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Prologue
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As Victor made the turn onto the FJ Torras Causeway, a lifted pickup truck roared up behind him, multiple lights blazing. They were sufficiently bright to light up the entire interior of the luxurious Jaguar XJS so that the cream leather seats glowed. Bright shards of blue-white light danced across the interior of the car, reflected from the many polished surfaces. There was no one else on the divided four-lane at that hour so Victor changed lanes to get out of the fool’s way. The truck switched lanes behind him and pulled up so close he was braced for impact. “Oh, this is not a good night for you to be acting like a dumb-ass, hillbilly red-neck,” Victor screamed inside his car. 

Stomping the gas unleashed the 470 horsepower in the supercharged V8 engine and the Jag took off like a rocket, quickly leaving the aggressive truck behind. Within the mile stretch from the turn to the Back River Bridge the big luxury car had accelerated to over 100 miles per hour. By the time he crossed the first Mackay River Bridge, it was above 120. Glancing in the rear view Victor saw no headlights behind him. He took his food off the gas pedal and let the car bleed off speed. By the time he made the sharp right onto the second Mackay River Bridge his pulse and respiration, and the car’s speed, had almost returned to normal. 

He’d had these kinds of run-ins before. Local good ole boys who targeted his color, the car, or both to act out their frustration over a black man driving a luxury import. He’d heard many accusations about his selling drugs or being involved in some other illegal activity as being the only way he could afford his vehicle or the house on St. Simon's Island. He chose not to give them credence by even addressing them.

Lost in that reverie, he didn’t see the truck approaching at high speed with its lights off. As he passed onto the Frederica River Bridge, the truck slammed into the Jag from behind. The rear of the car swerved wildly to the left as Victor fought the steering wheel into the slide to straighten out. He had almost recovered when the truck swept the rear of the vehicle sideways in a PIT maneuver. The Jag whirled madly in a full 360 degree turn and hit the guardrail nose-first just as the road passed off the bridge at the Yacht Club.

The large car went down the slight embankment at 60 miles an hour. Victor had the brakes locked up but the loose soil and slick grass underneath the car’s tires offered no traction. The car swerved drunkenly down the slope until it encountered a massive oak tree that was a part of the Maritime Forest on the coastal island. The root system guided the car up onto the trunk where the impact drove the engine under the passenger compartment. The fuel line was severed but the electric fuel pump continued to spray high-octane fuel for several seconds. The truck had never slowed down and was soon out of sight. 

The multiple airbags system in the car had saved Victor from serious injury but he was stunned nonetheless. As he sat amidst the deflated nylon bags, his senses began to register. He could hear the ticking of the hot engine before he smelled the high-octane gasoline. By the lights of the still-illuminated dashboard, he could see and feel that his shirtfront was wet. It was hard to tell if it was blood or fuel in the dim light. He tasted blood in his mouth and thought distractedly, Must have been when the airbag hit me in the face. Tentatively trying to open the door, he discovered the front fenders had both been shoved rearward and didn’t allow it to open more than two feet. 

By the dome light, which miraculously came on, he could see his shirt was still the same tan color the polo had been all day except for two dark spots near the bottom button. Squeezing his way out of the door, the seatbelt restrained him as he got halfway. Fumbling for the release, he found it but could not get the button to depress. Realizing it was jammed, he searched with increasingly frantic movements for the seatbelt cutter he kept in the door pouch.

Something sparked under the crumpled hood and a bright blue electric arc temporarily dazzled his vision in the relative darkness. Now groping blindly in the door pouch, he realized the item must have been hurled from the tray during the impact. Looking into the illuminated floorboard he vaguely saw his shoes, which he had removed earlier for the long drive home, jammed under the brake pedal. The bright yellow cutter was resting inside one of them. Working the shoe out from under the pedal with his stocking-clad toes, he finally managed to grab it after three groping attempts. 

Pulling it up to the chest strap, he felt a sharp twinge as he lifted his left shoulder and his hand went numb. Frantically snatching the cutter with his right hand before he lost his grip, he slashed at the belt in total panic. Another blue arc blasted from under the hood and showers of hot metal flew in a parody fireworks display. He had to force himself to calm down sufficiently to get his adrenalin-fuel muscles to stop trembling long enough to slide the cutter slot over the belt. Pulling slowly with even pressure, the cutter severed the belt in one pass. 

“Thank you, God,” he called out as he released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Literally falling out of the partially open doorway, he scrambled to his feet just as a third power flash arced beneath the hood. He heard the distinct whoosh of fuel igniting. Drawing a quick breath, he held it as he sprinted away from the wreckage. The ball of igniting vapors and raw fuel followed him away from the car as he ran desperately downhill away from the fire. 

His mind told him the river was that way but he didn’t know how far. As he ran, he watched his pumping arms burst into flames. He continued to hold his breath so as to not breathe in the searing heat, thereby destroying his lung tissue. Because he was holding his breath, he could not smell the sickeningly-sweet odor as the skin on his arms and chest began to fry. His vision began to blur as the heat from his fuel-soaked, flaming clothes began to warp his eyeballs. 

He didn’t hear the sizzling crackle of the water in his dermis boiling off or the susurration of the waves on the shore as he pounded down the ramp approach to the Yacht Club dock. His singular thought was to reach the river. His lungs were spasming, desperate for air, but he fought the urge to breathe with every fiber of his being. His flaming, charging form left the dock fifteen feet above the river’s surface. As he fell briefly through space, legs still churning and arms still pumping, his fading thought was; get to the water.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

One

Two Weeks Earlier
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“Dresden. Dresden, come quick,” Victor shouted across the sparkling stainless steel research lab. “I believe I’ve done it.”

The clang of stainless steel and the counterpoint tinkling of glass breaking punctuated his strident call. Moments later his younger partner appeared at his side. “This better be good,” Dresden Terwilliger growled. “I dropped my latest cultures on the way to the BSC.” All labs utilized Biological Safety Cabinets for specimen integrity and personnel safety.

“Fine, fine, I’ll call Tonia to clean it up,” Victor replied impatiently. “Look.” His harsh directive caused Dresden to hesitate. Victor was generally the more laid back of the two, having been an experimental virologist for over twenty years. This must be seriously important. Removing his glasses, the younger man placed his eyes on the ocular lenses and adjusted the focus minutely. Swirling motion met his gaze as he watched the cells multiplying rapidly.

“That’s...phenomenal,” he said softly, straightening to look his more senior partner in the eye. “The growth rate is exponential to anything we’ve accomplished thus far. How does it respond to the toxin?”

“See for yourself,” Victor grinned. His smile threatened to split his face and the sparkle in his eyes was incendiary. “The virus is already loaded.”

Returning his attention to the eyepiece, Dresden slid his hand along the countertop to the toggle which controlled the medium injector. The minuscule amount of chikungunya virus introduced to the cell culture was of little threat to the human form of the scientists. It was, however, deadly for the tissue sample currently replicating under the cover slip. Adjusting the magnification, he pulled back from the sample to better observe the overall effect. 

Tapping the initiator, he watched the toxin enter the growth medium. Immediately, the cell growth slowed but did not stop. The virus spread across the entire culture surface, enveloping all tissue cells held there. The cell color altered dramatically, going from a healthy pinkish-orange to dark red. Within minutes, the color began to mutate back toward the original and in less than a minute, the effects were no longer visible.

“That’s not possible,” Dresden shouted as he reared up from the microscope. “Or rather, that shouldn’t be possible. My God, Vic, you’ve done it.” His smile similarly attempted to occupy his entire face momentarily before he sobered just as quickly. “The molecular mechanism and cell entry process obviously occurred but without lasting degradation. We have to report this immediately. The WHO will want to know as soon as possible.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Victor calmed his young friend and associate. “We still need to test exposure to standard environmental protocols. Will you do me the honor of exposing the cells to UVB while I observe?”

“Certainly,” Dresden replied, suddenly defused. “I forgot myself. But you must admit this, in and of itself, is a breathtaking discovery.”

“Indeed, my friend,” Vic replied, lowering his eyes to the microscope once again. He couldn’t see when the UVB generator was turned on, but he saw the results instantly. The cells shriveled and darkened until they were simply misshapen dots on the slide.

“Well, that’s discouraging,” Dresden said dejectedly.

Victor stood erect and glanced at the slide where it rested on the cross-table. Even from there he could see the darkness of the slide medium. “Catastrophic destruction. It didn’t just kill the cells...they’re completely obliterated.”

“Can you modify the ribosomes in that strand or must you start over?” Dresden asked.

“I’m at the level now where I just need to make minute adjustments,” Victor replied glibly. “I’m going to program a dozen or so alternatives and start them in the BSC, right after I call Tonia.” Glancing at the clock high on the wall at the rear of the lab, he grunted. “She’ll already be gone, I’m afraid. She doesn’t stay around on Friday evenings. I’ll help you clean up and reset your samples before starting on my own.”

Victor went in search of a hand broom and dustpan while Dresden moved back to the scene of his accident. When Victor arrived, most of the broken glass slides were on the transport tray so he put the broom to work. As he swept the small particles of glass which still remained on the floor into the rubber-edged dustpan a single broken slide, invisible in the fluids, cocked sideways and lodged near the juncture of the rubber and the metal pan. Working the edge of the hand broom against the end of the slide, he attempted to flip it over the obstruction. Instead, the broken tip of the slide jumped over the rubber lip and embedded itself under Victor’s thumbnail. 

“Dammit,” he cursed, jerking his finger back. He rushed to the flushing station, expressing blood from his thumb as he stomped on the water control pedal. “Stupid of me to try forcing it, I know better.”

“Do you need a bandage?” Dresden called as he hurried to the first aid kit where it hung on the wall near the main doors.

“Probably not, it’s already stopped bleeding,” Victor replied even as he reconsidered. “Better give me one just to be on the safe side. It'll be sore as hell for the next few days.”

––––––––
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“I’M DONE IN,” DRESDEN said as he finished sanitizing his work station. “It’s close to ten. Are you staying overnight again?”

“Actually, I’ve just set the BSC for 60 hours,” Victor informed him. “It should be neutral by the time we arrive Monday morning. Care for a drink, or are you headed straight home?”

“I could go for a Macallan Sherry,” Dresden replied with a sigh.

“You and your scotch,” Victor chided good-naturedly. “When are you going to start drinking men’s liquor?”

“If you mean that rot-gut, battery acid you call bourbon, never,” he replied in kind.

“Kentucky sipping whiskey is a man’s drink,” Victor shot back.

“Well, 18 year-old scotch is a gentleman’s drink,” Victor replied arrogantly.

“I’m going to clean up my station and I’ll be ready in about ten,” Victor smiled.

“I’ll just go check my emails instead of sitting up until dawn at home doing it,” Dresden replied as he walked toward their shared office.

“Shut my computer down, will you,” Victor called after him. “It’s not locked. I hate going through all that security protocol every time I login, so I just tell it to hibernate.”

––––––––
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“THIS PLACE IS NOT USUALLY so crowded this early on a Friday night,” Dresden said as they walked from the farthest reaches of the parking lot toward the lounge they frequented. 

“That’s what happens when the Yuppies start moving to the suburbs,” Victor growled. “It’s why I bought the warehouse way out here in the sticks fifteen years ago. I knew it was just a matter of time before progress made its way out this far.” He said the word as if he were describing a particularly vile sample of contaminated sewer water.

“We may have to sit at the bar,” Victor whined.

“Oh, ye of little faith,” the older scientist scoffed. “I’m sure I can get Marie to find us a little corner somewhere.”

“If she’s working,” the junior virologist responded.

“Are you kidding?” Victor sniffed. “Tell me one Friday night you haven’t seen the owner up at the mic at least three times. If she wasn’t here to calm the rampant masses, she might not have a lounge come Sunday morning.”

“Well, she does have that voice,” Dresden said wistfully.

“You mean that smoky, gravel-filled growl that makes every man in the place shift in his seat every time she sings?” Victor teased.

“Oh, and you’re unaffected?” his partner fired back derisively.

“On the contrary,” the senior man replied. “I’ve just been around it longer. I’ve developed an immunity of sorts.”

When the door opened, the voice in question was wafting across the crowded room like fog drifts through the Spanish moss on a cool evening in Savannah. The song was an old blues number about her man doing her wrong. Marie could have sung the ingredients off the back of a jar of salsa and no one would have noticed the difference. They both stopped and soaked in the vibrations her voice caused in every man’s private parts and dreams. The room exhaled a constantly changing cologne of alcohol, beer, wine and bodies ready for Friday night action.

When the piano tinkled the last notes of the ballad, the applause and whistles were enough to deafen anyone. Marie smiled that sleepy twist of the corners of her mouth as she blew a sultry kiss to the room. The pair made their way around the still-cheering patrons toward the end of the bar where she would have to pass in order to get back behind the long, worn mahogany counter. She spied them as she approached and her eyes lit up as they locked with Victor’s.

“Hello, sugar. Where have you been keeping yourself?” she purred as she placed one hand flat against his sternum.

“Just staying busy trying to save the world,” he replied as he peeled her finger gently from his shirtfront and wrapped them around his palm. Kissing the back of her hand, he allowed his lips to linger momentarily as his eyes slid up her arm, across her salacious full lips, and down to her equally luscious and full bosom.

“My eyes are up here,” she said frostily.

“I was getting there,” Victor replied coolly.

“It’s nice to see you again, Miss Fountaine,” Dresden offered gamely.

“Sugar, you can call me Marie, but only when you’re with this handsome hunk of maleness,” she replied without taking her eyes from Victor’s. “So, Doctor Equerry. How is that fine young man of yours doing?”

“Tyrone is on track to graduate Magna Cum Laude with his Master in Immunology this coming spring,” Victor bragged shamelessly. “He’ll begin his Doctoral program in the summer and start working as my graduate assistant in the fall.”

“The proud papa,” Marie cooed. “And your baby girl?”

“Giselle started with Magnum, Booth, & Holmes in Atlanta as soon as she graduated from Harvard Law last month,” he said briskly as his eyes lit up. It was apparent how proud he was of his daughter. “I hate to see her move so far away, but she’s on a fast-track for partner in a decade.”

“Partner by 35; what is this ole’ world comin’ to?” Marie sighed. “Sugar, we ain’t gettin’ any younger. When you gonna run away to Belize with me?”

Victor had danced these steps many times with Marie. They had been a hot item when he was still a starry-eyed young grad student himself. That was before he met Shyla; no one else had mattered after that. They’d been married for 28 years and were still as deeply in love as the day she’d proposed. Shyla would tell anyone who asked how she had known the only way to get him away from the swamp witch was to convince him to marry her. The fact that her husband and his ex-lover were still close friends no longer bothered her; much.

“Can you possibly get us a table?” Victor asked, breaking the magical spell of energy which still raced between them.

“Don’t I always?” she replied, dropping his hand to move fluidly past them.

“What would I have to do to get her to look at me like that?” Dresden asked after Marie had personally brought them their drinks. Also, as usual, they were on the house.

“Do you really want me to answer that?” Victor asked, cutting a sidelong glance at his junior business partner.

“You mean it’s possible?” he asked hopefully.

“Sure. All you need to do is find a plastic surgeon to add six inches to your legs and your manhood, and give you heavy melanin injections.”

Dresden looked away but not before Victor saw the flash of rage which dashed across his plain, pasty features. He tossed back the $30 shot of scotch as if it were cheap well liquor. Dresden could blame his slight frame on his lineage, but not his flaccid musculature. The truth was; he never worked out, seldom went out in the sun, and infrequently bathed. He was so engrossed in his work that he occasionally came to work in the same clothes he’d left in the night before. Those things were trivial in his mind. When he held his glass up to a passing waitress, Victor decided to intervene.

“If you’re going to have another, maybe we should get something to eat.”

“I can hold my liquor,” Dresden growled.

“I’m sure you can, but can you magically make a Breathalyzer read lower?” Victor soothed. “You didn’t eat lunch and you weigh under 130 pounds. Physics won’t change, even for a brilliant virologist such as yourself. I’m fairly certain our sponsors won’t approve of a DUI, even for their star pupil.”

When the waitress came back with his refill, he ordered a plate of smother, covered, scattered and chunked. Victor just shook his head at the thought of a mass of hash browns covered in so many different toppings. It was no wonder his protégé had a pot belly at age 28. When the waitress looked coyly at him, he just shook his head. “Mine’s waiting at home.” The double entendre wasn’t lost on the cute young woman. She moved her hand to her mouth and slowly pulled the corners of her mouth down into a pout. Spinning, she sashayed away provocatively.

“How do you do that?” Dresden blurted. “I can’t get any woman to look at me like that.”

“Hey, I’ve offered to go to the gym with you and set you on the right path,” Victor replied dismissively. “The rest is all up to you.”

“I don’t have time for that,” he scoffed.

“Then you’ll never have time for that,” Victor said, pointing to the waitress’ pert backside. The blue jean cutoffs she wore left little to the imagination.

“Maybe tomorrow?” Dresden asked hopefully.

“For what? You going to the gym or a woman miraculously being interested in you? Never mind, those would both be miracles,” he teased.

“Okay then, where do I meet you and what time?” he glowered.

“Seriously? My house, seven am,” Victor replied pan-faced. “We’ll run three miles and then hit my home gym. It’ll do until you develop enough interest to either buy a gym membership or your own equipment.”

“Why can’t I just use yours?” Dresden asked plaintively.

“For the same reason you don’t sleep in my spare room,” Victor smiled back. “I didn’t take you to raise.”
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Two

Discovery
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Monday morning, the green light showed the growth chamber was safe to open. Victor began examining and testing each of the two-dozen alterations he had made to Friday night’s near-success. Dresden worked on parallel experiments in a different part of the lab. The separation was intended to prevent potential cross-contamination of each other’s work and to allow the younger doctor to pursue his own ideas. The third slide he tested had the same resistance to the viral toxin as before, but this time the UVB didn’t affect it either. 

Not wanting to startle his partner again, Victor prepared a dose of the serum which would replicate the effect on the cell tissue he had grown and prepared to inject it into six lab animals. Making certain to label each one with the prerequisite details, he injected and isolated them from the writhing mass of lab specimens they kept on hand. Tonia had obviously been in earlier because the food and water dispensers were full and the rats were all lying about in sated piles of fur and flesh. He never stopped being aware that regardless of how clean the cages and the lab were kept, this part of the room always smelled gamey. Setting a timer for one hour, he returned to his station and continued testing the remaining mutations he had programmed.

––––––––
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“DR. EQUERRY, THE RATS you isolated are all dead,” Tonia said, startling him out of cataloging his eleventh slide and third hopeful permutation. Rushing to the cage area, he keyed in the pass code for the isolation room. All six rats were indeed dead. They were also horribly bloated and distended. One had suffered ruptures of the abdominal wall. One had apparently chewed its own feet off.

“Prepare the necropsy room and suit up please,” he said as Tonia began opening the cage doors wearing heavy gloves. She could do so because all the specimens were deceased and it reduced the risk of snagging a nitrile-gloved finger on the cage while extracting the bodies for examination.

“Right away, doctor,” she replied.

Victor went in search of Dresden. He always offered him the opportunity to observe or even participate when they got to this level in their experiments. He found him with his eyes glued to a microscope, where he spent the vast majority of his day.

“A-hem,” Victor said softly, clearing his throat. Dresden stood up and stretched his lower back, but then jerked forward and clasped his splayed fingers over his stomach. “You wore me out this weekend,” he complained. “I haven’t been able to move properly since Saturday evening.”

“Did you go home and take a hot soak with Epsom Salts like I suggested?” Victor asked dubiously.

“I was, but when I stopped at the drug store for the salts, I saw the pizza place across the street,” he admitted. “I thought I deserved a reward for all my efforts. The salts are still in the bag in my car.”

“Well, if you stay serious about this, you’ll need to soak after every session until your muscles get accustomed to working hard,” Victor advised. “Next time, well do 30 sit-ups instead of 20.”

Grinning to soften the jab, he continued. “I initiated a host trial thirty minutes ago and all six subjects have expired.” Dresden’s head snapped to look Victor full in the face. “I’m on my way to necropsy if you’d care to join.” The younger man immediately put away what he was working on and hurried along behind to get prepared for the examination.

––––––––
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“THE INTERNAL ORGANS are putrefied,” Victor grimaced as he incised the first animal’s lower abdomen. Thick, brownish-green liquid spurted from the point of the scalpel before the opening became large enough to allow the fluid to rush out. The malodorous effluence was powerfully vile smelling even through their masks as it slid slowly toward the gutter at the edge of the examination tray.

Dresden picked up the second animal carcass and gently palpated the chest. “The skeleton seems to be overly-soft as well.”

“There is no evidence of remaining internal organs,” Victor said as he used a water nozzle to clean out the abdominal cavity. “Everything non-rigid is emulsified. There is some trace evidence of cartilage, but even it is much smaller than it should be. We better double glove in case this viral mutation is still viable. Tonia, prepare slides of several samples of the fluid and any tissue extant.”

“This one doesn’t have the same general appear as the rest,” Dresden said as he examined the remaining four bodies. “In fact, it looks desiccated.”

“Let’s have it,” Victor replied right away. Dresden wheeled the small exam table in front of him around and slid it over to his partner.

“Yes, this subject is in fact desiccated. Now, how could that be?” Victor wondered aloud. 

“It’s the only one of the six which isn’t intact,” Dresden replied, pointing to its missing feet.

“Why would it eat its own feet?” Victor asked in awe. He was busy opening the rat’s stomach to see what differences there might be.

“The internal organs are all dried up as well,” Dresden observed. Upon opening the shriveled stomach, they had another surprise. It was empty. As they stood staring at each other in disbelief, Tonia walked back into the room. “Dr. Equerry, those bits of cartilage in the four rat’s stomachs are not their own. The cartilage is the remnants of toenails and all five of them have theirs.”
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Three

Aggression
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Tuesday morning, Victor met Dresden walking across the small parking lot behind the large warehouse. There were two emergency one-way exit doors in the rear as well as a traditional one for keyed access. Each scientist had tacitly agreed to park near one of the emergency doors so there was always a vehicle just outside in case they had to evacuate the immediate premises in haste. Both were backed in, the windows were down and the keys were in the vehicles with the doors unlocked. Victor didn’t like leaving the Jag’s fob in the cup holder but acknowledged the security fence would stop all but the most dedicated car thief. Tonia always parked right next to the rear entrance and was usually in by six am. Victor had arrived before Dresden but had waited in his car until the younger man came in. He wanted to discuss one aspect of the experiment with him out of Tonia’s earshot.

“I’d like for you to perform a separate and distinct analysis of the discoveries we made Friday evening. I’ll compile my own findings and we’ll share them with Tonia.” As their lab assistant, she had differing perspectives and sharp intuitive insights both men occasionally missed. “Please do this without involving her in any way. I’ve considered the possible scenarios for what occurred and don’t want her prospective tainting either of ours. I’ll be asking for her thoughts as well.”

“Of, course, Victor,” the younger scientist replied. “I’ve thought of nothing else myself and already have several hypotheses. I should be finished with any samplings and further examinations needed and can present my theory by this afternoon.”

Once inside, Victor sought out Tonia immediately. He found her in the clean room preparing to enter the isolation lab, which was spotless. There were no carcasses in cages or specimens on examination trays, which was what he had expected. None of the putrid reek of decay remained from the previous night’s work. “Are all of the subjects in the cooler?” he asked her simply. 

“All except the exsanguinated specimen,” she replied. “I stayed late last night to ensure they were all cataloged and stored. Then I came in at six to make sure they were all properly prepped for examination and replaced them in the cooler. I presumed you would want to start your examinations first thing, so I laid out the obvious first choice.”

Her level of confidence made Victor smile. The professionalism and dedication she continually displayed never failed to impress him. She was so intuitive regarding his lab protocols it was almost as if she could read his mind. “I’ve asked Dr. Terwilliger to conduct his own analysis and I’m asking you to do the same. Please do not confer with him, nor allow him to solicit your inputs on his. I want three distinct examinations because I’m hoping we’ll all reach the same conclusion.”

“Which is?” she smiled slightly.

“That would be telling,” he replied.

––––––––
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“MY THEORY, REGARDLESS of how bizarre or unscientific it may seem, is as follows,” Dresden lectured, standing separate and apart against the exterior wall of the office. He did so whenever he presented any findings to anyone. He always conducted himself as if he were in front of one of the classrooms he taught at the local university. Dr. Equerry taught as well but just part-time; usually doctoral candidates.

“Physical evidence reveals four of the five subjects experiencing emulsification of the abdominal cavity were in close enough proximity of subject six to effect actual contact,” he began. “This could not have been accomplished to the extent possible for said subjects to chew off one of subject six’s feet unless said subject were to have extended the appendage through the cage bars voluntarily.” 

He hurried on in a rush as the import of what he said registered. “There is however, no evidence of blood or other body fluids in any of the cages save for the one subject which suffered breaching abdominal lesions. Examination of DNA markers in the effluence of those four subjects demonstrate evidence of the host and subject six. Subject three was not immediately adjacent to subject six’s cage. Three was the subject which experienced the abdominal breach.”

He paused to look wild-eyed at his two coworkers. “It is my theory therefore, that subject six offered her feet to subjects one, two, four and five with the intention of allowing them to be chewed off. The manifestation of rapid and total emulsification of their abdominal contents must have originated from the test serum with which they were injected. The liquefaction of their internal organs would have created intense thirst, with the blood of subject six consumed in an attempt to alleviate such thirst. Genetically, subjects one, two, four and five were siblings or cousins. Six was from one or two earlier generations.”

He stopped there, unsure how to continue. Visibly collecting himself, he offered his conclusion. “In layman’s terms, six was a parent or aunt of the other four. Yes, I’m aware rats have no descendancy or familial recognition as we know it. It is the single correlation I could arrive at for the effect. Six offered herself as relief for the overwhelming thirst of the four. Yes, six was female, as were one and five. The remaining three were male, per our standard gender selections. As far as how number three suffered eruptive lesions, I can merely speculate. Something in the genetic distribution of six’s blood partially ameliorated the process or stunted the creation of additional byproducts found in lesser quantities in the others.”

Dresden was sweating across his brow and upper lip. “Adrenocorticotropic hormone was found in significantly greater quantities for subject three than in any of the rest. The level of ACTH and subsequent levels of cortisol released was sufficient to potentially burst the subject’s heart. This impact may have facilitated the breaching lesions.” He moved to his executive leather chair and dropped into the seat, looking exhausted and frazzled. Victor had chided him on the cost of the chair when Dresden had asked for it so the young scientist had purchased it from his own pocket. He explained how he felt as he had earned the luxury by being selected for the level of research they were conducting.

Victor looked as if he might be mildly amused, much to Dresden’s pique. He turned to Tonia. “Do you have a different theory or anything to add to Dr. Terwilliger’s findings?”

“I...necropsied the skeletal and epidermal remains of all five subjects which suffered liquefaction,” she began tentatively. “All five showed advanced decomposition of the epidermal tissues and rapid decalcification of all skeletal structures. I theorize that, had we left them alone for another hour or two, they would have experienced total emulsification.”

“My hypotheses were similar; although I too missed the obvious investigation of results had the experiment continued. Well done, Ms. Jefferson.” Tonia beamed whenever he addressed her formally. She had once confided to him that she had told her mother it made her feel like a real scientist. “I found the elevated ACTH levels as well, although I did not pursue or even consider generational markers as significant. Very astute, Dr. Terwilliger.”

Shifting in his seat, he pulled his metal portfolio across in front of him and flipped it open. “What I did find was that the effluence solidified when exposed to a broad-spectrum antiviral. That is astounding as there is no evidence of continued viral persistence.”

“What is your conclusion on that finding?” Dresden asked, looking bewildered and expectant at the same time.

“I don’t have one yet.”

“We have to present a paper on our findings to the CDC as soon as possible,” Dresden encouraged.

“No, I don’t want to start sending out false positives,” Victor replied with a scowl. “We need to pursue this line of experimentation to its logical conclusion before we report our success.” Looking to Tonia, he continued. “Put everything in hard stasis. We can thaw samples as required. Please set up the isolation room for a second round of hosts. I have three more likely candidates I need to test.”
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“THE TRIAL FOR NUMBER eleven ended the same way,” Tonia said dejectedly. “When we allowed it to continue longer, it in fact left the hosts in complete liquefaction.”

“We’re missing something,” Victor growled. All three were once again crammed into the tiny office Victor and Dresden shared. Tonia was perched on the corner of Dresden’s desk facing them both.

“You have two more potentials left,” Dresden offered. “Why not run them before we scrap the entire line of progress?”

“We’re running low on subjects,” Tonia reminded them.

“We can always get more rats,” Dresden said dismissively. “How many are there?”

“We have fourteen left,” Tonia said.

“You’re right, Dresden, we should pursue this to its logical conclusion,” Victor agreed. “Tonia, set up two host sets on opposite ends of the isolation room. Dresden, will you help me prepare the final two serums for samples seventeen and twenty-three?” To avoid confusion, each experimental subject trial was referenced with the same number as the mutation specimen from which the serum derived. As Victor rose to leave their storeroom-sized office, Dresden and Tonia exchanged a worried glanced.
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“GROUP SEVENTEEN HAS expired,” Dresden said. He was standing in the doorway of the office, leaning against the door frame. He wasn’t actually afraid of Victor, but the man had been on edge for the past three days.

“Dammit,” Victor muttered under his breath. “Already? How long did they survive?”

“Less than five minutes, but group 23 is still alive and quite active. In fact, they’ve lived the longest of any trial.”

“How long has it been?” Victor asked as he irritably yanked the sleeve of his lab coat up his arm to expose his wristwatch. Eight pm already? Where had the day gone?

“Almost two hours,” Dresden replied. “Tonia went home an hour ago. I’ve been watching the last group play. They’re highly active, more like adolescents than fully-matured rats.”

The last caused Victor’s head to come up abruptly. Launching himself from his hi-backed nylon web chair, he hurried across the room so quickly Dresden had to push off the door frame for fear of being bowled over. For a large man, Victor Equerry was light on his feet and surprisingly fast. He explained his haste as he made his way across the expansive warehouse. “If their play drive has increased, it might mean they’re recovering from the virus. Were they lethargic at the onset?”

“Yes,” Dresden called after him. “In fact, they’ve barely become active again in the past 15 minutes.”

Victor stumbled to a halt as he rushed through the clean room door into the isolation lab. All six rats were hanging upside down from their cage tops and swaying rhythmically. At first he thought they were convulsing but immediately recognized the rat aggression dance. It just usually wasn’t performed hanging from the ceiling. Whenever mature adults sensed danger they would sometimes sway side-to-side. It was suspected this was to mesmerize a foe or threat, or to distract the attacker from their young. 

As Dresden entered the room, all six rats dropped from the tops of the cages and flipped over, landing on their feet. They all leapt onto the cage walls and began screaming in a high-pitched squeal at the two men. One by one, their eyes bulged and began to bleed at the edges. Then their noses began to bleed, and finally blood ran from their mouths. As if by some unrecognized signal, all six began running from one end of their cage to the other. Leaping against the end of the cage at full stride, they butted their heads against the wire bars. They would fall to their sides and then struggle to stand, before turning to run for the opposite end of the cage and repeat the process.

“What do we do?” Dresden asked in desperation.

“I’m not sure there’s anything we can do,” Victor replied distractedly.

Ultimately as scientist all they could do was stand and observe, open-mouthed, at the manic display. The spectacle continued until the last rat had bludgeoned itself to death against the cage bars.
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“I’ve processed another eight variations for each of the three most promising results from the previous trials,” Victor shared with his lab team. “As soon as the next shipment of test subjects arrives we’ll run them through. I want to test each sub-strain independently, starting with the one which allowed for the longest survival.”

“That would be the one which didn’t cause liquefaction?” Tonia clarified.

“Correct,” he replied. “I’ve scheduled minor RNA variations on the eight mutations which allowed for the longest survival. I also scheduled variations on the mutation which resulted in the exsanguinations in our first trial.”

“Why would you do that?” Dresden asked, startled. “That trial was a complete failure, wasn’t it?” As he spoke, his tone and tempo changed while watching his mentor’s face. Victor had started with a cat-bird grin but finished with a frown.

“Do you think it was a complete failure, Tonia?” he asked her suddenly.

Taken aback, she flustered and stuttered for several seconds before finding her professional voice. “As you’ve so often said in lecture, if we’ve learned anything, it’s not a failure. I’ve thought several times we should have pursued that modification further,” she qualified. “It elicited aberrant behaviors which should be investigated to see if they can be reproduced using familially-similar subjects. Trial twenty-three should be further examined for the same reason.”

“Exactly,” Victor crowed. “Extremely well thought out, Ms. Jefferson.” Turning his attention back to a blushing Dresden, he attempted to mollify his disconcerted partner. “No need to be embarrassed, Dresden. This is why I keep young eyes in the lab. We PhDs tend to become too entrenched in protocol and not enough in true experimentation.”

When Dresden refused to look him in the eye, Victor decided to diffuse the situation further. “I have nothing of further significance to accomplish today. Are you working on something at the moment?” he asked Dresden. The younger scientist mutely shook his head. “Tonia, there’s little to finish up unless I missed something,” he said as a statement rather than a question. 

“Nothing I can’t finish tomorrow, why?” she asked in replied.

“I feel like we’ve all worked exceedingly hard and have had an overly frustrating week, so I’d like to take us all to dinner,” he replied.

Dresden’s face illuminated at the mention of food. “I’m famished; I didn’t stop for lunch and just grabbed a pastry on my way out the door this morning.”

Both turned their gazes to Tonia who shrugged gamely. “As a grad student I never turn down a free meal. Where are we going, Taco Barn or Genghis Charlie’s?” She knew these were both her employer’s favorite take-out restaurants from the multitude of containers she had cleared off their desks after late nights.

“Oh, you wound me,” Victor pantomimed being stabbed. “I was thinking Cheri’s.”

“Ah, I’m not dressed for fine dining,” Tonia blurted, sweeping her hands in illustration to include her blue jeans and striped tank top under her lab coat.

“I’m not usually self-conscious about my dress, but I don’t think I am, either,” Dresden said, gazing at his wrinkled and soiled attire.

“I’m sure they have a secluded area where you won’t feel so exposed,” Victor said compassionately. “Or we can go elsewhere if you choose.”

“Genghis Charlie’s,” Dresden blurted. “Sorry, I really like their food.”

Victor looked at Tonia, who nodded sheepishly.

“Well then, Mongolian Barbecue it is.”

––––––––
[image: image]


“EMERGING AND INFECTIOUS Diseases, this is Dr. Brenner,” the male voice said.

“It’s me,” the caller said with familiarity.

“You’re not supposed to call me on this number,” Dr. Brenner hissed, glancing about to see if any of his coworkers were within earshot.

“I didn’t have a choice. He’s done it. Equerry has successfully mutated the test cells to survive Chikungunya and exposure to environmental radiations,” the called exclaimed. 

“That...shouldn’t be possible,” Brenner stammered. “The samples were intentionally modified so as to never produce viable results. Did he obtain alternative specimens elsewhere?”

“I don’t know,” the mystery voice answered. “He’s insanely restrictive about cross-contamination in his research. For all I know, the bastard’s using his own cells.”

“This won’t do! This just won’t do,” the CDC man worried. “His grant was supposed to run out and he would have to quit his research. He can’t succeed, that will not be allowed.”

“I still don’t understand why you’re so dead-set against Dr. Equerry making this breakthrough?” the caller puzzled. “Wouldn’t creating a vaccine which makes humans immune to all unwanted viruses be a boon to mankind?”

“You don’t need to understand, either,” Brenner replied hotly. “You’re being paid an exorbitant amount to monitor and gather information.” Calming slightly, he continued. “Yes, the world needs that vaccine developed, but we need to control it. No, Equerry cannot be the man to do so. Suffice it to say, Dr. Victor Equerry must fail, be discredited, and have his life ruined. Just like...” he didn’t finish.

“Just like what?” the caller asked.

“Never mind,” Brenner said with new energy in his voice. “I believe I have a plan. Wait for further instructions.” He hung up perfunctorily. His mind was already racing.
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“DR. EQUERRY, WE RECEIVED three dozen test subjects just now,” Tonia said from the doorway to his office. 

He looked up from the notes he was transcribing from his journal into the database files. “Excellent, prepare two trials right away and I’ll ask Dr. Terwilliger if he’d like to assist.”

“Respectfully, sir, I took the liberty of already doing so and have the materials prepared to formulate the test serums,” she said hesitantly. “I'd hoped, if it’s not too presumptive of me, to be the one to assist if you feel I’m qualified.”

Victor gazed into her guileless face for several seconds before reaching a decision. “That’ll be fine; no need to disturb Dresden.” Rising from his chair, he shrugged back into his lab coat which had been hanging on a coat tree. “Shall we?”

In the testing lab, Victor watched as Tonia efficiently drew the necessary fluids into separate syringes. He meant to ensure the exact percentage of each fluid used to create the serum was used. Moving to the vortexer, she expertly tapped the top of the tiny machine to open the spring-loaded lid and smoothly blended them into the waiting cup. Pressing the top down, she held it for a second before releasing the pressure. The spinning cup slowed quickly so Tonia could lift the lid with her pinky finger while still holding the two syringes. Carefully placing the needles into the fluid, she drew equal amounts into each syringe without touching any part of the mixer. When she raised her head from her concentrating work, Victor was smiling at her.

“You have excellent technique, Ms. Jefferson,” he said smiling. “You’ll make a fine research biologist in the future.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” she said, blushing slightly as she slid the needles expertly back into the waiting covers on the recapping stand. Turning, she offered him one of the two syringes.

“I’ll inject the left bank, you take the right three,” Victor instructed as they moved towards the rows of cages. As usual, the cages were clean and well serviced. Tonia opened the first in her row and reached in to extract the subject. Carefully, she injected precisely one-third of the serum into the rat’s tail vein. When she finished, Dr. Equerry was already at the serum table preparing the next trial. As she approached, she noted he had a puzzled look on his face.

“This doesn’t seem right,” he was muttering under his breath. “The percentages appear to be reversed.”

Tonia looked around his broad back at the monitor. “That’s one graduated scale above the serum I just mixed,” she offered. “It would seem logical that would be the next step in the protocol.”

“You’re certain?” Victor asked, still looking confused.

Reaching around his arm, Tonia toggled the mouse to return to the previous page and moved aside. Victor looked searchingly at the page, scanning it from top to bottom. “Yes, this seems right,” he said, still holding a serum vial in one hand and syringe in the other. “Switch it back please,” he asked. Tonia reached over and did so. Scanning the page again, he shrugged and inserted the needle into the vial. “I’m working too hard,” he breathed.

“Yes, sir, you are,” Tonia replied encouragingly.

Victor snapped his head sideways to peer into her eyes, looking for any clue as to why she would say something so out of character and inappropriate for a graduate student. All he saw was concern and compassion. Nodding, he finished preparing the two draws.
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