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The exclusive D.C. restaurant was full of exclusive people eating exclusive food. Professor Jean Lazarus felt like a fraud. Any minute now the maître d’ would stalk over to the table and inform her she wasn’t rich enough to be there. She doubted it was an insecurity shared by the man who’d arranged their meeting: Abraham Ogyges, the ‘Troglodyte of Wall Street’ himself, the reclusive multi-billionaire owner of the largest biotech company in the world.

“Come work for me,” said Abraham, his gray-blue eyes hidden in shadows cast by a combination of the restaurant’s atmospheric lighting and his enormous eyebrows. His skin was a dark hue of brown mixed with yellow, a complexion she had trouble identifying. Middle Eastern, perhaps? She doubted it was a question of world-ending importance, and she wasn’t one to care about ethnicity. “Help me save the Earth.”

Wow, he didn’t prevaricate. They hadn’t even seen a menu yet. She asked him if he was serious.

“I have never been more serious in my life.” Something about his comment amused him. He moved on quickly. “I have an independent, non-profit institution in Maine. It’s very prestigious, affiliated with the National Institutes of Health, and so on. We work to remove barriers to research that can solve the greatest problems of our age. I aim for nothing less than the transformation of human civilization.” He was a small man who talked big.

“That sounds impressive.” Jean decided to order the most expensive item on the menu, as soon as she got a menu, just to see whether the diminutive billionaire balked.

“I’m always on the lookout for people like you.” He seemed to mean it. “I’ve read everything you’ve published. You’re wasting your potential as an advisor to a president who can barely follow one word in three of what you say. Come to the Ogyges Global Enterprises Biomedical Research Laboratory. Let me show you what we’re doing. No pressure. If you like what you see, consider accepting a position. Be what you were meant to be. Stop banging your head against a brick wall in a White House that doesn’t even know how to spell ‘science’ and come help me define the limits of human progress.”

She stared at him, having a hard time believing her luck. In a world where scientists lost their grants for accidentally mentioning a banned word or were terminated without notice on the whim of an unelected official, the offer seemed too good to be true. Not only that, her mother lived in Maine. It would be good to move closer to her. 

For some reason, her eyes fixed on a scar on Abraham’s throat, visible through the opening left by his unbuttoned shirt collar.

“What are you working on?” she asked. “Specifically.”

He grinned. It was a smile she imagined he practiced in the mirror. No one would ever describe him as handsome, so he concentrated on being charming instead. “Oh, if I told you that, I’d have to kill you.” 

She could feel her expression hardening, more annoyed at his furtiveness than his feeble attempt at humor. She’d gone to a lot of trouble to meet him here, and this was how he wanted to play it? 

Ogyges noted her reaction. He held up a hand in a gentle gesture of defeat. “I need your mind, Professor Lazarus. After you sign a routine, but very necessary, non-disclosure agreement, I promise I will tell you everything.”

Abraham Ogyges was a very rich man. In her experience, rich people were always hiding something. She hoped his secret was at least interesting.

#

There was an alien standing in front of Jean Lazarus, and his name was Abraham Ogyges. (Oh, here we go. What will it be tonight? Aliens cutting Earth off from sunlight? Dinosaurs living in an impossible nature preserve inside the Sun? Dear brain, I know I’m asleep. You can come up with something normal, you know.)

“If you murder me,” said Abraham, “it’s genocide.” His gray-blue eyes darted to the plastic case swarming with mosquitoes. “Unless you wait until after I release these beauties, in which case it becomes an act of petty vengeance.”

Abraham looked human, and he was from Earth. He was an alien all the same. He was as alien as it got. (It’s always aliens. My subconscious is so predictable. At least this one’s not a giant ball of slime, not like last night. That’s a mercy.)

Jean aimed the short barrel of the handgun until it was pointing straight at Abraham’s heart. Eternal as he was, he still had a heart and a bullet to it would kill him. “You know I can’t let you open that container.” 

(Where do the words I speak come from, that’s what I want to know. I feel like what I’m saying should mean something to me. It doesn’t though. It’s as if I’m inhabiting someone else’s life, and they didn’t fill me in on any of the details.)

“Actually, you can, Jeanie.” He kept his hands raised; his voice was calm, reasonable. “By not letting me, you’re making a moral choice on behalf of all Mankind. I’m not sure who gave you the authority to do that, but you’re doing it anyway.”

(Mankind? That’s an old-fashioned word. Abraham’s not that ancient.)

She took a step closer. She didn’t want to miss. “And you’re not making a unilateral decision for the entire human race? Your hypocrisy astounds me.” Her voice sounded strange in her ears—she could hardly believe she was going to press the trigger. He wasn’t leaving her any choice. (Wait, what am I doing? I don’t shoot people. That’s not who I am.)

The corner of his mouth curled into a half-smile. Damn it, he thought she was amusing. “Oh, Jeanie, let’s be very clear about what’s happening here, because I think you might be a little confused, you poor dear. I’m trying to save life on Earth. You’re the one attempting to stop me.”

She estimated they were no more than six feet apart now. Even though her skills with a gun were rusty at best, at this range, she was confident she could wound Abraham, fatally if she needed to. Accidents happened, though. There was a good chance the gunshot would go wide, hit a vital part of his anatomy. Kill him. “All the words in the world can’t hide the fact you’re planning to eradicate the human race. No one has the right to do that.”

(I’m angry with him. So angry. I feel like there’s more to why I’m feeling this way. This isn’t just about his plan.)

That half-smile of his was spreading into an undisguised grin. “I like to think the fact that I’m not Homo sapiens gives me a perspective on the current ongoing mass extinction that you lack. A million species on the verge of eradication, by your own scientists’ estimation. It’s your species that’s causing it, and it’s my species that’s been almost completely wiped out. You’re so wrapped up in the myth of human greatness you can’t see the problem or its very obvious solution.”

She spat back, “Making our children like you isn’t a solution, it’s the slaughter of our future. How do you know your new master race won’t make the exact same mistakes we have?” (Yeah, I’m really upset with him. Why am I so angry? It feels like he did something, like someone died.)

“I’m going to have to ask you to believe me,” Abraham’s eyes twinkled. “My species is innately less destructive than yours.” His expression grew sad. “Jean, you’re a scientist, can you really bring yourself to kill the last specimen of an immortal race?” 

“You’re not immortal, you’re ageless. There’s a difference.” His muscles were tensing. He was going to try something. Could she squeeze the trigger, roll the dice on wounding him fatally? She’d be a murderer. Could she live with that?

The gun bucked in her hands with an ear-splitting roar like the crack of doom.

Turned out she was willing to risk it.

(I’m not looking at the blood. This is my dream and I refuse to look at my boss’s blood.)

#

Jean swallowed a mouthful of cereal and regarded the stuffed toy panda on the breakfast counter.

“Mrs. Panda, brace yourself for this. I fantasized about shooting my employer in a dream last night.”

Being an inanimate object, the panda did not respond.

“There were mosquitos and much talk of him being immortal.”

The toy’s expression remained one of stoic indifference.

“If there’s symbolism in any of that, it’s beyond me.”

Jean finished the soggy flakes in contemplative silence and then put her empty bowl in the dishwasher. “Five years I’ve worked for him. If he were an alien, I’d think I’d know.” 

Her dreams were routinely disturbing, but they hadn’t included Ogyges before. That was a first. She considered asking the guys in the MRI lab at the center to give her another brain scan. They never found anything. Still, hope sprung eternal.

Jean gave her apartment a look over as she grabbed for her keys. Everything was in its place, including the panda. She was not one to make a mess.

“Keep an eye on things while I’m at work, yeah? Make sure the silverware behave themselves. If you catch the spoons up to anything, issue them with a severe reprimand.” She opened her door and stepped through.

If she hadn’t been so used to her nightly visions, she might think she was going bananas.  

#

“Have you heard of the hypothesis called ‘The Hand of God’?” asked Abraham. His question came at the exact moment Jean won the battle with the lid of her plastic lunch container; the popping sound the top made as it came free almost caused her to miss what he was saying.

Jean was eating lunch with him in the atrium of the OGE Biomedical Research Laboratory in Brunswick, Maine. The atrium was a glass-sided, pyramid-shaped structure located in the center of the facility, full of tastefully arranged plants and tiered levels with metal park benches. It felt like a garden designed by someone who hated the outdoors. She’d brought a salad and a homemade vinaigrette. He’d brought a bologna sandwich on white. She was cheap; he just liked hiding from the masses for a few minutes each day.

She shrugged. “I think I skimmed past it in a paper a while ago.” In reality, Lazarus was familiar with it, but Abraham enjoyed explaining things and there was no harm in letting an old man indulge a vice. She assumed he was old, anyway. He’d been around for what felt like forever. He was one of those people who never seemed to age. No doubt his daily regimen included some very expensive supplements. That made more sense than him being immortal, anyway.

“It’s about tipping points, really. Evolutionary tipping points. It explains why changes happen infrequently. But when they do finally happen, the changes are significant and happen quite abruptly. Well, as abrupt as things can be in evolutionary timescales.”

She nodded, her mouth full of lettuce, indicating he should continue. It was, as she’d thought only that morning, five years since she’d signed his paperwork and taken up a lead researcher position in his privately held fiefdom, Ogyges Global Enterprises. It still surprised her how he took a personal interest in the day-to-day operations of the laboratory. Hardly a day went by when he wasn’t haunting the place. She suspected he was lonely.

“You have to imagine a giant hand. The hand of God, if you will, high up in the air, clutching a fistful of sand. God is letting the sand go, one grain at a time. Now, in this analogy, the grains of sand represent evolutionary pressures—reasons why a genetic mutation might be advantageous, reasons why a change might be successful and spread within a population.”
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