. His face does the thing it does when he’s choosing between honesty and kindness, and I love him for the fact that honesty usually wins.

“It’s bad, Jo. You walked off set. They’ll run the Unraveling footage with your reaction on a loop for the next forty-eight hours. And seventeen cases of counterfeit treatment we didn’t know about—that’s going to be the story, not the dozens of patients we’ve already helped.”

“I know.”

“Did you know? About the counterfeits?”

“No. I didn’t know until I was sitting on live television watching a man’s shoulder turn into something from a horror movie. Which is approximately the worst way to find out.”

Webb stands, crosses the small room, and puts his hands on my shoulders. Steady. Grounding. The way he always is when I’m vibrating at a frequency that suggests imminent detonation.

“We’ll deal with it,” he says. “Patricia’s already reaching out to the WHO about the counterfeit clinics. Martinez can get the FBI involved. And you’ll do another interview—a better one, when you’re prepared—and explain what the Unraveling actually is and how it’s different from legitimate treatment. We’ll get ahead of it.”

“Will we? Because right now it feels like we’re losing.”

“We always do.”

I want to believe him. I want to believe that this is just another obstacle, another problem to solve, another thing that seems insurmountable until we surmount it. But the man on the table in Guatemala is lodged behind my eyes like a splinter, and the butterfly bandage on Patricia’s forehead is telling me something I don’t want to hear.

The world is turning against us, and I’m not sure how to stop it.

* * *
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MY APARTMENT IS THE kind of place that tells you everything about its occupant, and what it tells you about me is that I spend as little time here as possible.

It’s a one-bedroom in a building that was probably nice in the eighties. The furniture came with the lease. The only personal items are a framed photo of my parents on the bookshelf—pre-accident, Mom laughing at something Dad said, both of them looking like people who had no idea what was coming—and a pair of snowboarding boots by the door that I haven’t touched in over a year. I keep meaning to give them away. I keep not doing it.

Webb has his own place, but he stays here three or four nights a week. His coffee is in my kitchen. His razor is in my bathroom. We haven’t had the conversation about moving in together because having that conversation would require both of us to admit that what we have is something permanent, and we’re both still learning how to be people who plan for the future instead of just surviving the present.

Tonight he’s at the centre, running overnight monitoring on a patient whose treatment is in a critical phase. I’m alone, which is fine. I like being alone. I’ve been telling myself that for fifteen years, and if I say it enough times, maybe it’ll start being true. Bullshit, but comforting bullshit.

I eat leftover pad thai standing over the kitchen sink because using a plate feels like an unnecessary commitment. I take a shower that’s too hot and lasts too long. I put on sweatpants and Webb’s old Army t-shirt and sit on the couch with my laptop, scrolling through the aftermath of the Chen interview.

It’s worse than Webb said. The clip of me standing up, fumbling with the mic, walking off set—it’s everywhere. Social media has turned it into a meme. Someone’s already set it to the Curb Your Enthusiasm theme. Fucking hell. Someone else added cartoon sound effects. The Unraveling footage is being shared alongside clips from my congressional testimony, with captions like “This is what she was fighting for?” and “The Arachne Protocol: when the cure is worse than the disease.”

I close the laptop. Stare at the ceiling. Think about calling Webb but decide against it because he’s working and because if I hear his voice right now I might cry, and I’ve been rationing my crying for special occasions.

The buzzer goes off at eleven-fourteen PM.

I don’t move. Nobody buzzes my apartment at eleven-fourteen PM. Webb has a key. Jack would call first. The building has a doorman during business hours, but after ten it’s just a locked entrance and an intercom system that half the tenants have figured out how to bypass.

The buzzer goes again. Two short pulses.

I go to the intercom. “Who is it?”

Nothing. Static. Then a click, and silence.

The old Jo—the Jo who thought a blown ACL was the worst thing that could happen to a person—would have gone back to the couch and forgotten about it. That Jo hadn’t learned yet what happens when you ignore the small things. The whispers. The blips.

I grab the kitchen knife from the block by the stove—not because I think I’m going to stab someone but because holding something sharp makes me feel marginally less helpless—and go to my front door. Look through the peephole.

The hallway is empty.

I open the door.

On the mat, there’s a package. Padded envelope, no return address, no postage. Hand-delivered. My name is written on the front in block letters that don’t match anyone’s handwriting I recognise.

I pick it up. It’s light—barely weighs anything. But the smell hits me before I’ve even brought it inside, and my stomach drops because I know that smell. Smoke. Chemicals. The acrid aftermath of something that burned hot and fast and with purpose.

I close and lock the door. Carry the envelope to the kitchen table. Open it with the knife I’m already holding, which is either practical or paranoid, and at this point in my life the two are indistinguishable.
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