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  For Karen


  Association for Molecular Pathology

  v.

  United States Patent and Trademark Office & Myriad Genetics

  (Federal Circuit Court of Appeals, July 2011)

  “While the process of (gene) extraction is no doubt difficult, and may itself be patentable, the isolated genes are not materially different from the native genes . . . merely isolating the products of nature by extracting them from their natural location and making those alterations attendant to their extraction does not give the extractor the right to patent the products themselves.

  In that respect, extracting a gene is akin to snapping a leaf from a tree . . . plucking the leaf would not turn it into a human-made invention.”

  Excerpts from the dissenting opinion of Circuit Judge William Bryson, after being overruled two to one in favor of permitting companies to continue patenting genes.


  
Chapter One
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  THE HOSPITAL GOWN he wore was faded and weightless. After hundreds of washings, it was more tissue paper than cloth. Yellow bruises from daily blood draws blotted his forearms like dried coffee stains on paper. Beneath his bare feet, the cold gray linoleum greedily sipped the warmth from his body. Goose flesh stood up on his skin. He ignored all of this. Concerns of the body were not his priority at the moment. He had a job to do, and they would be coming for him soon.

  He had sensed a progression of late. A subtle shift in the daily rounds, an unfamiliar urgency in the air. He knew his window of opportunity was closing. They were getting close now, and it was imperative he act before it was too late.

  After five months in quarantine, he had not lost focus. Patience was the only compass that could navigate him out of these most impossible of circumstances. Even with his body at its weakest, his spirit had won the hearts of those who tended to him. One of the nurses had even taken to routinely loosening the bindings meant to confine him to his bed each night.

  Alone in the darkened laboratory room, he stood in front of a stainless steel refrigerator. He took a deep breath and pulled open the door. A pale fluorescent light flickered on, accompanied by a rush of cold air that made him shiver. His six-foot frame cast a distorted, hulking shadow on the wall behind him. Accompanying it was a motley cast of eerie characters—chrome and steel monsters—that paraded as innocuous laboratory equipment during the day.

  He squinted, his eyes adjusting to the light, and began to survey the contents of the refrigerator. On the middle shelf were dozens of glass vials, some filled with blood, some filled with exotic microbial cocktails, and others filled with experimental biopharmaceuticals, all neatly arranged in plastic trays. With mechanical precision, he searched the inventory, lifting vial after vial, scanning each label and then returning the container to its place.

  P-10, P-12, P-36, P-47 . . . P-65. Jackpot.

  The row contained ten P-65 vials filled with blood. He paused; it was twice the quantity he had anticipated. The flimsy hospital pants he wore did not have pockets, and it would be impossible to carry such a load. Still, he couldn’t afford to leave anything behind.

  He cringed. The other way would be safer. Disgusting, but safer. After removing the rubber stopper, he raised the first vial of purplered liquid to his lips.

  Bottoms up!

  He gagged as the cold, viscous fluid coated his tongue and throat. The taste was metallic, primal, terrible. Robotically, he repeated the drill. After the sixth vial, his stomach protested and sent a repugnant belch rolling up his esophagus. For an instant, he was afraid he would not be able to finish, but then he reminded himself of the price of failure and pressed on.

  After gulping down sample number ten, he returned his attention to the fridge. He needed information. Proof. First, he located a vial of cloudy liquid labeled Yersinia pestis. Whatever it was, he recognized it as the substance they had injected him with five days ago. Carefully, he removed this vial from the tray. He resumed scanning the shelves, until a vial labeled AAV-564: P-65 Transgene Trial 12 caught his eye. It sounded important, and it had his patient number on it. He smiled and removed it from the rack. The rest he would destroy.

  The overhead lights flickered on.

  “PATIENT-65—PUT DOWN THE SAMPLE,” a voice blasted over a loudspeaker. “REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE.”

  Wild-eyed, he turned to the door. No one was there. Then he saw the tiny camera mounted in the far upper corner of the room. It was pointed directly at him.

  He cursed and grabbed a roll of gauze tape off a nearby metal tray. Working quickly, he strapped the two glass vials to the inside of his pant leg with two wraps of tape around his thigh. Then, staring defiantly at the camera lens, he smashed all the remaining vials of the refined product on the floor.

  The megaphone voice exploded behind him, ahead of him, everywhere.

  “PATIENT-65, STOP. REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE.”

  He ignored the command. All that mattered now was executing the escape sequence. He bolted out the door. He was in Corridor B, sprinting to reach the stairwell at the end of Corridor C. He had conducted dry runs several times during the last two weeks, always in the dark, and always in less than the fourteen minutes that the night-watch rotation afforded him. Forty-five minutes earlier, he had prepped the stairwell without detection. Everything was in place.

  “WARNING—CONTAINMENT BREACH ON LEVEL FOUR. LOCK DOWN LEVEL FOUR. ALL PERSONNEL DON BIO-HAZARD SUITS,” the megaphone voice commanded over loudspeakers throughout the building. “IMMOBILIZE PATIENT-65.”

  The combination of the freshly waxed corridor and his bare feet afforded him superb traction for running—every footstep connecting with a smack. As he fled, the building began to close in on him. Like falling dominoes, magnetic door locks engaged down the length of the corridor, lagging his position by a mere half second. Without breaking stride, he plowed into the double doors at the end of Corridor B. The right door gave way easily, smashing loudly into its doorstop. But the left door traveled only a few inches before abruptly springing back with a thud. On the other side, a red-haired man in a white lab coat collapsed into a heap, cupped his hands over his bloody nose, and howled in pain. Patient-65 leapt over him and charged toward the stairwell at the end of Corridor C.

  Ahead of him, a lone orderly appeared. Crouched like a wrestler at the ready, the young man took up a position in the middle of the hall, blocking his way. He heard the swinging doors crash open behind him, followed by another yelp from the red-haired man. Multiple pairs of footsteps now echoed in the corridor. He glanced over his shoulder, sacrificing a stride. Two men wearing yellow biohazard suits with ventilators were in pursuit.

  Teeth clenched, he ran straight toward the crouching orderly. The instant before the collision, he dropped his right shoulder and drove it squarely into the man’s chest. His momentum sent them both to the ground. He almost managed to somersault free, but the orderly grabbed a fistful of his hair with one hand, a fold of his gown with the other, and pulled him back.

  He straddled the orderly’s chest and grabbed the hand clutching his gown. He peeled the fingers free and bent back the wrist. The orderly groaned and responded by yanking down on his hair. Hard. Fury erupted in him, and he forced the other man’s arm backward past the shoulder. The orderly shrieked in agony as his wrist and elbow gave way. Ligaments popped. Bones cracked.

  He jumped to his feet. The quicker of the two pursuing yellow-suits was already upon him, lunging for his waist. He felt his hospital gown pull taut against his chest, rip, and then give way completely. The diving yellow-suit tumbled to the ground, tripping his partner in the process. Without a backward glance, he raced toward the stairwell, his shredded hospital gown falling to the floor behind him.

  A horde of footsteps echoed in Corridor C. It sounded as though every employee in the building was converging on his position. He smiled. Escaping from a place like this was a game of one versus many—success would depend on timing, confusion, and crowd control.

  Despite their uniforms and short haircuts, the security staff was decidedly nonmilitary. They were unpolished, like hired hands, and Patient-65 had come to question their proficiency and gumption. He predicted that a real crisis would send everyone flying blindly toward the action, like moths to a flame. He wanted them to converge—as many guards as possible—right here, right now, to the third floor.

  Because he was going to leave them all behind.

  He burst through the door into the stairwell and breathed a sigh of relief. They were still there: eight flat bedsheets, taken from the laundry bin outside his room each night between 23:04 and 23:09, while the beds were being stripped in the two rooms adjacent to his own. The makeshift thirty-foot rope of knotted, folded cotton was exactly where he had left it, coiled neatly on the landing with one end tied to the metal railing.

  He wrapped the free end of the sheet-rope around his right arm, about his chest, under his armpit, and then around the same arm yet again. He snugged it tight and took a deep breath. Then, he jumped.

  The door slammed open behind him. The leader of the swarm of yellow suits lunged for his legs, but Patient-65 was already airborne, catapulting over the handrail. One by one they rushed to the edge and peered down at the pale, half-naked form plummeting into the dark. Starched white bedsheets ruffled and flapped as he made the otherwise silent three-story plunge.

  The fall was terrifying, idiotic. As flights of stairs rushed past, thoughts of impending injury flooded his mind: His shoulder would be dislocated, ripped from the socket most likely. His neck would probably snap. He had not imagined it happening this way. With half a second to spare, he reached up and grabbed the sheet above him, as if trying to climb away from the fall. He drew his arms together, slightly bent at the elbows, in preparation.

  The force of the deceleration hit him like a Freightliner. The section of sheet that was wrapped around his chest absorbed most of the energy, compressing his ribs and driving the air out of his lungs. His abdominal muscles tore. The tendons in his shoulders burned like individual strands of fire. He could taste fresh blood in his mouth. Still, the fitted sheets had held, and the eight slipknot shock absorbers had performed exactly as intended, popping like firecrackers and averting multiple fractures and dislocations from the one g-force fall.

  Suspended in midair, dangling four feet above the concrete floor, he gasped for air. He unraveled himself from the sheet-rope and dropped to the ground in a heap. Footsteps echoed in the stairwell as his pursuers renewed their chase from three flights above. He smiled despite the pain. The jump had won him a substantial lead, and in a chase where seconds would determine success or failure, he needed each and every one.

  He looked up at the sign on the door in front of him. GROUND LEVEL—CORRIDOR E. His injured stomach muscles screamed in protest as he pushed open the heavy metal door. Before it slammed shut, he could hear the footsteps growing louder.

  Corridor E was silent and empty. Thirty yards away, freedom beckoned. He could just make out the words “Emergency Exit—Alarm Will Sound” stenciled in large white letters across the red fire escape door at the end of the corridor. His legs responded grudgingly to yet another call for action, and he managed to move toward the exit in a gait feebly resembling a run. He spied a jacket, draped over an open door, in a row of employee lockers along the wall of the corridor. He snagged it midstride, gambling it might fit.

  As he closed the gap, panic began to well up inside him. The emergency exit was the only element of his plan he had been unable to test. The truth was that he didn’t know what would happen when he tried to go through that door. It might be locked; that wouldn’t surprise him in this place. It could lead to another corridor or to a lobby full of security personnel. It could even be bricked over on the other side.

  In any case, he had no choice. There was no turning back now.

  He barreled into the red door.

  It opened so easily that he lost his balance and went tumbling to the concrete. After two awkward somersaults, he came to an abrupt stop on his hands and knees, staring down into a puddle of cold, muddy water. Behind him, the Emergency Exit alarm shrieked, announcing his arrival like a royal trumpeter, and then fell abruptly silent as the door slammed shut. He struggled to his feet. He was standing in the middle of a deserted sidewalk along an unfamiliar city street. His pupils were still adjusting to the darkness of night, and he could not make out the street signs or recognize which avenue he was on. A stiff, cold breeze sent a crumpled paper advert, with strange Cyrillic words, tumbling over his foot. Bewildered, he surveyed his surroundings as he shrugged on the jacket, covering his bare torso.

  In all the months of planning, he had never considered what he would do after he was out. His escape fantasies had always ended at the red door.

  His heart pounded; they would be on top of him in seconds.

  He started running.

  Any direction would do.

  As he pushed his battered body onward, the illuminated rooflamp of a taxicab caught his attention. It was bright, yellow, and beautiful. The taxi was stopped at a red traffic light at the nearest intersection, some twenty meters away.

  Panic erupted inside him. If the light changed to green before he could close the gap . . .

  The emergency exit alarm shrieked anew behind him. They were coming.

  He hurtled himself toward the cab.

  Ten meters to go. Still red.

  A car, traveling on the cross street, braked to a stop. The light would change any second.

  Three meters.

  It flashed to green.

  “Wait,” he yelled.

  In a final adrenaline-charged burst, he flung himself against the side of the taxi, just as it started to pull away. The cab jerked to a stop, and he fell onto the street next to the curb. From his knees, he opened the rear door, and hauled himself into the passenger compartment of the beat-up sedan.

  The cab driver turned to greet his new fare. The jovial smile he wore melted immediately to a frown at the sight of the beggarly-looking man huffing in his back seat.

  “Drive. Anywhere. Please, just go!” Patient-65 said as he slammed the car door closed.

  He looked frantically over his shoulder. Yellow-suits were pouring out of the emergency exit like angry bees from a rattled hive, and still the cab was not moving.

  “Please. Help me. They’re coming.”

  The cab driver looked into the other man’s pleading eyes and saw fear. But that was not what moved his foot to the accelerator. In Patient-65’s eyes he saw decency; he saw goodness. It didn’t matter that he would sacrifice a fare. It didn’t matter that he would probably lose his driving permit—again. All that mattered was a kindred spirit needed saving, and he was the only one in the world who could do it.

  “We go! I save you,” the cabbie exclaimed as the turbo diesel engine launched the sedan into motion.

  With only one hand on the wheel, the cab driver whipped the taxi through a squealing right turn onto the cross street. After slamming the shifter into third gear, he turned up the radio—almost as if to add a soundtrack to their getaway. He shouted unintelligible expletives as he swerved around a slower-moving car. As they sped away, Patient-65 turned for a final glance out the rear window. He watched the angry yellow-suits until they had completely faded from view.

  For ten minutes, the cab driver piloted his sedan at a lunatic pace, racing down avenues, squealing around corners, and narrowly avoiding collisions with oncoming traffic. When they eventually reached the outskirts of the city, Patient-65 came to a startling realization. The skyline before him was not one he recognized. Nor could he recall passing any of the landmarks he knew so well.

  It couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible.

  He was not in New York.

  In between lurches, he reached forward and patted the driver on the shoulder.

  “You can slow down now.”

  Without a word, the cabbie swerved to the right and brought the sedan to a screeching halt alongside the curb. He gave the parking brake a yank, put the manual transmission in neutral, and turned around. After a moment’s study, he noticed his passenger was battered, his lips crusted with dried blood.

  “You are hurt! I take you to doctor, yes?”

  Patient-65 looked away and out the window.

  “No, no. I’m okay,” he said. “No hospitals, please.”

  The cabbie was silent, lost in speculation about the curious American sitting in the backseat of his cab.

  Patient-65 looked back at him. “Where are we?” he said, gesturing to the world outside.

  The cabbie laughed loudly and then threw his chest out like a prizefighter. “Praha, of course. The greatest city in all of Europe.”

  Speechless, Patient-65 stared at the smiling middle-aged Czech.

  Feeling the need to say something, the cabbie added, “You are safe now, yes? Then you tell me now—where you want to go?”

  Raising his eyebrows, the cabbie waited for direction from the most unusual tourist he had ever serviced. But Patient-65, Will Foster, had no instructions.

  Only questions.

  What the hell am I doing in Prague?


  Chapter Two
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  New Brunswick, New Jersey

  THE PRODUCT WAS gone.

  Meredith Morley pressed the “End” call icon on her iPhone and set it gently on the nightstand next to her bed. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Then, she congratulated herself for showing such remarkable restraint. She had not screamed. She had not thrown her phone. She had not ordered anyone drawn and quartered.

  Yet.

  The report from Xavier Pope—her lead scientist and project director in Prague—was so absurd that it bordered on comic book fantasy. According to eyewitness accounts, Patient-65 escaped from his locked room, accessed the secure sample room, smashed the full complement of their most promising Adeno-associated virus vector serum, and stole a vial of weapons-grade Yersinia pestis. He then out-maneuvered a trained security staff of twelve by jumping down a four-story stairwell, breached containment by running out the fire escape door onto a city street, hailed a taxicab, and drove away. Meredith closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. What had been the most promising opportunity of her young and highly decorated career at Vyrogen Pharmaceuticals was now on the verge of becoming her own personal Chernobyl.

  What vexed her most, however, was that Pope’s report had taken exactly eight hours and fourteen minutes too long to reach her. According to Pope, the security supervisor on duty had neglected to notify him of the episode until morning, foolishly believing he could “rectify the situation” on his own before shift turnover at eight o’clock in the morning. A weak mind begets a weak character. That was what her father had said to her when she was sixteen and tried to cover up a speeding ticket from an unsanctioned joyride in his Porsche. She had carried those words with her ever since; one could even argue the phrase had become her personal mantra. Pope assured her that he had fired the dolt on the spot, but that was little consolation. The damage was already done. Patient-65 had an eight-hour head start, and with every passing hour the cone of uncertainty surrounding his position was growing exponentially. Immediate action was imperative. She swung her legs off the side of the bed, slipped her nightshirt off, and walked naked into her bathroom. She turned on the cold water tap in the shower and stepped into the icy stream.

  •      •      •

  IT WAS ONLY five short months ago when a strange notice from one of the H1N1 vaccine trial administrators floated across her desk. As the Director of Research & Development for Vyrogen, Meredith was required to review and sign all anomaly reports. Since the H1N1 vaccine trial was technically classified as an R&D activity, she found herself regularly barraged with H1N1 administrative minutiae. Late one evening, while leafing through a stack of such reports, she came across a blood panel anomaly that made her gasp. A previously undocumented genetic aberration with groundbreaking implications had been detected in a study participant and tagged for further review. She moved swiftly; no one was going to snatch an opportunity like this away from her.

  She directed three of her most loyal scientists to perform a preliminary assessment of the anomaly and ascertain what resources would be needed to go to the next level. The report was discouraging. The team advised her that outside expertise was needed, and only one man was on their list—Xavier Pope. Recruiting Pope away from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention had been more difficult than she could have imagined. First, he demanded a copy of the lab data, a violation of Vyrogen policy. After much consternation, she reluctantly acquiesced. This was followed by a week of radio silence. Then, late on a Friday afternoon, he phoned her with additional demands: complete autonomy as project director, a 20 percent salary bump, and a new Audi company car. It chafed her to do it, but she agreed to his demands.

  With Pope aboard, the project had wings, and initially things progressed steadily. However, Meredith wasn’t satisfied with a “normal” development cycle. Unlike Alexander Fleming, who discovered penicillin in 1928 but was not able to mass-produce therapeutic antibiotics until seventeen years later in 1945, she had a more aggressive timetable in mind for achieving scientific immortality. She had given her team a target of nine months to decode the mutation, synthesize a gene therapy based on it, develop a delivery mechanism, perform preclinical toxicity analysis, and complete all essential bioanalytical testing. If they succeeded, she would be ready to start Phase 1 Clinical Development Trials within a year. To cement her personal commitment to the cause, she wire transferred ten thousand dollars directly from her personal bank account into the private accounts of each of her top five scientists, and promised a matching payment in nine months if the milestone was achieved.

  Scientific accomplishment and monetary incentives alone proved to be insufficient levers to keep the team on pace with the schedule. Extraordinary measures were necessary. Moving the project offshore to the Czech Republic—away from prying corporate eyes and stifling procedural protocols—had been her first mandate. Patient-65’s compulsory participation was her second.

  Nicknamed “The Calypso Directive” by Pope, the project mushroomed into a tremendous professional risk for everyone involved. The provenance of the nickname was not lost on her; she had Googled it. Calypso was the nymph who kidnapped Odysseus and held him prisoner on her secret island. Calypso needed Odysseus. She loved him, and in exchange for his love, she offered him the godly gift of immortality. Patient-65 was Meredith’s Odysseus. The laboratory in Prague, her secret island. While the babbling Hippocratic demurral from her staff tested her resolve daily, she was resolute in her conviction that the ends would justify the means. In true Homeric fashion, she would bestow on her patient-hero Calypso’s gift. Together, they would be gods—Morley and Foster—immortal in the annals of medical history.

  With Patient-65 sequestered safely within the BSL-4 confines of her Chiarek Norse facility in Prague, Pope and the research team methodically dissected the assignment. The first step, decoding Patient-65’s genome, was purely a matter of computational power. This hurdle she could overcome with money and supercomputer-sourced processing time. The second step, however, synthesizing the mutation into an efficacious biopharmaceutical, was a nightmare. The crux of the problem was figuring out how to take the naturally occurring mutation in Patient-65’s immune system and program it safely into another human being’s DNA.

  Meredith understood that gene therapy was a field of medical research rife with risk, complication, and uncertainty. Reprogramming a human’s genetic code, while perfectly logical in theory, had proven to be disastrously difficult in real life. Human gene therapy products were still not approved by the Food and Drug Administration for sale in the United States, making all gene therapy a purely experimental endeavor. Furthermore, patients who chose to undergo gene therapy faced daunting risks: toxic shock from severe immune response to the viral vector or transgene; inappropriate DNA insertion by the transgene causing mutation or cancer; and the potential for the vector virus to mutate, propagate, or exchange DNA with other viruses, thereby infecting the host. There was no silver bullet when it came to gene therapy, Pope had complained to her once over a neat glass of Dewar’s. Trial and error was the modus operandi of biopharmaceutical development. Their luck changed, however, when she learned of a groundbreaking gene therapy experiment at Boston University that used a bioengineered Adeno-associated virus as the vector.

  Hijacking the research had been simple. The editor of the renowned science journal Immunology owed her a favor; she called it in. The term of her repayment was a copy of the pre-publication paper outlining the BU experiment. The work was the brainchild of an unknown researcher, a graduate student named August Jameson Archer. After Xavier Pope confirmed that Archer’s research was germane to their endeavor, Meredith obtained the raw data and project files from Archer’s lab. A thousand dollars cash, a willing BU coed infiltrator, and a USB “air card” modem was all it took to obtain everything she needed. The payoff was epic. Archer’s research pointed Pope and the project team in a direction they hadn’t considered, saving her millions in cash and months of precious pretrial development time. She was so confident that a production-ready formula was imminent that she had even begun drafting her presentation slides for the Annual Board of Directors’ meeting.

  But when Patient-65 went running half-naked into the streets of Prague, her crystal ball exploded into a million tiny pieces.

  •     •     •

  SHE WRAPPED A towel around her head, shrugged on her favorite bathrobe and padded into her study. The cold shower had shocked her body awake and readied her for battle. She pressed the power button on her aluminum-encased MacBook Pro and felt a surge of adrenaline. Had she pursued a career practicing medicine, she would have been an ER doctor. In medicine, the word triage describes the process of systematically prioritizing actions to redress injuries as a function of both their severity and urgency. Successful triage requires equal parts judgment and action.

  This was triage.

  She had two bleeders demanding her attention: Retrieval and Damage Control. The former was a matter of urgency, the latter a matter of severity.

  With Patient-65 on the run, Retrieval was going to be a problem. The longer her wayward genetic prodigy was missing, the harder it would become to find him. Swift, local intervention was the key. While Meredith preferred to clean up little messes like this on her own, desperate times . . . desperate measures. She sighed. Outside help was going to be necessary. Over the years she had come to realize that some jobs, especially the distasteful ones, were sometimes better to outsource. Every thorn has its rose, she mused. There would be no paperwork, no signatures or contracts that could be traced back to Vyrogen or to her. She would use an intermediary to make the necessary arrangements. Arm’s length separation. Plausible deniability. It was better that way. Safer. While she had never used the Zurn brothers before, as far as bounty hunters go, they came highly recommended and had reputation for pertinacity.

  She made the call.

  Damage Control she would handle herself. She began typing a list. Records would be moved, shredded, or scrubbed as necessary. Archival data would be copied, transferred, and then deleted from the Chiarek Norse servers. Equipment, materials, and staff would be relocated to an alternate facility outside the Czech Republic. This needed to happen fast. Within forty-eight hours, she decided. Loose lips had to be sealed. Payments would be made to ensure stories matched and memories were foggy. A cover story needed to be formulated and supporting press releases drafted. Her fingers danced on the keyboard at breakneck pace for over an hour. When her damage control plan was complete, she clicked “Save” and leaned back in her task chair.

  She looked wistfully at the framed picture on her desk, the one depicting her father jokingly handing her the keys to his Porsche. Maybe someday she would be able to look back on this crisis and laugh, just as she and her father had done about the speeding ticket, twenty-three years ago. Probably not. One can only prepare for so many contingencies before something catches you off guard. There was no way she could have seen this coming, she told herself.

  She did not want to do it, but this was triage. If the Zurns failed to capture Patient-65 within twenty-four hours, she would be forced to hedge her bets. She pressed the “Contacts” icon on her iPhone, touched the letter “N” on the sidebar, and scrolled through the list of surnames until she found his name. It had been two years since they had spoken. She was certain he would answer her call. The question was . . . would he help her?


  Chapter Three
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  Boston, Massachusetts

  AUGUST JAMESON ARCHER rubbed his eyes with the back of his wrists, not his fingers, just in case his fingertips were contaminated with the chemical dye he was presently applying to a new batch of samples. Phosphorescent green sclera could be a cool Halloween trick, as long as someone else was the test subject. To observers, his eye-rubbing technique was an oddity, but for AJ Archer the behavior had become so rote—because of his incessantly itchy eyes—that he adhered to the practice even when outside the laboratory. The samples he was preparing today were not related to the core focus of his dissertation, but he had a hunch he wanted to follow. This hunch, like most of his hunches, had come to him while eating. This was a ramen noodle mixed with canned tuna hunch, which if past experience held true, most likely would be a miserable dead end. Yet, he was of the strong opinion that any hunch pertaining to science, no matter how ludicrous, must be investigated.

  Technically, his dissertation was complete. It was only April, but his PhD was in the bag. The next two months were what his faculty advisor called the tail end of the roller coaster ride. The hills, the loops, the corkscrews were now just nauseating memories; the train was coasting into the station. This was not the case for all his peers, however, especially those whose research had not yielded publishable results. For the unlucky ones, the graduate student express was in a free fall, plummeting into the abyss below with no sign of pulling up. He shuddered. Thank God it hadn’t happened to him, for it easily could have. Such is the way with scientific research. His advisor, Tim McNamara, had warned him at the beginning of the program five years ago: Nature does not yield her secrets easily. Don’t be surprised if you hit more than one roadblock in your quest for answers.

  But he hadn’t hit any roadblocks. Quite the opposite in fact. AJ had tenaciously dug his way into a pharaoh’s tomb of microbiological findings, and for the past eighteen months he had been cataloguing the treasure. His rookie success had made him somewhat of a pariah on campus—celebrated by some, loathed by others, and envied by all. Even the tenured faculty could not help but take notice of his groundbreaking success. The stars had aligned for August Jameson Archer, and he knew it.

  “Hey AJ,” called a grad student, standing in the doorway to his lab. “There’s some guy here to see you.”

  He swiveled around on his stool. “Who is it?”

  “I don’t know,” she said. “Some old guy. He’s in Tim’s office, and I get the impression Tim knows him.”

  •     •     •

  AJ PAUSED AT the threshold of his faculty advisor’s office door. He peered through the narrow gap between the mostly closed door and doorframe at a man in a dark blue suit talking with his mentor of the past five years. The stranger was facing away from the door, so only the back of his jacket and a neatly trimmed head of pepper-grey hair were visible. Whoever he was, he wasn’t from academia; his clothes screamed Wall Street, not college campus.

  The professor caught a glance of AJ loitering in the hallway and motioned with his hand, come in.

  “AJ, I have someone here who would like to meet you,” said Tim, gesturing toward the other man.

  “Jack Briggs,” said the man in the blue suit, extending his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, August.”

  “Call me AJ or Archer. Nobody calls me August except for my grandfather, and he has to, because it’s his name and he can’t bring himself to admit he hates it too,” AJ said, shaking Jack Briggs’ hand.

  “Fair enough. You can call me Briggs,” said Briggs, taking a seat. “Tim tells me you’ve recently finished your dissertation, and that you’ve accepted a postdoc position at Stanford in the fall. Congratulations.”

  “Thank you. It’ll be a big change from my life here in Boston, but I’m looking forward to the challenge.” AJ paused, and an awkward silence filled the room. “What do you do for a living, Mr. Briggs?”

  Briggs made eye contact with AJ. “I match talent with problems.”

  AJ shot him a quizzical look. “You mean like a headhunter?”

  “Not exactly. Think of me as a recruiter.”

  AJ looked to Tim. “Tim, how do you know Mr. Briggs?”

  “Oh, Jack and I go way back. I do consulting work for his firm, from time to time,” Tim replied with an unusual nostalgic tone to his voice.

  “Are you here to recruit me, Mr. Briggs?”

  “Yes,” Briggs said plainly.

  “But I’ve already accepted the position at Stanford. I’m not interested in the private sector.”

  “Why do you assume this pertains to the private sector?”

  “Your expensive suit. Your Piaget wristwatch.”

  “I trained him to be observant,” Tim interjected with a chuckle.

  “I’d expect nothing less,” Briggs said, and then turned his attention back to AJ. His gaze intensified. “I should probably clarify. I’m not asking you to give up your job at Stanford. I’m looking to fill a temporary position. It’s an exigency, so to speak, in need of prompt analytical attention from an individual with your specific skill set. When the assignment is complete, you would be free to return to your old life.”

  AJ lowered an eyebrow. Old life? The conversation was unorthodox, but Jack Briggs had piqued his interest. “What kind of work would I be doing?”

  “The same type of work you’ve been doing here. Investigating immunological response.”

  “Where?”

  “At a lab here in Boston, mostly. There may be some travel and field work involved though.”

  “When would I start?”

  “Tomorrow.”

  AJ ran his fingers through his sandy brown hair. “Tomorrow? Ahhhh, I can’t just drop everything I’m in the middle of . . .” He then began to ramble. “I’m running a new sample batch, there’s the class I’m teaching, I still have to plan my move, I’m—”

  Briggs held up his hand. Stop. The gesture was so abrupt, so deliberate that AJ didn’t realize he’d stopped speaking in mid-sentence. Like a general in the military silencing a subordinate, Briggs had commanded his complete surrender. Briggs reached into his suit jacket pocket and retrieved a business card and ink pen. He scribbled $50,000 on the back of the card and handed it to AJ.

  AJ flipped the card over, and he stared at it.

  “What is this?”

  “That’s my offer.”

  “Are you kidding me?”

  “Do I look like someone who kids?” said Briggs and then added, “Half now, half when the work is done.”

  “But you said I would only be working for you temporarily, until I go to Stanford.”

  “That’s right.”

  “This is . . .” AJ stammered.

  “A lot of money?” Briggs interjected.

  “Yeah.”

  “Obviously, my firm thinks your talent warrants this measure of compensation. And that’s net, by the way. We’ll gross it up to cover the income taxes.”

  AJ looked at his advisor and friend for validation.

  Tim raised his eyebrows, as if to say: You’re on your own, kid.

  AJ flipped the card over in his fingers. He found himself reflecting on the quality of last night’s dinner of ramen noodles mixed with canned tuna. Without warning, the image morphed. Suddenly he was at a five-star restaurant, dining on seared sushi-grade ahi, served on a bed of rice noodles, and topped with a pineapple ginger sauce. He was dressed in Jack Briggs’ suit and wearing Jack Briggs’ Swiss watch. He smiled. He was handing the valet a paper ticket to pull his new BMW . . .

  “I’m afraid I need your decision, AJ. The project kickoff meeting is tomorrow,” Briggs pressed. “If your answer is no, then this is goodbye. I have another candidate to interview at Harvard Medical School this afternoon.”

  AJ blinked twice. “What if the project runs over, and I have to leave for Stanford before the work is finished? What if I don’t find you the answers in time?”

  “Then you keep the upfront money and we depart amicably. That sometimes happens when life and business intersect. We don’t hold grudges,” Briggs said.

  AJ rubbed his eyes with the back of his wrists and made a noise that was half sigh, half grunt. “Okay, I’m in.”

  “Very good. Meet me at the park bench by the ‘Make Way for Ducklings’ sculpture in the Boston Public Garden tomorrow morning at eight o’clock sharp. We’ll walk to the office together.”

  “Okay, I know the spot.”

  The two men shook hands, and then AJ looked at Tim.

  “I’ll catch up with you later, AJ. Jack and I have some other matters to discuss before he goes,” Tim said.

  “Oh, and Archer, don’t be late,” Briggs said.

  “Okay. Thank you. I won’t. I mean, I’ll see you at eight,” AJ stammered.

  He fought to suppress a giddy grin as he left the room. Fifty-thousand dollars for two months’ work! He couldn’t wait to see the look on his girlfriend’s face when he told her. Her jaw would drop to the floor. A celebration dinner was in order tonight. Five-star, of course.

  As he strutted down the hall, he flipped the business card over to look at the front side.

  [image: image]

  It was a strange business card. No company name. No address. No contact details whatsoever . . . just a name, title, and an image of a bee.

  “Recruiter,” he muttered. “Recruiter for what?”


  Chapter Four
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  Prague, Czech Republic

  RAUCOUS LAUGHTER WOKE him.

  In his dream, he was reliving the escape sequence from quarantine, but in the disturbing stop-motion detail that only exists in dreams. He drank the chilled, purple blood from the glass vials. Then, the megaphone voice boomed, each syllable a hammer blow against his skull. He fled and evil yellow-suits gave chase through never-ending corridors. Magically, the Level Four stairwell appeared in front of him, and the door opened politely without a touch. He laughed. He was going to make it. He jumped, sailing over the railing into the abyss. But this time, as he made the four-story plunge in the stairwell, he realized something was different. He had forgotten the bedsheets. He was free falling without a safety line. Yellow-suits and orderlies lined up along the stairs and balconies, peering over the railings at him. They were laughing. Laughing at stupid Will Foster as he plummeted toward his death.

  He sat up in the narrow bed, hyperventilating and clutching the bedsheet in his fists.

  “Whoa, dude!” a shaggy haired boy in a Rutgers T-shirt said. “That must have been one wicked nightmare.”

  Will was completely disoriented. He could not remember where he was or how long he had been asleep. His surroundings were strange and unfamiliar. A chocolate brown mural with a cartoon depiction of the Brevnov Monastery and a white tour bus adorned the wall facing him. Then he noticed two other people in the dimly lit room, staring at him.

  “Where am I?”

  “You’re at Miss Sophie’s, dude.”

  “Miss Sophie’s?”

  “Yeah, you know, the youth hostel. Miss Sophie said that you’ve been out cold since late last night. You must have been smoking some really good shit, man,” said a jock sporting a New York Mets baseball cap. “I wanna know where you party.”

  “What time is it?”

  “It’s like, almost ten at night. We just came back from the pub and you were twitching and moaning like crazy. I thought you might be, like, an epileptic or something, but Frankie said you were just having a nightmare,” Rutgers said.

  “Yeah, we were dying with laughter. Sorry we woke you up, man,” Frankie said, eyeing Will from under the brim of his Mets cap.

  The cobwebs in Will’s mind were beginning to clear and the details of the previous twenty-four hours were coming back to him. The cabbie had driven him to what he had called “a good, safe place.” Will had thought Miss Sophie’s was a budget-priced inn, but now he surmised it was a hostel—the kind of place frequented by backpackers, young adventure seekers, and the university party crowd. A two-minute conversation had taken place between the cabbie and a Czech woman with a kindly face and it ended with a hug. No money had changed hands, so Will suspected the cabbie and Miss Sophie were more than mere acquaintances. The woman had led him to a dorm-style room, sparsely furnished with steel framed beds. After sizing him up, she returned several minutes later with a pair of blue jeans, a T-shirt, and a pair of filthy athletic shoes from what he deduced must be the establishment’s equivalent of the lost-and-found bin. He vaguely remembered unwrapping the gauze tape that held the vials to his leg and stuffing them into his jacket pocket, before collapsing from exhaustion onto the bed. If the time was indeed ten o’clock, then he had slept for twenty hours straight.

  The vials!

  He jumped out of bed, frantic. He needed to confirm that the vials were safe. He scanned the room for the olive-green army jacket, but saw only two large North Face backpacks propped up against the wall. Perhaps Miss Sophie had placed it under his bed with his newly gifted garb. Will knelt on the checkered parquet floor, dragged a white rectangular clothes locker out from under the bed frame, and flipped open the metal-hinged top. Inside were the folded blue jeans, grey T-shirt, and dirty athletic shoes neatly arranged, but no jacket.

  Rutgers burst into laughter. “Dude, check out his pajama pants.”

  Frankie chortled. “Those are classic. They look like what I wore in the hospital when I was six and had my tonsils out.”

  “Yeah, totally.”

  “Have you guys seen my jacket? I had it right here under my bed. Now it’s gone.”

  “Maybe it’s in that closet,” Rutgers said, pointing to an IKEA birchwood wardrobe. He walked over to the wardrobe, opened the doors, and tugged Will’s green army jacket off a hanger. “Is this it?”

  “Yes. Give it to me.”

  “Dude, this is sweet. I’ve been looking for one of these vintage army coats for-eva. Do you mind if I try it on?”

  “Actually, I . . .”

  It was too late. Rutgers was already shrugging the coat onto his muscular shoulders. “It fits. Tell ya what. I’ll give you thirty euros for it.”

  Will shook his head. “Nah. I need that coat. It’s the only one I’ve got.”

  Rutgers looked at himself in the mirror and flipped the collar up. He winked at himself and pretended to fire a finger pistol at the guy in the mirror. “Okay, fifty euros and I’ll throw in my old J. Crew barn jacket. But that’s my final offer.”

  Will considered. He needed the money. With fifty euros, he could buy food, an international calling card, and maybe even a Eurorail pass. The army jacket was the only thing of value that he had to barter. Certainly, Rutgers had no interest in his blue, polka-dot hospital pants.

  “All right, you have a deal.”

  Rutgers trotted over to his backpack, unzipped a pocket, and retrieved fifty euros in small bills and the barn jacket from the main compartment. He zipped the bag closed, threw the canvas jacket on Will’s cot, and slapped the cash into Will’s outstretched hand.

  “Thanks. I just need to get my things from the pockets,” Will said, taking a step toward Rutgers.

  On hearing this, the kid immediately shoved both his hands into the coat pockets; Will heard the glass vials clink together.

  “Careful!”

  “Dude, what do you have in here?” Rutgers asked as he jerked his hand out of the pocket. The vials were longer than the narrow splayed opening of the pocket, and one of the rubber stoppers snagged on the fabric.

  Will watched helplessly, jaw agape, as one of the glass vials slid from the kid’s grip and rotated end over end toward the ground. The vial struck the hardwood floor on the bottom glass curvature and exploded. Glass fragments and liquid rained over everything and everybody.

  “Shit, dude. What was that?”

  “Don’t touch it!” Will yelled, but it was already too late. Rutgers had stepped away from the point of impact and was wiping his lower legs with his free hand. At the same time, Frankie was on his hands and knees collecting glass shards with his fingers and tossing them into a nearby waste bin.

  “Both of you—STOP.” Will ordered. “Don’t touch the glass. I’ll clean it up. Now, please, carefully hand me the other vial. Then go wash yourselves with soap and hot water.”

  Rutgers and Frankie gave Will a strange look, but did as instructed. Will inspected the remaining glass tube, checking that the stopper was firmly in place. Next, he read the label: AAV-564: P-65 Transgene Trial 12. That answered that question. The shattered vial was the one containing the cloudy liquid, with the Latin name he could not remember.

  •     •     •

  BY EIGHT O’CLOCK the next morning, Rutgers was coughing and sneezing, and Will was frantic. By eleven o’clock, the kid was moaning, spewing phlegm, and splayed out on his cot. Frankie was red faced and vomiting. Both of their foreheads were hot to the touch. Miss Sophie generously tended to them, bringing the boys cold drinks and wet towels, oblivious to the deadly truth. The vial of Yersinia pestis Will had stolen from Chiarek Norse contained a highly virulent strain of the bacteria. Both boys were infected with full-blown pneumonic plague, and their bodies were rapidly losing the war raging inside them. Will kept vigil in the room. What he was witnessing was familiar but made no sense to him. Two strong and healthy college students were suffering more in twelve hours after exposure than Will had suffered during his entire quarantine.

  At a quarter past twelve, Miss Sophie hurried into the room with a terrified look on her face. She grabbed Will firmly by the upper arm and whispered to him in heavily accented English. “The taxi driver, Mikiel, warn me this could happen. Right now, men are at the door; they are looking for you. They show me your picture. They say they are police. This is lie. I know how police look. I tell them they can’t come in and I shut the door. But they will come in anyway. It will be bad for me and bad for you if they find you here. You must go now! Follow me.”

  Without a word of protest, Will grabbed his new coat and followed her down a flight of stairs to a back door that opened into an alley. She unlocked the door and peeked outside, scanning first left and then right.

  “It safe. Go now!”

  Loud repetitive pounding from the entry door echoed down the first floor hallway.

  He took a step across the threshold, then stopped. He looked her in the eyes, and she read his thoughts immediately.

  “I take care of the American boys. You go now.”

  He bowed his head to her. “Thank you, for everything,” he said and then sprinted off into the darkness.


  Chapter Five
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  Boston, Massachusetts

  BRIGGS CROSSED HIS legs and shifted his weight in a fruitless effort to get comfortable. The chairs in Robért Nicolora’s office were nice enough to look at, but despite their solid walnut construction and crimson leather upholstery, they were abysmally uncomfortable. Nicolora liked it that way. He preferred to keep his office guests distracted while they were in conference with him. “As goes the body, so goes the mind,” he had once told Briggs.

  Nicolora’s own chair, while similar in style, was contoured, soft, and supportive.

  Though he was five years Briggs’ senior, Nicolora looked at least ten years younger than his longtime friend. His lean frame, olive complexion, and full head of hair belied his fifty-nine years. A naturalized U.S. citizen of twelve years, he had been born in a small town outside of Budapest, Hungary. His linguistic capabilities had always left friends and colleagues awestruck. At the age of thirty, he was fluent in seven languages: Hungarian, Czech, Russian, German, French, Spanish, and English. His current project was Mandarin. He spoke English with a perceptible and yet charming accent that came from a subtle mix of his Eastern European roots and Western European schooling. He could shed the accent when necessary for negotiation purposes, but he preferred the sound of his English to that of native British or American speakers. Most of the women he courted seemed to prefer it as well.

  When he was a small child, Nicolora’s parents moved his sister and him to Madrid. On his eighteenth birthday, he left home to attend university in Barcelona. In his twenties, Nicolora lived and worked throughout Europe, spending time in Paris, Munich, Amsterdam, and London. It was during his time in London that he met an American named Bradley Wells. Over several months, the two men became close friends, and it was Wells who recruited Nicolora to join an elite think tank that served the U.S. government during the Cold War. Neither a government bureau nor a corporation, the brain trust did not officially exist on any government org-charts. Within the innermost circles of the State Department, however, the group was known as The Think Tank.

  To its members, it was simply and affectionately referred to as The Tank.

  In 1997, Nicolora was appointed Director. In December 2000, one month before President George W. Bush took office, the Think Tank Project was quietly disbanded and its members scattered to the wind.

  In theory, The Tank had ceased to exist.

  •     •     •

  “DID HE ACCEPT?” Nicolora asked, knowing the answer already.

  “Yes.”

  “Did he make a counteroffer?”

  “No.”

  “Hmm.” Nicolora rubbed his chin. “Do you think he can handle our type of fieldwork?”

  Briggs shrugged. “Fifty-fifty. But McNamara assures me this kid is the real deal. A ‘tenacious technical mind’ were his exact words. Besides, you said it yourself, Archer’s dissertation practically is the case.”

  “What do you have planned for him today?”

  “I’m meeting him at eight in the Public Garden. Paperwork, followed by the standard tour.”

  Nicolora smiled, expectantly. “Did you give him any location ciphers to figure out where to meet you?”

  “No. We don’t have time for that bullshit. I can’t afford to waste a day picking him up somewhere ridiculous like Iceland.”

  Nicolora laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re still sore about Reykjavik. That was ten years ago.” Briggs grunted.

  “I seem to remember your first day being a little rough.” Nicolora winked.

  “Not my fault. I was merely following your instructions,” Briggs said. “Your ciphers have always sucked.”

  “Not true. You’ve just never been able to figure them out.” Nicolora reached for a pen on his desk. “Do you want me to write it down? I still remember it.”

  “Bastard.” Briggs swiped the pen away and pretended to be angry. He squirmed again in his chair. “And have I mentioned that I hate these goddamn chairs?”

  “Not since yesterday.”

  The two men stared at each other for a moment like street toughs in rival gangs, then burst into laughter.

  After he had caught his breath Briggs asked, “What did our contact in the Czech Ministry of Health have to say? Does the Czech government know anything yet?”

  “Nothing. Meredith is keeping it very quiet. She’s in lockdown mode, holding everything back . . . even from me. But whatever went down, it was big.”

  “Containment loss?”

  “Not likely, or it would be all over CNN by now. Industrial espionage is my guess.”

  “Or it could be a cover-up for a major league screw-up.”

  “Always one of my personal favorites,” Nicolora chuckled.

  “Has she decided what she wants to do?”

  “Not yet.”

  Briggs grunted again, this time with real disdain.

  “I know you don’t like her Jack, and I don’t care,” Nicolora said. “If Meredith decides she needs our help, then we’re going to help her, damn it.”

  “Even if it means taking down the Foundation in the process?”

  Nicolora tensed, but quickly regained his composure. “Now you’re just being melodramatic.” He stood, walked around the corner of his desk, and stopped in front of the still-seated Briggs. Looking down at him, he added, “If our people do what they’re supposed to do—what they’re paid to do—then that will never happen. Regardless of the assignment.”

  Briggs stood and put his hand on Nicolora’s shoulder.

  “Be careful, old friend. If I recall correctly, it was you yourself who once said: That woman’s lips are hemlock.”


  Chapter Six
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  Prague, Czech Republic

  WILL SAT ALONE on a cold stone curb, in a narrow deserted alley, his face buried in his hands. Visions of the two American college students from the youth hostel, writhing with fever and pain, flashed through his mind like snapshots in a grotesque photo album he could not bring himself to close. It was his fault they were dying. Did that make him a murderer?

  He did not know whether it was exposure to the contents of the broken vial or contact with him that had infected them. They were exposed to two potential vectors. As far as Miss Sophie was concerned, when Will last saw her, she was not exhibiting signs of infection. That leant credence to the broken vial argument. Of course, that was hours ago. By now, she could be as sick as they were.

  When he was a boy, his father told him a bizarre piece of trivia. If you place a frog in a pot of cold water, and slowly heat the water inside to a boil, the frog will linger, incognizant of the danger until it perishes in the heat. But if you drop a frog into a pot of boiling water, the frog will jump out immediately—scalded, but alive. During his third month of confinement, it occurred to him that he was the frog, and quarantine the pot of water. His captors were turning up the heat gradually, and he had been oblivious to the change. At that moment of epiphany, he began planning his escape:

  He started by shifting his sleeping pattern—forcing himself to nap at every opportunity during the day—so he could be alert at night when the staff was at one-quarter strength. He learned the assignments on the watch bill and memorized the times and routes for the roving personnel. He studied the guards and orderlies, noted their idiosyncrasies, and became familiar with their habits. Eventually, he built up the courage to sneak around Level 4 during the break between the hourly security tours after midnight. Systematically, he scoped out the entire floor including: the laundry room, the server room, the sample room, Laboratory 1, Laboratory 2, the hospital rooms housing other patients, and a room with a label in another language, which he could not read. This room, along with the server room, was always locked. Until one night, he found the door shut, but not latched.

  The room was cold, dimly lit, and the back wall was lined with rectangular stainless steel refrigeration modules that bore the nameplate Mopec. Two identical modules sat side by side, each housing nine chambers, arranged three rows high by three columns wide. An empty gurney was parked up against the left wall. A chill ran down his spine. He knew what this place was. He turned to leave, but then stopped. He couldn’t help himself; he had to look. To his surprise, the handles were not locked. He took a deep breath and opened one of the rectangular doors in the middle row. The door hissed as he broke the seal and 39[image: image] F chilled air tickled the hair on his forearm. He grabbed the lip on the telescoping stainless steel tray inside and pulled. The tray extended smoothly, despite holding the weight of a full-size adult body inside a black zippered body bag. Two yellow Biological Hazard stickers were affixed to the bag, one at the head and one at the foot. He took the zipper in between his thumb and forefinger, held his breath, and pulled. A wave of rank, putrid air that stank of excrement hit him like a punch in the face. He gagged and reflexively took a step back. Then, he saw it—the face of a monster. The cadaver inside looked like he had been bludgeoned to death, but Will knew otherwise. The tip of the nose and fingertips were blackened and gangrenous. A grotesque, purple bubo bulged on the side of the dead man’s neck, and blue-black plague spots covered his trunk and cheeks. The body was fresh and Will was sickened to see that it had yet to be cleaned. Dried blood and pus stained the skin beneath the dead man’s nostrils and trailed from the corner of his left eye. Fighting the urge to vomit, he covered his nose and mouth and reluctantly stepped closer. He recognized this man. He had seen him the week before, languishing in a hospital room five doors down from his own, hacking and spewing phlegm. Like a bug trapped in a spider’s web, the man was hooked up to a tangled mess of tubes and wires, waiting to die. Will zipped the body bag closed and shoved the corpse back inside its refrigerated tomb. He opened the adjacent door and repeated the process. This time the zipper opened to reveal the cadaver’s feet. He noted the toe tag: P-62. He looked down at his wristband and his heart skipped a beat. P-65. Frantically he checked the other cadaver coolers. P-59, P-47, P-61, P-43 . . . P-64. Fear gripped him as the gravity of his situation took hold. In this hospital, regardless of the treatment, the patients died. All of them.

  His mind drifted from that fateful night two weeks ago, back to the present. To his surprise, he suddenly found himself contemplating going back. What if he belonged in quarantine? Maybe he really was infected with a deadly disease, just as they claimed. The last thing he wanted was to hurt people. Better to live in a bubble, than to be responsible for filling Mopec chillers with the bodies of innocent men, women, and children. He was certain he could find his way back to the building from which he had escaped. Within seconds of walking into the lobby, the guards would surround him. Angry yellow-suits would converge from every direction and thrust him back into the familiar nightmare of needles and isolation. It would be horrible, but at least he would avoid hurting more innocent people.

  Yet despite the mental anguish he was suffering, physically he was feeling better by the hour. Sure, the fire escape plunge had taken a toll on his body; his joints ached and his muscles throbbed. But the symptoms from the last injection were completely gone. His breathing was strong and steady; his head and sinuses were clear. As much as he wanted to be sick, deserved to be sick—sick like Rutgers and Frankie—his body was on the mend.

  He hugged himself against the cold while working to clear his mind and tried not to shiver. He felt like he had a pile of jigsaw puzzle pieces that looked like matches on first inspection, but didn’t quite fit when he tried to snap them together.

  Puzzle piece number one: The doctors told him he was infected with a deadly virus. This he could not prove or disprove. Months ago, when he was first placed into quarantine he did not feel sick. He did not feel sick now. The only time he ever felt sick was while he was in quarantine. Still, he knew that empirical observations of his health did not rule out the possibility that he was a carrier of a disease. What if he, like Typhoid Mary in the early 1900s, was spreading a disease for which he exhibited no symptoms?

  Puzzle piece number two: The doctors told him they were using experimental treatments to eradicate a virus lurking in his system, but every treatment only made him feel worse. The scenario had always been the same: injection, followed by flu symptoms, then rapid recovery. This was why he stole the sample with the cloudy liquid. His intellect told him the injections were not treatments. Far from it. The vial of cloudy liquid had been the key to understanding this puzzle piece, but now that key was lost.

  A hint of a smile crept across his face. Even though the vial of cloudy liquid was destroyed, remnants of the substance were coursing through his veins. What if someone could identify the foreign compound using a sample of his blood? He also still had the vial of the clear liquid, another puzzle piece in need of deciphering. To gain access to such analyses, he would need help from the one person in the world with whom he was not on speaking terms. Julie Ponte was an American molecular biologist working in Vienna and his only hope. The trick would be convincing her to listen. It had been ages since they last communicated, and it was he who had ended the romance between them.

  He stood abruptly. His legs itched and tingled from sitting for so long. He rubbed the back of his thighs, trying to get the blood flowing. Then, he started to pace. From his front pants pocket, he retrieved a wad of crumpled bills: thirty-one euros. He had spent seven euros on a hot sandwich and a liter of bottled water at a café, his first real meal since breaking out of quarantine. He had spent another twelve on an inexpensive maroon scarf and grey wool cap from a second-hand store—not just for warmth, but also to conceal his face. If they were already casing youth hostels, then it was safe to assume they were looking for him in all obvious places where a half-naked man with no money might try to hide. Homeless shelters, park benches, under bridges—anywhere a vagabond might go. He needed to get out of Prague, away from the dragon’s lair, but without a passport, booking a flight or a train ticket was out of the question. Complicating matters, he still had no idea who “they” were. The most logical assumption was that the people looking for him were the security personnel from the lab. The very guards he had outmaneuvered were now the ones trying to bring him in. Other operatives could also be on his trail. Bounty hunters? Government agents? What about the Czech police? Were they looking for him too? He had no idea how deep this conspiracy ran. Paranoia was the only reason he had not marched right up to the U.S. Embassy in Prague, knocked on the door, and said, “Please take me home.”
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