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Chapter 1: Not much of a talk.

 


Eddie Sanchez walked into the room and took a
seat in the back. Most of the seats were full, but there were four
seats in a row still unoccupied in the back row. The rest of the
crowd was chatting and laughing, a few of them still standing in
little clusters around the room, but there were still three minutes
until the talks were supposed to start. The organizer, a short
blond-haired woman, stood near the front of the room with one of
the speakers, poking at a computer and glancing at the screen on
the front wall occasionally. Apparently they were trying to get the
presentation system working properly. A few people near the front,
probably other presenters, were buried in their laptops, making
last-minute tweaks to their slide decks. Eddie put his notepad down
onto the wide, bench-style table and leaned back in the cheap
plastic chair, waiting for things to quiet down.

Then his eye caught a newcomer, and he had to
stifle a laugh. A man, tall and thin, probably a little over 180
centimeters, had walked in. He had short, wavy auburn hair and a
serious look in his blue eyes. But what was funny about him was the
way he was dressed. It was like a bartender or a shopkeeper from an
old Western movie. He wore charcoal slacks and a charcoal vest over
a long-sleeved white shirt. The only things missing were the little
bands to hold the sleeves in place. Considering how casually most
of the attendees were dressed, he stood out like a penguin in a
flock of geese. Eddie himself was wearing a somewhat wrinkled (from
its time inside a suitcase) patterned button-down shirt and khakis.
The man glanced at the front of the room and stepped back toward
the rear, taking a seat near Eddie. The man had no notebook or
anything in his hands at all.

The organizer finished working with the
presenter and walked to the center of the room, in front of all the
tables. She raised her hands and her voice. “All right everyone,”
she said, and the murmurs quieted down and the few people still
standing around started to find seats. After a few seconds, she
continued, “We're about to get started. Would all of the presenters
please take seats in the front row? It helps to get the next talk
moving faster.” A few people picked up their laptops and moved to
the front, a couple of them grumbling a bit. “Our first talk today
is from Tuan Madusanka, a graduate student working with Professor
Julius Chen's group at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Let's
see...” she glanced down at the papers in her hand. “The title is
'Novel Gene Expression Patterns in Giant Water Lilies of the Amazon
Basin.' This is a ten minute talk, with three minutes for questions
at the end. Tuan, please go ahead.”

The young man, wiry with close-cropped black
hair, who had been fiddling with his computer walked to the center
of the room and cleared his throat. The title slide of his
presentation appeared on the screen. But rather than beginning his
talk, he stood there, stock still, for a few seconds. A few people
in the audience started looking at each other, and a few others
murmured questioningly. Eddie watched the speaker with a raised
eyebrow, but the man in the old-fashioned clothes leaned back
slowly and put his hands under the back edge of the table, not
ostentatiously.

Tuan's hands clenched, then spread open, as
if he were having a seizure, and he opened his mouth and threw back
his head, making a bizarre groaning sound. Then, in rapid
succession, three people in the audience slumped back in their
chairs as something hit them with a loud sound like a whip
cracking. Eddie watched in stunned confusion as a pink cloud of
some kind of fine powder erupted from Tuan's mouth and nose, and he
saw another person in the front row slip out of her chair as if
something had grabbed her leg and pulled.

The man near Eddie pushed up on the rear of
the table and tipped it onto its side, ducking behind it. Eddie
glanced over but was too stunned to move. The man reached out and
grabbed Eddie's arm and pulled him down onto the ground a split
second before two more loud cracks came from the front of the table
and the wall behind them.

Eddie couldn't see the speaker anymore, but
that weird groan was getting louder and he heard more thwacks. The
man in the vest put a finger to his lips, urging Eddie to be quiet,
and then he flicked his head toward the door.

“You want to get out of
here?” the man asked, barely above a whisper. Eddie nodded. “Then
follow me, and for God's sake, stay low and quiet.”

The oddly-dressed man crawled slowly toward
the door, with Eddie right behind. Another man, heavyset with
glasses and a short, dark brown beard, who had been sitting at the
same table, between them and the door, must have been too confused
to decide what to do, because Eddie watched as a green and pink
thing that looked like a big thorn hit him square in the forehead,
making that awful noise and snapping his neck back violently. The
bearded man didn't move after that, his eyes staring blankly ahead
as his head lolled to one side.

Eddie followed right behind the man in the
old-fashioned clothes until they reached the end of the table.
There were less than two meters between them and the door. Eddie
glanced back and saw what looked like a vine snake under the table
and grab the man who had been sitting a little further from the
door by the leg and pull him down to the ground.

The man in the old-fashioned clothes hissed a
warning and looked back at Eddie. He put up three fingers. Then he
turned back toward the door and put his hand in his pocket. He
counted, slowly and quietly. “One...” He pulled his hand out of his
pocket, and there were two little balls, one green and one orange,
about the size of golf balls, in his hand. “Two...” He peeked over
the edge of the table, just barely. Eddie was too focused on
following the count to do the same. It seemed like much more than a
second to Eddie, but maybe it was just fear and adrenaline that
made it seem so.

“Three!” The man tossed the
two little balls toward the front of the room and pushed himself
forward and upward, toward the door. Eddie tried his best to do the
same, but that man, despite his lanky appearance, must have been
pretty strong. Eddie's left leg slipped a little on the cheap
carpet as he tried to propel himself forward, but he managed to
make one step before the weird groan from the front of the room
turned into a shriek. One more step, and suddenly there was a
bright yellow flash and a deafening bang from the front of the
room. Then there was a weird rippling noise as the desks and tables
jolted, as if something under them was bumping them. Eddie couldn't
see what it was. However, as he tried to take one more step, he
slipped and hit the ground, face first, less than a meter from the
door.

From just beyond the door frame, an arm clad
in a white sleeve grabbed Eddie's shirt behind his neck and dragged
him out of the room. Then the door closed behind them.

“We have to move fast,” the
man said to Eddie, who was huffing and puffing on the floor.
“They'll have this whole wing closed off in a minute or two.” Eddie
struggled to his feet and followed the man as he navigated the
halls of the convention center. The man walked with enough speed
and confidence that Eddie almost had to run to keep up. They turned
a few corners, went down some stairs, and reached a
door.

“Emergency exit,” a placard
on the door said. “Press and hold for thirty seconds to exit. Alarm
will sound.” The man pressed on the door, and indeed, it didn't
open.

“We don't have time for
this,” the man muttered, and he hauled back and kicked the door
with surprising force, considering his lanky frame. Something
snapped in the mechanism and the door slammed open. A second later,
an alarm went off. The man grabbed Eddie by the wrist and pulled
him through. The door swung closed behind him.

They were outside. The alleyway the emergency
door led out to smelled faintly of sour milk. The alarms inside the
building were wailing now. The man let go of Eddie's wrist and kept
walking--fast. Eddie jogged along, unsure of what else to do. They
left the alleyway that the emergency door had led to, and, without
pausing, the man took a right at the sidewalk, walking away from
the conference center.

Eddie tried to follow and finally he had
gotten over the shock of the situation and started rattling off
questions: “Who are you? What just happened there? Where are you
going? Shouldn't we go back? Maybe we can help someone!” The man
just kept walking, eyes forward. Eddie ran around in front of him
and stopped. The man stopped and looked down at Eddie.

“Keep walking. Now. No
questions,” was all the man said.

Eddie didn't move. He gestured back at the
building. “What? Why? I have friends and... and colleagues in that
building! We've got to help them!”

The man's eyes narrowed. “Go back and save
them, if you can. Get out of my--” The man reached out, to push
Eddie out of the way, but he stopped mid-sentence, his attention
suddenly drawn to a yellow van that drove by, going toward the
conference center. “Damn!” he yelled. “Move!” And suddenly the man
was off, going around Eddie and further down the sidewalk at a full
sprint. Eddie stood for a second, and then a shiver ran down his
spine. In those last two words, for the first time, Eddie had heard
fear in that man's voice. Eddie followed.


Chapter 2:
They're not here to help.

 


The man dashed across the street, then down
the block and turned right at the corner. Eddie tried his best to
keep up, but the man's legs were longer and he was clearly more
committed to the sprint. Not only that, but somehow the man was
really good at dodging around the other pedestrians, while Eddie
kept bumping into people. When Eddie rounded the corner, the man
was a few dozen meters ahead, but he had slowed to a brisk walk,
his hands stuck in his pockets, trying to look calm. Eddie hurried
down the sidewalk until he got alongside the man, and then matched
his pace. Now he could hear sirens, and he saw a pair of firetrucks
speed down the street they had just turned off of. The man glanced
around and turned again into an alleyway next to an abandoned
little grocery store. Its big display windows were boarded up
haphazardly, the boards covered in graffiti.

What the
hell, Eddie thought, as he followed
along. The man stopped a little ways down the alley and put his
hand on the wall of the grocery store. With a strange buzz, the
wall slid aside, opening into a small room. The man walked in and
turned around, but Eddie hesitated.

“Well?
Are you coming in? Or are you going to let them find
you?”

Eddie slipped into the tiny room and the
door closed behind him. The inside of the room was all white,
featureless and blank. Light seemed to come out of the ceiling,
despite there being no fixture or anything. Without warning, Eddie
felt his stomach flop upward. It was an elevator, and they were
going down, to God only knows where. After a few seconds, the door
opened up again, into a large, mostly empty room. The only things
in the room were a couple of chairs, a small table, and a coat rack
with a lab coat hanging on it. The man walked out of the elevator
and pulled the lab coat on, then slumped into one of the chairs. He
gestured at the other one, and Eddie walked over and sat down
sheepishly.

“You're
probably wondering what the hell happened back there,” the man
ventured. Eddie nodded, and the man continued. “I've been trying to
track down the authors of that paper for weeks. I managed to find
the first three of them, and they were all fine, but Tuan was the
fourth.”

“What
happened to him?” Eddie asked.

The man's expression became serious. “It's
a... parasitic plant that lives in the Amazon basin, as yet
unnamed, but as a tentative name, I came up with Fire Roses,
because of their shape and color,” the man said.

“Fire
Roses?” Eddie asked incredulously.

“I said
tentatively. The name doesn't really matter does it?” Eddie had no
response. “Anyway, Tuan's group--I read the preprint of their paper
right after I had returned from a trip down there. I found a
cluster of Fire Roses and burned them, but it looked as if someone
had stumbled onto them before I got there. Their initial stage is
harmless, but their second stage does... well, you saw what it
did.

“I had
heard stories from some locals who had had some friends disappear
down there.” The man shook his head. “It's always something.
Anyway, as I was following up on that, I found Chen's paper on the
archive. They were botanists out near Manaus, right about where I
had been looking. It was too good to be a coincidence, I thought,
so I started looking for them.”

Eddie tilted his head in disbelief.
“And?”

“I
tracked them down one at a time. The first three were fine. The
fourth was Tuan. Still on the list is their professor, Julius Chen.
I left him for last because I figured he was the least likely to be
doing the grunt work.” The man smiled.

Eddie shook his head and
leaned back in his chair. “Very funny,” he said without smiling.
“But, jokes aside, who exactly are you?”

“Oh,
sorry.” The man grinned self-consciously. “My name is Lawrence
George Samson,” the man said. “And you?”

Eddie shook his head again. “I'm Eddie
Sanchez, but that's not what I'm getting at. Why were you hunting
these Fire Rose things down in the Amazon? What is this room we're
sitting in? And what was the deal with that van? What, exactly, is
going on?”

Lawrence waved his hand
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