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CHAPTER ONE


Jeffrey Dahmer.


You might not know who that is. I didn’t. I had to Google him.


There was some stuff in my file too.


Back in the 1980s, he murdered seventeen people. It was a pretty big deal because of the way he did it. Look up the gory details yourself if you want. I’m not getting into any of that here.


Most adults, I’ve learned, seem to know the name pretty well because Dahmer got famous in the news and became the go-to guy for the term of the hour: SERIAL KILLER.


Male. White. Higher IQ. Underachiever. Bad wiring. Troubled childhood. Started collecting dead animals as a kid. Jump next to adulthood and the quiet Loner-Next-Door-Who-Never-Caused-a-Problem until the neighbors couldn’t ignore the strange smells. Twisted murders. Pervert stuff. Über body-count. The ultimate cliché. Perfect for an easy joke or a quick name-drop on some lame cop show.


In 1992, Jeffrey Dahmer was found guilty on fifteen counts of murder and got sentenced to a separate life term for each and every one. Almost a thousand years in prison. Hard-core. Most people can’t even imagine one.


Didn’t matter anyway.


Two years in, another prisoner beat Dahmer to death with a broom handle, Dahmer’s head and face beaten so badly that the guards at first couldn’t figure out who’d been killed.


The guy who did it claimed God had told him to. Could be.


Other reports say Dahmer arranged the killing himself as some kind of suicide.


Again, could be. That wouldn’t surprise me.


Most of this happened more than twenty years before I was born.


Before they made me in that lab. Before they made us.


It’s all still very confusing. You’ll understand more soon.


This is a story about blood.


The blood of family. And of science.


And murder.


•  •  •


Everyone’s always so interested in “telling the truth.” The virtue of TRUTH. Getting to the bottom of it. Being honest. Etc. The whole world imposes this principle on you right from the start. And it’s all such absolute bullshit, really. It’s, ironically, a gigantic fat lie.


If everyone told the truth, even half the time, we’d probably all jump off a bridge.


Because we’d finally really know how terrible everyone else is. What we really thought about each other. All the disgusting things we’d really done that day. And so on.


It’s only the lies that keep everything going.


I know I was perfectly fine with the ones I’d been told.


•  •  •


I was told and believed my name was Jeff Jacobson and that I was born on April 18 sixteen years ago.


I was told and believed my mother and I were in a bad car accident when I was just five and this is why (a) I don’t have a mother, and (b) I can’t remember some things too well, and (c) my speech is a little off sometimes.


I was told and believed that the pretty dark-haired woman in the three photos throughout our house was my mother and that she’d loved me very much.


I was told and believed that my father was, well, my father. And that he also loved me.


Then that changed.


All of it. In a single night. Less, really. Fifteen, maybe twenty, minutes. The time it takes for a round of Call of Duty. It can happen that fast.


The TRUTH.


My dad—the eminent geneticist Dr. Gregory Jacobson, my fake father, the madman, Killer, Dr. Ripper; whatever we’re calling him now, whatever history will settle on—he comes into my room one night. And in that one simple everyday move, all those magnificent unspoiled lies went away and I got my first real fistfuls of Truth.


Pow! Wham! WTF?


I was told I’d been constructed in a laboratory just TEN years ago.


I was told I was a clone made from the DNA of some other guy.


I was told that other guy was a famous serial killer.


I was told this was all part of some top-secret science project to help make weapons for the United States government and that the government now probably wanted me dead.


I was told that I’d never had a mother beyond some Ukrainian girl paid to carry my fetus in her womb for only four months. (Even the egg had been genetically manufactured in a lab.) After that, I’d grown synthetically—brought to the physical/physiological maturity of an eight-year-old child in a little more than a year—in some sort of ultramodern tank.


I was told that there were others like me. Other clones. Some made from other killers. And also a few made from the same guy I’d been made from.


Finally, I was told that I was, therefore, a KILLER at the very core of my being.


And—my dad was quite clear on this part—there was absolutely NOTHING wrong with that.


•  •  •


This, apparently, was the kind of Truth everyone is so damn excited about.


•  •  •


After giving me this news, news I hadn’t even begun to process yet, my dad handed me a folder. He’d stopped talking, and the clear inference was I should now check out the papers inside. So I flipped through it while he watched me. I didn’t get so far. There was nothing inside that didn’t add to my total confusion.


I saw the name “JEFFREY DAHMER” for the first time in my life.


•  •  •


Inside the folder were pictures of a kid who I assumed was me.


But he wasn’t. He just looked like me.


And these were pictures of the kid in places I’d never been and with people I’d never met. Wearing clothes I’d never worn. In some of the pictures, the kid was even older than me.


There were also weird reports with confusing technical notes and charts.


My hands flipped through the pages in mere seconds. Or hours. I don’t know. (That whole night is still kind of a blur.) But I can tell you I didn’t understand what I was looking at. And any time I looked up to question or protest, my dad seemed to be looking right past me.


Not just like I wasn’t in the room anymore. But, worse, like he wasn’t.


I retreated back to the folder and eventually reached the pictures of—if I was to believe my father—dead people my “genetic source” had murdered. There were five faces on the first page alone. And a name beneath each one. My fingers hovering just over the page, tracing along their photos . . .


I slammed the folder closed and then down onto my bed.


My father smiled, something I’d not seen him do in months, and then stood. He first told me a phone number, a new number, and said I could call later if I ever needed to talk. What does that mean? Then he handed me an opened envelope stuffed with money and warned me again to keep away from DSTI (the company he worked for) AND the police. He said they were all working with the US government and I knew what that meant now.


But I had no clue “what that meant now.”


In fact, still nothing he was saying made any sense at all. Didn’t matter. Because that was it. The end of our conversation. Not one word about where he was going or what I was supposed to do.


He was just down the stairs and out the door and into the car and beyond the driveway and so on. Every preposition he could think of to vanish for good. To get away from me. If my dad even noticed me shouting in the driveway or chasing him down our street, I would never know.


I never saw him alive again.


•  •  •


Back into the house.


I called his cell phone. Nothing.


Tried a hundred times. Called his office. Nothing. Nothing.


Even tried that new phone number he’d just given me.


Still nothing.


I checked out the money envelope he’d handed me. There were twenty fifty-dollar bills inside. A thousand dollars?!? I tossed the envelope onto my bed.


I picked up the folder and tried reading its contents again. Other than the pictures, it was just more graphs and dates and numbers and some biographical stuff about this Jeffrey Dahmer guy.


Born 1960. Grew up in Ohio. Dad a chemist. Kicked out of Army 1981.


And so on. Blah, blah, blah. I didn’t get much farther than I had the first time. Honestly, I’d stopped reading after it listed his first murder. (1978, by the way. Dahmer was only eighteen years old.)


I mostly just sat in the house for hours and hours and basically stared at the walls.


It became the world’s longest, most sucky Night of Nothing.


Until midnight.


That was right around the time I decided to finally check out my father’s secret room.


That’s where all the Something was.


•  •  •


Hint: If your father has a secret room, he’s probably lying about all sorts of things.


•  •  •


This room was on the second floor of our house in a space between the master bedroom and one of the guest rooms. From the outside it looked just like any other wood-paneled wall. Just behind, within, however, was a room the size of a big walk-in closet. The people who lived in the house before us had apparently built it as one of those “panic rooms,” a place to hide when, like, looters or robbers attack.


My dad used it as a second office of sorts. I’d seen him go in more than a dozen times over the three years we’d lived there, but I’d never stepped a foot inside myself. He’d told me it was important stuff for work and then lectured me about privacy and trust. That had been enough to keep me away.


But mostly I kept away because of the way he looked whenever he went into that room or came out. In his face had been something sad and lost. But also something strong. Focused.


Something terrible.


I just knew that whatever had come in and out of that room wasn’t entirely my dad anymore.


And that whatever was inside the room was not something I wanted any part of.


(Funny how that turned out, huh?)


Still, I had the key. I’d found a ring of spares one afternoon when my dad had been out, and I’d tried every one until the special panel unlocked. It had taken me, like, twenty minutes just to find the keyhole, it was so well hidden in the paneling. But I kept running my fingers along the wall until I did. I did not, however, go in. I just locked it again and hid the spare key in my own room. Just having it, having the option to enter that room if I ever really wanted, had been enough for me.


Now, I realize completely he always knew I’d taken that spare.


He’d wanted me to have it. Just another one of his little experiments for me. Left it precisely where I’d find it. Wanted me to see all that he’d been up to.


So I guess he got exactly what he wanted.


Because when I opened the door, the very first thing I saw was the dead guy.
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CHAPTER TWO


Before I get to the dead guy, I should maybe first cover who my father is. What he does. The special things he knows how to do. It won’t completely explain the rotted corpse hidden in our house, but it will, I hope, maybe explain it some.


•  •  •


I always took comfort in knowing what my father did for a living. You’d be amazed how many kids don’t. I’ve met them on soccer teams and at summer camp and stuff. These guys who have NO CLUE what their parent’s profession is. They maybe know it’s just a generic office job. Something to do with, like, some stupid phone or insurance company.


But me, I could just say “He’s a scientist,” and everyone understood exactly what I meant.


I’d leave out words like “important” or “famous,” but I always knew they were there too. I knew he’d given lectures at places like Harvard and Stanford and that he routinely met with big people in politics and stuff. And that he was a big boss at work and all. I’d grown up with the sense that he was SMART and IMPORTANT and POWERFUL. Even without these adjectives, I always said it with great pride: HE’S A SCIENTIST.


Funny, in the end, that it was actually me who had no idea what my father was really up to.


WHAT I DID KNOW


For more than twenty years my dad worked for a company called Dynamic Solutions Technology Institute. DSTI. They are (or were) a private biotechnology company that specializes in the “development of therapeutic, pharmaceutical, and cell-based solutions.” (That’s from their website.) In short: They messed around with genetics/DNA. Fifty years ago, men like my father figured out how to modify DNA using a complicated process called genetic engineering to cut specific genes out of one place and stick them into another. Maybe to make cows bigger or corn more yellow or even to turn germs into cures. That kind of thing.


WHAT I DIDN’T KNOW


DSTI got most of its research money from the US military. And the US military doesn’t need or want yellower corn or bigger cows. Doesn’t even need or want clones of Albert Einstein or Kobe Bryant or John Lennon. The US military wants WEAPONS. It wants KILLERS. And so, thanks to my dad, that’s exactly what it got.


•  •  •


The United States has been at war since December 7, 1941.


Every single day for more than eighty years, we’ve needed our military to kill.


Not one other nation on Earth can claim that distinction.


During this time, America has fought in more than twenty-five different countries and has directly killed more than fifteen million people. Five million more than the Nazis.


During this time, America spent more money on weapons than the rest of the world combined.


You’d think most of that money would be spent on jets and soldiers and bullets, etc., but it’s not. Most is spent on RESEARCH.


It’s spent inventing and testing new ways to kill people.


•  •  •


Half of all federal research dollars goes to the US military.


Fifty billion dollars a year. The same amount Washington sets aside for the research of medicine, energy, the environment, transportation, manufacturing, and agriculture combined.


And, believe it or not, that’s nothing. Nickels and pennies.


An additional five HUNDRED billion—money outside this general military-research fund—is spent on weapons research directly by the four military branches.


Five hundred billion dollars a year! EVERY year.


The military gets most of this money from their special “BLACK BUDGETS.” These are funds set aside for projects so highly classified that regular people don’t get to know what they’re working on. So highly classified that journalists aren’t allowed to find out. Congressmen and senators don’t know either. The president, too. Seriously. In the name of “national security,” even the president of the United States doesn’t know what these military scientists are working on.


That’s why they’re called “Black Budget” projects.


Because they happen “in the dark,” where no one can really see what’s going on.


And that’s where they made us.


•  •  •


Have you ever thought of killing someone?


Have you ever thought of murder? Rape?


Tell the truth.


Now just imagine if that thought never ever went away.


That’s exactly the kind of person DSTI was looking for.


•  •  •


A pitch-perfect ear, speed, math skills, a good jump shot, IQ, daily emotions, suicide potential, language skills, strength, spatial perception, etc. Each chromosome of human DNA carries a million different strands with specific instructions on what that person’s genetic makeup will be. You’re BORN with the ability to learn a song by ear on the first try. You’re BORN with a mind that can comprehend general relativity and quantum mechanics. You’re BORN with the ability to throw a football better or worse than those other guys. Sure, you can take music lessons or maybe get counseling or attend summer football camps and get a little better in any of these things. But at the end of the day, the foundation of what you are is already locked into your body’s genetics. If the ability is not already in your genes, you will NEVER write songs like Mozart or Paul McCartney. You will NEVER understand the universe the way Stephen Hawking can. And you will NEVER throw a football like an NFL quarterback.


Nature outplays Nurture almost every time. Like Paper overwhelms Rock.


And geneticists, men like my father, have mapped most of this nature out.


One particular location, a single gene strand labeled XP11, is where they now look for the killers. If you’re looking for the future superstars of murder, an aberration in XP11, apparently, is the nature you need. Basically, when there’s a glitch, a very rare glitch, on this one specific gene, it indicates and influences a chromosomal itch for various degrees of aggression and violence. Scientists and psychologists sometimes even call it the “Anger Gene.”


The GOOD NEWS is that the body knows the “Anger Gene” is a negative trait and provides its own antidote; actually counteracts the mutation naturally during pregnancy, providing code in the DNA that can fix this violent abnormality so the person grows up NORMAL and the Anger Gene is healed.


The BAD NEWS is that the genetic antidote (aka a chromosomal allele) for this dangerous mutation travels only on the X chromosome. Remember much from biology class? Females are born from XX chromosomes. So, they’ve got a 100% chance of having a cure for any aggressive mutation. Men, however, are XY. So we’ve got only a fifty-fifty shot of having the natural cure for an overly aggressive XP11 strand. And the other 50% are shit out of luck.


That’s NOT to say boys have a fifty-fifty shot of having this Anger Gene, but, rather, that in the rare instance (2%) that we DO, there’s only a fifty-fifty chance of overcoming it.


Still meaning that half the world—the male half—is hereditarily predisposed to violence.


Guess you can say it’s in our blood.


•  •  •


80% of all suicides.


95% of all the people in prison.


95% of those who commit domestic violence. 95% of those who sexually abuse children.


99% of rapists. 99% of spree killers. 99% of family annihilators.


99% of Death Row inmates.


Males.


Sorry.


•  •  •


To study this XP11 gene, my father and his colleagues went straight to the top.


They got their DNA samples off well-known killers. The most violent ones they could find.


SERIAL KILLERS.


Those who kill and kill again. Not for money or power or revenge. But because they enjoy killing. Maybe the killer starts with someone they know but very quickly moves on to strangers. Safest that way. Some woman who catches their eye at the supermarket one evening or some kid they notice while driving around the neighborhood. They do this over the course of months or even decades sometimes. Five victims, a dozen, fifty. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the rush that comes when they feel the ultimate power over their helpless victims. That feeling of playing God.


DSTI mostly got this DNA from those killers who were still alive, but sometimes they collected it from guys who were long gone. Dead, executed.


DNA kinda hangs around for a long, long time, and you can get it from just about anything. A flake or two of skin, old blood samples, a hair follicle off a brush. Just like in Jurassic Park. But instead of raptors and T. rex, DSTI collected and built murderers.


The operation’s official name was C-XP11.


Everyone just called it “Project Cain.”


•  •  •


Some days, I would rather have been born a raptor.


•  •  •


It all probably sounds a little far-fetched. Stupid, even. Believe me, I know. But what if I told you an Air Force research lab in Ohio recently admitted to secretly working on bombs filled with synthetic pheromones/aphrodisiacs to make enemy troops “turn gay,” and also on methods to create giant swarms of bees? Or that the Navy spent twenty million dollars teaching bats to carry explosives? Or that over the past forty years, the United States military has publicly admitted to working on everything from invisibility and time travel to ghosts, weather control, mind control, LSD bombs, talking dolphins, sound weapons, and telekinesis? And that’s just what they’ve admitted to. Now imagine what they haven’t.


Project Cain was just another one of those.


•  •  •


The dead body in my father’s room had been dead for a long time.


You didn’t need some forensic expert to figure that out. It looked like something my father had dug up for its DNA, not someone he’d killed. (I would later find out this was exactly the situation.)


He’d just told me, hours before, that DSTI’s experiments had pretty much all been focused on famous serial killers, so I assumed this was simply one of them. WHO, however, I had no idea. There have been hundreds of serial killers. For all I knew it was the actual body of this Jeffrey Dahmer guy.


[Note: I did not yet know that Dahmer had requested to be immediately cremated upon his death. Or that his wishes had NOT been fully carried out. Because his brain and other tissues had been quietly saved and sent to the University of Wisconsin for analysis. I did not yet know that Dahmer’s father fought in court for years to have these destroyed also.]


Whoever this was, the decayed carcass was stuffed in a special box made of metal and tinted gray glass that was plugged into the wall and cold to the touch. The box hummed a little, just like our freezer in the garage. Instead of frozen steaks and chicken, though, this thing contained a dead guy. The legs all folded over the chest and face and stuff so that he would fit in the box. He looked like something a ventriloquist might pull out. Mummy old. Shrunken, brown. Alien. Strands of hair sprouting like gray weeds around its shoulders. Nasty, dirty, rotted cloth all intertwined in the bones. He wasn’t even all that scary-looking, I kept telling myself. Just weird. Just weird . . .


I walked fully into the small room. The space was like one of those side displays at a museum, the small dark exhibit rooms you always seem to walk into alone. There were several file cabinets, a couple of monitors and laptops. A small desk with a row of notebooks filled with my father’s writing. I didn’t read them then. There were some notes on my father’s desk about people named Bundy and Tumblety and Garavito. Maps of London and Central America. None of it made any sense.


I had to assume this body was one of those men. I didn’t know. I really didn’t know anything anymore. How long has this nasty thing been in our house? What has my father done to get this? The longer I stayed, the more I could feel the corpse’s sunken black eye sockets peering at me from beneath his folded-over legs. Eyes that might have joyfully planned and watched the brutal murder of dozens.


So I didn’t stay. I got out of that room as fast as I could go and pushed the secret door back into place, and locked it again. Stumbled away backward down the hall. Hearing things in my head I shouldn’t hear. Imagining the worst things.


That shriveled corpse on the other side maybe prying himself free from that cold box. Maybe now pushing slowly off the table, dragging himself across the floor and up against the other side of the door. The skeletal hand moving against the inside wall. Long brown nails clawing at the door to lift himself up fully. The rotted skin and filthy burial shroud hanging off cold dry bones. Those endless eye sockets glistening like imploding black stars in the dark room. Fingers now taking hold of the latch . . . I swear, I could hear it turning.


I put my hands to my ears. I think maybe I was screaming.


•  •  •


I slept in the house alone that night. Tired and furious and confused.


It would be the last night I ever spent there.


The next day, they came for me.


And I would have to be tired and furious and confused in other places.
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CHAPTER THREE


The day started out with me simply waiting in my house. Waiting and more waiting.


I called my dad’s various phones again. Still nothing.


So, late afternoon, I decided to walk to Mr. Eble’s house.


Mr. Eble had been my Humanities tutor for almost two years. Three hours a day, three days a week. Writing, lit, art, history, etc. I had another tutor for math and science. Eble had the whole ponytail, sandals, PhD-from-Brown thing going. Other than my dad, he was probably the smartest guy I’d ever met. I figured he’d have an idea of what I should do.


He lived maybe fifteen minutes away by car. He always drove, or rode his bike, to our house for tutoring, but my dad had driven me out there a couple of times to drop stuff off. So I knew exactly where he lived.


It took nearly two hours to get there.


As I walked, I tried imagining what was going on in all the houses I passed.


What LIES were being told in them even now?


They looked like normal houses, normal families. But so had my house the day before. What were the fathers and mothers in these other houses up to? What big secrets had they not revealed? All those unseen lives and plans and thoughts. All those lies.


Still, it was during this time that I was holding on to the possibility that my father was just, you know, messing with me. This was some kind of test. Or he’d had, maybe, a slight nervous breakdown of some kind. He’d been doing nothing but work for months now, twenty hours a day lately. Or . . .


But there really was no “Or.” No matter how hard I tried to make some sense over what he’d told me, over his big vanishing act, I just couldn’t do it. The whole thing, from a logical viewpoint, made no sense. The entire previous night remained outside the realm of reality.


I was hoping Mr. Eble would help me think it all through. But when I finally arrived, he wouldn’t even answer the stupid door. I knocked and waited forever in the sweltering sun. (Probably wasn’t even all that hot, and it’d probably been ten minutes. But I was in a place now where each and every moment felt like my whole body was just gonna explode from rage and chaos.)


Eventually his voice came out through the front window and told me to go home.


He’d been inside the whole time.


I was too angry to cry.


He said he couldn’t talk to me and that I should leave. He told me to please go away.


I told him I was freaked out. Scared. I told him that something bad had happened and that I needed to find my dad.


He just said: I’m sorry, Jeff.


That’s it. Not another word.


I’m sorry, Jeff.


This coming from the second smartest guy in the world.


It took me three hours to get home.


When I passed the same houses again, I imagined everyone inside screaming. Crying.


I imagined houses filled with secret rooms and dead people.


•  •  •


Much later I would learn my dad had fired Mr. Eble the day before.


Gone to his house and accused him of molesting me. Claimed Eble’d shown me all this porn and other weird stuff. It was all total bullshit. But my dad had threatened lawsuits and jail time. Said he’d spend his whole fortune and use all his big contacts to ruin Eble if he ever contacted me again.


You have to admit. My father had a plan.


•  •  •


The scientists at DSTI also had a plan.


And I watched that one unfold from the Reimers’  bushes.


The Reimers being our closest neighbors, and me being a big fan of cutting through their backyard to get to ours. Good thing. If I’d come home any other way, DSTI would have had me.


As I started past the bushes and over the short stone wall separating our yards, I noticed the two vans parked at the top of our driveway. And then I noticed the guys. All dressed in black, just like in the movies. Ninja Jason Bourne stuff. I knew instinctively and indisputably: They were not there to help me. In this, it seems, my dad had told me the truth. The NEW TRUTH. The one I was starting to finally believe. How could I not?


I didn’t know 100% that they were from DSTI. But since my dad had warned me about them, I was a good 95%. I also wasn’t sure at first if they’d come for me or my dad. My first thought, honestly, was that they’d come for my dad. That he was in some kinda trouble with whoever these guys were (DSTI or not) and that’s why he’d left. Maybe I was just kidding myself. How to know for sure?


So I watched and waited. Hidden in the darkness between two bushes.


They used the basement door behind our house. Kept going in and out like a trail of ants. Emptying my whole house. Just straight up taking shit. I watched this for almost an hour.


It hadn’t occurred to me to set the house’s alarm system when I’d left. I now rationalized they would have just overridden it somehow anyway. They seemed like guys who knew exactly what they were doing. I thought I recognized one of them as one of the scientists from DSTI, but couldn’t be sure. It was dark and I kept far away.


When they finally left, I busted open the kitchen window to get back into my own home. Really pathetic. I was most definitely NOT a guy who knew exactly what he was doing. I knew only that I didn’t want to be too obvious and use one of the main doors or the garage. I knew I didn’t want to be seen. I used a two-by-four from behind the shed to pop the latch, and it worked just like I’d seen in a movie. That was less pathetic. Maybe there was some hope for me after all.


I figured I’d just wait it all out until Dad returned. (I still, falsely, believed this was a possibility.) What other options were there, really? Where was I gonna go?


Inside, I discovered they’d taken all the computers and all my dad’s office files. The ones from his MAIN office, not from the secret room. (Turns out they hadn’t found the secret room and didn’t even know it was there.) They took our answering machine and emptied some old file cabinets from downstairs too. That made sense. My dad was obviously up to something involving DSTI and his work there. DSTI would want to confiscate all of that.


They ALSO, however, found and took the envelope with a thousand bucks. SHIT! I’d left it just lying there in my room, like an idiot. That was now totally gone. So stupid.


But they’d taken other things too, things that had nothing to do with me being stupid. Things that didn’t make any sense at first. Framed photos off the wall. The pictures of ME. Only the ones of me. And they’d also removed all my clothes. Just MY clothes again. Cleared out the closet and drawers in my room. Even went through the hamper and laundry room. They’d taken all my books, my classwork. Soccer trophies. Bass guitar. Dark Knight movie poster. My PS3. Skateboard in the garage. My toothbrush and zit pads. My bottle of allergy medication. They even stole Zeus, my bearded dragon. His cage and lamp and food and everything.


So, that night, it was just me and the shriveled corpse in the house. It didn’t even feel like my own house anymore. It felt more like a movie set, a prop. As if I could push on one of those walls in just the right way and the whole house would come down and reveal itself for what it was. Another lie.


In the darkness I stared out the window and into the neighborhood.


Tried unsuccessfully to ignore the imagined urgent sound of slow and constant scratching behind the wall of my dad’s secret room. Tried to tell myself that companies don’t capture people. That American businesses don’t break into homes and kidnap children.


But an unfamiliar car now sat at the end of my street.


And inside the car I could see them. Shadowed forms. Sitting. Watching back.


Two men left behind to wait for me.


Because of who I was. Because of what I was.


First they’d made my stuff disappear.


And now they were waiting for me.


•  •  •


They didn’t wait long.
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CHAPTER FOUR


I stood outside my father’s secret room again.


The tiny hidden panel pushed aside, tiny brass key in hand. Ready to go in and stay in this time. Because inside, I would find answers. Right? I would just get on his laptops in there or maybe read his little collection of handwritten journals, and everything would make perfect sense. Right? I would know everything I needed to know.


WHERE he was. And WHO he was.


And maybe a little more about WHAT and WHY  I was.


Right?


Believe me. I stood outside that room a long, long time.


But this time, my hesitation was not from fear of some shrunken dirty corpse waiting for me in there perched just behind the door with dark claws gleaming in the dark. I knew it was safely in the refrigerated box (always had been) and I’d imagined the whole thing.


Now, I think mostly I just wanted to hold on to a handful of those lies a little longer.


•  •  •


If I am being totally honest, and that’s a goal here, I’ve always been just a little creeped out by my dad. There’s no better word for it. Most guys seem to think of their dads as mean or cool or pointless or funny or even scary in some way. Mine was always just a little creepy. He stared too much, too long. Was always way too interested in what I was saying or doing. For years I’d written this off to the fact that Mom had been killed and I was all that he had left. I was the only family he had anymore. Why wouldn’t he stare at me all the time? If my mom came back, I’d probably just stare at her too. But over the last year or so, it’d actually gotten worse. It’d gotten, well, more creepy. So when he came to my room that night and dumped all that weirdness on me, I’ll admit that maybe other things in our life, my dad’s and mine, started to make more sense.


Now, as to all the stuff after . . .


I suspected and feared even then that the rotting corpse was only the beginning.


And that my father was involved in much, much worse things than that.


•  •  •


That’s why I stood there, outside his secret room, for as long as I did.


I knew that the more I learned about what my father had really been up to all these months, years—the more I understood what he’d really been thinking—all of it would become TRUE. Everything. All the evidence I needed for the things he’d told me was just a foot away now. The intellectual proof I needed for what my heart and gut were already telling me—it was all here and now.


It didn’t matter. I never made it back into that room. Ever.


Someone was in my house again.


I heard them moving downstairs. The DSTI ninjas had returned.


I could hardly breathe, my heart going a zillion miles a minute. I slowly edged to the railing, snuck a peek. I wanted to puke. Just as I was starting to tell myself it was all in my head, I saw him.


It was real. Like he’d stomped right out of a nightmare. I wanted to scream and puke.


One of the guys from the car, I figured.


Now downstairs in our family room.


Looking for me.


One guy with a gun.


•  •  •


For the record, I feel kinda mean calling my dad “creepy” just now. I mean, regardless of the things he did. I want you to know that, until those last weeks, he was, by my understanding of the words, a “good father.” I never wanted for anything. He put a lot of effort into my schooling. He supported my every interest. We didn’t, like, toss the football around and stuff, but we talked a lot about history and science stuff. And we liked to go on hikes in the woods and go to cool museums, and sometimes we watched old movies together. He told terrible jokes and gave stiff hugs. But the hugs were still there all the same. And perhaps he was doing it all—raising me, I mean—for really terrible reasons. But at the time, I didn’t know that, and so I say it was good.


•  •  •


Everyone’s played hide-and-seek. (Even me, the weird only-child homeschooled kid. ) And you’ve probably hidden in closets, under beds, etc. Can you remember how loud your breathing was? Even when you tried to be super quiet and slow it down like a jedi or something? Just made it louder, right? Can you remember suddenly wanting to sneeze or cough? Or getting an itch that wasn’t there at all until you were lying perfectly still in the dark, hoping the person who was “IT” would just stay downstairs? Remember getting a little bored, or even a little afraid, because you hid so well that you were now completely by yourself, and in that unnatural quiet and dark, you started thinking a little about what was in the darkness with you? Maybe even called out, daring the person who was “IT” to come and find you.


But what if the person who was “IT” had a gun?


What if the person who was “IT” wanted to kill you?


This is the game I played for more than six hours. Because of the man downstairs. He’d been there all night. He even found my dad’s secret room.


And the funny thing is, the fear of trying to maybe sneak past this man and maybe being shot by him wasn’t even the real reason I kept hiding. The real reason was worse.


I kept hiding because I still had no idea what else to do.


None.


It was the most horrible feeling in the world.


•  •  •


Eventually, the guy with the gun found me.


I suppose it was only a matter of time. He’d found my dad’s secret room in about three minutes. How tough was it to find a complete douche hiding in his own closet?


The guy was Castillo.


And he was not one of the two DSTI guys from the car.


He was something else.


•  •  •


About Shawn Castillo.


He grew up in New Mexico. His father was from Old Mexico. His mother was from Albuquerque. He wasn’t much in touch with either anymore.


He’d been a linebacker on his high school football team.


He’d joined the Army at eighteen.


There are 500,000 soldiers in the US Army. From those, just 2,000 are selected to join the Rangers. He was a Ranger at twenty.


He was the first in his family to go to college, and he got a degree in international economic history. During this same time, he also learned Desert Warfare Operations and Demolitions. He fought in Afghanistan and Iraq.


From those 2,000 Rangers, 40 are selected to join Delta Force. He was selected. They taught him counter-terrorism and counter-intelligence techniques. Once, he had to make fire using ice. (Seriously!) When his beard was long, he could pass for a Turk, Afghan, or Egyptian. He’d lived in a Yemen village for four months and everyone had thought his name was Ahmed. Once, during a Delta Force training exercise in Hamburg, he’d pretended to be Italian.


He spoke three languages well. Two others well enough.


With Delta, he captured men named Fazul Abdullah, Binalshibh, and Sheikh Mohammed in places like Yemen, Somalia, Iran, and Pakistan. Sometimes, per his assignment, he just killed these men. He had twenty-three confirmed kills.


His squad nickname was “Sting.”


He’d once been caught and badly tortured.


He’d been awarded three Purple Hearts, four Bronze Stars for valor, two Silver, and a Distinguished Service Cross.


He had horrific nightmares that woke him a couple of times each month.


He preferred brunettes over blondes, but his last girlfriend, the first he’d ever truly loved, was a blonde.


His favorite band was Pearl Jam. He disliked snow. He liked to fish. Talked sometimes about a place called Bluewater Lake, where he liked to camp.


He’d been honorably discharged a year before against his wishes and now worked with the Department of Defense as a consultant of some kind. This was always kept unclear. In the end, the papers all reported he was a security consultant/guard at DSTI. But that was a total lie.


When we first met, he pointed his gun at me and cursed a lot.


•  •  •


I climbed out from the closet, the whole thing more embarrassing than scary. Freeing myself on all fours like that, glasses half off my face, some guy shouting at me. I’m sure I looked astoundingly moronic. At this point, I’ll admit, for a dozen different reasons, I basically just wanted him to shoot me anyway. He didn’t.


Instead he made me sit down on the end of my bed and then started asking questions. Where was my dad? Who else lives here? Last time I saw him? And so on . . .


I mumbled the few truths I knew as best I could.


He’d put his gun away, and now he pulled up the room’s only chair to sit across from me. He asked if my father had any family or friends nearby I knew about. Asked if I knew employees from the school, two nurses named Santos or Kelsoe. Asked if I knew about anything, any place, called Shardhara. I gave him mostly shrugs and one word answers. The one-word was almost always NO. I wasn’t trying to be a dick. They were really all I had to give. Eventually we got around to the heart of the matter.


Something happened at the school, he said. Something bad.


•  •  •


By “the school” he meant the Massey Institute.


Massey was a private school and treatment center maybe a half mile down the road from DSTI. On the same property and everything. The “treatment” part of the equation was for things like mental health, anxiety issues, anger management, eating disorders, suicide, drug and alcohol rehab. That kind of thing. A lot of the “treatments” were built upon advanced pharmaceuticals developed and provided by DSTI, who justified it all as approved “clinical trials” while openly funding and operating Massey.


For years I’d known Massey as a good place. A place where scientists like my father could help fix kids. But now I knew the truth.


Massey is where DSTI kept all their lab rats.


And instead of in cages, their teenage “rats” waited in classrooms and group sessions.


•  •  •


About fifty kids went to Massey.


All boys. Between the ages of ten and eighteen.


Most of the guys were normal kids.


Some . . . some not.


Some, I knew now from my father, were more like me.


•  •  •


clone (noun)


from the Greek word klōn, for “twig”


(1) a group of genetically identical cells descended from a single common ancestor; (2) an organism descended asexually from a single ancestor such as a plant produces by budding; (3) a replica of a DNA sequence produced by genetic engineering; (4) one that copies or closely resembles another, as in appearance or function; (5) me


•  •  •


It started with peas.
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An Austrian monk named Mendel tried some biology experiments in the small garden of the monastery where he lived. It was the 1850s. His specific scientific interest was heredity: how and why children retain certain traits of their parents. No one understood this stuff yet.


To study it, he grew peas. Thirty thousand pea plant “children” carefully bred from specific pea “parents.” He pollinated each plant himself. Wrapped each pod individually. Examined and recorded the most minute detail: blossom color, pod color and shape, and pod position. Thirty thousand times.


It took seven years. He almost went totally blind staring at all those peas. Seriously.


He wrote only one paper about what he’d discovered during all that time and got it published. In the paper, he proved how specific genes in the parent peas controlled the traits of the children peas. Some genes were strong, or dominant, and others were weaker, or recessive. The strong genes won when the two met in an offspring. He started mapping them all out and eventually could figure out exactly what the next plant would look like.


This guy had invented genetics.


Very few people read his paper, however. He wasn’t a “real” scientist, the real scientists all decided. He was just a monk with a small pea garden. So he was completely ignored.


Mendel next tried bees. He kept five hundred hives with bees collected from all over the world. African, Spanish, Egyptian. He built special chambers for the various queens to mate and bred brand-new hybrid bees that made more honey than any other bee ever before on Earth. Mendel’s bees were also more aggressive than any other bee ever before on Earth. They stung the other monks and soon took their stinging ways to the nearby village. Mendel had to destroy every hive. He killed ten thousand bees.


He went back to plants, which didn’t sting, but tried something other than peas—a plant called hawkweed—and it didn’t work out. Not at all. He couldn’t verify his original findings.


He grew depressed and stopped doing experiments of any kind. Then Mendel died, and the abbot who ran the monastery burned all of Mendel’s old notes and unpublished essays on heredity.


It was another fifty years before other scientists really rediscovered Mendel’s original paper. This time, however, they liked what they saw. Using Mendel’s original conclusions and evidence on genetics, scientists quickly moved from peas to frogs. From frogs to mammals. They soon figured out how to make detailed maps of DNA. To isolate certain genes and decipher how they worked. How to modify them.


They eventually cloned a whole sheep from a single strand of DNA. Took one single cell from a “parent” sheep and made a perfect copy. Identical. Two of the exact same sheep.


They named the copy Dolly. Dolly became famous. It was 1996.


Now it was game on. The next five years was an explosion of clones.


Japan constructed Noto the Cow. Thousands of Notos. The Italians cooked up Prometea the Horse. Iran made Hanna the Goat. South Korea made Snuppy the Dog and Snuwolf the Wolf. The Scots made pigs; the French, rabbits. Both China and India made water buffalo clones; Spain and Turkey, bulls. Dubai crafted the exact same camel a hundred and four times.


America, of course, did it better than all of them combined. More labs, more commercial interest, gobs more money. Cloning and biogenetic research was added to every pharmaceutical company in the nation. Even university kids were making clones. Did you know that there are more colleges in New Jersey alone than in all of Germany? Everything progressed in a hurry.


Cumulina the Mouse. Ralph the Rat.


Mira the Goat. Noah the Ox. Gem the Mule.


Dewey the Deer. Libby the Ferret. Ditteaux the African Wildcat.


CC the Cat. Tetra the Monkey.


Jeff the Serial Killer.


Beans to frogs to rats to primates. Just five years.


Insert chants of “USA, USA . . .” right here.


Cloning humans, by the way, is still completely legal in America.


Everyone just assumes it’s not.


A couple of states have banned it. Most haven’t. And Washington, DC, keeps out of the way. The Human Cloning Prohibition Acts of 2003 and 2007 were both voted down by Congress. The 2009 version of the bill has been buried/forgotten/hidden in various subcommittees for forever.


Our scientists can pretty much do whatever they want as long as they don’t openly use federal dollars. Cloning is currently legal in twenty other countries. See above.


We’re everywhere.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Castillo showed me a list. A terrible list.


The names of all the students and Massey employees who’d been killed the night before.


Twelve people.


Now just little black lines stacked up on top of one another like dirty dishes.


Twelve.


Dead. Murdered in cold blood.


Nine were kids. I knew some of them. And I told Castillo so.


My dad’s name was not on this list.


•  •  •


Later, I admit, I would wish it had been.


•  •  •


They didn’t know where my dad was.


Me either, I said.


Castillo told me they did know my dad had been at Massey the night of the murders—from the security system. And that it looked like . . .


That it looked like my father probably, maybe, likely, had something to do with it.


“It” being the murders.


I wish I’d found that possibility more surprising.


•  •  •


Castillo then showed me another list.


This next list was about to become my whole world.


Albert Young. Jeffrey Williford. Henry Roberts. Dennis Uliase. Ted Thompson. David Spanelli.


These were the six students who were missing. Six who’d been at the school that night that no one could find now. They probably, Castillo explained, had something to do with the murders. That’s all he’d say at this point.


These were not their real names. These were their adopted names.


Their real names (their ORIGINAL names) were:


Albert Fish. Jeffrey Dahmer. Henry Lee Lucas. Dennis Rader. Ted Bundy. David Berkowitz.


How many of these names do you recognize?


Except for one, which I’d learned only the day before, I’d never heard of any of them.


They happen to be six of the most famous serial killers ever.


That’s why they were chosen. Why they were born again. Manufactured.


An Olympic Dream Team if the Olympics murdered and raped people. All added up, they’d killed almost two hundred people. Though “killed” doesn’t quite capture the specifics, but it will have to do.


My dad wanted only the best. So he went out and got their DNA and made clones of the best.


Now the “BEST” were all teenagers again.


And they’d apparently restarted their KILL COUNT at twelve.


•  •  •


Castillo asked if I knew these guys. He’d not yet brought up the clone thing at all. He was still speaking about these six boys like they were just Albert Young, David Spanelli, Henry Roberts, and so on, etc. But something in his voice, his look, made me realize he knew exactly what they were.


He’d just come to my house directly from DSTI, just spent hours in my father’s secret room while I’d cowered in the closet. Yes, I imagined, he knew the New Truth all too well.


Castillo shook me from my ever-darkening thoughts, asked again: Do you know these guys?
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