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Caveat

Anyone who thinks they recognize themselves as one of the protagonists in this novel would be wrong, either due to vanity or self-ignorance, because all the characters stem from my imagination.
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Prologue
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Retrovirus: a virus from part of an entity that recombines itself, integrates into the genome of a cell, and takes advantage of it so as to perpetuate itself.

Retroviral: by analogy, can also be said of a human being or of a group of humans who, starting from a certain feeling, suddenly realize that by redesigning themselves, they can take advantage of a situation.
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PART ONE
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Geneva, June 15, 2021
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The quays were crowded with people eager to see the sun appear. After three days of depressing drizzle, the north wind had finally pushed the clouds away. The harbor was looking nice again. The air still retained that clarity at the beginning of sunny days that gave the water jet spray a dazzling whiteness. Seagulls, swans, ducks and other birds squirmed happily, as if they knew that the return of good weather meant an influx of strollers always ready to toss them a piece of bread, to the delight of children.

Too focused on the appointment she was heading toward, Ornella Conti merely cast a distant glance at all the commotion. By insisting, she had obtained an interview with Professor Robert Cochet, a renowned epidemiologist and virologist whose knowledge Michael had respected. Because he had so often quoted the professor, Ornella had obstinately sought to meet him in person. There was so much for her to understand.

Lost in thought, she didn’t even notice the admiring glances from passers-by. Her natural stride commanded respect. Her elegance and demeanor allowed her to cut through the crowd, which moved aside instinctively to let her pass. No one would have dared make a gesture or even say anything inappropriate.

At age 36, Ornella Conti was in her prime. On top of endless legs, her supple, muscular body exuded health. No wrinkle or blemish marred her perfectly contoured face. People assumed her dark skin would be soft when touched. For now, it was all just a façade, however, because inside she was feeling tense and rigid, not knowing where to start.

Ornella left the lakeshore to walk along the rue du Rhône with its sumptuous buildings. In among the luxury boutiques, the flashy jewelry stores and the offices of wealth managers and lawyers, she spotted the somewhat dilapidated property that had been described to her. It had no elevator, its floors were nearly four meters high, and it had nineteen steps per landing. She climbed up the stairs and barely made it to the fourth floor without gasping for breath. As soon as she rang the bell, the door opened. She was expected.

“You’re punctual! That’s good!”

The professor, a middle-aged man, had kept his looks from his best years. Dressed in light blue pants and a pale pink shirt, he led her into the living room.

“I’ll walk ahead of you because my office is a little dark. Light isn’t good for old books, Mrs. Tashkent.”

“Conti. My name’s Ornella Conti. I kept my maiden name.”

“Ah! Yes, that’s usual in southern countries, I believe. In fact, it was recently adopted here in Switzerland too. We wonder why.”

Suddenly caught up in her childhood, Ornella didn’t comment. It took her several seconds to recognize the scent of furniture polish just like she used to smell at her grandparents’ house.

“Ah, beeswax.”

“It brings back memories, does it? I’ve never wanted to have my floors varnished. The coldness of laminated parquet isn’t suitable for books. And rooms with waxed floors feel more alive than those that are sanitized. I feel I can communicate more easily with my books and grow old quietly in their company.”

The young woman could never have expressed it so well but she had remembered precisely how the library in her childhood had smelled and found the remark very apt. She suddenly relaxed. She felt comfortable here.

The professor ushered her into his office and pointed to an armchair.

“I imagine you didn’t come here to talk about furniture polish?”

“...”

“Well, let me offer you something to drink. Then we can talk. Coffee, tea, cola, Schweppes, fruit juice?”

“Coffee would be nice. Thank you!”

“Sugar, milk?”

“Professor, my family’s from Italy. No sugar, no milk!” she joked.

He gave her half a smile and went into the kitchen.

For the first time since returning to Geneva two months ago, Ornella was relaxing. The dilapidated yet warm atmosphere of the place emitted soothing waves just like those at her Aunt Mado’s house in Aiguafreda near Begur. She would turn up there whenever she needed to recharge her batteries. She had done so after breaking off her engagement.

That night, with the exception of a gas and toilet stop in Montélimar, she had driven straight there and had arrived just after midnight. As expected, Aunt Mado wasn’t asleep yet. As soon as she crossed the threshold, Ornella snuggled into her beloved aunt’s arms.

“I broke up with Serge!”

“Now, now! That’s not the worst thing you’ve done in your life!”

“But―”

Ornella had wavered. Had Mado suddenly become cantankerous or even mean in her old age? She had stared into her aunt’s eyes but had read only benevolence, as usual.

Mado had experienced setbacks in her own love life too. She had married a man she had admired, a great mountaineer and a holder of several solo and winter records. Her father, a former infantry captain, had also admired the intrepid young man’s courage. He had seen a bright future for the couple. However, when war broke out and Mado’s husband had received his marching orders, the so-called fearless man had disappeared and hidden in mountain pastures for the duration of the conflict, surviving like a coward, terrified of taking a bullet or a bad shot. Once peace had returned, he had regained neither his reputation for conquering high peaks, which had fed his ego, nor the respect of others―not even of his wife, who had lost all desire to love him. Mado had suffered terribly from her disappointment in him and it had taken her many years to understand that she too had made mistakes, especially in not realizing she would be marrying a coward.

Her abrupt reaction on learning that Ornella’s engagement was off was probably due to her wishing she’d been advised to do the same back in her day, although having been in love―or having thought she was―she probably wouldn’t have listened. She was just happy that Ornella had had her eyes opened in time and regretted the years she herself had wasted.

“Hey. Let’s not talk about it, OK? In any case, whether it’s a separation or a divorce, it’s always both parties who are at fault!”

Ornella was taken aback.

“But it was he who―”

“And you hadn’t seen it.” Mado had cut her off.

Ornella understood immediately. She was responsible too. She’d been wrong about the guy.

“Do you have anything to eat?” she asked.

“Of course! You know the way. And after you turn out the lights, your room is ready. I’m going to bed!”

Typical Mado! With one sentence, she had put Ornella back on track and gotten rid of all her acrimony and resentment.

Exit Serge.

Lost in thought, she hadn’t heard the professor return. He placed a tray on the table containing two tiny cups of coffee and two tall glasses of water. Then sitting down across from her, he watched her patiently.

“Oh! Sorry. I was lost in my memories―”

“I’m not surprised. Something in this apartment makes me dream too at times. I sometimes find myself spending hours in the chair you’re now sitting in, doing nothing but looking at my books, trying to make out their titles from a distance ... In fact, I inherited this small building when my grandparents died and it’s still full of countless memories!”

“I can tell,” Ornella agreed.

Delighted with her complicity, he pointed to the tray.

“Drink up before it gets cold and tell me why you came today!”

“The story goes back a long way.”

“Don’t worry, I have plenty of time.”

Then, as if to show her he was speaking the truth, he moved his chair up behind his desk and waited.

Feeling she could trust him, Ornella began.

“Everything that has surrounded my husband for more than four years now―including the circumstances of his death―is ... let’s say ... fuzzy. Very fuzzy ... and I keep asking myself a lot of questions ...”

“I’m listening!”
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Barcelona, July 2012
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It was now ten days since Ornella had stayed with her Aunt Mado, who had never brought up the subject of her broken engagement. On the contrary, they had talked of this and that; things that gave spice to their lives. Nonetheless, Mado had regularly asked her what she was planning as her next step.

There was no question of her returning to Geneva for the moment. Her ex would immediately start harassing her again. She knew he was capable of calling her day and night. Thanks to her Aunt Mado, she had had her eyes opened with respect to his possessiveness. She had unsuspectingly allowed him to make her his prisoner.

Blinded by what she had believed to be passion, she had taken his questions such as “What have you done today” and his incessant SMS texts that said “Where R U?”—not to mention his impromptu phone calls—merely as interest and concern. When he had confiscated her bunch of keys, she had rebelled and had tried to get them back. He had resisted and when she had persisted, he had slapped her hard. It was then she realized whom she was living with. He had behaved badly on several earlier occasions too but she had refused to notice. This time though, she had learned her lesson. He wanted to make her his possession and allow her to exist only through him.

Panicking, she had stuffed a large bag with the essentials of her personal belongings: her toiletry bag, her makeup, some lingerie, two pairs of shoes and a few clothes. He had assumed she was unable to escape and had not thought to deprive her of her car keys as well.

“There, you see, you bastard! How wrong you were!”

She had torn a sheet of paper from the kitchen notepad and had written ‘Serge’ on it which she then crossed out with several very large X marks. She had had just enough time to visit her best friend Sophie’s husband, a locksmith by trade.

Miraculously, he was all alone in his shop.

“Please help me! I’ve just left Serge and he has the keys to my apartment ... I’m frightened!”

“And you want me to change the locks before he realizes you’ve left. Here, take these keys. They’re the ones to the new lock I’m going to install. I’ll take my scooter so I can get there more quickly. Go and find Sophie.”

He had grabbed the box containing everything he needed, closed the shop and started up the engine of his two-wheeler. He had already donned his helmet but seemed to hesitate before leaving.

“You did the right thing, Ornella. He wasn’t the right guy for you!”

Ornella had almost retorted “What do you know?” but she had held back. It wasn’t the best moment. And besides, by then he had already driven away.

She had then gone to find Sophie who had told her straight away, “Serge just called to find out if you were here. He’s going crazy because you’re not answering his messages. What’s going on?”

“He wanted to imprison me by confiscating my keys. At first, I thought it was just a game but when I tried to grab them back from him, he slapped me ... hard ... you can’t imagine!”

Ornella’s left cheek was still red and swollen.

“So you hit him back?”

“Oh no! I was so surprised, I locked myself in the bathroom from where I could hear him pacing around the apartment. I started rethinking my future with him while I waited for him to leave for work. When I checked the front door, I found he hadn’t locked me in. It was much more devious than that. He hadn’t prevented me from leaving but I wouldn’t be able to return without him if I did go out. So I escaped.”

“Right. OK, you’re sleeping here tonight. There’s no way you’re going home. He could become even more violent―”

“Exactly. Your husband has just gone to change my locks.”

“Good idea! Even so, Serge could bang on your door all night! It looks like you still haven’t realized just how jealous he is. He must be even angrier that he was wrong about you than about losing you. Possessive jealousy’s a disease. And he will never be cured, believe me!”

Ornella had accepted Sophie’s invitation to sleep on the living room couch. They’d agreed that the next day they’d go and buy a new SIM card from a phone company and then pass by Ornella’s apartment to collect what she’d need to disappear for a few days.

And that morning, standing on the rocks of Aiguafreda cove, Ornella had wondered how she could start her life again. Sophie had looked after leasing out her apartment with Airbnb. Aunt Mado had recommended she stay with one of her cousins, who’d said she’d gladly host her in Barcelona and help her enroll at university. She had decided to resume her librarian degree, which Serge had forced her to abandon. Since she was fluent in Castilian Spanish, she wouldn’t have too much trouble following the classes in Catalan.

“As you are both beautiful and intelligent, I won’t worry about you!” Mado had said. “And like all Barcelonians, you’ll come and spend a few weekends in Begur.”

Three months later, she had met Michael at a student party as so often happens in bustling cities full of young people. Having heard her speak French, he had approached her in that language. For no particular reason, they had both immediately sensed that something had brought them together: not just their attraction for each other or the conversation ... perhaps it was their mutual complications. They had both had to reorient their lives: she due to breaking off her engagement and he because he had lost his girlfriend in a car accident. He had felt completely responsible because he had let one of their friends drive. The friend in question had had too much to drink and had taken unnecessary risks. They had struck a tree and found themselves in a ditch. The boys, seated in the front, had been wearing their seat belts and had gotten away with only a few scratches. However, in the back, the girls had obviously not buckled up. The driver’s girlfriend had broken her pelvis in six places while Michael’s girlfriend had been thrown through the rear window and had died instantly.

Michael had no longer been able to tolerate life in Paris, where he had been completing a thesis in biology and had already had several articles published in specialized journals. He had only one year left to finish everything. His boss in Paris, understanding the situation perfectly, yet sad to let him go, had recommended him highly to one of his friends in Barcelona, Professor Kendy, a renowned immunologist. Based on this recommendation and his publications, Michael had been able to integrate easily into his new life working with Kendy, who had also agreed to take over as director of his thesis on stem cell cultures.

Two months later, Ornella had moved in with Michael. Everything was going well. Michael was caring and polite and Ornella had regained her confidence and her will to live. It wasn’t a great passion, rather it was a quiet, harmonious and friction-free love. Each of them had gradually lowered their barriers. They had even ended up making love filled with pleasure―it had nothing of the stressful, macho assaults of her ex. Weeks, months and years had passed without a hitch. From time to time, they would spend the weekend with Mado, who appeared to like the young man.

After graduating, Michael had worked with Professor Kendy for two more years to help him complete an ongoing study. Then he was hired by a large biotechnology research laboratory where he was given the task of improving stem cell cultures by making maximum use of synthetic components. It was a well-paid job but it had no real future―nothing that matched Michael’s ambitions in any case.

Meanwhile, Ornella was finishing up her thesis on the influence of the French Bourbons on Catalan literature, a subject that could have been interesting but didn’t really excite her. It had been more or less imposed on her due to her French-speaking origins.

They weren’t talking about marriage or children. It was as if they each feared a refusal from the other or that talking about it might disrupt their harmony. It was also as if they were afraid to leave the cocoon of the present moment by starting to build a future. They were happy with their lives as perpetual students but knew it couldn’t last forever.

As it happened, fate would intervene and change their situation.
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La Gomera, October 2017
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The consortium was happy to have a special place to meet. It had met twice before: once in Jersey and once in Malta. This time it was Gerhard Karlsdorf’s turn to organize the meeting and he had chosen the island of La Gomera, a very discreet location.

He had landed in Tenerife and had rented a car to drive to the port of Los Cristianos. He could just as well have taken the small twin-engine plane that traveled between Tenerife and La Gomera several times a day. The island was part of a huge volcano that had emerged from the Atlantic Ocean and whose highest walls formed today’s Canary Islands. La Gomera, located sixty kilometers west of Tenerife, had gained notoriety due to Christopher Columbus’ flotilla having berthed there to refuel and await favorable winds for the voyage. With the advent of steamboats, La Gomera and its trade winds had lost their economic appeal and the place had vegetated. Few people visited despite a fairly fertile land. However, it was quite inaccessible and its inhabitants just barely survived. When tourism on the other islands had created numerous jobs, a continuous exodus had almost left the countryside deserted. There were only vestiges of terraced gardens and ruins of rustic dwellings left. Without the Olsen family, who had invested heavily in banana plantations, tourism and high-speed ferries, La Gomera would have had a miserable fate.

In fact, Karlsdorf had boarded a ferry belonging to the Fred Olsen Company which had covered the distance in less than an hour. After landing in San Sebastián de la Gomera, he had traveled along the road toward Santiago, a forty-minute route that winded at will but was breathtakingly beautiful! From the parking lot at the Hotel Jardin Tecina, the only luxury hotel on the island, he had headed straight to reception to check that his instructions had been followed correctly. He had booked five bungalows at the edge of the cliff facing the sea―one for each participant and, at his request, the fifth, in the center of the row, had been transformed into a meeting room.

Returning to the main lobby, he had found John Crombick sitting at the bar with a glass of whiskey in front of him. The Irishman, who had chosen to fly, had just arrived. He was in charge of security for the meeting but more importantly he was there to ensure its confidentiality by jamming the wifi and preventing any indiscretions. After all, the rental of five adjoining bungalows for only four gentlemen on their own would only have aroused curiosity.

A former member of his regiment’s Special Ops division, Crombick had been recruited by Karlsdorf as head of security for his business, Prospective Research Company (PRORESCO). Crombick had proven to be effective from the very beginning by discovering that two employees were selling information to other laboratories about the state of research within PRORESCO. One of these two had been fired on the spot without severance pay. As for the other, the former road warrior had seen how amateur the man was and had convinced his boss not to fire him.

“If we use his skills wisely, he could be of great service to us.”

Suddenly attentively, Karlsdorf had leaned forward.

“I’m listening.”

“All we need do is allow him access to some fake results or false decisions so as to encourage his customers to go in a direction that suits you―”

“For example?”

“Right now, pharmaceutical companies are racing to market an effective vaccine against retroviruses such as HIV, Ebola and other troublemakers like SARS ⁠[1].”

“That’s true” Karlsdorf had cut in. “We too are―”

“And the vaccine is difficult to develop―”

“Especially due to the virus’s tendency to mutate,” his boss had added.

“Yet I have every reason to believe that your research is heading in another direction at this time.”

“How do you know that? Who told you―”

“It’s just an impression I have. I’ve noticed some clues―”

There was a beat of silence then John had continued.

“Boss, that’s what you pay me for. To listen, to find out, to plan, to protect ... to spy―”

“OK. Continue!”

These words had been spoken with a touch of annoyance which didn’t go unnoticed by his interlocutor.

“Distribute a confidential notice announcing that due to a lack of convincing results you plan to give up. Since the note will be classified ‘confidential,’ he’ll pass it on and you’ll have diverted attention away from your new path.”

“Excellent!” Karlsdorf had exclaimed. “I’ll give you carte blanche.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Karlsdorf!”

“John, please call me Gerdie.”

“I’d be happy to, but in the interests of the company, it wouldn’t be advisable.”

“Well then, when we’re alone at least!”

“That wouldn’t be good either. Sometimes the walls have ears!”

“You’re right,” Karlsdorf had agreed.

It was John Crombick himself who had offered to look after security at La Gomera. His suggestion had been accepted immediately. It would be good for PRORESCO too if he happened to find out information that would be profitable and silence the rumors. Any slip of the tongue had to be avoided and the richest man among them had to be kept from suspecting anything.

Arthur Kendy, CEO and main shareholder of VIB (Viral Immunization Biotechnologies), was a utopian who hoped the consortium would be driven by philanthropic concerns such as his. At his level, he could no longer conceive that his partners weren’t well off enough to afford this kind of luxury. There was no question of talking about profits in front of him. He was the wealthiest among them and his foundation subsidized them without restraint. He’d immediately turn off the tap if he had any doubt about their integrity.

Karlsdorf had taken Crombick to visit the bungalows, especially the one they’d be using as their conference room. John had carefully inspected every nook and cranny to ensure there were no hidden microphones. Then he had installed two webcams in the exterior beams on the roof. Karlsdorf had watched him do it, admiring his professionalism, and had then suggested they go to the beach restaurant for lunch.

“Isn’t it a bit late? It’s already a quarter to three!”

“Come on, John, we’re in Spain. They eat much later here than at home!”

After making sure everything was in order, they made their way to the elevator that took them down to the beach some 150 meters below. It was impossible to get there on foot. They could only reach the seaside restaurant by elevator or by using a rough road that still left a half-kilometer walk on a stony path composed of uneven pebbles. However, this very unpleasant path did have the advantage of discouraging intruders! The elevator brought them down into a cave and the beginning of a long corridor lit by a few dim bulbs. The walls were oozing moisture. This passage led to a beach of large pebbles so flat that sunbathers could lie down comfortably on them with just a simple towel. The pebbles were perfect for erecting cairns and the beach was dotted with them. There were no houses but there were two chiringuitos, little beach hut restaurants that served delicious grilled meats and sometimes even paella. A rocky path led to the restaurant whose luxury contrasted sharply with a rustic decor that had remained wild as if abandoned.

Suddenly, Gerhard had grabbed John by the arm.

“Look who I see!”

“That’s not possible! How did they get here?”

Arthur Kendy appeared to be listening with rapt attention to a man they’d never met before but who must be Bernie Weimar, the banker Art Kendy had invited to their meeting. Crombick had already made a number of inquiries about him. As soon as he had found out who the fourth participant would be, he had instantly called his agent, Malcolm Freesom. Anyone could discover from the internet that Weimar owned an investment bank, Weimar Investors Bank (WIB), headquartered in Zug, Switzerland. The bank bought shares in a considerable number of start-ups, especially in future fields such as pharmaceuticals, communications and e-commerce.

But Freesom had dug deeper.

Weimar, who was always very discreet, was actually worth several tens of billions of euros, not counting his company’s assets. Freesom had gone to the bank and had struck up a conversation with a very pretty receptionist dressed in a severe suit whose lapel bore a shiny golden badge with the inscription ‘B. Weimar.’

“Is that the bank’s badge?” he had asked.

“No, that’s my name!”

“Are you Mr. Weimar’s wife?”

“His niece! My name’s Brigitte Weimar,” she had clarified, holding out her hand to shake his.

Freesom had felt that tingling in the back of his neck which always told him when a good deal was about to be made. He had acted immediately and decided to seduce her. After all, he was a rather handsome man and knew how to deal with women. They had made a date for lunch, had seen each other again in the evening, and had spent the night together. During their rather intimate breakfast conversation, Freesom had learned that in his youth, Weimar had almost been ruined by his passion for gambling but that he had stopped in time, in large part thanks to the only woman in his life, his wife Ingrid.

He had met her during a winter sports trip to Verbier at a time when the resort was still only frequented by athletes. He had arrived at the Hotel Vanessa, unpacked his luggage and gone out for a walk. He had then pushed open the door of the Horseshoe, attracted by the crowd inside. It was obviously a trendy bistro. He had ordered a beer from the bar and had looked for an empty chair to sit down in. The only seat available was at a table where there were already three people: a young woman and a couple who were having a heated conversation.

“May I?”

The young woman had given him a welcoming smile and had replied as if they knew each other.

“Of course!”

The room was full, noisy and cheerful. People were telling each other how they had spent their day, boasting of having found fresh powdered snow, and describing the dizzying corridor under the cable car route.

“What about you? Do you go off-piste?” the young woman had asked him.

“Yes but I don’t know any of the runs here. I’ve just arrived. I was thinking of visiting the ski school to see if there was a high altitude snow class.”

“Why? Are you on your own?”

“Yes,” he had replied, a little embarrassed.

“Are you a good skier?”

“More or less, yes!”

“So come with us tomorrow. We’ll start with an easy run and if everything goes well, we’ll go for a longer run!”

Bernie hadn’t hesitated.

“OK, what time and where?”

“Eight o’clock at Medran! By the way, what’s your first name? I’m Ingrid.”

“Bernie.”

As if it were normal, she turned to her friends.

“This is Bernie. He’s coming skiing with us tomorrow.”

The ski day had been a complete success. They had been together ever since and had ended up getting married in the fall. The only downside in their life was that they had never had any children.

Bernie had started losing money at roulette and baccarat. When she had noticed, Ingrid had been afraid. But instead of getting angry, she had diverted him from the addictive vice.

“I’m aware you gamble a little too much.”

He had wanted to answer but she had placed her finger on his lips.

“Why gamble at casinos? Why not bet on real-life situations? It would be much more exhilarating!”

“How’s that?”

“You could bet on start-ups, for example.”

And that’s how his fortune had begun.

In his innocence, Kendy considered Weimar a philanthropist although he was really just a converted gambler ... a gambler who didn’t hesitate to appropriate profitable entities and let those that didn’t serve his use go belly-up, even if it meant bankruptcy. He had no scruples. For example, he’d even orchestrate their collapse by using detestable fake news campaigns.

Freesom had clicked on a few links on line and had discovered several of the gambler’s victims. He added their names and stories to a file which he handed to his employer, John Crombick.

“Good work, Malcolm. I’ll keep this information in a safe place. It could come in handy some day.”

Like Karlsdorf, Crombick would have loved to have known what Weimar and Kendy were talking about. They joined them later on and once introductions had been made, Crombick, staring at Weimar, had said,

“I bet you arrived by chopper?”

The banker’s eyes had lit up briefly at the word ‘bet.’ He wasn’t cured! Good to know!

The conversation had then been filled with banalities. Weimar’s presence had been explained only after the statutory meeting. Kendy’s philanthropic actions were very expensive and it was absolutely necessary to find new resources: a drug, a vaccine ... in short anything, as long as its scope was wide and beneficial to humanity.

Back at the hotel, they had taken a one-hour rest and then had met in the conference room and had taken their places at four chairs around a table.

Kendy had opened the meeting by welcoming them and then had given the floor to the banker.

“I must tell you that even the super wealthy like Mr. Kendy aren’t immune to setbacks. Their lifestyle and the number of jobs they provide don’t allow them to curb their expenses! At the slightest hiccup, they expose themselves to the domino effect, which can drag them so far down that their positions and commitments would become impossible to keep. As they often employ tens of thousands of people and through their purchases help maintain the jobs of hundreds of others, any decrease in their purchasing power is likely to cause unbearable unemployment.”

He had stared at them insistently and continued.

“Consequently, we need new developments and, for that, we’ve organized this meeting to ask your opinion. I’ll let Mr. Kendy explain what this is all about because it’s too specialized for me.”

Kendy had walked over to the board, picked up a marker and written ‘Retrovirus.’

“Currently, thanks to research in the field of AIDS in particular, remedies allow HIV-positive people to live with their disease,” he began, “yet this condition continues to spread and cause millions of deaths every year.”

He had paused and looked around the room, staring at each of them in turn. Reassured by the attention they were paying to his words, he had continued.

“Conventional vaccines using attenuated or inactivated viruses have been proven to have little to no effect and are sometimes dangerous. Almost all the studies made on this type of prevention have therefore been abandoned prematurely.”

The banker nodded silently. He knew what Kendy was going to propose. The two other men waited patiently and Kendy went on.

“We must therefore explore other avenues. Current research places a great deal of hope on the use of pure viral proteins capable of triggering a sufficient and safe immune response to block the disease. A harmless part of its RNA is extracted from the virus and after an appropriate purification treatment, it is then injected into healthy people. The organism will produce antibodies against this protein and, in the event of infection by a complete virus, it will defend itself and eliminate it.”

Crombick fidgeted in his seat. He was finding it hard to follow these explanations which were a little too technical for him.

“In fact, it’s quite simple and I assure you, it’s a very promising idea!” Kendy had continued before pausing as if to keep them going. “But the manufacture of this kind of antibody has almost been abandoned as well, for two reasons: cost of production and inconsistency of results. However, new directions are also being taken to resolve these problems.”

He had uncorked a bottle of sparkling water and drank a while before continuing.

“First, the cost of production is in the process of being controlled thanks to molecular farming, a technique that involves infecting tobacco plants with a fragment of the virus in question. Then, by various methods, we obtain plants that provide very large quantities of inexpensive proteins in a short time. It’s much cheaper than producing them from mice. The poor results observed so far are mainly due to the infecting agent itself. It mutates too often. Over the course of these mutations, the protein produced loses its protective effect. This is the case with influenza, for example, whose viruses constantly mutate requiring laboratories to manufacture a new vaccine cocktail every year.”

Again he had looked at them in turn. He knew they were expecting one of those many brilliant ideas he seemed to come up with naturally. He also expected each of them to say to themselves, “Why didn’t I think of that?” Kendy’s professional flair had been due to a series of successfully harnessed brilliant ideas.

When he had thought them ready, he had made the following suggestion.

“Ideally, we would need to succeed in manufacturing a hyper stable virus containing the genes of a maximum of mutated forms in order to hope to obtain a durable antigen. We believe, Weimar and I, that we must tackle this task.”

“In a few years,” he continued after a brief silence, “we could produce enough doses to block the spread of a number of diseases and possibly many forms of cancer as well.”

“A market of several hundred billion dollars,” Karlsdorf, Weimar and Crombick had concluded to themselves. The latter’s brain was already making a plan but Kendy didn’t intend to stop there.

“Karlsdorf,” he had asked, “do you think it’s within the capabilities of your company, PRORESCO?”

Karlsdorf had pretended to think but his decision had been made. There was no way he’d pass up such an opportunity!

“On a technical level, we have what it takes but it will require large investments—“

“It’s about saving millions of human lives. We’ll pay the price!” Kendy had cut him off. “Think about it, estimate your needs and we’ll talk about it again tomorrow morning.”

Then, addressing everyone, he asked, “Any questions?”

As no one appeared to have any, he had adjourned the meeting and had led them to the pool bar to enjoy cocktails before going to eat.

At the end of the meal, Crombick and Karlsdorf had decided to have a nightcap. They had settled on the terrace of their joining bungalows and had ordered two Jack Daniels on ice.

The nearly full moon painted a luminous silver bridge over the calm black sea. The air rustled with night-time murmurs.

“What an extraordinary man!” Crombick had exclaimed. “It would seem he never runs out of ideas.”

“An utter utopian! What’s the point of saving the lives of so many poor people who’ll always get poorer because of rich people like him and us anyway?” Karlsdorf had remarked putting a damper on things.

“Really, Mr. Karlsdorf, I find it difficult to follow you!”

“Oh, come on, John. I saw your reaction! You’re one of those people who’ll figure out how to get rich off Kendy’s ideas.”

“Don’t lecture me. You’ve also already thought about what this new direction might mean for you!”

“I agree but I hope it won’t be obvious to the others! We must let him have his own illusions about us!”

They had been silent for a moment and then Karlsdorf had continued.

“Well, tomorrow, I’ll have to present him with some kind of business plan! What do you think? But first, will you join me?”

“I’m not going to promise you anything. Just keep in mind you need me as much as I need you!”
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