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      The darkness pervaded the twilight like an infusion of blueberry tea. The junction to Newbridge appeared ahead in the gloom. Scott parked on the grass verge, Barbers Adagio for strings plays towards its crescendo… the minutes ticked by. It was 9.40 p.m.

      Sitting there waiting in his hired BMW, an old car went by, belching blue smoke with its headlight out. He thought about, ‘his life and his teenage years. Having his own rusty old car, on the road but never quite legal.’

      After years of secretive work, the culmination, a few hours ago, was the successful birth of Luna Bevan. The baby’s parents had now been used and could be discarded like a piece of packaging. The child was all that mattered. The pungent whiff of petrol hit him as he opened the plastic container. Scott poured the liquid over the dashboard, spilling it on to his trousers in the process.

      It was 9.46 p.m. Rain had softened the verge, so it was slippery as he pulled away in silence. He sped up in the all-electric BMW, the violence to come, headlights now on full. Would Fabio follow through? The beauty of the hedgerows raced by as Scott compared them to the drab décor of the prison cell he faced.

      No turning back, he increased his speed, his hands clammy on the wheel. His heartbeat was slamming into his chest as he took a slight left onto a narrow straight, just as his research had shown.

      At the same time, waiting nearby in Newbridge, was Fabio. For him, this was the end. Fears of prison, drugs, and tortured sex had made sure of that. Soaked in sweat, the celebration of success was over. Scott knew nothing of Fabio’s plan to protect his mother back in Italy. The shame would still be unbearable, and he envied Scott with no family. His mother was his only connection.

      Fabio looked up at the full moon, his thumb obscuring its view for a moment. It was so small. The petrol spread from the plastic container onto his seat, imitating sweat. He was ready, 9.46 p.m.

      Bright, blinding lights approached in the distance. Stupidly, the container had wedged itself under the accelerator. Fabio panicked, struggling to dislodge it. Suddenly the container broke free, so he threw it out of the window like the rugby player he had once been.

      Wonderful thing cruise control. 60mph exactly, within the speed limit to the end. The music screamed to even further heights, Scott smiled as another car appeared from the opposite direction, also with headlights on full. Fabio had followed through, the two vehicles approached each other without braking.

      Fabio called to his mother,

      “Forgive me.”

      Scott saw the stars one last time. Then blackness.
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      Scott had first met Fabio five years earlier at a gathering of academia in Oxford. He remembered the encounter vividly.

      He had preferred walking there in the evening, fewer tourists, all enviously aspiring to be Oxford students. The cobblestone path, approaching Balliol College chapel, had been slippery from an early evening rain shower. The air had felt fresh, ready for new beginnings, just as he had been.

      Why had he chosen to go there? The question had plagued him, knowing even then the potential consequences. The debating society had been hosting a serious discussion, rather than the usual shouting matches.

      Inside the chapel, in use as a library, a steady stream of academics and other interested parties had entered. The seating was spread out amongst the tables and row upon row of books, all well-worn and comfortable. The discussion was to be about the “evolution of our species.” As a professor in Biomedical Sciences, he had a special interest, one that had played upon his mind for some time.

      He hadn’t gone to contribute, nor had he expected to learn anything, but could there be a kindred spirit? Scott surveyed the chapel scene, a smartly dressed man in a blue, tailored suit stood out, short and stocky, with flamboyant hand gestures. As he approached the man, there was a strong smell of aftershave or even a whiff of perfume. He was about to strike up a conversation when the man turned around, almost spilling his coffee in surprise.

      “And who might you be?” the man asked nervously.

      “Hello, I’m Scott Leeming.”

      Scott offered to shake hands. He had taken the limp hand offered back to him and shook it apologetically.

      “Well, I’m Fabio Binoa. I like looking forward not back, don't you?”

      “They’re all dinosaurs. The past is gone, but the future we can still create,” said Scott.

      Lightning had crackled between them. A coincidence? Or a conversation that would provide the cornerstone of everything to follow. Scott Leeming had known exactly what he was doing, looking for a like-minded soul. Fabio Binoa was that man.

      After being bored for what seemed like hours they left, knowing their own conversation had taken over the evening. Fabio was a native Italian from Genoa, a junior professor in IT development, specialising in the area of remote intelligence. Scott knew all this already, Fabio had been the target all along, trapped like a mouse. Genetics at Balliol were Scott’s domain, but now he had snared the next part of the puzzle. The conversation ambled on.

      “There are big restrictions on genetic development. It’s completely unfair. Where do they think we'll be in fifty years? We could do so much more.”

      Fabio’s frustration was bursting to get out. He had been thinking more about leaving his research life behind. Going back to his home, to Molochia, finding a partner, and soaking up the sun.

      “It’s the same in Italy. We could use IT development in so many other new areas. Limited resources and short-term thinking are holding research back. I’ve had enough. I'm thinking of getting out.”

      Scott paused before pushing back.

      “What a waste. You can't do much from the outside. What will you do? If you lectured independently, at least you’d get more money.”

      Fabio thought for a moment. His frustrations had been playing on his mind for a while, studying, researching, scraping to get by, unsupported, unappreciated. He needed a breakthrough.

      “I’m working on something where I could do with some help, but nobody wants to work with an old grey professor like me.” Scott was deliberately feeding Fabio’s insecurities.

      What if they could work together? Did Scott have the finances? He needed resources. What if there could be a joint venture between Balliol and Genoa? Was he being manipulated? Even if he was, did it matter? Here was a man he had met only a few hours earlier, showing the potential for a new exciting path in his life. Fabio knew he was being schmoozed by someone who understood his underlying frustrations. They had been unrecognised by anyone else for years. What was it about Scott Leeming?

      It was past midnight. Scott was getting tired despite the three espressos he’d already consumed.

      “Are you staying nearby?” Scott enquired.

      “Yes, with a friend of mine.” Fabio’s reply was quiet and a little embarrassed. “He works during the day and I'm only here for a little longer. Perhaps you could come round tomorrow?”

      “I’m very busy tomorrow,” Scott replied.

      Fabio looked disappointed, gesturing almost impatiently. “In the afternoon, perhaps?”

      Scott was silent for a moment before accepting the invitation. “Tomorrow afternoon then.”

      Fabio replied with directions, excited at the prospect.

      “We’re in a flat in the centre of Oxford, it's small, but at least I can make you another espresso. About two?”

      Scott left, feeling very satisfied with his night’s work. He made his way back to his accommodation, provided as part of his role as a senior professor. The Oxford streets were still busy with student revellers, but he felt completely safe. Reflecting on his evening, strange… a fifty-five-year-old frustrated academic suddenly enchanted by a fifty-year-old flamboyant Italian. It wasn't anything sexual but was exciting considering the possibilities.

      He looked forward to his visit the next day but wondered what next? What should he take? Wine, beer, food? Italian, flamboyant, he might be a foodie or a wine connoisseur? Scott thought, ‘beer would be safer.’
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      The following afternoon, Scott arrived in the street where Fabio was staying. The properties were shabby but quaint at the same time. Feeling apprehensive but prepared, he knocked on the door. Hearing from outside the gambolling down the stairs and a thump at the bottom before the door opened. There he was, jumping up and down like a child.

      “Just call me Fab! I couldn't sleep. I was so excited about having someone I could talk to on a different level.”

      Scott waited before replying.

      “I enjoyed it too, but I was unsure about coming.”

      “Whatever for? It's only me.”

      Scott had sensed relationships and family were important in Fabio’s life, so responded accordingly.

      “Fabio, I have only just met you.”

      “Do you know your relatives well?” Fabio replied indignantly.

      “No, but they're different. They're family.”

      Scott wondered where the conversation was heading, Fabio’s eyes appeared sorrowful. Was there a tear in his eye?

      Fabio said, “I only have my mother left, she lives in the Italian mountains. What about you?”

      “My family are long gone. I don't really want to talk about them.”

      Scott no longer had any immediate family. An only child, his parents had died in a boating accident when he was five years old. He needed to move the conversation on. This was a discussion of great importance, not that Fabio knew it yet.

      “I’ve bought some beer. I thought you might prefer it.”

      “Drinks can wait.” Fabio took Scott by the arm.

      “Come and sit down, the old leather sofa is more comfortable than it looks. What shall we talk about?”

      Scott pondered the question and his response. He didn’t want an intimate evening. Ignoring the apparent innuendo, Scott decided to confide in Fabio. He needed him.

      “I've had an idea. We've been making genetic changes for some time, particularly animals and plants. It's always been tinkering at the edges, but what if we could do more?”

      Nearly falling over the cluttered furniture, Fabio got an old notebook from a battered bureau.

      “I need to take some notes!”

      “No notes, Fab.” Scott was being more familiar now.

      “If you’re talking human DNA, that’s illegal, isn’t it?”

      “It's on the edge, I know. The authorities would probably never allow it, but that's what research is for, isn't it?”

      Fabio was stunned for a moment, before letting out a high-pitched whistle. “Wow, that’s big thinking. Does anyone else know of your frustrations?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s outside of my usual academic responsibilities.”

      Fabio thought about, ‘his own world in Information Technology and how different it was.’

      “Did you know IT is boring? Most of the thinking is about how to make it work more efficiently. Even adding more intelligence, the same people use the technology, remaining within their own knowledge limits. I'm interested in its use more widely and in how to implement it. It's also not what I’m employed for, so I keep my thoughts to myself.”

      “And what thoughts are those?” asked Scott. Before Fabio could respond, with more confidence in his approaches. Scott probed further. “What do you think are the next steps?”

      “OK, listen. Presently, the masses use IT. Regardless of how we perceive it, it’s just another tool, like a knife, fork, or spoon. If we reverse the approach, we could become the tools and integrate IT capabilities within ourselves.”

      Fabio noticed Scott was still not drinking. He passed him a beer. Brushing Fabio’s hand away instead of accepting it, Scott shouted, “Repeat that for me!”

      Scott had spoken aggressively, still not accepting the beer. Pushing back deep into the aging leather sofa, Fabio appeared to be offended.

      “That sounded good. Please repeat it to me?” asked Scott more sensitively,

      “I said if we became the tools, the knife for example, we could use IT differently.”

      Scott’s mind was suddenly reeling. Was this stranger providing the spark he had been missing? Was this the opportunity to change the way the world thinks?

      Relaxed from any tension, Scott’s neck muscles eased. Amongst the chat and the alcohol, the conversation changed. The middle-aged pair discussed football, cars, clothes, fashion, and women, not that they had an affinity with any of them. All too soon, the evening had ended. Time to leave.

      “I had a fantastic evening. Very enlightening. We'll do it again soon,” said Scott.

      “I'm back in Genoa in a couple of days. Can I have your e-mail address? I’ll keep in touch if that's OK?”

      “Yes, of course you can.”

      Scott’s mood was the best it had been for days. He was actually looking forward to classes tomorrow.

      Months passed, and their communication became an abundance of frantic e-mails, ideas bouncing around from one to the next. File share was now dripping with documents, challenging their individual thinking and approaches. Scott was going to a conference in Vancouver. He suggested Fabio accompany him, but the reply was blunt and apologetic.

      “I’m afraid I can't afford it.”

      “I'll pay. Just find a flight to Vancouver, and I'll meet you there.”

      Fabio was now very excited, Scott paused. Fabio pleaded, eager for more information.

      “I think it's time we catch up, face-to-face, to decide on what to do next.”

      “You have an idea. What is it? I need to know.”

      All in good time. Scott wanted to keep a lid on things, but Fabio was already looking to the future.

      “Fabio! Keep this to yourself, but I believe this might be the turning point to an alternative evolution of mankind.”
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      The day of the conference had arrived. Scott cried off, saying he had a migraine. Meeting in a quiet cafe, the smell of the coffee was strong, overpowering. In the back-street establishment in a quiet suburb of Vancouver, Fabio was desperate to know the news. Scott started the conversation slowly at first, drawing Fabio in.

      “How would you like to create a new being? With no boundaries and power over the life of millions or billions?”

      Fabio sat back and beckoned to the waitress.

      “I’d better order a couple more espressos, I don't think I can eat, I’m too excited!”

      Scott outlined his idea.

      “I believe it is possible to change the human chromosome structure to integrate a new DNA strand with a digital implant. By modifying the human chromosome structure of twenty-three pairs and adding a twenty-fourth digital pair, a new being could be created. It could have capabilities, hidden, dormant until awakened, which would be undetectable. The part I don't have is how to construct the digital implant and its interface with the outside world.”

      Fabio felt the well rising inside him, bursting.

      “Is that where I can help?” he said excitedly.

      ‘Too much coffee for Fabio,’ thought Scott, with a closing motion of his thumb and forefinger.

      “Little voice. Even here someone may be listening. If we can combine these elements, we may have a subject that can communicate, influence, and control any digital connectivity throughout the world. Imagine, banks, infrastructure, government, money, power, anything, anywhere.”
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      The next day, Fabio returned to Genoa university and immediately drafted a proposal for a collaboration with Balliol. The Italian university were falling over themselves to have a relationship with such a famous English college. He was quickly back in England with funding in place. Things were looking up. Time to get to work.

      They both set about the task with fanatical enthusiasm, using their technical resources and research capital. Testing, developing, and constructing new DNA strands with digital interfaces. The time passed quickly, communications only shared when absolutely necessary. Work became all-consuming, more secretive and more complex, pushing the boundaries of acceptance.

      With all the work on their secret project, their day-to-day commitment to their respective universities waned, it had not gone unnoticed by their bosses. They needed the facilities and the capital and, importantly, did not want any investigation into their work.

      Fabio returned to Italy to work for a longer period in Genoa, Scott slowed down his efforts on their project. They both focused on university work. This regained some of the trust of their bosses, much to their own frustration.

      With scrutiny reduced, their work continued, and after two and a half years, the joint efforts of their research were about to provide the foundation for their first concept trial. Fabio had developed a DNA digital interface capable of growth, facilitated by chemicals commonly found within the human body.

      Scott’s research had created a way to construct a blank chromosome pair and a DNA chain which could be used to support the digital interface developed by Fabio. This would establish a new chromosome pair to add to the twenty-three chromosome pairs already present in human cell structures.

      The process was highly sensitive and almost certainly illegal, but they had come so far. New opportunities would overcome any barriers to progress. They were on their way. In the months that followed, ideas formed on the practicality of turning their research into reality. They were both professors and not strategists, dictators, or influencers of any kind, they were purely researchers. However, as time went by, both of them talked more about what might be done with this life-changing, or even world-changing opportunity.

      Scott’s thoughts returned to the present. ‘It had been a long road, but now they were ready. It was time to find a subject, willing or not.’
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      Leo and Sarah Bevan had first met at university, they’d only been married a few months. They both had part-time jobs, Leo working in a bar and Sarah in a quaint Italian restaurant. With no great prospects and both poorly paid, life was passing them by. Despite them both being Oxford graduates, they had quickly realised being one was no guarantee of success.

      They lived together in shared accommodation, on the top floor of three, with four others in the block. Still seeing life like students, with a shared kitchen and communal lounge, they needed a change in their fortunes.

      Every day, they scanned for jobs as a daily ritual. The weather was dull and rainy, typically Oxford, but things had brightened up. An opportunity had appeared, Sarah and Leo both felt drawn towards it, mesmerised. The advert read:

      “Two researchers required. Post graduate academic applicants only need apply. Based in Oxford. Contact Professor S. Leeming. Biomedical Science. Balliol College.”

      This was unusual because most research posts were normally opened internally first. Leo had heard of Professor Leeming; he was well known for his charitable works and support for local causes.

      “I believe he’s the head of DNA research, so I’m thinking it might be for us?” said Leo, feeling optimistic.

      “Unlikely, your degree is in mathematics and mine is in psychology. What would we know about DNA?” said Sarah.

      “I still think it’s worth following up. What have we got to lose?”

      The next seven days were hectic. Contacting the professor had proven difficult. His type was always busy. When they did eventually make contact, he was somewhat excited about their phone call. He asked them to meet him as soon as they were available.

      They had met at Professor Leeming’s laboratory office, deep inside the Biomedical Science building. ‘There appeared to be a lot of security,’ thought Leo, as they were shown through several security doors with electronic keypads.

      Professor Leeming greeted them enthusiastically. He was an imposing man, standing at six feet two inches tall, with wispy grey hair and piercing blue eyes. A very handsome man in his day, though now looking a little unkempt. He had large bags under his eyes and was looking a little worn out.

      “Please sit down, I’m so pleased to meet you both, can I call you Leo and Sarah?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Sarah.

      The atmosphere was relaxed, even informal for an interview for such a prestigious post. The conversation had been open and simple, mostly questions about themselves and their circumstances.

      “Sarah, have you had any serious illnesses?” asked the professor.

      “No, but why do you ask? Is that relevant?”

      Scott was ready for the question, now the first of his many lies.

      “Laboratory rules. We don’t want anything to compromise our research.”

      Leo didn’t see the relevance either, or why had only Sarah been asked? Perhaps he wasn’t being offered a position. With only brief reference to their academic or research experience, Leo thought, ‘this was a waste of time.’ Sarah was asking all the serious questions, salary, working hours, location, and the holiday they could expect.

      “All defined by Balliol,” was the professor’s answer.

      Then came the surprise. They would be required to work as a couple. This was despite applying separately, believing this would give them more of a chance. Professor Leeming was insistent. One of them saying yes wouldn’t be enough. They looked at each other. What was there to think about?

      “We accept!” they replied in unison.

      The next morning, Leo walked to the corner shop, which was small but always stocked up to serve the local student population. Booze, pasta, pot noodles with little sign of fruit or veg, but they had the hangover remedy he needed. On a normal day, they’d have been straight in there but today required something different. Leo recalled the previous evening, and what a night it had been. An intoxicating mixture of relief, excitement, alcohol, love, and tenderness.

      Next stop, breakfast, Sarah had given him his instructions, bagels, cream cheese, avocado, tomato, two strong cappuccinos, and they’d be ready. Not the fruit of student lives, but they weren’t students anymore. Now they would have to pay taxes, so not everything was good, Leo smiled to himself.

      The park was busy as usual at this time in the morning. Spotting a bench on the far side of the common, he walked a little quicker to ensure its occupancy, his heart also beating quicker as he saw Sarah approaching. They watched as the students wandered past. What would their futures look like? Sarah was hungry.

      “I hope you’ve brought breakfast; I’m starving. It’s amazing, isn’t it? That was us four years ago and now look at us. I can’t believe we were both recruited by the head of DNA research at Balliol College on the same day. Now we have some security, we can look to buy a house and stay in Oxford. What could be better?”

      Leo was also staggered by their good fortune.

      “Remarkably, our grades were not the best in our graduation group, but as they say, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      The coffee and bagel combined with their new situation had created a mood of relaxed optimism. As Leo consumed breakfast, his headache started to subside.

      “What do you think we’ll be doing?” asked Sarah.

      “I think it’s fairly certain it will be research into DNA. It sounded very exciting, pushing the boundaries, and we’ll be working together. Where do you think we’ll live? Oxford is very expensive, and I don’t think we’ll be able to afford very much.”

      Sarah said, “Oh, I’ve got that covered. Scott, I mean Professor Leeming, contacted me early this morning to say he knows how difficult things are, particularly after graduating. He has a property he rents, which we could live in as part of our remuneration package. It’s right near the university.”

      Surprise again washed over Leo.

      “Can that really be right? You are joking?”

      Sarah replied, “No, absolutely not. I thought we might go round after we’ve finished our breakfast. Scott said it would be open. Please, let’s go.”

      Leo’s parents would be astonished. A boy from a working-class background in the industrial Midlands, to a DNA researcher with a flat in Oxford. He made to pinch himself to see if it was real. Pinching Sarah instead, she squealed excitedly.

      The flat was on the upper level of a two-story house on a leafy road, about a half a mile from the university. It looked fantastic, well-kept with a private entrance. When they went upstairs and entered the living room, they discovered the flat to be fully furnished.

      “This can’t be true. I must be living a dream,” screamed Sarah.

      The kitchen was modern and light, with two bedrooms so friends could come to stay. They both jumped up and down and squealed with delight. They didn’t know what the work would be, but if it was anything like the accommodation, their life together had just taken a giant step forward. They might even think about a family… the video intercom sprang into life. It was Scott.

      “Surprise! The first floor flat here is my office space away from the university. Don’t worry, you won’t have any disturbances. I hope it’s OK. I just came to do a little decorating.”

      “It’s fantastic!” they both replied together, “but what about the rent? It must be very expensive?”

      “No rent,” Scott confirmed. It was part of their employment package. “It will be better from a tax point of view, anyway. Enjoy yourselves. I thought we could make your first day in a couple of weeks. That way, you’ll have time to settle in. If you need anything, I’ll either be downstairs, or you have my mobile number.”
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      Scott put the phone down, and his thoughts turned to the task at hand. ‘That had been easier than he had expected. Young love, and life handed to them without questions. Fabio would be pleased. They had to take risks, their research depended on using a fertile female subject not yet pregnant.’

      Time was on their side, with still a substantial amount of research and development to complete, but the couple they had chosen were now on an inexorable path. Scott knew he had to raise the “wrinkle” with Sarah and Leo, but by giving them time to settle in, it would start to trap them in their surroundings and their lifestyle.

      Scott’s mobile vibrated, the ringtone always silenced when he was thinking. Recognising the number, he answered immediately.

      “Hello, Fab, and before you ask, yes, it’s done. They’ve accepted.”

      “Great. When can we start?”

      “Whoa, hold your horses. Small steps,” he said. “They’re just settling in.”

      “Have they agreed to the terms?”

      “I haven’t asked them yet. It’s too soon, but they will, I’m sure of it.”

      Fabio updated on his progress. “The digital interface is growing. I expect around three months before we can test it on our first DNA subject sample.”

      “I received the latest DNA strand sample today,” said Scott. “The integration procedure looks relatively simple, but the sample will have to be destroyed after the trial. We’ll keep only paper records from now on as the material is more sensitive. It’s important to maintain secrecy. Any digital information will be traceable.”

      The first couple of weeks went by in a blur for Leo and Sarah, buying things for the flat, shopping, exploring the locality, it all seemed surreal.

      The phone rang, it was Scott. “Just called to see how you’re getting on in the flat, and to enquire whether you’re able to start work next Monday?”

      “Everything’s amazing. We’ll both be there,” they said excitedly.

      “There was one thing I wanted to ask?” Scott didn’t want to apply pressure just yet and certainly not over the phone. “Any chance we could meet for a coffee later today?”

      Leo replied, “No problem, we’ve found a new cafe a couple of streets away. It’s called Brew’s Up. Do you know it?”

      “Quaint. I know it. I’ll meet you there at two. Thanks.”

      Meeting in a quiet cafe meant it was less likely things would kick off if the discussion didn’t go well. His mind raced, preparing for the meeting.
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      The atmosphere was cordial, Scott talked about starting work on Monday, and of the administration and security access to allow admittance to the college research facility. The talk from Leo and Sarah was all about the flat and how it was becoming home, and how grateful they were to him for helping them start their married life in such a comfortable fashion.

      Now was the time. Tentatively the discussion moved towards genetic development and their views. As with many younger people, the tone was aggressive, the push for new innovations, and the restrictions placed on them by legislation. This was much in tune with Scott’s own ideas, even though it didn’t really matter.

      “You can help on a personal level, you know?”

      Leo and Sarah looked on inquisitively.

      “Sarah, would you be prepared to be a research reference subject, if you’re interested?”

      Often, new recruits to the research activities were involved in the research itself. Uncertain, Sarah questioned if it was dangerous or were there any restrictions? Would they use her data in other areas? ‘All reasonable questions,’ Scott thought, ‘but not showstoppers.’ Leo listened carefully, knowing they would need to offer something in return for their lifestyle and surroundings.

      “We’re happy to get involved in the research, Professor,” Leo said with a professional sense of understanding. Sarah nodded in agreement.

      Now, time for the biggie. Their research timeline was uncertain, and the subject’s health and status were critical. Scott needed to be gently persuasive but firm with what came next.

      “Our research is cutting edge and new discoveries are likely just around the corner. It will require dedication and a degree of sacrifice in your private lives, I hope you can both commit to that?”

      Sarah said, “We’re prepared to work hard. You won’t regret giving us a chance.”

      Scott paused and took a deep breath. He had another request.

      “There is something else. Have you thought about starting a family?”

      “No,” they said in unison.

      Scott continued, looking directly at Sarah, “Our research will be looking at the development of DNA structures, so as you accepted to be a research subject, not being pregnant is a benefit.”

      Leo and Sarah raised their eyebrows and looked at each other.

      “What? Does that mean I can’t get pregnant? Ever?” Sarah said, a little shocked.

      Scott said casually, “No, just for the period of the trial. Never would be completely unreasonable and unethical.”

      “How long would the trial be?”

      “A few months to a year possibly.”

      Scott knew if Sarah became pregnant at the wrong time, difficult decisions would have to be made. Sarah and Leo meanwhile breathed out in relief, but unsure how to respond.

      “We thought it might be years. We’ll go along with it, but not forever,” Leo warned.

      Both were inwardly aware of how much support Scott had already given them and that it might affect their relationship on a work and personal basis.

      “Neither of us had thought about a family yet anyway. Perhaps it’s because it is too early,” Sarah said, using a white lie.

      Having gained their agreement, for Scott and Fabio the progress now would be more rapid, and their plans could unfold.

      “This calls for a celebration, let’s have another cappuccino and perhaps even a cake to go with it!”

      Scott was relieved at not having to apply more pressure. They laughed as the subject of work disappeared for now. He excused himself, sending a text message to Fabio.

      “It’s on,” and a returned smiley face.

      Scott walked back the long way through the park, watching a student cricket match, the ball coming close by as he passed. ‘Four runs to the score’ he thought, picking it up and throwing it back. How many balls would he have to juggle, and what price would they have to pay to complete their plan? Albeit at that point, not realising the full impact it would have on all their lives.
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      Monday came, Sarah and Leo arrived at the research facility. They laughed after having their photographs taken as they looked nothing like them. Next, a full induction from the College HR manager. She was very nice, but very boring. Once that was over, a fellow researcher showed them to the laboratory’s inner sanctum.

      Professor Scott Leeming looked energised amongst the vast array of instruments and screens. He greeted them robustly and showed them to their workstations, explaining the day-to-day needs of their roles, he then brought them some forms to complete, explaining to Sarah that she needed to sign a disclaimer.

      “Why a disclaimer?”

      “Just part of standard university procedure. All research subjects have to do it, and you both have to sign forms for non-disclosure too.”

      “Sarah, are you ready for the trial to start?” Scott asked.

      “What? So soon? I thought we would get an introduction into what’s expected of us first,” said Leo.

      “No time like the present.”

      Scott went to a locked room at the back of the laboratory. Leo and Sarah looked at each other, asking, why so quickly, but the thoughts soon passed.

      “All we need are some blood tests, a physiology test, a skeletal profile, an eye test, and, of course, the usual medical history review. Other than that, it’s done, we’ll log you as a reference profile, and you’ll be able to view it anytime you want. It’s kept within the laboratory database for which you’ll have full access.”

      A short stocky man, with greying hair around fifty years old entered the room, nervously looking at the two research subjects.

      “Sarah, this is Fabio Binoa. He’ll be taking your bloods and creating your other records. It should only take a couple of hours.”

      “OK, Leo, let’s start with some familiarity with the equipment you’ll be working with. We can catch up with Sarah once her review is complete.”

      Sarah waved goodbye, a little scared. She wanted to be back with Leo as soon as possible. It was all straightforward. Height, weight, then some blood taken. She hoped she wouldn’t have a bruise.

      Fabio said, “We’re planning to go out to dinner together at some point, do you have any allergies?”

      “Only to bees!” replied Sarah, recalling the time when she was stung as a young girl by a group of bees, not knowing what was happening. Painful in the memory, Sarah wondered if the allergy was hereditary as her mother had never mentioned it.

      “That’s it. All done. We’ll need to repeat these tests every two weeks. I’ll send you the password so you can see your records.”

      Later that afternoon, Scott and Fabio met in their favourite cafe, Bean and Gone. Scott was anxious.

      “Anything unusual? Anything we should be concerned about?”

      “No,” said Fabio, “no surprises, I’ll start the blood modifications tomorrow. Oh, come to think of it, there was something.”

      “What?” Scott was impatient for an answer.

      “She’s allergic to bees.”

      “Is that all? I thought it would be something more dramatic?”

      The conversation moved on.

      “Are the finances still under investigation?” Fabio asked casually.

      “Yes, the faculty has been looking into them. We’ve been spending quite a lot recently, with very few results, but it’s partly the cost for your accommodation in this country.”

      Fabio wondered whether to mention Genoa university had been on the phone, asking when he was returning and what exciting results he would be bringing back to Italy. He’d told them he’d be back in a month. Of course, this was a lie, but perhaps he could send them something to keep them interested?

      Their research was breaking the law, and what if someone caught them? As a result, they would likely face academic consequences and possibly even be convicted of a criminal offence. Fabio didn’t feel reassured by the thought.

      Scott asked, “Where are we up to with the DNA modification?”

      “Once the DNA insert is stable and growing, I can prove the connectivity, albeit at a very low level. In a couple of months, we may be ready for the first animal test.”
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      The months went by, and the tests continued, Sarah and Leo were very diligent and compliant, but questions were starting. Where was this all going? The finances were out of control, forcing Fabio to again return to Italy, at least for a short time. Scott had a meeting with the Dean this coming Thursday. He was worried about funding cuts. Someone cancelled the meeting at short notice as unbeknown to Scott, an independent investigation was being conducted into his activities.

      Fabio stood back and admired his work; the rabbit had woken from its sleep, it sat up on its hind legs, its nose sniffing, and its whiskers waving. Fabio enabled the communications port, the rabbit twitched violently, then lay down with its ears pointed slightly forward. The video camera whirred, and after several keystrokes the rabbit appeared to turn its head minutely to the left, as if searching for something. More keystrokes followed. Another movement in the opposite direction as if reaching for the air. Without warning, the rabbit’s movements ceased, the monitors flat-lined, the subject was dead. Excited, Fabio immediately called Scott.

      “It’s worked! The communication worked.”

      “For how long?” Scott asked impatiently.

      “Only a few seconds, but it definitely worked.”

      Putting the phone down, Scott reflected on their progress. It was time to move to the next step. He phoned Sarah and Leo to arrange another get together.

      By this time, Sarah and Leo were having the time of their lives. They had a good social circle. Work was not as demanding as they expected, and they had a nice home, having many dinner parties with newfound friends. They couldn’t believe how their lives had changed in such a short time. They again discussed starting a family but had a commitment to the research program and were aware of the potential consequences if things changed accidentally. Leo’s mobile phone rang. Things were about to change again.
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      “Hi Leo, sorry to call you outside working hours, I hope I’m not disturbing your social life. Could we meet at the Brews Up cafe again, perhaps have a bite to eat?”

      “When?”

      It was Saturday, work had been busy, they’d just joined a gym, and their circle of friends was growing, time was more precious now. Leo looked at Sarah. He’d felt it before and knew something was coming.

      “Well, right now if you can make it? I’d really appreciate it.”

      Leo was nervous. It sounded like a demand rather than a request. He replied, “See you there in thirty minutes. Is there anything we need to bring?”

      “Only yourselves.”

      Sarah and Leo arrived fifteen minutes late, only just sitting down before Scott got started. He was very business-like, getting straight to the point.

      “Our research is progressing much better than expected, thanks to you, Sarah. Remember we talked about getting pregnant? We realised we might have caused some hurt by expecting you not to, it wasn’t intentional,” Scott lied. He was getting good at it.

      “Yes,” said Sarah tentatively. They were thinking of waiting now anyway and enjoying a bit more freedom.

      Scott continued, “We’re now at the next stage in our research where we think it would be of benefit if you were to become pregnant. That’s if you want to start a family?”

      “Who’s we? You and Fabio?” Sarah burst out.

      Scott realised he’d let slip that
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