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Desperate Measures




Audrey stood on the ledge of the roof
overlooking the flower beds as a gentle breeze carried the pleasant
fragrances across the well-kept lawn. She should have seen through
the deception, but then, hindsight is an excellent teacher. His
betrayal had stung, affecting her very soul because she had
believed him, refusing to recognize his faults, and there were
many. Paul had seduced her, even though she had been a willing
participant, believing his every word.

Paul is too selfish with an ego the size of
Texas! Whatever were you thinking? Father was right ... I am book
smart, but not streetwise, Audrey thought. How could I have been so
blind? Yet isn’t love blind ... and deaf ... and dumb?

It would not take long to discover the truth
once the Oversight Committee began its investigation. Paul told her
the Board had approved his experiments. She could have checked the
paperwork, she should have inspected his lab, but she didn’t, which
is why her name would be forever tarnished. The name her father had
given her, a respected name, a prodigious member of society. How
could she face the man who had given her not only life, but also a
prestigious lineage? She was of the privileged class and given
opportunities most people dreamed about. Her father had spared no
expense with her upbringing, providing an education reminiscent of
the scholarly pursuits of Renaissance aristocrats. A Nobel
laureate, Audrey won the coveted prize for her work with
recombinant DNA, receiving the recognition on her thirty-fifth
birthday.

The harmonious sound of the nocturnal
creatures was calming. Watching the feathery clouds floating across
the moonlit sky was mesmerizing. Nature’s beauty was invigorating,
reminding her that life was a precious gift. Her death would only
make things worse, taking her own life was not the answer, yet the
thought was tempting. Her once bright future was now destroyed
because she had trusted the wrong man. Heaven might forgive her,
but Audrey could not forgive herself.

Take the easy way out and jump, echoed in her
ear. Do it!

***

Audrey’s years of employment at the Institute
were gratifying. She enjoyed her work, being branded a workaholic
by family and friends. As time went on, and the grants poured in,
Audrey was tempted to join the private sector ... the top five
corporations in the industry were interested in funding her
projects. However, Titan Enterprises with their proverbial golden
carrot, succeeded in whisking her away from the halls of
Academia.

It was as if God had spoken when her every
request was granted. Her laboratory no longer comprised one floor,
but the entire building! She was given an apartment on sublevel-1
that also housed a gym with an Olympic-sized pool. In addition to
the standard perks, she became a shareholder in the company, a feat
not easily attained in the current economic environment.

Within one month, Audrey sold her condo and
took up residence at Titan Enterprises because she had rarely been
home, seldom working an eight hour day, and her social life
suffered. To be truthful, it was non-existent. The days became
weeks and weeks became months, and time passed. Audrey remained in
the lab, having her meals delivered most days since breakthroughs
took time, and patience was not one of her virtues.

It had been said that genetic engineering was
against God’s teaching, that man had no right to change what the
Lord had created. Yet her work was recognized, and she did win the
Noble prize. Manipulating DNA to improve the human condition was
within her reach, and Audrey had the wherewithal to achieve her
goals.

***

“Good morning,” the security guard said to
Audrey as she showed him her badge before heading towards the
elevator.

Audrey entered the lift, but a hand prevented
the doors from closing.

“Sorry about that,” the man said. “We haven’t
met ... I’m Paul ... Paul Ploughman.”

“Audrey Baines.”

“I know who you are, Dr. Baines,” Paul
interrupted. “I have been assigned as your assistant.”

“I already have an assistant,” Audrey
interjected.

“Poor choice of words, please forgive me ...
colleague would be more accurate,” Paul replied as they entered the
third floor and headed towards Audrey’s office.

Once inside, Paul proceeded to explain his
position, passionately describing his work with mutated animals and
reproductive cloning. Audrey listened with half an ear while
scrolling through her emails, looking for a missed notification
informing her of Dr. Ploughman’s arrival. Working twelve hours a
day or more in the lab left precious little time to check her
inbox. Anyway, if it were that important, Corporate would pick up
the phone, wouldn’t they?

Perhaps they did try to call, Audrey thought
as she glanced at the flashing red light, which indicated waiting
messages.

“One minute, please,” Audrey interrupted
while retrieving her voice mailbox.

Paul smiled, leaned back in the chair,
glancing through the glass windows that enclosed the office. The
lab was pristine and was filled with the latest, most expensive
equipment on the market, but three workstations were noticeably
bereft of tenancy. This was Dr. Baines inner sanctum, her personal
laboratory that she did not share with any of the staff, the empty
cubicles attesting to the supposition.

“This is going to be easier than I thought,”
Paul mumbled beneath his breath, his words muffled by his clasped
hands covering his mouth.

“I apologize, Dr. Ploughman...”

“Paul.”

“Paul,” Audrey continued. “I have been
working late, and I have not checked my messages for a couple of
days.”

“Weeks, I would think,” Paul whispered.

“Did you say something?”

“I should not have surprised you at the
elevator,” Paul lied. “The fault is mine.”

“You are too kind. Should we start again? I
fear we may have gotten off on the wrong foot.”

“My sole purpose is to help you prove your
theories. I do not have ego issues ... fame means nothing to me. I
am interested in the end product ... creating a perfect clone. That
is your goal, is it not?”

Audrey shifted in her chair. She was
uncomfortable, but she did not know why. Was it hearing the words
she had only thought, or was it something else? He was charismatic,
handsome, and personable. Audrey had forgotten what it felt like to
be attracted to a man on a social level, and she unexpectedly felt
lonely, an emotion she thought she had buried on the day she had
set foot in her lab.

***

Initially, the relationship between Drs.
Baines and Ploughman was strictly professional. Paul did tread
carefully, not wishing to reveal his motives prematurely, motives
that had been sanctioned by his superior, Dr. Martin Wheel, who was
also Chairman of the Board. His plan was simple, shadow the famed
scientist for a month, observing her interaction with her peers
while creating a psychological profile. Work was a remedy, but not
the cure. Beneath the bravado stood a woman craving love in Paul’s
opinion. He would exploit this weakness, gaining her trust and
affection. It would not be difficult to seduce such a lovely
creature, and Paul was looking forward to the challenge, playing a
game without sharing the rules. And he would win, he always did.
This time, nothing would stop him. This time, he would succeed.
There was no turning back.

***

Although Audrey was the Director of her
laboratory with autonomous control, she acquiesced, giving Paul
free rein to concentrate on his own experiments while collaborating
on her research. In the beginning, their conversations were about
work, Titan Enterprises, and the weather. One day, Paul had asked
her about the Nobel Prize and from that day forward, their talks
became more personal.

Audrey had fallen in love, and she remembered
exactly when she had succumbed to Dr. Ploughman’s appealing
demeanor that masked his sinister intentions. It had been a long
day, and Paul was already in the lift when she glanced in his
direction, her heart suddenly aflutter, and her face was afire as
she blushed. That was the night she realized the true depth of her
feelings and that frightened her.

He doesn’t have to know, but what if he
already knows?

When Audrey took the elevator to sublevel-1,
her thoughts were chaotic. Beads of sweat formed upon her face, her
palms were sweaty, and rapid heartbeats echoed in her ear. Her
anxiety heightened when the doors opened, and she saw Paul standing
before her, holding a bottle of wine and Chinese takeout.

“Please, don’t be angry,” Paul said. “I would
have asked you to dinner, but I was afraid you would say no ... so
I bribed the guard ... hope you like Chinese.”

“I could have both you and the guard fired,”
Audrey replied.

“But you won’t, will you?”

Audrey reached into her pocket, took out her
cell and was scrolling through her contact list when Paul grabbed
the phone and kissed her on the lips, a mere whisper, gentle and
tender.

“I care for you, Audrey, and I know you care
for me. Give us a chance, please.”

“There is no us.”

“There will be. What are you afraid of? I
don’t bite.”

“I don’t know you,” Audrey stammered.

“That’s why people date. Come on, take a
risk. What’s the worst that will happen? You’ll fire me? Besides,
isn’t Chinese your favorite? We wouldn’t want all this food to go
to waste, now would we?”

Audrey did not notice Paul’s haughty look
when she invited him into her apartment. She felt the chemistry
between them and gave herself willingly to the man who had captured
her heart.

***

The affair was kept secret from everyone,
except for one guard, Robert Nelson, whose machinations made the
lovers’ tryst possible. Audrey was so besotted with Paul that she
failed to see the danger when the brilliant scientist suggested
they inject mutated growth genes into the somatic cells of cloned
embryos. She had assumed animal surrogates, an assumption that
would forever haunt her dreams.

Since Dr. Baines’ third floor lab was off
limits to everyone, even the guards, the experiments could be
performed covertly. Audrey should have suspected Paul’s intent when
he renovated forty percent of available space, using contractors he
personally hired, men with dubious reputations whose silence had
been bought. When the security system was installed, Audrey was
conveniently meeting with Martin, discussing next year’s budget, so
her retinal scan could not be obtained.

The daily routine was the same once the
refurbishing was completed. Since the two of them rarely spoke
during the day, being thoroughly engrossed in their work, Audrey
paid little heed to Paul’s presence or lack thereof. In fact, most
nights, it was Paul who stood silently before her, waiting for her
to finish whatever she had been working on. He would insist they
call it a night, charming her with his wit, speaking loving words,
words she so desperately needed to hear.

They would have dinner in her apartment
before culminating their passion, fulfilling love’s gentle song
before falling asleep in each other’s arms. Only Paul did not
sleep. He would slip away, returning to the lab and continuing his
work. He was close, so very close; his excitement heightened with
each success. It was time to find a surrogate, and in the stillness
of the night, he placed the call.

“It’s me. Were you successful?”

“I was. When do you want delivery?”

“Give me two days,” Paul replied before
hanging up the phone and returning to Audrey’s bed.

***

“What a lovely surprise,” Audrey said as Paul
led her into the dining room shrouded in candle light. “But what is
the occasion?”

“Do I need an occasion to remind you how much
you mean to me?”

Audrey embraced the man she had fallen in
love with, the perfect partner to share life’s journey. She walked
to the table, allowing herself to be seated and was glowing when
she heard Tannhäuser: Pilgrim’s Chorus playing softly, her favorite
Wagner piece setting the mood for a romantic evening.

Paul lifted the silver dome cover, revealing
a dish of smoked salmon and dill crepes.

“Did you prepare this?”

“I cannot lie to you,” Paul replied as he
poured the wine. “I must confess, I had some help.”

“Robert, yes?”

“You know me so well, my love. I trust you
are pleased?”

“Paul, I don’t know what to say ... I never
expected...”

Paul kissed Audrey, a pleasant interruption
stifling her words. He smiled when he pulled away, a mischievous
grin upon his face as he sat down. They ate silently, their eyes
depicting the love that passed between them. She never noticed Paul
refilling her glass, nor did she notice that he had not touched a
drop of the heady beverage.

“Dance with me,” Paul said as he lifted
Audrey off the chair, but her legs gave way, and she fell into his
arms.

“I think I had too much to drink.”

Audrey buried her head into his chest as he
carried her into the bedroom and placed her upon the bed. He sat
beside her, holding her hand until it went limp. Paul snapped his
fingers near her ear, but she did not respond. Satisfied that the
sedative had worked so quickly, he removed his vibrating cell,
glancing at the text message as he hurried towards the
stairwell.

We are waiting.

***

The seasons came and went, and Dr. Baines
hadn’t made any progress with her research. She became withdrawn,
oblivious to everything other than her work. It was very late when
her experiment finally succeeded, when the replicated genetic code
did not mutate after she had tweaked the sequence. She wanted to
share her findings and sought Paul.

Rushing across the length of the laboratory,
Paul was nowhere to be found.

He could not have left, could he? Audrey
thought while opening the door to Dr. Ploughman’s office.

Sitting in Paul’s chair, she glanced about
the room, Spartan in its appearance, which was surprising. The
cubicles were all empty, and the vaulted room had no windows, which
piqued her curiosity. She walked over to the doorway, placed her
eye in front of the scanner, but was unsettled when she was denied
entry.

Returning to Paul’s office, she searched the
desk drawers looking for an override key, the required failsafe
that was noticeably absent. Audrey ultimately hacked the system,
opening the well-lit chamber without setting off any alarms, or so
she thought. She grasped the door frame, starring at the horrific
scene before her. Mutated embryos and fetuses were encased in
formaldehyde-filled jars, but she gasped when she saw the women,
six of them in a comatose state and all noticeably pregnant.

Audrey stepped backwards, falling against the
wall. She was trembling as she tried to grasp the enormity of what
she had just witnessed. This had happened on her watch, and she
would be held accountable for such atrocities.

***

“That’s right, Audrey, jump. You haven’t the
guts to succeed in this business.”

“How dare you!” Audrey yelled, turning to
face Paul whose arrogant demeanor fueled her anger. “What gave you
the right!”

“You did, so don’t be so high and mighty
ethical.” Paul sneered. “You’ve been frustrated by the rules, admit
it.”

“You are playing God!”

“Listen to yourself,” Paul retorted. “You’ve
been replicating DNA because you believe in cloning...”

“You’re killing women,” Audrey
interrupted.

“They would have died eventually.”

“Are you insane?”

“They were homeless, living miserable lives,
but now, they are contributing members of society, sacrificing
their meager existence for the good of humanity.”

“You are no better than Eduard Wirths...”

“The Nazis were inhumane and evil. How dare
you compare me to such wickedness! These women are not
suffering.”

“Did they give you their permission?”

“It’s not important.”

“I loved you ... I still love you.” Audrey
wept. “How could you betray me?”

Paul attempted to embrace her, but she shied
away from his touch.

“We could collaborate now that you have seen
my work.”

“We will be arrested and tried for crimes
against humanity.”

“I don’t think so,” said a deep voice as a
shadowy figure approached.

“You knew?” Audrey asked in disbelief.

“My dear child, I am Titan Enterprises,” Dr.
Wheel said. “Nothing happens without my knowledge and approval. We,
Paul and I, were hoping you would work with us, but Paul had
reservations, which is why we hadn’t made you privy to the project.
Your little escapade this evening doesn’t change anything. We will
develop the means to clone perfect human beings with or without
your help. Once you get over the initial shock, you’ll agree that
our methods are necessary, if we are to succeed in this lifetime.
The decision is yours ... you will not be coerced. Why not sleep on
it and give me your answer in the morning?”

“I don’t need to sleep on it ... the answer
is no.”

“As you wish,” Dr. Wheel replied.

“What happens to me now?”

“You are not a prisoner here,” Dr. Wheel
reminded her. “You are welcome to stay or leave. Whatever you feel
comfortable doing. However, you will be required to sign a
nondisclosure agreement prior to resigning.”

“I will be in your office tomorrow morning,”
Audrey said as she headed towards the stairwell. “I’ll be staying
at the Holiday Inn until I can vacate the apartment.”

***

Paul walked into his office, tossed his keys
on the desk, donned a lab coat, and looked into the scanner, which
opened the steel door. The six women that Audrey discovered had
died when the fetuses aborted due to the manipulated genetic code.
He was most fortunate that another donor was found so quickly.

Putting on his sterile gloves, Paul
impregnated the comatose woman with the somatic cells containing
his DNA. Why shouldn’t the first successful human clone be his
identical twin? He was the perfect male specimen after all.

Once the procedure was completed, Paul stood
over the woman, running his fingers across the side of her face.
She was beautiful with a well-curved body, the perfect host to
carry his seed. He held her hand and kissed the tip of her fingers,
looking through the closed eyelids while remembering how they
sparkled.

“Oh, Audrey, why couldn’t you have said
yes?”

 

 



 


 


Forbidden Lore


Night was setting upon crumbling headstones.
The centuries old cemetery was forgotten by most people, except for
the High-priestess whose ethereal presence heightened the fear of
those who dared walk the burial ground in the darkness.

Arianna was becoming concerned as shades of
twilight enveloped the countryside. They had been warned the
graveyard entrance was locked at dusk. If they did not return to
the car now, right at that moment, they would be trapped. How would
they survive until morning? There had been stories, but maybe that
was what they were ... just stories. Walking through the knee-high
grass in a clearing surrounded by willow trees and ancient oaks was
unsettling. She sensed a malevolent spirit lurking within the
shadows, awaiting release at sunset.

“Ethan, we have to leave now, before the
gates close! Ethan ... Ethan! Where are you?”

“Up here!” Ethan shouted. “I found it!
Hurry!”

Arianna ran up the hill, trying not to panic
when Ethan was lost to her view. She tripped over a tree root,
falling face down on the rock-strewn path. Her clothes stuck to her
sweaty flesh, and a cold shiver ran up her spine as the sound of
squeaking gates closing echoed in the stillness.

“I will fear no evil, for thou art with me,”
Arianna prayed as she rose to her feet.

A chilly wind rustled the weeping willow
branches, its limbs wrapping around her legs, preventing her
escape.

“Ethan! Help me!” Arianna screamed as she
tried to untangle herself.

“You should have heeded the warning.”

Arianna glanced about, looking for the person
who had spoken, but no one was there. Struggling tightened the
binding twigs, yet she was determined to escape. She tried to snap
the branches, but they were too thick. Her hands were ripped and
bleeding, the blood dripping onto the bough, absorbed by the
willow, giving it life.

There was no moon on this night, making it
difficult to discern the shadowy shapes. Arianna knew she was not
alone. He was watching her, waiting, but waiting for what? Who was
he? And what had happened to Ethan?

“Who is there? Please help me.”

He bent over her, cutting the jagged sticks
before sweeping her into his arms.

“Put me down ... let go of me!”

When he only tightened his grip, Arianna knew
she was in trouble.

***

The day was like any other. Arianna made
Ethan breakfast, drove him to the station, and then went to work.
She was looking forward to the long weekend, hoping to spend time
with her husband, a rarity these days it seemed, with Ethan so
engrossed in tracing his lineage.

Being a Northerner born and bred, Arianna had
little interest in visiting the Southern States. While she wasn’t
thrilled about riding through the Deep South searching for Ethan’s
distant relatives, she did understand why he was so driven. His
happy childhood ended when he was placed in foster care after the
death of his parents in a car accident. An unpleasant experience,
which necessitated a few years of therapy once he reached his
maturity.

They met in New York on 9/11 - of all dates,
when the world as they knew it vanished, an innocence lost forever
as the country became enmeshed in the war on terror. Fortunately,
the conference they both attended was held at the Waldorf Astoria,
roughly seven miles from lower Manhattan, which kept the guests out
of harm’s way. Since planes were grounded, Ethan had no choice but
to extend his stay at the hotel. He used the time wisely, courting
the woman who eventually became his wife.

Settling into a comfortable life in the
suburbs, Ethan became one of the millions of commuters working in
Manhattan. He joined a prestigious law firm, rising to the top
quickly, making partner within four years. Arianna was a Public
Defender whose reputation for championing the innocent
disadvantaged was well known throughout the county. Adept at
criminal law, she also accepted pro bono cases with an impressive
win rate.

Court was in recess, and Arianna left the
office early. She picked up the dry cleaning, bought groceries, and
ordered takeout from Red Lobster, which was one of their favorite
restaurants. Arianna arrived home minutes before FedEx rang her
doorbell. After signing for the envelope addressed to Ethan, she
tossed it on the table before returning to the kitchen.

***

Following dinner, Ethan went into the study,
mail in hand, deciding to pay some bills before going to bed. He
checked his emails, scrolling through the notifications for
messages that required immediate replies. While reading the screen,
he pulled the tear strip, opening the FedEx packet.

“Arianna ... Arianna!”

“Be right there.”

When Arianna walked into the room, she
noticed Ethan’s perplexed look. Sitting on the edge of his desk,
their eyes locked; she knew that something was wrong.

“What is it?”

Ethan handed her the amulet, but she did not
recognize the symbols.

“Where did it come from?”

“It was delivered in this,” Ethan replied,
pointing to the FedEx envelope.

“The return address?”

“The Hudson River.”

“Excuse me?”

“Pier 40 with a bogus Corporate name.”

“No letter?”

“Just this,” Ethan said, handing her an index
card that read: For your protection if you fail to heed the
warning.

“What warning?”

“I don’t know?”

“Your cell vibrated during dinner, have you
checked your messages?”

Ethan’s face turned ashen when he read the
text.

If you value your life, do not return to your
roots. Only death awaits you.

***

There was a Hampton Inn deep in the heart of
Dixie, which was comfortable. The countryside was right out of Gone
with the Wind, and Arianna expected to see slaves toiling in the
fields.

“How on earth do they support themselves?”
Arianna asked Ethan who was looking over the map since the GPS
would be useless without a specific street address.

“It’s a rural area, that’s all. They commute
like the rest of us,” Ethan replied as he grabbed the car keys.
“Let’s go ... I don’t want to wait until tomorrow.”

“If we get lost...”

“We’re not going to get lost! The road ends
at the cemetery.”

“Remember what the desk clerk said ... they
close the gates at night to keep the kids out.”

“We’ll be done by then. How hard can it be to
find the mausoleum? If my information is correct, it will be the
tallest building on the grounds. Easy to spot.”

“What about the folklore? You are going to
listen to the warnings, aren’t you?”

“Surely, you don’t believe that nonsense
about spirits claiming the souls of the living? You’ve been
watching too many movies.”

“How do you explain the people that have gone
missing? Or the bodies they found drained of blood?” Arianna
asked.

“Seriously?” Ethan said. “Look, if you’re
that uptight, wait for me here. I won’t be long.”

“Don’t be stupid, I’m going with you. I’m
just being cautious. Besides, why are we here, anyway? I honestly
don’t understand what it is we’re looking for.”

“I need to see the bodies...”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“My mother’s family settled in these parts,
leaving Salem during the witch hunts, fearing for their lives. I
found a reference to a woman named Sarah Wyatt ... that was my
mother’s name. It said she was found guilty of witchcraft and was
put to death. Her mutilated body was buried in the family
crypt.”

“And what, your mother was the reincarnation
of the witch they murdered? Give me a break!”

“Arianna, stop being so melodramatic. I
simply want to know my family’s history and if this horrific story
is true. That’s all. If we find out today, then we can leave
tomorrow.”

Ethan followed the road skirting the forest,
which led them deeper into the untamed countryside while Arianna
shifted in her seat, feeling a sense of foreboding as the treetops
obscured the sun. There was not a living creature in sight, human
or animal, and the GPS had lost the satellite connection. She
pulled out her cell and was disconcerted because there was no
service, and Ethan’s phone also showed no bars.

“If we break down, they’ll never find us,”
Arianna told him.

“The guy who opens and closes the gates
travels this road every day. You worry too much.”

“Did you see that!” Arianna interrupted,
pointing to a figure running through the trees. “It looks like Big
Foot!”

“Next you’ll be telling me there’s an alien
spacecraft hovering above us.”

“Now you’re making fun of me,” Arianna
replied tersely. “There’s something unnatural about this
place.”

Ethan slowed down as he approached the
entrance, stopping before the gates, the archway intricately
designed by skilled craftsmen centuries ago. The fencing was
embellished with welded quad finials atop the pickets, enhancing
its beauty. Arianna snapped a picture with her cell, wishing she
had the foresight to



***
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