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Prelude



THE MONASTERY OF ST. THOMAS,

Brunn, Moravia, Winter 1884

The abbot knew he was dying. Since the beginning of December, he had been unable to summon the strength to take even a few steps in the monastery garden. Each morning Frau Dupouvec, his housekeeper, wrapped his swollen legs in thick cotton bandages to stanch the fluids his failing kidneys could no longer remove. After a slight improvement in the summer, his sight had dimmed again; now he could read only a few pages without severe eyestrain and, sometimes, painful headaches. In recent days, the leaden cold of the Moravian winter had seeped through the stone walls of the prelate’s quarters and seemed to settle most cruelly in his bones, his very being.

The monks at the Monastery of St. Thomas in Brunn were urgently praying for their beloved abbot’s recovery. They could not bear the thought of losing him and had convinced themselves that he would get better. When ill health had overtaken him before, he had always rebounded. The crippling backache that had prevented him from tending his precious seedlings in the monastery garden had come and gone. The eye ailment had arrived and then disappeared. Moreover, he seemed far too young to die; he was only sixty-three. His predecessor, a frailer sort, had lived to be seventy-five. The abbot himself knew better than his devoted brothers, however. He knew that he would not survive to see another summer, perhaps not even another spring.

For several months he had not received visitors, but before Christmas he told Frau Doupevec and Joseph, his manservant, that he would make an exception for a young Russian botanist from St. Petersburg named Ivan Ivanovich Petrovsky.

A year earlier, Ivan Ivanovich had written the abbot asking for permission to quote from his essay Experiments in Plant Hybridization. The abbot had been surprised and immensely pleased by the request; it was the only recognition for his breeding work on garden peas he had received from his peers. At the time, he was too busy with the administrative duties of the monastery, but now his workload had diminished and he had sent the Russian an invitation.

The day of Ivan Ivanovich’s visit, in early January 1884, a surprisingly sunny day, the abbot appeared to have made an astonishing recovery. He was walking on his own, without the aid of Joseph’s arm. He was reading without eyestrain, the headache had gone, and mercifully, even the fluids had stopped leaking into the bandages around his legs.

The abbot asked Joseph to light the stove in the Orangery, where he would receive his visitor. He also wanted to take the Russian on a tour of the monastery gardens to show him where he had planted his peas, where he had potted his seedlings, and where he had observed the strange activities of the bees in his apiary.

Joseph warned his master not to linger outside—the January sunshine was deceptive—but the abbot had rebuked him with uncharacteristic sharpness, “I am well aware of the meteorological readings, Brother Joseph.”

Frau Dupouvec had also protested, “Father Abbot has not even put on walking boots in five weeks, let alone ventured into the garden,” she said sternly. But the abbot had insisted. Since it was not wet outside, merely cold, he would wear his felt boots, which would be loose enough for his tender, bandaged legs.

When the Russian arrived, promptly at ten o’clock as invited, the abbot was sitting upright in his favorite, wingbacked chair in the Orangery, facing out toward the garden. He was dressed, as usual, in his ankle-length black soutane, and Joseph had managed, after a struggle, to pull on the abbot’s felt boots. For the sake of good relations with Frau Dupouvec, the abbot had allowed her to place a gray woolen blanket over his lap even though the Orangery was now warming up nicely with the heat from Joseph’s fire.

Ivan Ivanovich was a tall man with curly brown hair, a high forehead, and a bushy beard. He wore a stiff white collar, a black frock coat, and high leather boots, the traditional dress of the tsarist professorial class. Behind the spectacles, clear blue eyes gleamed eagerly.

As the Russian entered the Orangery, the abbot rose to greet him with the wide familiar smile that Frau Dupouvec had not seen in several months.

“I am so pleased you have come,” said the abbot with outstretched hand.

“I am honored to meet you, Father,” replied the young Russian, bowing. “Very honored indeed.”

From a respectful distance, Joseph and Frau Dupouvec watched as the abbot and the young Russian engaged immediately in a discussion of the genus Pisum. From the bright enthusiasm on the abbot’s face and his energetic gesticulations, Joseph recognized each stage of the beautiful pea experiments. And when the abbot began shrugging his shoulders and raising his hands in gentle frustration, Joseph understood he was talking about his more recent encounters in the garden, with a plant that seemed to defy all his theories about heredity—the orange hawkweed, or Hieracium.

The abbot was talking heatedly and now loudly enough for Joseph to hear. “I must admit to you, my dear friend, how greatly I was deceived in this respect. I cannot resist remarking how striking it is that the hybrids of Hieracium behaved exactly the opposite to those of Pisum. They did not vary in shape or color, or in any respect, in the next generation. They were identical to their parents. Suddenly, I found myself in danger of having to renounce my experiments completely—and, therefore, my theory of inheritance.”

Ivan Ivanovich let out a cry of protest. “But no, Father, you must not allow such oddities to dissuade you from your theory. I, for one, perfectly understand what you have discovered, and I believe that you have, indeed, unearthed a provable theory of inheritance. Your valuable work must continue and be repeated by others, as I am sure it will be.”

The abbot adjusted his heavy frame in the chair, shifting his legs just a fraction, a movement that clearly caused him considerable discomfort. Then he again addressed his Russian visitor.

“I confess to you, dear friend, that part of my reason for seeing you today, besides thanking you for your mention of my essay, is my hope that you will continue my work. There is no one here at the monastery with sufficient interest, or expertise, to keep the experiments going. In fact, there are some, I fear, who will seek to destroy my scientific legacy as soon as I am gone.”

The abbot paused.

“I have an idea about the strange behavior of Hieracium. Evidently, we are dealing with an individual phenomenon that is the manifestation of a different law of nature from the one I have uncovered. It appears that the seed of Hieracium can be made by the plant without fertilization. I have found only one other plant that behaves in this way, the common dandelion, of the genus Taraxacum. Dandelions, like hawkweed, do not reproduce as males and females normally do. The mother cells can produce the seed on their own, without fertilization by the pollen. In short, these plants do not have sex, like other plants.”

The abbot paused again, carefully weighing what he was about to say.

“Ivan Ivanovich, my friend, I wish you to do me the honor of accepting my garden notes and other work that I have so far prepared on this matter. I would be happy to assist you in transporting these materials to St. Petersburg. May I ask bluntly, do you accept this assignment?”

The young Russian was stunned. He had not expected any such outcome. He had wanted simply to pay his respects to this remarkable old man who, as an amateur gardener, had apparently discovered a fundamental law of nature. For a long moment he was silent.

Then the abbot asked him again, this time more anxiously and yet still graciously. “It would make me most happy, I assure you, if you would accept this assignment.”

Ivan Ivanovich quickly pulled himself together. He would accept, of course.

“Father, I am honored that you have considered me worthy of such a task. I will conduct the necessary experiments with all means at my disposal.”

“Good, that is settled then,” said the abbot, with obvious relief. “Now I must tell Joseph to prepare the materials, and we will walk in the garden, briefly, before lunch.”








One



OXFORD UNIVERSITY,

Trinity Term, the Present

At precisely one minute before three o’clock in the morning, when the only sound in the botany laboratory was the low hum of the DNA analysis machine, Karen Lichfield, the last of the researchers still working at this unforgiving hour, removed the disk from her desktop computer, placed it in a plastic cover, and prepared to leave her experiments. With a red marker, she wrote in large letters on a piece of paper, “T3. Do Not Touch,” and taped it to a steel incubator containing rows of glass test tubes. She punched her security code into the pad on the wall and let the metal door shut behind her as she entered the main laboratory. A biohazard symbol on the door at eye level warned about the dangers of the poisons she knew firsthand, plant toxins so potent that they could make people bleed from their eyeballs.

She carefully locked the computer disk in her personal locker, shook off her white lab coat, and hung it quickly on its appointed hook. At the sink, stained brown from years of use, she turned on the water and scrubbed her hands vigorously with the acrid soap, as researchers working with toxins were required to do at the end of each day. She dried her hands on a sheet of paper towel, then reached for her yellow fisherman’s jacket and her blue backpack, telling herself with each ordinary task that she must try to remain calm and breathe normally.

The thick wooden door to the lab opened easily, and before it swung back into place, she carefully inserted a white plastic tab, used for labeling experiments, into the Yale lock, a primitive measure she and her colleagues employed on more innocent occasions when they were simply taking a break and did not want to be bothered about the door key. The security guard downstairs in the exhibition hall would now think the door was shut; on his closed circuit TV, the status of the lab would show on the screen as “secure.” She took a long, deep breath and looked down the darkened balcony, reassured that no one was there. Then she walked quickly over the flagstones and down the steps into the silent cavern of the Museum of Natural History.

It was a journey she had made countless times, often at this late hour because her experiments demanded attention. But on this night, when she had agreed to play this dangerous game, her departure was timed to coincide with the security guard’s tea break, which began promptly at 3 a.m. She knew, because she had practiced it several times, that it would take just under a minute for her to walk from the laboratory to the guard’s desk, where he would be watching her on his monitor. Now she struggled to keep each function of her body under control so that the guard would not recognize her rising panic.

“Late one tonight, then,” the guard said, giving her a friendly smile, as he always did.

As she signed out on the time sheet, she could feel her hand shaking.

“Yes, late one tonight,” she repeated, trying not to look at him for fear he would see in her eyes something was bothering her, something different from all the other late nights at the museum over the last three years.

“Goodnight then, my duckie,” he said, as he picked up his lunch-box and the evening’s Oxford Chronicle, preparing to walk down into the basement kitchen for his break.

“You be careful on that bicycle, now. Watch out for those puddles.”

The guard was her friend. He considered her personal safety one of his many responsibilities, more important, in some ways, than the safety of the museum’s ancient specimens he was hired to protect. He didn’t think it was right for a young woman, however important her scientific work, to be biking home on her own so late at night. His fatherly warning was always the same when she left the museum, no matter what the hour or the weather.

Walking across the exhibition hall to the service door at the back of the museum, Karen listened for the metal tips of the guard’s shoes on the stone steps as he moved slowly downstairs to the staff kitchen. He was a nice man, she knew, a nice, considerate, widowed man who had several grandchildren of his own, and who had no idea that what was about to occur on his watch could so change both their worlds.

She shook her head, trying to concentrate, and checked the time on her digital wristwatch—3:03 a.m. Perfect, Karen thought as she pushed the bar on the service door. The opening cast a shaft of pale light across the darkened parking lot. She stepped outside, and as the door swung back, she placed her backpack in the way to prevent it from closing. She knew the open door would register “not secure” on the guard’s TV screen, but he would not return from his break until 3:30.

Under the steady rain, she walked down the muddy path to the bike rack, her eyes slowly growing accustomed to the darkness around her. She took her bicycle lamp off the front of the basket on the handlebar, held it out into the parking lot, and switched it on twice, paused, and then twice again, as she had been instructed. Then she waited, shivering, although the night was warm. The shiver was only to shake off the rain, she told herself.

After a few seconds, endless seconds it seemed to her, a car headlight flashed twice and then twice again. She could just see the outline of the car, a small one, a Punto maybe, or a Panda. She heard the car’s door open and then close with a firm click and could see the outline of a man walking toward her, his footsteps grinding the loose gravel at the edge of the parking lot. She walked back along the path, ahead of the man, and pulled open the service door, the light from the museum shining now on her companion for the first time.

His appearance startled her and she jumped back from him. He was of medium height and dressed entirely in black—T-shirt and jeans and black gloves, thick black gloves reinforced, like a goalkeeper’s. A black ski mask covered his head and she could see only his taut mouth and cold gray eyes—a human, barely. He was carrying a small black bag, like a tool bag, and he moved with such ease and stealth that she felt clumsy and ordinary beside him.

She had not expected this catlike creature to come out of the night and she wanted to stop him right there, on the museum threshold, and tell him that there had been a terrible mistake, that she was not Karen Lichfield, or that she did not work in the botany laboratory, or that she was not the person who had arranged to meet a man in the parking lot and let him into the museum; that he should go away, right now, back to his car, or she would report him immediately to the security guard. But the man grabbed her arm with both his hands, a strong grip that made her wince in pain, and motioned to her with a flick of his head to go forward. This was how they would communicate, silently with head and hand signals, she realized, and she immediately nodded back. Then he grabbed her arm again and pushed her, roughly, inside and in front of him, clearly wanting her to lead the way. She felt his physical power and realized that there was no turning back, no backing down from her agreement to let this strange man into her private world.

The two of them slipped into the shadows of the exhibition hall, past the museum’s dinosaur skeletons, the cases of fossils, and the stuffed birds suspended with their wings outstretched from the iron trusses of the glass canopy. Karen had walked through these exhibits many times, and at this time of night, but tonight, when she was moving silently with this man in black and when she was alert, watching and listening for any movement or sound, these ghostly creatures only added to her anxiety. Silently, she led him up the steps to the balcony and along the flagstones to the door of the laboratory. She turned the brass handle and the door opened. The plastic tab fell to the floor and instinctively she picked it up, a common tool of her trade, stowing it in a pocket of her yellow jacket.

She glanced around the familiar room, now strangely unfamiliar, as if she were seeing it through new eyes, the eyes of this stranger she had allowed to share it with her. Here was Oxford’s botanical research, ancient and modern, amateur and professional. Smart new DNA analysis machines sat beside Victorian mahogany cabinets that had once housed the museum’s butterfly collection. The drawers now contained small white cotton bags of exotic plant seeds studied by the young woman and her colleagues. In one alcove, antique brass microscopes, once the pride of the lab but long out of use, still stood among Leitz inverted epifluorescent microscopes and confocal laser devices. Shiny steel incubators and rows of test tubes lay on metal-topped antique pine tables with finely turned legs donated by alumni or a friendly benefactor. Plastic bags of dried plant specimens collected over centuries in distant tropical lands, each bag coded with a white tab, lay in piles, waiting to be examined and catalogued.

The man tugged at her arm, jolting her into action. As arranged, she led him to the professor’s office, separated from the working floor by a partition with small glass panes, like the barriers that once separated factory managers from the work floor. This was an office with all the comforts of old Oxford. The desk was of polished oak, the armchair a rich brown leather. In the oak bookcases modern scientific journals sat beside leather-bound ancient monographs, and in one corner of the office stood an old steel safe, about the size of a commode, with a small brass wheel, polished and gleaming from constant use.

Karen pointed to the safe and the man nodded. He tried the door into the professor’s office, which rattled but remained firmly locked. He looked at Karen for the key, but she shook her head. The man opened his bag and took out a roll of masking tape. He ripped off four short strips and stuck them in a crisscross on the pane of glass nearest the door handle. Then with one swift blow of his gloved fist he broke the pane, slipped his hand through, and opened the door. Karen watched as the man moved inside, cautioning her with a wave of his arm to stay behind.

He closed the door and unpacked his bag: a metal dial with a numbered face like a combination lock, two cloth pouches, and a pair of surgical gloves, the tools of a master craftsman in his underworld. The stranger took off his black gloves, revealing the long blond hairs on the back of his hands. Gray eyes and blond hair, Karen thought. It would not be enough if she ever needed to identify this man. Effortlessly, he rolled on the surgical gloves, well beyond his wrists. She watched as he placed the metal dial on the front of the safe, where it stuck, like a limpet. Then he pressed his ear against the disk as he gently turned the brass wheel. Karen watched the man and tried not to make any noise around this noiseless person.

After he had turned the wheel several times, this way and that, he gently pulled the safe door open and Karen could see the white cotton seed bags inside. The man scooped them into one of his cloth pouches, which he placed in his bag. Then he took out a small plastic box of slides, placing it also in his bag. He removed his surgical gloves, which came off with a loud snap, and he eased back into the lab.

Karen’s watch read 3:22 a.m. The guard would return to his desk in eight minutes. She mouthed the words, “We must go,” and urgently pointed to the exit. As they hurried through the lab, the man paused, as though he had forgotten something, placed his black bag on the lab bench, and opened it.

She pointed again to her watch and shook her finger, but he ignored her, picking out the little white seed bags, one by one, about a dozen in all. He held them up to show her, pointing to their coded tags. The codes began with the letters NS, and also with the letters SP. She nodded her approval. He opened the box of slides and held them up to the light, one by one, and showed her the labels. Again the codes began with NS and SP.

“Yes, yes,” she mouthed, nodding her assent and pointing to her watch, more frantically than before. “We must go, now,” she whispered, tugging at the man who slowly, too slowly, carefully replaced the slides into the box and then put the box into his bag, as though they were delicate pieces of jewelry. Then he took her arm again and pushed her in front of him, to lead the way out.

Karen let the front door of the laboratory close behind them, and this time it shut with a loud click that seemed to echo through the empty museum. Outside the laboratory door, they stood for a moment and listened for any sound of the returning guard, but there was silence. Satisfied, the two moved quickly along the balcony and down the steps into the exhibition hall.

As they reached the bottom, Karen froze, halting the stranger with a touch on his bulky shoulder. From down in the basement came the sound of a metallic shuffle, a slow, tired shuffle as the guard made his way up the stairs.

Karen signaled to the man to stay in the shadows instead of moving out into the hall, where she knew the TV monitor on the guard’s desk would spot them. The sound of the guard’s footsteps suddenly stopped, and then started up again, at first just one click, then several, quickening and disappearing. She could tell the guard was going back down the steps into the kitchen. She guessed he had forgotten something. She moved out into the hall, this time pulling the man with her by the arm. They walked swiftly toward the back of the building. At the service entrance, still wedged open with her backpack, Karen pushed the door, letting the man outside. As she bent to pick up her backpack, the man, in an unexpected gesture, held out his gloved hand. What was he trying to do, thank her? Say goodbye? She did not want his gratitude, she did not want his farewell. But he insisted, holding his hand outstretched, and she took it. The man squeezed her bare hand, his strong fingers digging into her skin. She winced as she looked into his eyes that were the color of flat steel. As she struggled to release her hand, Karen felt a tiny prick, like a needle or a shard of glass. She let out a cry of pain and the man released his grip.

“Goodbye,” he mouthed and he was gone, down the muddy path, disappearing across the darkened parking lot.

She looked down at her hand and under the dim light of the service door could just make out a tiny red dot of blood. She ran her finger over the dot and felt something hard under the skin. A splinter of glass, perhaps, had lodged in the man’s glove when he had broken the window into the professor’s office. She could feel a sharp edge under her skin where the blood was.

Then she ran, stumbling down the path to her bicycle. She heard a car engine start and she thought of the man all in black, a man she had never seen except for the thin lips, the dead eyes, and the blond hairs on the back of his hands. She had never known his name. She had barely heard him say only one word—goodbye. She did not know if he had an accent. She did not know where he came from, what country even.

As she pulled out her bicycle and began to pedal furiously down Parks Road, she wondered whether the security guard had heard the service door close as he came up from the basement, or whether he had heard the car engine start, or had seen her as she rode off on her bicycle. She was shivering again. She wiped the rain from her face, rain now mixed with tears of fear and anger at herself for letting the man in, for changing her life in a few short minutes, in ways she could not be sure of now.

At the traffic lights at Longwall, a uniformed constable was standing on the corner and she stopped for the red light, although she would normally not have bothered this early in the morning, with no traffic. The policeman in his shiny yellow rain jacket stared at her and she realized that she had not put her front lamp back in place. She saw his face in the street light, a young face, a boy’s face, tired and wet at the end of his night’s duty. She willed him not to come over, not to question her. As she struggled to clip the lamp onto the front basket, the traffic light turned green, and she pedaled into the last hour of darkness, pushing the bike hard, punishing herself in the rush to get away. Under the street light she looked down at the back of her right hand, still hurting from the fierce grip of the man’s glove and still with a spot of blood, now streaked with rain, from the prick to her skin.








Two



After his traditional Monday lunch in Balliol College, Professor Simon Goodhart, the vice-chancellor of Oxford University, retired to his rooms hoping to be alone for the afternoon to ponder the decision he had just made to resign from his exalted post. For forty years, since he arrived as a student at Balliol, Professor Goodhart had lived and worked in Oxford, capping a modest career in the history of science by becoming vice-chancellor. These days, this once-coveted office, a stepping-stone to a knighthood, was concerned mainly with the tiresome, and uncertain, task of raising money. Professor Goodhart had surprised his colleagues by being unusually successful, in this regard. His latest acquisition, as he liked to call it, was the promise of tens of millions of dollars from Panrustica, plc, the world’s largest life sciences company, based in Zurich. They had offered to fund the School of Botany for ten years in return for exclusive rights to the department’s research.

Professor Goodhart did not pretend to understand the finer details of this research, but the company had made it clear, by their generous offer, how much it was valued in the commercial world. At Oxford, he understood only too well what the funds could do for the School of Botany, which was virtually bankrupt. He had vigorously supported Panrustica’s proposal, and his promotional activities on the company’s behalf had deeply divided the academic staff, the younger ones seeing a link with business as the only way to survive in an age of harsh cuts in public funds; the older ones decrying the loss of academic freedom and what the science professors called the purity of their profession. Goodhart himself had thrived on the controversy, pointing to the deal one of Panrustica’s smaller competitors had done with the University of California at Berkeley. Berkeley had simply pocketed 25 million dollars, Goodhart stressed to his colleagues; nothing sinister had happened. He enjoyed his contacts with the corporate world, and he loved being summoned to the ministry in London to discuss government policy. And more than anything else, he admitted, but only to himself, he loved the publicity. For the first time in his life he had been on television, several times in recent months. He had been profiled in the newspapers, in mostly flattering ways, and as he walked around Oxford, ordinary people recognized him and sought his views, and not just on the tedious topic of university funding.

What none of his colleagues knew was that Panrustica had recently sweetened their proposal with a personal one for Professor Goodhart. They had suggested that he might like to abandon his long university career and join the company’s board full-time. At first, he was astonished at their brashness. It was a bribe in any language—and he politely refused. But a certain Mr. Richard Eikel, an American who was the company’s chief counsel, kept coming back and raising the compensation he would receive. It now stood at the princely sum of half a million dollars a year—unheard-of riches in British academia.

There would be an apartment in Zurich and an expense account for unlimited trips back and forth from England. At last, he would be able to treat his wife, Pamela, to the Continental experience, as she put it, that he had always promised her, one day. Most summers, the Goodharts, having put five girls through private schools, could not even afford a week in Normandy, let alone a time-share house in Provence. Zurich might not be Paris, but it was Continental, better than Paris in some ways for their age.

Goodhart had decided to accept the appointment. He would not miss the stifling confinement of historical research, or stuffy dons stranded in their limited universe, or indolent students protesting about things they knew little about, and definitely not the mediocre meals at high table. Indeed, he would not miss the whole damned effete university existence.

He knew the dons would call it a bribe. Let them, he told himself. He now saw it as the just reward for years of exemplary service to the university and for his groundbreaking innovations for raising funds. On the board of Panrustica, plc, he had persuaded himself, his contribution would steer corporate policy on the environment and world health in a new, exciting, and socially responsible direction. Tomorrow he would lunch with Mr. Eikel, at Oxford’s Randolph Hotel, and formally accept his seat on the board.

To ready himself for this event, and plan properly for the storm that he knew would follow, Professor Goodhart had told his secretary, Ms. Anna Bridgland, that he had to study the confidential draft of a Cabinet Office report supporting the Panrustica deal. She had promised to see that he was not disturbed.

In this moment, a glance in an antique curved mirror on his office wall added to his satisfaction. Professor Goodhart saw a man of distinction, silver-haired, a few lines across the forehead, but still handsome nevertheless. He smiled contentedly, adjusting his pose for the minor distortions in the glass, and then sat in his favorite chair overlooking the quadrangle to begin his personal reflections. But he had been alone for barely five minutes when there was an urgent knock on the door.

Ms. Bridgland was unusually flustered, her hands clasped tightly to her slight bosom, a deep frown on her face, as though she had experienced something dreadful.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt you, Vice-chancellor, but the police are here. There’s been a break-in at the University Museum and er, er, some things stolen.”

“The police? Well, let them in, Ms. Bridgland.”

Goodhart rose to his feet as she ushered in Detective Inspector Charles Davenport of the Oxford Constabulary, the police liaison officer with the university. Davenport was a veteran of the Oxford force; he had seen vice-chancellors come and go. The relationship between himself and Professor Goodhart, each of them would say, was stiff but cordial.

“Sorry to bother you, sir,” Davenport began. “It’s the museum, the School of Botany lab. We were called at ten o’clock this morning and notified of a break-in.”

“A break-in?” asked the vice-chancellor, his brow furrowing.

“Yes, sir, some plant seeds have apparently been stolen from a safe on the first floor. Normally I would not have bothered you with such a trivial incident, sir, but there was a note on file from you that any security issue associated with the botany labs should be reported directly to you personally.”

“Seeds?” asked the vice-chancellor, his voice rising.

“Yes, sir,” said the inspector, producing his notebook, for reference.

“Do sit down, Inspector.”

“Two intruders, most likely a man and a woman according to the muddy footprints, sir, entered the University Museum through the service door between three and three thirty a.m. when the security guard was on his tea break. The footprints led across the main hall, past the museum’s fossil collection, and the dinosaurs. You know the ones I mean, sir.”

“Yes, yes,” said Goodhart, impatiently. He was sitting at his desk listening intently to the inspector’s report and writing furiously on a notepad.

The footprints ended at the steps leading to the second floor, Davenport said. Even so, he was in no doubt that the intruders had climbed the steps and then entered the laboratory’s main door, which was apparently open. There were no signs of forced entry.

“They knew what they were doing, definitely, sir,” said the inspector. “No visible damage, either to the door or the lock, only to the partition into the professor’s office.”

The vice-chancellor nodded again and scribbled “No Damage” in large letters on his notepad.

“Professor’s office? You mean Professor Scott’s office?”

“Precisely, sir.”

“But the seeds, inspector. Seeds were taken, you said?”

“Yes, sir, it appears so.”

“Seeds,” the vice-chancellor wrote on the notepad, underlining the word several times.

The seeds were in white cotton bags, said Inspector Davenport. The safe had been expertly opened, again without damage.

“White bags in safe,” the vice-chancellor wrote on his pad. He had a good-enough picture of the little white bags, tied tightly at the neck with cotton. Professor Scott had shown him dozens of these bags of seeds during a tour of the museum depository only three weeks earlier.

The stolen seeds were coded with the letters NS and SP, said Davenport, looking up again at the vice-chancellor.

“Apparently they stood for the Russian cities of Novosibirsk and St. Petersburg, sir.”

“Russian, eh? How do we know that?”

“Information from a lab employee, sir,” said the inspector. “A researcher named Karen Lichfield is helping with our inquiries. That’s what she told us.”

Nothing else in the depository appeared to be missing, Davenport reported, although there were items of considerable value, antique microscopes and such, the usual lab paraphernalia, and, of course, desktop computers. They were all accounted for and were being checked.

“When did this happen, did you say?” asked the vice-chancellor. He had now stopped writing on his pad and was orienting himself rapidly. This could be much worse, he knew, than the loss of expensive microscopes or even the prized museum exhibits that drew visitors from around the world.

“We think very early this Monday morning in the small hours, sir, as I said, when the security guard was taking his tea. It was only discovered when the staff came back to work after the weekend.”

“Any ideas, any clues as to who, Inspector?”

“Only that it could have been an inside job. A jealous researcher trying to sabotage a colleague’s work. We have seen that type before, especially towards the end of the academic year. We’ve cordoned off the building, again according to your special instructions for botany labs, sir, and will have two constables on duty. I just wanted to drop by, as a courtesy, sir. We would like to start interviewing the staff…with your permission, of course.”

The vice-chancellor hesitated, weighing several options.

“I must inform the ministry before we do anything, Inspector. After all, they own the seeds.”

He was peering at the inspector over the top of his reading glasses, and Davenport shifted impatiently in his chair, anxious to leave.

“Inspector, why don’t I see how the ministry would like to handle this matter; it may be more delicate than it appears. It shouldn’t take more than an hour at most. You haven’t left anything out, odd details that might be useful to the minister, perhaps?”

“Can’t think of any, sir,” said Davenport, rising from his chair. “We’re not rushing to investigate this one, sir. We have our hands full, as you can imagine, what with the students back.”

“Yes, Inspector, we all have our hands full, but I thank you for your report, most commendable, as always. And please make sure the lab is properly secured, as per my instructions.”

The vice-chancellor turned, a move of dismissal designed to let the inspector know he was the busier of the two men and that university affairs were more important than police work. Davenport, familiar with the gesture, let himself out.

When the door had closed, Professor Goodhart moved swiftly back to his desk. Inspector Davenport could easily dismiss the theft of a handful of seeds, but Goodhart knew better. These could be Professor Scott’s apomixis seeds, possibly some of the most valuable seeds in the world, seeds, he knew, that were priced by his future employer, Panrustica, at tens of millions of dollars, which probably meant billions. Goodhart shuddered at the thought.

He picked up the phone and pushed the button for the School of Botany. When the operator answered—she took her time, he thought—he asked for the professor. Professor Scott had not been in all day: in fact, he had not been seen since last Friday and the only person in the museum’s laboratories was a senior researcher named Karen Lichfield. The vice-chancellor asked to be put through to her.

“Ms. Lichfield, this is the vice-chancellor speaking. I am bothering you—and I apologize for that—but I am calling about last night’s break-in, as you might have imagined. I cannot find Professor Scott. Have you any idea where he is?”

He was using his most official, lordly tone.

Scott had not been around since Friday, she said. That was not so unusual, she was starting to explain when the vice-chancellor interrupted.

“Who was working directly with Professor Scott on apomixis?”

“A Russian researcher, Tanya Petrovskaya.”

“Put me through to her, would you, Ms. Lichfield?”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t. She hasn’t been in since Friday either. I called her at home but there was no reply.”

“Ms. Lichfield, kindly tell members of staff not to talk to the press or to anyone, including family members, about the break-in.” Goodhart’s voice became measurably sharper as he delivered his orders.

Karen Lichfield showed her willingness to help.

“Yes, sir,” she said, and again, “Yes, sir.”

“And if you find out where the professor is, give me a call at my rooms in Balliol.”

Then he rang off and called Scott’s home in North Oxford. There was no reply. He called Inspector Davenport’s office and asked him to send a squad car to the professor’s house in Squitchey Lane. Fifteen minutes later, at 3:45 p.m., a police sergeant called back. There was no reply to a ring at the professor’s front door. The police had been round the back of the house into the garden, where the next-door neighbor, an elderly woman, had introduced herself as Miss Richards. She said she believed the professor was off on one of his rambles or cycling tours. She had seen the milk bottles on his doorstep that morning and had taken them into her house, as she usually did when he was away.

The vice-chancellor looked at his watch, wondering how long he could keep the ministry waiting, when Ms. Bridgland knocked on his door. She was holding a copy of the Oxford Chronicle and reading to him the story in the Stop Press, “Burglary at Oxford Museum.”

“Dammit,” Professor Goodhart exclaimed. He knew that he could not delay telling the ministry a moment longer.








Three



The new Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries, Aneurin Williams, alerted by the vice-chancellor’s call, was in his office early on Tuesday morning, thumbing through the Arthur Hemmings file. His ministry, fondly known as Ag & Fish, was housed in one of Whitehall’s drafty neoclassical relics, reflecting a distant time when Britain’s food production was more closely linked to its colonies. Oil portraits of Britain’s great botanists and plant breeders peered down from oak-paneled walls. The minister’s office was as big as a ballroom, with heavy glass chandeliers and Oriental rugs—bigger than the Bethesda Chapel in Merthyr Tydfyl was how the minister’s personal aide, Merrill Davies, described it.

In all criminal investigations with potential to disrupt the nation’s food supply, it was the minister’s prerogative to choose his personal agent from the Office of Food Security, a clandestine service of the British government whose exploits were never made public until many years after the event, if at all. The theft of seeds from the School of Botany had been given top priority at the ministry, and agent Arthur Hemmings was at the top of the list.

“Best possible man for the job,” Davies had told his boss without hesitation.

“First-rate qualifications. Detailed knowledge of Scott’s seed research. Excellent background. Father was a physicist in our atomic bomb project. A first-rate scientist and a good detective. Hemmings has worked for OFS as a forensic biologist for twenty years—on everything from wine scandals to biological weapons. A full and successful life in the service of his country, Minister.”

Scanning Arthur Hemmings’s long list of scientific qualifications, his languages—French and Russian and some German—his excellent work on Soviet agriculture during the last years of the Cold War, his reputation as a fast worker, Williams could not disagree. The minister was especially impressed by the results of Hemmings’s last physical exam, six months ago, that had concluded he was in excellent shape for fifty-two.

“Don’t want any sluggards on this job,” Williams muttered to himself.

Only a few entries gave the minister pause—prolonged bouts of drinking at Oxford and then again at the University of Colorado; a failed marriage to an American as a graduate student; a short-fused temper, a trait that seemed to be growing with age; uncertain politics in the seventies.

One entry stopped Williams from reading on: “1972-4 marched in aid of CFMAG.”

“What the hell was that?” Williams asked.

“I believe it was the Committee for Freedom in Mozambique, Angola and Guinea,” replied Davies, proud of his knowledge of such matters, including this long-defunct group. “You know, Minister, get the Portuguese colonists out of Africa, that sort of thing.”

“Yes, I heard that he was a marcher,” Williams said, scornfully. “I don’t want any bloody radicals on my watch.”

“He’s no Tory, but he’s no radical either,” said Davies. “Independent, you could say, sometimes fiercely so. He needs a licensed driver, but don’t worry, Minister. I’m it.”

“And somebody has to explain the importance of this bloody apomixis that Scott was working on,” Williams said. “Why the hell can’t scientists use terms everybody can all understand?”

“Again, Minister, the best person for that is Hemmings. He knows the science.”

“To hell with the science, Davies, what’s the threat? The economics. The politics.”

“Well, Minister, they call it the race to find a supergene that controls asexual reproduction in plants, known as apomixis. Whoever finds the gene, or group of genes, and patents it, controls world food production. It’s sort of that simple.” Here Davies paused to let the idea register.

“It would revolutionize crop breeding, drastically cut the costs of seed production, and open up breeding of à la carte plants that could produce pharmaceuticals, plastics, or any raw materials, not just food. Companies like Panrustica are willing to pay handsomely for exclusive rights to university research, as you know. Apomixis research in American colleges is already being funded by one of Panrustica’s rivals.”

He paused again to let the minister catch up.

“To agribusiness it’s the ticket to the future—but only if they can patent the research. Agribusiness executives are terrified that if they don’t own the apomixis supergene through a patent, they will lose their opportunity to control the entire food chain.”

He paused again as the minister’s scowl deepened.

“They fear a competitor or a liberal professor like Scott will try and put the invention into a ‘patent commons’ where everyone can share it, improve it, and use it, free of charge, like open-source software. Scott’s plan offers farmers freedom from the domination of the seed companies. It moves capital from suits to serfs, instead of serfs to suits. Politically, the West is also worried Russia or China will get there first.”

“Nicely put, Davies. I think I get it. You’re assuming the seeds stolen from the museum contained the supergene, is that it?”

“It’s possible; we’re not sure. That’s where Hemmings comes in, Minister.”

“OK. OK. We need your friend to help us,” Williams grunted as he went back to reading the file.

Merrill Davies looked out the window and down onto Whitehall, where the morning rush hour was in full cry. In two decades since leaving rural Wales, Merrill had never got used to the rush hour, and to miss it, he came to work shortly after dawn and left after a couple of pints in the George V. Since he was a bachelor, these hours were easy to keep and had become a habit, a good habit that had brought with it a good reputation at the ministry. Ag & Fish ministers he had served, and Williams was the fifth, thought it was his devotion to them personally. He had never told anyone, not even his friend, Arthur Hemmings, the real reason. Now this new Minister Williams was arriving early and leaving late, just like him, and Merrill found it unsettling. His carefully carved-out space had been invaded, and it had already threatened to sour his relationship with his new boss, at least in his own mind. He had not taken to Williams in any case. The man had a reputation as a sly operator, spreading his considerable charm only when votes or careers, mostly his own, were at stake.

As Merrill waited for his boss’s decision, the only sound in the office was the minister’s grunting. He did not ask any more questions. Merrill knew Arthur would get the job—there was really no one else with so many of the necessary qualifications—and he was looking forward to working closely with his unpredictable but wise old friend.

After a few minutes, Williams cleared his throat.

“Bring in Hemmings, then,” he barked, more a voice of resignation than satisfaction, Merrill noted. Arthur had only met Williams once and had instantly disliked him. “Beware the black-haired Celt,” Arthur had said to Merrill, who took it as a compliment to himself. Williams was black-haired and sleek—in contrast to Merrill, whose unruly thicket of red hair always made him look slightly underdressed, even for Ag & Fish. There would be more than the usual friction between Arthur and the minister in the days ahead, Merrill feared.
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