
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


In the private laboratory known as ViraVax, Rico Toledo has uncovered a horrifying truth. In this place, run by a mysterious group called the Children of Eden, the worst suspicions of ex-intelligence officer Toledo have been confirmed: his partner has been genetically programmed for assassination—and Toledo may have been altered too.

––––––––

[image: ]


ViraVax

Bill Ransom

Smashwords edition 2011

WordFire Press

www.wordfire.com

Copyright 1993, 2011 Bill Ransom

Originally published 1993 by Ace Books


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.





––––––––

[image: ]


Ash Wednesday

18 February 2015



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Nancy Bartlett staggered away from her husband’s body on their living room floor, gun smoke trailing the air behind her like a guardian angel. Her right hand cramped from its grip on the stubby Galil. Nancy used her left hand to pry the right free, then she let her shaking knees drop her to the couch. A winking red light at her Watchdog console signaled that security was on the way.

The mess in front of her on the living room floor did not resemble Red Bartlett any more than the monster he had become had resembled the shy genius, the pride of ViraVax. Red had attacked her, his own wife, with a fury that she had not imagined possible. Her devastated apartment was testimony to that fury.

Nancy set the hot Galil next to a chunk of skull and hair on the couch, then willed her trembling body into the kitchen, where she wouldn’t have to look at what was left of her husband.

Thank God, Sonja’s not here!

Their daughter was spending the weekend and her fuel ration coupons at an airstrip out of town, garnering all the flight and simulator time she could get.

Nancy and Sonja lived in the capital of Costa Brava, near the U.S. Embassy compound, where Nancy worked and Sonja attended American School. Red Bartlett lived and worked at the ViraVax facility in the Jaguar Mountains, but visited his family most weekends and holy days at their security apartment in the capital. Today was Ash Wednesday, and a scrap of Red’s forehead wore the smudge that told her he had stopped off at the cathedral for the late Mass.

Nancy Bartlett wanted to hold her daughter with a pain she could hardly bear, but she would rather die the most horrible death than have her daughter see her now.

I might still get that chance, she thought. Maybe I should call Rico. . . .

A tone sounded from her Watchdog and she heard the doorlocks snick aside. Security would notify Colonel Toledo soon enough.

Four people stepped inside, all wearing full contamination gear. Two carried the shorty assault Colts made for entry into closed spaces, and they prosecuted a quick search. One lugged several cases of equipment and, when the all-clear was signaled, muscled the bulky cases into the room with the body. No one spoke. The only sound in the room was the whisk-whisk of their bulky suits and the rasp of their respirators.

Nancy had never cared for ViraVax, nor for the Agency’s security games that surrounded the labs, but tonight she was thankful for it. She was liaison between the United States and the Confederation of Costa Brava, so the Defense Intelligence Agency investigator would keep ViraVax, the Costa Bravan police and newshounds at bay. She had to tell her story, but at least it would be private. At least, in its ugly way, it would be to family.
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Major Rena Scholz arrived at the Bartlett apartment at half past midnight, just eight minutes after dispatch. She wore civilian dress under the hazard suit so that she could establish rapport with Nancy Bartlett as soon as possible. The major was already drenched in sweat and cursed the suit’s faulty circulator. It seemed to the major that she spent all of her time in Costa Brava drenched in sweat, swatting bugs, daydreaming of home in Colorado. Tonight there would be no daydreaming.

The major toted a drab gray briefcase in her right hand, and over her left shoulder the rape kit hung like a bulky purse.

She posted MPs at front and back doors, activated her helmet camera, then attended to Nancy Bartlett.

“Nancy, I’m Rena Scholz,” she began. “Do you remember me?”

Nancy sat at the dining room table without looking up. Splintered chairs and broken glassware littered the floor. Behind her, the dead man’s mottled legs sprawled beside the overturned coffee table. One bullet had passed through the dining room wall and punched a hole the size of a quarter through the refrigerator door.

She put up a helluva fight, Scholz noted. The major tapped her gloveware and framed Nancy Barlett in a close-up.

Dried blood caked Nancy’s blond hair black. A grotesque swelling dominated the right side of her face, also smeared with blood from her flattened nose. The silk housedress that she clutched around her was marred with bloody handprints, and her hands wore their dried blood like brittle gloves. Other than the facial damage, Major Scholz saw no other wounds.

Nancy nodded, a barely perceptible nod.

“You’re the captain who briefed us before Costa Brava.”

Monotone, the major noted. Affect: flat.

Nancy’s swollen lips made enunciation difficult.

“That’s right.” Rena said, “only it wasn’t called Costa Brava then, and I’m a major now.”

“Time flies,” Nancy said.

Her voice remained flat and she didn’t look up, she didn’t move.

“Can I get you something? Coffee?”

“A shower,” Nancy said. “I’d like to clean up.”

The major’s helmet speaker crackled and her tech sergeant’s voice rasped, “Fluid and tissue tests negative, Major. He’s not a hot one. Not anything we know, anyway.”

“Thanks, Sergeant.”

The major stepped out of her hazard suit with relief, and not just from the heat. Setting a traumatized person at ease was hard enough, but being dressed like an alien made it damned near impossible.

Major Scholz disattached the recording device from inside her sweat-soaked jacket and set it on the table between them.

“I’ll have to examine you first,” the major said. “It’s the same exam you would get at the clinic.”

“No! You know what he did, you know who he is. . . . Can’t you just let me get clean?”

Major Scholz was relieved at the flash of anger in Nancy’s blue eyes. If she had continued staring impassively at the tabletop, then she would be a tougher nut to crack. Rena picked up an overturned chair and took a seat across the table. She folded her hands in front of her and spoke softly, her modulations practiced and precise.

“I got into the service as a nurse,” she said. “I’m here to help you. We can get this done quickly, right here in private, and get you cleaned up right away. We have to document everything, you understand why. Then you can clean up and we’ll move you to another apartment while you get your bearings. We don’t have to stay here for the interview. The exam will take ten minutes. I’m not going to hurt you and I’m not going to embarrass you.”

Nancy sighed and pulled the bloodstained silk tighter to her throat.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get it over with.”

Major Scholz found no major wounds on Nancy Bartlett, though her vulva and vagina revealed multiple tears and her body was a mass of bruises. Bite marks that broke the skin, silent screams, tattooed both breasts and the back of her left thigh. Her nose had bled profusely.

Besides the usual body-fluid samples from the vaginal vault, the major was careful to take samples of dried blood from Nancy’s hair, fingernails, hands and abdomen. She asked Nancy whether she wanted a morning-after pill, which the woman accepted. The major was relieved. It meant she didn’t have to slip it to her by subterfuge.

She must know what they’ve been doing over there, the major thought. He’s had nearly sixteen years to tell her.

That was something she’d have to find out, on behalf of the Agency, but it could wait until the secondary exam.

The major sealed her gloves and samples into a sterile bag and sent it off by courier, then she helped Nancy into the shower.

Now the tough part, the major thought.

She set up her camera, donned a new pair of gloves and began her examination of Red Bartlett’s nearly nude body.

He lay prone with his legs crossed as though he had spun around as he fell. One white athletic sock, his only clothing, clung to his left foot. Rena noted the obvious: two exit wounds beneath the left scapula, which probably took out his major vessels and left lung; one centered at about T5 that must have paralyzed him immediately from the waist down and blown up his aorta. An unidentifiable number of rounds had turned his cranium to brain goo.

The major moved Bartlett’s head enough to make out three blood-filled holes in the carpet. A new Galil 10mm handgun sat as though on display on one of the couch cushions. She counted eight shell casings on the floor around her.

She hit him three times in the kill zone before he went down, she thought.

The rest was insurance.

Red Bartlett’s lower face and jaw were intact, and what she saw when his jaw dropped open forced a sharp intake of breath. Gobbets of flesh were caught between his teeth.

She tweezed them out and placed them into a sterile bag.

What she saw when she turned back to him never would have appeared in her report, if it had all stopped there. No one would believe her and, indeed, she would have questioned the observation herself.

Bartlett’s flesh slumped and settled before the major’s eyes. She would never forget the slightest rustle against the carpet, the foul odor of perforated bowel. Had it stopped there, the major could have completed her exam and noted nothing of it.

But it didn’t stop there.

His skin sagged off its bones onto a bloody patch of carpet separating her from the body. Major Scholz had to work fast to get any samples at all. This action, though for naught, would earn her a commendation for bravery but not a promotion.

Complete rejection of tissue, she noted, everything suppurating into a brown sludge, leaking out of splits in the skin.

A horrible odor, with the heat.

Worse than gangrene, she thought.

Tests said he wasn’t hot, but the major wasn’t taking any more chances. She sealed herself back into her suit, then gave the appropriate orders. The major struggled to concentrate, to control her breathing. She did her job, and did it quickly before what was left of him was gone.

She tweezed a few bone samples into a bag, then documented her best memory of the more serious gouges, cuts and scratches that covered most of his upper body. Later she would note, on the Watchdog’s visual replay, a dozen infected mosquito bites that dotted his lower legs.

The major sealed her gloves inside a second bag along with the rest of her samples, and the tech sergeant whisk-whisked out to the van with them. She spent a few minutes mentally scrubbing her hands over the kitchen sink, trying to think of something ordinary or something pretty, something that didn’t remind her of blown-up flesh and blood.

The major downloaded police reports on the other victims from her Sidekick and scanned them briefly before returning the device to its case. Murders of two young men and three vicious rapes had been reported in the past six hours, and her machine told her that Red Bartlett was a ninety-nine percent match as the perpetrator.

He could have broken under the pressure of his work.

Bartlett lasted longer than many who had worked out there. But ViraVax was private business and those were rumors, murders without bodies, a Costa Bravan problem.

That would be nice, Rena thought, but this one’s messier than that.

Red Bartlett was Colonel Rico Toledo’s best friend. And Colonel Rico Toledo was Major Scholz’s boss.

She ordered a quarantine, which guaranteed Nancy Bartlett six days of heavy drugs, tests and significant memory refinement. When Nancy stepped into the embassy limo for her ride home at the end of the sixth day, she would know whatever the newspapers knew—whatever the colonel wanted them to know, whatever ViraVax taught her to know.

In six or seven days, Nancy Bartlett would remember that Red Bartlett had been tortured and murdered by several intruders, one of whom left behind a weapon traced to the Peace and Freedom Party, the predominantly Catholic guerrilla underground. Probably no one would ask Nancy Bartlett if she found it strange that Red Bartlett was the only Catholic employed by ViraVax, yet he was murdered by Catholics. At least one suspect would be shot while resisting arrest.

In Costa Brava, as in Northern Ireland or the Middle East, religion was a serious business, a very big business. In Costa Brava, the face-off came down to the Children of Eden versus the Catholics. ViraVax was built and operated by the Children of Eden, as was the current Costa Bravan government.

Besides, the major knew that nobody except the missionaries, who were rotated every two years, had ever transferred out of ViraVax no matter what their religion. Nobody who worked there for real would ever go home.

Red Bartlett sculpted artificial viral agents out of bits of protein. The major knew that Red did not invent the technique, but his steady, freckled fingers perfected it. His tiny agents manipulated genes, switched hormones and disease on and off, and he was good at it. He fought famine, and won. The company that employed him was not nearly so kind.

Like many other passionate researchers, Red devoted twelve-and sixteen-hour days to the lab. He would have worked seven days a week as well, if ViraVax management did not insist on everyone observing their Sabbath. His presence at the family apartment on Fridays and Saturdays often was fraught with frustration and impatience. He spent more and more time drinking with his Agency friend and the major’s boss, Colonel Toledo.

Records indicated that Bartlett’s caution at the lab was exquisite, particularly following nearly simultaneous contagion inci­dents in the Philippines, Japan and Brazil. The tech sergeant’s tests had indicated that this was not one of those incidents.

Somebody has gone to a stage two study without authorization!

The major wondered whether it could have been Bartlett himself. Even Jonas Salk had injected himself first, proving the polio vaccine safe for others.

Who could have done this to himself?

Data on one of this night’s murder victims scrolled through her Sidekick. Major Scholz felt a chill, though there wasn’t a draft. The victim was twenty years old, approximate age of the other victim. Their throats were chewed out. Their genitals were mutilated after they died. She thought of the strips of flesh she had picked from between Red Bartlett’s teeth.

Colonel Toledo isn’t going to like this, she thought.

Major Scholz did not relish the inevitable trip to the embassy to break the news. Neither did she relish convincing Mrs. Bartlett to remain in Costa Brava.

The ultra-secret ViraVax facility in Costa Brava’s Jaguar Mountains would demand free access to the poor woman for their “tests.”

The Defense Intelligence Agency probably would offer Nancy the job of her dreams, created specifically for her in Costa Brava. Nancy Bartlett, PhD, was a Latin America specialist who spoke fluent Spanish and who happened to be the daughter of the U.S. Speaker of the House. She was tired of volunteer work through the embassy auxiliaries and the Church. The colonel and his people would have their hands full.

Whoever’s going to write PR on this one had better be a Nobel laureate.

Major Scholz sighed and helped herself to a glass of water. She told herself she was very glad she quit drinking; it would save her a tremendous hangover.

Red Bartlett’s tissues gave off a little squeal, as of escaping gas, and the major glanced up to see the rest of Red Bartlett collapse on himself and liquefy, like hot wax. An intense blue flame engulfed the body and in moments burned it down to a bubbling tar.

Her squad’s fire suppression was good enough to save the room, but nothing recognizable of the body remained. That was when her tech informed her that the tissue samples in her case had also ignited and burned themselves up. The Agency’s van sustained a scorching and some smoke damage.

Damage to the dreams and physical well-being of Major Scholz would be considerable, ongoing and unrelenting. She sensed it that night from the start, and noted it in her personal report to the colonel, and she was right.
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Two hours after Red Bartlett’s death, his teenage daughter, Sonja, was committed to a landing of the new Bushwhacker jungle fighter. The Bushwhacker, the enemy and the jungle were simulations but her glove and helmet controls were not. Just as she rolled under enemy fire to rocket their bridge, her visuals blacked out of her visor display, the pitch and yaw of her seat returned to straight-and-level and Sergeant Trethewey’s voice echoed in her helmet receiver.

“You have company,” he said.

His voice was flat, cold, nothing like his usual self.

“Who?” she asked.

Sonja’s stomach went cold. She had her private pilot’s license already at fifteen, but she had no authorization to be in this simulator seat, nor inside the military half of the airfield, for that matter.

Before the sergeant could answer, a harsh voice asked, “Are you Sonja Bartlett?”

Maybe it was the sudden change in Trethewey’s usually jovial demeanor, but she had a bad feeling about this one. She caught a glimpse of herself reflected on the blank screen of her visor: disheveled blonde hair coming out of its braid; sweat that her suit couldn’t keep up with stung her blue eyes. A red impression from her helmet’s visor seal would frame her freckled face.

Not very presentable, she thought.

Sonja lifted her visor and caught a glimpse of two armed figures dressed in black entering the sergeant’s control booth in the north wall. Her stomach lurched again.

Sonja had been well educated in the hostage-taking politics of Costa Brava. The embassy held workshops on hostage survival on a monthly basis, and Sonja’s parents saw to it that she attended. Her friend Harry Toledo was also a regular.

At their first session, Harry had joked, “Rule number one: Don’t put yourself in a situation where you’d make a desirable hostage.”

Then Harry had nodded at the children of ambassadors and bankers and high-level military surrounding them in the auditorium.

“This is exactly the kind of situation they tell us to avoid,” he said. “We’re supposed to hang out with invisible people, normal people.”

“Normal?” she’d joked back. “What’s that?”

Tonight, two men in black fatigues filled up the control booth and four more strode into the simulator room with their hard breathing and their stubby rifles. None of them pointed their weapons at her. She framed each one in turn as though they were inside the targeting square of her visor. At least one of them was a woman. Sergeant Trethewey, who had garnered her the simulator time, was gone.

“It’s an EP drill, isn’t it?” she asked.

No one answered.

Always before, during one of ViraVax’s Extreme Precautions drills, they never actually contacted her. This part of their drill, securing personnel and dependents, was always simulated, mainly because she and her mother were the only dependents living away from the facility. For several years, they had been the only dependents, period. These days, ViraVax didn’t hire anyone encumbered by family or friends. Usually they simply called her mother to tell her the result and issue the “all-clear.”

This time was very different; the men’s presence and their down-to-business eyes told her that.

“Yes, I am Sonja Bartlett,” she admitted with an exasperated wave. “Is this a drill?”

She pulled off her helmet and looked the leader in the eyes. They were light blue, like her own, and their gaze, ice-cold.

“No,” he said. “This is not a drill. We are here to account for your presence and to hold you until further notice, nothing more.”

Sonja secured her helmet and control gloves to the console, and stepped down from the simulator.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you that,” the leader said.

The second, a woman, came up to stand beside him. Her gaze was all inspection and concern.

“Well, then, who?” Sonja asked. “If you can’t tell me what, at least tell me who. Is it my father?”

She had always been afraid of this moment, knowing even what little she did of her father’s work and the kind of place that employed him. This she got aplenty from Harry, since his father had been chief of security, and from the web. The guerrillas fed plenty of stuff into the web for her to pluck off, and it wasn’t all propaganda.

The leader glanced at his second, then back at Sonja.

It was the second who spoke.

“Yes,” she said, “it involves your father. Your mother is safe.”

“It’s serious, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

They showed no sign of escorting her to another room, so Sonja sat on the simulator step, her body edging close to panic.

He must be dead, she thought. They wouldn’t be so close-mouthed if he was alive.

She thought of her mother, alone in her apartment, and of her grandfather, who had fought to keep them out of Costa Brava.

“You can’t raise a family there,” he had said. “It’s a stinkhole of a country, even if it is new. I should know, I see the reports.”

That was a smoke screen, Sonja knew. Her grandfather was Speaker of the House back in the U.S., and he saw their unwillingness to relocate in America as a cowardice.

“Everybody wants out!” he’d shouted over the speaker at Christmas. “The good people of this country can’t just bail out and leave it to the goddamn criminals. . . .”

But they hadn’t fled America. Nancy Bartlett was a Latin America specialist who had followed her love and her dream. She’d married the virologist Red Bartlett, who also followed his dream, and they had converged on Costa Brava. Sonja knew no other place and, like her closest friend, Harry Toledo, she called Costa Brava home.

A squawk on the leader’s Sidekick indicated an incoming message. He glanced at the screen, then nodded at Sonja.

“We’re authorized to move you now. We’ll be taking you to Colonel Toledo’s. He will inform you of the situation. Do you have anything here that has to go with you?”

Sonja pulled her flight log out of the rack beside the simulator.

“Just this,” she said, hoping she didn’t show any of the fear that shimmied in her knees and bladder. “Let’s go.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4


[image: ]




Marte Chang’s black hair whipped her face as she stepped onto the gangway and into the downdraft of the unmarked Mongoose’s huge twin rotors. The exhaust stink was worth it; the rotor wash cut the smothering humidity trapped with her on the valley floor. Marte shaded her eyes with one hand and shifted her underwear with the other. ViraVax spread out before her, nothing like she had expected.

No roads, she thought, and suppressed a shudder.

The only way into the remote facility was by air, and air travel was not her strong suit. From her vantage point atop the lift pad, Marte noted the triple fencing tipped inward around the perimeter, the precipitous valley walls, the tangle of lush jungle. Occasionally, over the exhaust smell, she caught a sweet whiff of floral perfume. She didn’t see a lot of people topside, but the few she saw seemed very busy and spoke very little.

A crew of red-clad workers unloaded supplies from the Mongoose while another crew refueled. They whirrrrred along in little carts with fat tires and followed dotted lines painted into the concrete. Marte Chang’s eyes became accustomed to the glare, and she saw that all of the workers displayed the moon-faced, close-eyed, thick-tongued features of Down syndrome.

“Innocents,” she said.

No one could hear her over the noise of the rotors, and it wouldn’t matter if they did. That was what the Children of Eden called them, “Innocents.”

Because they don’t have souls, she thought.

This she had heard often during her undergraduate days at the Universidad de Montangel, the high-tech school in Mexico owned by the Children of Eden. They had no souls because, according to the Children of Eden, these people weren’t truly human.

Trisomy twenty-one. 

Her genetics instructor at Montangel called them “Triples,” “Trips” and, because he was a recovering gambler, “Blackjacks.” Genetic analysis identified the dominant type as having three sets of chromosome twenty-one instead of two.

You would think they would get more of something.

What they did get were more heart surgeries and abdominal surgeries, more openness, more need for reassurance and touch. The Children of Eden made up the world’s leading experts on Down syndrome, and funded hundreds of foster homes for them in Costa Brava alone. The Latinos called them deficientes.

Their medical students get a lot of surgical practice, Marte thought.

ViraVax housed a complete surgical suite, clinic and emergency room staffed by missionaries on their two-year rotation. This was one of the things that Joshua Casey’s preliminary briefing had not told her, but her briefing from the Agency had. Marte Chang turned back towards the black hulk of a plane, hoping for a reflection that would help her tidy up. The only glass in the top of the doorway sucked up light and threw back a distorted image, one that gave her a fat jaw and a pin head. She had instructions from Dr. Casey to wait atop the gangway until someone came for her. All of these deficientes hurried about their business, but none of their business seemed to have anything to do with her. She presumed that it was Joshua Casey’s way of putting her in her place.

A couple of missionaries, identifiable by their white baseball caps, directed the lift pad crews and, in the fields below, brown-suited crews tended the agriculture. Every available surface yielded to the tillers. The tops of all of the ViraVax building—bunkers, really, she noted—teemed with fruits and squashes and blossoms. The fenced-in farmlands surrounding these bunkers made up more than 350 square kilometers of cultivated soil.

They feed their entire facility, plus the foster homes and outlying missions.

ViraVax could be wealthy from its fruit production alone.

Artificial viral agents made the difference. Compressed and packed inside a retroviral shell, AVAs entered a target organism and carried out certain engineering tasks there—usually insertion or deletion of a single protein, a single amino acid, or a regrouping of chains within the nuclei of the cells. Crops flourished, diseases fell to the microsword.

Even the microsword has two edges.

If the Agency was right, ViraVax engineered a series of famines in Moslem nations and was experimenting on its Down syndrome charges, proving that any top has its bottom.

“Doctor Chang!”

Her name was a mouthful for the red-haired young man who waved to her from one of the carts. He carried all of the characteristic trisomy features behind a huge smile, and expertly swung the cart around to meet her at the bottom of the step.

He flapped his stubby fingers at her in the Latin gesture that meant “hurry along.” Her two bags already lay in the back.

“I’m David,” he said, and offered a hand as she stepped in.

“Thanks,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Hold the bar,” David said, indicating a handhold on the dashboard.

Her understanding of what he said was a beat or two behind his saying it. He waited until she had a grip, then wheeled her towards the flight-deck elevators. They rolled aboard, cart and all, and rolled off at ground level. Colored lines in the pavement guided crews between barracks and work.

Marte noted that worker jumpsuits and overalls were color-coded to match the lines on the pavement.

They passed about a dozen deficientes watching a bald-headed man run an obstacle course built entirely of rubber tires. The young people laughed, and clapped, and several mimicked his performance as best they could. Nothing here pointed towards the danger she felt, a distinct pressure between her shoulder blades like a warning finger or a gun muzzle.

“We’ll see Dr. Casey now,” David said.

He pointed towards a huge bunker overgrown with banana trees. A welcoming party of two awaited her behind the foyer doors, a tall, blonde woman and a balding young man.

“I’m Shirley Good,” the blonde said, “and this is our attorney, Noah Wheeler.”

Marte shook hands and the others did not waste time with small talk. They escorted her inside the facility proper. She glanced over her shoulder just before the hatch swung closed, and saw David waving at her. She waved back, the hatch closed and Marte had the terrible feeling that she had just seen the outside world for the last time.

This mission would accomplish three things for Marte Chang. It would pay back her education expenses and her obligation to the Defense Intelligence Agency, guarantee the production of her revolutionary new power plants worldwide, and it would make her a very wealthy young woman. Marte Chang was a scientist, not a spy, and she was eager to prove her science, even in the heart of the enemy.

The enemy, to Marte Chang, was anyone who practiced bad science, or excellent science to bad ends. The Agency had positioned her to find out firsthand how bad the science and the ends might be at ViraVax. They suspected the worst.

Marte was surprised at the sudden and complete sadness that washed over her. She flicked a tear out of the corner of her eye and took a deep breath.

Poor, poor, pitiful me.

Her parents had met in the United States while on student visas from China. Both had been hunted down and killed in the streets of Seattle by Chinese death squads when she was four. This vendetta was carried out as a reprisal for their part in the civil war which bloodied the Chinese streets and led to the ongoing, expensive conflict with the U.S.-Russian-Japanese alliance. She was no stranger to betrayal and fear.

The U.S.-Russian-Japanese alliance had just accomplished a Middle East “police action” that turned into a Pyrrhic victory at best. The alliance gained control of the surviving oil fields, but they had perpetrated a genocide that brought Marte to the verge of renouncing her citizenship and led her to look for work outside the United States.

Marte wanted to crush these agents of death, wherever their headquarters. They gave science a bad name, and she didn’t like that. Marte had never suspected that her search would lead her to the threshold of her benefactor, the Children of Eden. Like the old friend who had betrayed her parents, the Church blasted a big hole in her fabric of trust.

She had uncovered the source of “warfare by drought and pestilence,” a charge leveled at the United States by over a hundred nations. That source was ViraVax, under the umbrella of the Children of Eden.

ViraVax PR experts helped the government dismiss these charges as paranoia, group hysteria, irrational rantings of a heathen elite.

Marte Chang would trust herself now, and no one else.

Casey and another half dozen of his staff awaited her in the Thinktank, Casey’s brainstorming parlor complete with a scale-model topo of the entire valley asprawl in the center of the room. At the top of the topo, three kilometers north of ViraVax, a dam blocked the tiny Rio Jaguar and tapped it for power.

“Marte Chang’s work, the Sunspots, will make this dam obsolete,” Casey began. “It frees the rest of the valley for agriculture and removes a dangling sword from over our heads. Her viral agents form sheets of intricate microcircuits, and this discovery may win her the Nobel Prize. Meanwhile, she is ours. Please welcome Doctor Marte Chang.”

The applause and enthusiasm were genuine. Casey’s loud-voiced introduction had put her off at first, but now she felt excitement taking over where fear left off. She brushed aside her initial disorientation.

“Thank you,” she said. “I look forward to working with all of you. I did not expect to start quite so immediately. . . .”

“This is the Litespeed age,” Casey boomed. “Your data arrived on the network and preliminaries were completed two days ago. We’ve discussed everything, drawn up agreements. . . .” He nodded towards the folder in Noah Wheeler’s hands. “We’ve been waiting for your body to complete the journey. Perhaps someone will engineer us a teletransporter one day, who knows?”

Marte smiled politely to reflect the polite laughter in the room and thought that, with all this preparation, she could have spent less time out there on the lift pad under Costa Brava’s merciless sun.

Joshua Casey introduced her around, confirmed assignments, and they all shared a pitcher of ice water to cinch the deal. It was a custom of the Children of Eden, like their foot-washing custom. She hoped that they wouldn’t have to go into that here.

Joshua Casey’s little eyes glittered as he tolled the lab’s virtues.

“Fire fighters, security, all medical-technical, lab-technical or shop apprentices are missionaries on a two-year rotation, practicing to be mayors, generals, farmers,” he reported.

Marte would sum up later for her own report—to the Agency— through a network drop known only as “Mariposa.” She needed to establish contact immediately through the facility’s satellite burst system, something she had had a dry run on only once back in the States. She had much more confidence in her skills as a virogenetic engineer than in her abilities as a spy.

I wish I’d been able to clean up, Marte thought, between smiles and nods.

She presumed that Casey was proving a point about his work ethic—freshening up was not nearly so important as a lesson in control.

A tall blonde, the only other woman in the group, received a hushed message from a frightened-looking young man at the door. By the time the blonde reached Casey to relay the message, everyone had fallen silent, the weight of her burden apparent in the grim set of her mouth. What she told Casey ended Marte Chang’s orientation for the day.

“Let us pray,” Casey intoned, and all except Marte closed their eyes and bowed heads. The rest was a few moments in coming.

“Our brother, Red Bartlett, has been murdered at his home,” Casey said. His voice held the tight, low quality that Marte associated with anger, and it quivered. “He was struck down in his own home by forces of the idolators, by the betrayers of Christ, and his wife was gravely injured. Lord”—Casey lifted his hands—“we pray for her complete recovery, and solace from her terror.”

A pause.

“Aren’t Bartlett and his wife Catholic?”

The voice came from behind her and Marte was shocked at the audacity of the question. Casey, however, registered what she would describe as pleasant surprise. He let the question hang in the air like humidity, unanswered.

“Shirley,” Casey said, his voice measured, in full control, “show Dr. Chang her quarters. I want Mishwe in my office.” He turned to address the group. He never glanced her way. “The rest of you, reflect on the consequences of living among the gentiles. Had Red Bartlett made his home among us, he would have had the pleasure of meeting Dr. Chang today. That is all.”

That night, before sleep, Marte Chang summed up her observations, orientation and her briefing. Once she mastered sending messages out on burst, she wanted plenty to send. Marte wanted to be sure that her Agency obligation terminated here, once and for all. Keeping a lab notebook was second nature to her. She tried to think of this that way—observations of an experiment jotted into a log.

“Personnel here go through physical conditioning as well as their scripture study,” she wrote. “They share food preparation and housing chores, and those who stay on for an additional tour come out with a degree in hotel management or public management or personnel management. This is the Children of Eden’s practical university and the degree means you know how to run at least part of a world. A Gardener world.

“They manage the model village above the ViraVax labs— health care, farm operation, shipping/receiving, transport. The Innocents are called domestics or laborers, but to the Gardeners they’re just biomechanical servants, slaves and spare parts. There is a pair of missionaries for every dozen Innocents, and the Innocents are closely bonded with them. The missionaries are all males between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two. They are devoted, enthusiastic and horny. Half of the Innocents are female. The problems inherent in that arrangement conflict mightily with the strict sanctions imposed by their religion. The sergeant-at-arms for these sanctions is someone I haven’t met. He’s in charge of the mysterious Level Five labs that will be providing the medium for my Sunspots—Dajaj Mishwe.”
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Chapter 5
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Dajaj Mishwe was slightly out of breath when he entered Joshua Casey’s inner office, and his bald head glistened sweat. This, and the casual smile he wore, angered Joshua Casey even more.

“What have you done?” Casey demanded.

“I was teaching my Innocents to run the tires.”

Casey slapped the desktop and scattered a stack of transparencies.

“Don’t play with me!” Casey shouted. “You know what I’m talking about! Red Bartlett!”

Mishwe stood a little taller, and to Casey he seemed relieved, satisfied—certainly not penitent.

“He stumbled on the Nullfactor AVA and a shipment of parts,” Mishwe said. “I told you to keep him above Level Five.”

“So you killed him?”

Mishwe shrugged.

“It was an experiment,” Mishwe said. “How did I know he would go to town for his ridiculous ash-rubbing?”

Casey strode around his desk and poked a finger into Mishwe’s chest.

“Better that he did,” Casey said. “Better that he killed anyone here, because now he’s killed us all. Colonel Toledo is his best friend, and a Catholic, and he hates my guts. . . .”

“But he is not a problem,” Mishwe said. “We have seen to it that he is out of control. A drinker. A womanizer. His own Agency has confined him to his office for two years now. He commands no respect, not even from his family. . . . ”

“His best friend went berserk, then melted down and burned up spontaneously in front of a half dozen Agency witnesses,” Casey said. “Whatever the Colonel says or does is irrelevant. The Agency itself will mount an investigation and demand an accounting. My God, man! Bartlett’s father-in-law is Speaker of the House. . . .”

Joshua Casey ran a hand through his thinning hair, then sat on the side of his desk, trembling. He tried to calm himself. He was embarrassed. He had taken the name of the Lord in vain in front of a subordinate. It eroded his authority, his personal integrity. He didn’t permit it in others, and he couldn’t tolerate it in himself. He had to get a grip.

“There is more to this,” Mishwe said.

Casey pinched the bridge of his nose, gathered himself and said, “Go on.”

“The AVA that took Bartlett down, I linked it to that aggression package that Toledo’s Agency wanted.”

“That never worked.” Casey said. “We dropped it. I don’t—”

“The Agency dropped it,” Mishwe corrected him, “because the subjects turned on anything, including their own troops. Their sole purpose was to kill rivals and reproduce. Bartlett worked on that project for a while, and the Agency wants to keep it quiet. Tell them that he continued studies on his own, and this is what it got him. Complain about the damage he did here, about the work he’s left undone, about how hard it will be to replace him. Tell them he showed bad judgment, and we were lucky it wasn’t worse. Tell them you’ll keep it quiet if they will, and they will.”

Casey noted that Mishwe’s voice was unexcited, smooth, with just a hint of mirth around the edges.

“You call yourself the Angel, Dajaj, I have heard you say it myself. But what you have do . . . you have killed a man—no, three men, including his victims. . . .”

“You have said yourself that the Catholics are breeding the world to death,” Mishwe said. “Your father has preached that they who worship idols are lost; not soulless, like the Innocents, but lost. You were not squeamish about Project Labor. Why do you squirm over this?”

“There will be an investigation,” Casey sighed. “The new woman. . .” He turned his palms up in helplessness.

“The new woman may very well take Bartlett’s place,” Mishwe said. “Her work is meticulous, and her Sunspots, the product of genius. If she sees too much, she’ll simply have to stay with us forever.”

“Get out,” Casey croaked. “Get below where you belong, and don’t let me see you topside unless I call for you.”

Mishwe’s only response was an underbreath chuckle as he strode out the door.
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Chapter 6
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Colonel Toledo stood aside from the handful of mourners at Red Bartlett’s funeral, his full-dress uniform tighter and hotter than he’d ever remembered. The cloudless afternoon glared back at the Colonel watching Sonja Bartlett circle the little biplane from the El Canada coffee plantation into position. She carried a canister of her father’s ashes along with her.

Sonja and Harry, he thought. They’re like brother and sister.

Sonja loved Red Bartlett, that had been clear. Her father was Rico’s best friend since before Harry and Sonja were born. Sonja and Harry grew up together. Their parents had spent hundreds of weekend evenings together, playing pinochle, barbecuing. Red stayed at the ViraVax facility during the week and came home most weekends.

Maybe if I’d worked it that way, Harry and I. . . .

The Colonel didn’t like thinking about maybes. Harry hated him, and there wasn’t much the Colonel could do about that. Not any more than he could control his own anger, or the drinking that brought it on.

Rico Toledo reflected on his son’s antagonism—the embassy counselor called it teenage rebellion syndrome. Rico recalled their many Saturdays in the gym, how he taught the boy to fight and to navigate the embassy’s elevators from the secret controls on top. They were good memories, but not recent memories.

The Colonel stood alone and reviewed his failing marriage, his drinking, his bad standing with the Church since the ViraVax fiasco years ago.

It all started with the mission that led him to meet Red Bartlett in the first place. The Colonel—a lieutenant then—created a character with the guerrillas in what was then Belize. This character lived on now in legend throughout the region, even to the Rio Grande and Texas. “Jabali,” they had called him then: “Wild Boar.”

Colonel Rico Toledo watched Red Bartlett’s ashes puff for a moment and disappear behind the yellow biplane. The dead man’s wife had returned from her hospital stay just this morning. Her blonde hair framed that classic, oval-faced beauty, but her blue eyes remained unfocused. The Colonel’s wife, Grace, supported Nancy Bartlett on one arm. Nancy’s step was unsure and her mind confused, but no sign of her ordeal remained.

No one from ViraVax came for the service because Saturday was their Sabbath, and Colonel Toledo, a notoriously bad Catholic in a country where it mattered, knew their customs entirely too well.

ViraVax was none of the Colonel’s business now. This he had been told clearly and repeatedly, and with that understanding he initiated his own investigation of Red’s death. The Colonel knew that it wasn’t a who that killed his friend Red Bartlett, it was a what. He wanted to find out who made the what, and how it got into Red Bartlett. Somebody was making sure that he didn’t.

Just yesterday the Colonel had stood apart from mourners at the funeral of Henri Vasquez, known member of the Peace and Freedom underground and one of Colonel Toledo’s principal contacts with the guerrillas. Henri Vasquez was the man that the Garcia government accused of Bartlett’s murder. The Hacienda Police offered ample opportunity for the press to photograph the rebel’s body. They had cut off his hands before they shot him, and it would have made a convincing story if Rico Toledo had not already known the truth.

But he didn’t know details, like the part about how Red Bartlett had become the Agency’s first documented case of spontaneous human combustion.

Spontaneous, my ass!

The Colonel wanted a drink from the bottle of Flor de Caña in his glove box. He did not walk the twenty meters to his car because he was proving to himself that he might want a drink, but he didn’t really need one. Red Bartlett would’ve called “bullshit” on that but Red had never been much of a drinker and, besides, he was dead.

Rico kept his eyes on the sky even though the plane was gone. That way, he didn’t have to watch his wife console the shattered Nancy Bartlett. Soon enough he would have to face the press and announce what the United States intended to do about Red Bartlett’s death.

Bury it was the statement that the Colonel wanted to give but, like the matter of the rum, he had to sort out want from need.

The Colonel had met Red Bartlett just before the turn of the millennium and a month after Guatemala finally took Belize. The U.S. ambassador, a black man, was being held with three other U.S. citizens by elements of the Guatemalan Tigres, a particularly lethal battalion that also employed an extensive death squad arm in the civilian sector. The ambassador had suffered a heart attack on the third day. On the fifth day, he had suffered another.

Lieutenant Rico Toledo had volunteered for this mission because he spoke Spanish and looked Hispanic, and it was his opportunity to prove he was as American as anyone else in the U.S. Army.

His mission was specific—locate and free all four Americans, trapped somewhere in the Maya Mountains. He was a wild card, an experiment. If he was killed, they sacrificed a lieutenant to save an ambassador. If he was captured, not killed, the Guats gained an indefinite period of excellent propaganda out of him.

Rico Toledo came out of it with a promotion, a reputation and guerrilla contacts that would serve him well for nearly two decades. “Wild Boar,” they had called him in the bush. It was nothing like what they called him now.

The virologist he saved was Red Bartlett, the only married employee of the fledgling but wealthy ViraVax. At the time of his capture he had been attending a week-long orientation sponsored by his new employer.

Rico got out, he got the ambassador and the virologist out and he effected the execution of Colonel Matanza of the Tigres in his wake.

Bartlett settled into a peculiar life at ViraVax. His wife had an apartment in town, to be close to her work at the embassy and Sonja’s school. Red traveled there every Friday at sunset and returned every Monday at sunrise, while ViraVax observed its Sabbath. They permitted him to observe his holy days, but with reluctance. Some weekends it was not safe to fly, because the airspace was not always secure, and ViraVax forbade anything from coming in or going out by land. That had been upon recommendation by the Colonel himself.

Grace Toledo and Nancy Bartlett became friends, confidants, made plans of their own while their men ground down their lives like pencils. Sonja and Harry attended the same American School but both were loners. The constant turnover of embassy personnel had taught them at an early age that it was no use to make friends who would just transfer out. They were both bright, graduating nearly three years ahead of their age group.

Colonel Toledo had kept his family in Costa Brava because he liked the information business and because living in Costa Brava was safer for them than living in the States. Things were going to get ugly here, that was for sure, but he had hoped they wouldn’t get that ugly.

Today his son, Harry, also stood apart, watching the lazy circles of Sonja’s yellow biplane from the opposite side of the garden.

He’s a dead ringer for me at fifteen, the Colonel thought, but I’ll be goddamned if I can figure out how he thinks.

Both Harry and Sonja were uncommonly bright and beautiful, but they lived in a world completely shut off from his own, a drawback of the intelligence business, but one that he’d always thought he could work around. Recently the Colonel discovered just how wrong he’d been about a lot of things.

When he thought back on his lifetime of warfare, personal combat and fistfights, his memories danced across a lighted backdrop, softened by distance and time. He remembered that job in the bulb fields, the last of his petty fights that a small-town judge would allow. He was given a choice that was a favorite of judges of that time: military service or jail.

Couldn’t get much further from embassy work than that, the Colonel thought.

Three years before Boss fell into that bulb digger blade and they’d tried to blame it on him, Rico had fought for his life for the first time.

Late summer, and little Rico Toledo teetered on the verge of seventh grade. At twelve, and in spite of his spectacles, Rico Toledo was a fighter with a no-holds-barred reputation.

I sure don’t miss wearing glasses.

He smiled at the memory of those antique lenses, those relics of the machine age. Rico Toledo did not like to rely on machines, not at all.

The Agency’s gift of radial keratotomy had perfected his vision years ago, as it had his son’s, and age hadn’t caught up with him yet.

Chuck had been a big tenth-grader who just walked up to Rico and hit him. Rico didn’t remember feeling the punch, but he remembered the burst of blood in his nose, and being surprised that he was sitting on the sidewalk. The bridge of his nose hurt where his glasses had rested, and, before he could react, Chuck was astraddle his chest.

Rico remembered the blurred silhouette of Chuck, holding a rock high over his head, ready to strike. He hefted the rock high for leverage, and Rico twisted to the left, curling up as tight as he could. The heavy rock threw Chuck off balance, so when he tried to catch himself Rico lifted both legs and tipped Chuck over. All he heard was their breathing, wet and popping, and the scrabble of gravel underneath them.

Rico’s shin caught Chuck a good shot in the crotch as he tipped over. Rico grabbed him by the hair with his left hand while he punched Chuck’s face with the right, as hard and fast as he could. Rico quit when Chuck stopped moving. He left him there in the driveway. Rico’s right hand was useless for a week and he didn’t get a good night’s sleep for months. Of course, there had been hell to pay, starting with his father.

Now his wife motioned for him to bring the car around. The Colonel nodded, mumbled a private prayer for whatever soul Red Bartlett might have remaining and signaled the embassy driver. He glanced up at the biplane again, but no more sign of Red Bartlett glittered on the wind. The Colonel sighed and straightened his tie.

There’s a shitload of work to do, he thought.

Getting even for Red wouldn’t be easy. He knew, without a doubt, he would be doing it alone.
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Chapter 7
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Marte Chang knew that she would be observed, constantly and closely, and she tried not to resent it. Resentment would get in her way, and anything that got in her way meant she would have to stay that much longer. She would confront Casey when the time came. Meanwhile, she vowed to work day and night to get herself out of this box.

She watched the light on his Sidekick behind him, winking its collusion with her as it transmitted her first message to Mariposa. She would know within moments whether their system worked. If it didn’t, if Casey could detect her piggyback message, then she would be through, her project would be through, and there was an excellent chance she would be dead.

Marte anticipated the first morning of switchover, less than a month away, when the most superficial portion of topside operations would be transferred to her Sunspots for a test run. Marte would be honored in a brief ceremony, and Casey would likely admit her to his inner circle. She had hoped to be out of ViraVax long before her contract was up, but she was beginning to doubt it. Casey was paranoid beyond her imagination, no doubt due to regular proddings by Dajaj Mishwe. He protected his facility as she might protect it if it were her own, but not the same way, nor for the same reasons.

The lake above the dam above ViraVax appeared nightly in Marte Chang’s sleep. At first the tranquil, blue-green surface calmed her soul. Lately it became the stuff of nightmares, a pot of acid dissolving anything it touched. For her, living downstream in earthquake country, it was the dam of Damocles. The sooner she activated her new power source, the better she would feel. The only thing that scared her more than thousands of tons of water was Dajaj Mishwe, genovirologist.

Mishwe had been topside again and this caused quite a stir among the Innocents in Marte’s sector. The twins who cleaned her room, Rafaela and Renata, considered him some kind of angel.

“Why do you call him ‘Angel’?” Marte asked.

“ ‘Cause he guard the garden. He come topside and no burn up.”

“People come up and go down all the time,” Marte said. “Nobody dies just because they came from below.”

“We stay up here,” Rafaela explained, “they stay down there. If we go down, we die. If they come up, they die. Dajaj, the Angel, go anywhere.”

Marte thought this must be part of some fairy tale that they told the Innocents to keep them in their proper sectors.

“How do they die?” Marte asked. “Does security kill them?”

“All burn up,” Rafaela said.

“The sun,” Renata added, “it burn them all up.”

“No,” Rafaela contradicted, “the Lord burn them. Sword of the Lord.”

With the Innocents, Marte found it difficult to separate fact from fantasy. Much of the ViraVax control over them depended on teaching them fear.

“Have either of you actually seen anyone come topside and burn up like that?”

Both heads bobbed and their eyes glittered.

“Yes, yes. We saw. Right there. Right there.”

Renata pulled Marte’s sleeve and pointed to the open area between the supply warehouse and the B complex, where Marte had noted a scorched patch of earth, neglected in an otherwise well-raked compound. Obviously, none of the groundskeepers, all Innocents, cared to go near that spot. Even now, as she watched, a group of them laden down with garden tools shuffled aside so that no one had to walk on that place.

“Why not Dajaj?” she asked.

Renata shrugged.

“He is an angel,” she said. “Angels do not burn.”

“Do you like him?”

Again, the enthusiastic nods.

“He wash my feet. He give me the water, the bread.”

“He show me run the tires,” Renata said.

She high-stepped a demonstration, gripping the handle of her cart.

Marte Chang found that surprising.

Mishwe, of all people!

She’d never heard anyone at ViraVax treating the Innocents as anything but good-natured pack animals, and Mishwe was the last one she would have expected to care. And he washed their feet, which implied that he thought they had souls.

Who knows what Mishwe thinks?

The one time she’d seen him running the tires, she got the impression that it was not sweat running out of his pores, but evil itself.

It’s strange, she thought. He’s in great shape, got a great tan, yet it’s a four-hour decontamination cycle each way to Level Five.

“Does he run the tires with you often?” she asked.

“Every night,” Renata said.

“No, no,” Rafaela contradicted. “You don’t know nothing. You wait every night. Some nights he don’t come.”

Every night, Marte thought.

Something clicked for her, the way it happened in the lab sometimes.

Even Casey had to cycle through decon to go below Level Two, which was why he spent most of his time topside conducting business and receiving the few necessary outsiders.

But Mishwe lived at Level Five. He was labmaster, second to none in sheer hours of work each day, and it was common for him to work days without sleep. He was legendary for this. So, how could he afford the eight-hour round trip to cycle topside and return?

He doesn’t.

Mishwe must have a private, direct access topside, probably a supply shaft or something left over from the original construction.

And he would have to have an agreement with someone on watch, she thought.

She pegged Mishwe as someone who would keep his agreements to a minimum, who would not waste favors on a midnight exercise program. The bargain that he had struck was most likely a threat rather than an agreement, a threat that at least one security guard believed to be good.

If he could get in or out of the bunkers at will, so could any virus he carried. So could Marte Chang.

If I had the nerve.

Marte had one overriding reason for being at ViraVax. Not because they had bought her Sunspots—plenty of excellent offers found her, even though her papers and patents had not yet been made public. She was here because the Agency was convinced that something extraordinary was happening at this facility, something very dangerous that her expertise could identify. She had explicit instructions to take no action herself, and they didn’t have to worry about that. The only action Marte Chang wanted to take was a flight home.

“Why is he topside today?”

Marte had caught a glimpse of him just moments before the twins came inside, heading towards Casey’s office.

The sisters giggled and shrugged, hiding their mouths with their hands and making only a pretense at housework.

Marte’s lab setup was split between Levels One and Two and she had cycled into Level Three only once. What she had seen even at the upper levels had horrified her, and she’d included those findings in her first burst to Mariposa and the outside world.

She felt like a traitor.

Because I am one, she thought.

A large series of donations to the Children of Eden coincided with Marte Chang’s scholarships to the University of Montangel. She had lived among the Children of Eden for six years, shared a dorm room with four other girls who had become her best friends.
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