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Chapter 1: Larger Than Life

 

 

“I’m about to make you very rich.” Dr. Ellen Wu absently toyed with the scraggly stubble along his jawline, annoyed it wasn’t a more significant display of his masculinity. He was certain the unflappable Vespar Bayliss stared at his imperfect beard, judging him. Clearing his throat, Ellen peered down into the lab. “Experiment number thirty-three. If this batch survives, we might finally have a viable new protein source for the Outer Sol with mealworms the size of sheep. Farmers out there can wrangle cheap livestock instead of building costly greenhouses and offer a tastier protein.”

“This experiment better not fail like thirty-two, Ellen.” Vespar glared her unmistakable disappointment.

Ellen shriveled inside himself. “The results of thirty-two were rather unfortunate. I know what to look for now. It won’t happen again.” The specimen had started to eat itself, then had withered into a dried-out husk. Some days, Ellen could relate.

This idea, a masterstroke of applied genetics, had more variables and chaotic factors than a lesser mind could hope to master, but it would succeed. Maybe not within Vespar’s timeline, but it would.

Loosening the tie that held his collar snug, disguising its feminine curve, he hoped more air would soothe the insistent feelings of dread and hoped this experiment would prove his genius. “This DNA mix has more promise than the others and has zero markers that doomed its predecessors.”

He held Vespar’s gaze, refusing to let her see the sting. It wasn’t only the experiment she doubted; it was him, all of him. He couldn’t let her get away with calling him Ellen for both professional and personal reasons. He opened his holoscreen and sent a quick communique to the head of human resources at Ves Par Bay Innovations, then leveled his boss a smile he didn’t feel.

Vespar’s posh suit and tightly pulled-back hair matched her personality—stern, unyielding, and formidable. Three seconds later, her comm link chimed. Checking her holoscreen, her expression colored with irritation. “Change of name message received. HR states you’re considering Ripley or Slater. Which one should I use?

Dr. Wu nodded. “What do you think? Ripley Wu or Slater Wu? Which one do you think fits me better?”

“Just pick one.”

“Ripley, I think… No! Slater. Ripter?”

“Dr. Wu, we have work to do.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Ellen returned his attention to the lab, frowning when his favorite lab assistant strolled in, blinking up at him with such trust. The lab assistants were deliberately kept ignorant of the prior catastrophic trials. Awareness wouldn’t save them from being crushed or eaten, but spared them the stress and worry. “Could we instead send in a bot? Jamine has yet to hit puberty and is a very valuable assistant. She’s so quick at what to centrifuge and what to toss.”

“Detach. Your assistant is an asset, nothing more.” Vespar crossed her arms. “The livestock project, your science, is what matters. That’s why you’re here.”

“Yes, but—”

“Sentimentality doesn’t serve my enterprise or your science. Make this project work. Today. Then, I can fund one of your other pet projects.” She raised an eyebrow to punctuate her point.

Hating himself, Ellen grimaced. He should place more value on Jamine than on his singular ambition, which was to perfect a universal algorithm for protein folding across species met and unmet, a breakthrough that would cement his name as the greatest biologist in the Sol. But funding was scarce for pursuits of pure genius. He chewed on his thumbnail. “I’m so sorry, Jamine,” he muttered under his breath, then tried another plea for Jamine to clear his conscience. “She’s the last one, the last lab assistant.”

“Cease testing my patience, doctor. A new batch of assistants is on the way.”

“It takes time to train them.”

“What else do you have to do other than work for me?”

“Hmm.” Ellen hated to admit Vespar was right. From a control panel beside the observing window, he latched the door of the lab, sealing his assistant inside, then leaned over the mic which piped his voice into the room below. “Retrieve specimen 15711, please.” He hoped Jamine didn’t hear the strain in his voice, making it harder than usual to form words.
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