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​PROLOGUE: THE LAST EPISODE THEY NEVER HEARD

The recording began at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday in October.

"This is Dr. Arden Vale, and you're listening to Crimes of Humanity. What I'm about to tell you... I need you to understand that I didn't want to believe it either."

Her voice trembled—just slightly, just enough that the audio engineer at Portland Public Radio would have flagged it for re-recording under normal circumstances. But these weren't normal circumstances. The timestamp on the file would later show that Dr. Arden had been alone in the studio, the building locked, the security cameras mysteriously offline for a forty-three-minute window.

"For the past six months, I've been investigating a series of disappearances. Not the kind that makes headlines. These are the invisible ones—the people society has already forgotten. Homeless veterans. Undocumented immigrants. Sex workers. Addicts in recovery. The kind of people who, when they vanish, barely leave a ripple."

A pause. The sound of papers shuffling.

"But they do leave something. They leave DNA. They leave fingerprints. They leave trace evidence that tells a story, if you know how to read it. And what I've read... God help me, what I've found..."

Another pause, longer this time. In the background, barely audible, a sound. A door? A footstep?

"His name is Dr. Marcus Lennox. Some of you might recognize that name. He was my mentor at Johns Hopkins. Brilliant surgeon. Pioneer in regenerative medicine. He taught me everything I know about forensics, reading the stories that bodies tell. He taught me to look deeper, to see what others miss."

Her breathing had changed now, faster, shallower.

"I was wrong to trust him. I was wrong about so many things. The clinic in Southeast Portland—the one that burned down last week—that wasn't an accident. I have evidence. I have samples. I have testimony from someone who escaped, someone who saw what they're doing in there. The modifications. The experiments. The—"

A crash. Definitely a crash this time, something heavy hitting the floor.

"They're here. Jesus Christ, they're here. If you're listening to this, if anyone finds this recording—his compound is in the Columbia River Gorge, near Cascade Locks. The property is registered under a shell corporation called Helix Renewal Foundation. There are others. He's not working alone. They call themselves—"

The sound of the studio door splintering. Wood cracking. Metal scraping.

"—the Order of Renewal. They believe they're saving humanity. They believe—"

"Dr. Arden." A man's voice, soft and cultured, almost gentle. "You've always been so thorough in your research. It's one of the qualities I most admired in you."

"Marcus. Don't—don't come any closer. I've already sent copies of everything to—"

"To whom, Dr. Arden? The police? The FBI? Do you really think I haven't prepared for that possibility? Do you think I've come this far without understanding the importance of... institutional cooperation?"

"You're insane. What you're doing to those people—"

"I'm giving them purpose. I'm giving them transcendence. You of all people should understand. You've seen what the human body can become when properly guided. When the genetic code is refined, perfected, elevated beyond its crude natural state."

"They're human beings, Marcus. Not lab rats. Not raw materials for your sick fantasies."

A sound like laughter, but wrong somehow. Too measured, too controlled.

"Human beings. Such a limiting concept, don't you think? We're on the verge of something magnificent, Dr. Arden. The next stage of human evolution. And you—you could have been part of it. You still can be. Your genetic profile is remarkable. Your intelligence, your determination, your capacity for understanding complex systems—these are traits worth preserving. Worth enhancing."

"Stay away from me!"

A struggle. The microphone captured it all—the scrape of a chair, the thud of bodies against equipment, the crash of something expensive and electronic hitting the floor. Dr. Arden's breathing, ragged and desperate. And then, cutting through it all, other voices. Multiple voices, speaking in unison:

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

"No! No, please—"

"Shh, Dr. Arden. Don't fight it. You taught me once that the body always tells the truth. Let yours tell its truth now. Let it become what it was always meant to be."

The sound of a syringe. A gasp. A whimper.

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

The chanting continued for another thirty-seven seconds. Then silence. Then the sound of the recording equipment being switched off manually, the click of the button loud and final in the empty studio.

The file was discovered three days later by a janitor who noticed the studio door had been forced open. By then, Dr. Arden Vale had been missing for seventy-two hours. The police found no signs of struggle—the studio had been meticulously cleaned. No fingerprints. No DNA evidence. No trace of the violence the recording suggested.

The audio file itself was corrupted, they said. Unusable as evidence. Probably a hoax, a publicity stunt for her podcast. Dr. Arden had been under a lot of stress lately. Her ratings had been slipping. People did desperate things when their careers were on the line.

The case was filed away. The investigation went cold. The podcast was cancelled.

But the recording survived. Copies always survive. They circulate in the dark corners of the internet, on conspiracy theory forums and true crime subreddits. Most people who listen dismiss it as fiction, an elaborate piece of audio drama.

Some people, though—a very few—listen more carefully. They hear the truth in Dr. Arden's voice. They hear the terror. They hear the chanting.

And they start to wonder: if Dr. Arden Vale disappeared that night in October, then who is the woman calling herself Dr. Arden Vale who appeared six weeks later, hosting a new season of Crimes of Humanity?

Who is she, and what is she investigating?

The answer, as with all Dr. Arden's cases, lies in the evidence. In the blood. In the DNA. In the stories that bodies tell when you know how to read them.

This is that story.

This is the truth about the Order of Renewal.

This is how it really began.
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​CHAPTER 1: THE WOMAN WHO CAME BACK
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Six weeks after the incident at Portland Public Radio, Dr. Dr. Arden Vale walked into the forensic laboratory at Oregon State Medical Examiner's Office like she'd never been gone at all.

Dr. James Chen looked up from his microscope, his coffee cup frozen halfway to his lips. For a long moment, he simply stared. Then he set the cup down carefully, as if afraid any sudden movement might shatter the illusion.

"Dr. Arden?"

She smiled. It was her smile—the slightly crooked one that pulled more to the left, the one that never quite reached her eyes even on good days. She wore her dark hair in the same efficient ponytail she'd always favored. Her white lab coat was crisp and clean, her ID badge clipped to the pocket. Everything about her was exactly as it should be.

Except.

"Hey, James. Sorry I've been out. I had some personal matters to deal with." She moved past him toward her workstation, her gait smooth and purposeful. "What have I missed?"

James stood slowly, his chair rolling backward. "Dr. Arden, you've been missing for six weeks. Police were investigating. That recording—"

"Recording?" She turned, her expression puzzled. "What recording?"

"From the studio. The night you disappeared. You were talking about Dr. Lennox, about some kind of cult, about—" He stopped, studying her face. "You don't remember?"

Something flickered across her features. Confusion? Concern? It was too quick to identify. "James, I think there's been some misunderstanding." I took a leave of absence. Family emergency. I filed all the paperwork with HR."

"No, you didn't. I checked. We all checked. Your apartment was locked from the inside. Your car was still in the parking garage. Your phone went straight to voicemail. The police found—"

"Found what?" Her voice was patient, almost gentle. The way you'd speak to someone who was confused, someone who needed reassurance. "James, I'm fine. I'm here. Whatever you think happened, I promise you, there's a reasonable explanation."

But James had worked with Dr. Arden Vale for four years. He'd seen her testify in court, watched her dismantle defense attorneys with nothing but evidence and logic. He'd seen her work eighteen-hour days on cases that haunted her, seen her cry exactly once—when they'd identified the remains of a missing child after three years of searching.

He knew what she was saying. The way she touched her left earlobe when she was lying. The way her pupils dilated slightly when she was afraid. The way she held her shoulders when she was bracing for impact.

This woman before him did none of those things.

"Who are you?" he whispered.

She tilted her head, and for just a moment—less than a second, really—something moved behind her eyes. Something that wasn't quite human. Something that looked at James Chen like he was a specimen under glass, interesting but ultimately irrelevant.

Then it was gone, and she was Dr. Arden again, concerned and confused.

"James, I think you should sit down. You look pale. Have you been sleeping? Eating properly?" She moved toward him, reaching out to touch his arm.

He jerked back. "Don't."

"James—"

"I want to run a DNA test."

Silence. The lab hummed around them—the refrigeration units, the ventilation system, the soft beep of equipment monitoring samples. Outside, Portland's November rain hammered against the windows.

"A DNA test," she repeated slowly.

"Yes. If you're really Dr. Arden, you won't have any problem with that. We have your DNA on file. Standard procedure for all forensic staff. It'll take five minutes to confirm."

She studied him for a long moment. Then she smiled again, and this time it was different. Sharper. More knowing.

"Of course, James. Whatever makes you comfortable." She held out her hand. "Do you want to do the swab, or should I?"

He retrieved a collection kit from the supply cabinet, his hands steady despite the adrenaline flooding his system. Years of training took over—proper procedure, chain of custody, documentation. He swabbed the inside of her cheek, sealed the sample, labeled it with the case number he'd already assigned in his head: ARDEN-001.

"I'll run it right now," he said.

"I'll wait." She settled into her chair, crossing her legs. "I have some case files to catch up on anyway. Six weeks is a long time in our line of work. How many bodies have come through?"

"Seventeen."

"Anything interesting?"

The casual question, the professional interest—it was so perfectly Dr. Arden that James felt his certainty waver. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe the stress of her disappearance had made him paranoid. Maybe there was a reasonable explanation for everything.

Then she spoke again.

"Any unusual genetic markers? Modifications? Signs of experimental procedures?"

James froze in the act of loading the sample into the analyzer. "Why would you ask that?"

"Just curious. You know me—always looking for unusual cases. The ones that don't fit the pattern." She was looking at her computer screen now, scrolling through files. "The ones that tell us something new about what humans are capable of."

The analyzer beeped. Fifteen minutes for results. James set a timer on his phone and sat down at his own workstation, positioning himself so he could watch her in his peripheral vision.

She worked in silence, her fingers moving across the keyboard with practiced efficiency. Everything about her movements was right—the way she held her shoulders, the way she occasionally pushed her glasses up her nose, the way she reached for her coffee cup and then remembered she hadn't poured one yet.

But

"Dr. Arden," he said carefully. "Do you remember the Riverside case? The one we worked on last spring?"

She looked up. "Dismemberment? Of course. The victim was identified as Thomas Garrett, thirty-four, killed by his business partner over a real estate dispute. We found trace evidence under the fingernails that—"

"That's not the case I meant."

A pause. "Then which one?"

"There was no Riverside case last spring."

Her expression didn't change. "My mistake. I must be thinking of a different case. Like I said, I have a lot to catch up on."

The timer on James's phone showed twelve minutes remaining. Twelve minutes to confirm what he already knew in his gut: this woman was not Dr. Dr. Arden Vale.

But if she wasn't Dr. Arden, who was she? And where was the real Dr. Arden?

"Tell me about your leave of absence," he said, keeping his voice conversational. "Where did you go?"

"Family emergency. My mother was ill."

"Your mother died when you were sixteen."

"My aunt, then. I misspoke."

"You don't have an aunt. You told me once that you were an only child, both parents deceased, no extended family. You said it was one of the reasons you threw yourself into your work—you didn't have anyone to go home to."

She set her pen very carefully. "James, what exactly are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting that you're not Dr. Arden Vale."

"That's absurd."

"Then explain the inconsistencies. Explain where you've been. Explain why you don't remember a recording that half the true crime community has heard by now. Explain—"

The analyzer beeped. Results ready.

James pulled the data on his screen, his heart hammering. The DNA profile loaded, base pair by base pair, building the genetic fingerprint that would prove—

He stared at the screen.

It was a perfect match. Every marker, every allele, every single nucleotide sequence aligned exactly with Dr. Arden Vale's reference sample.

"Satisfied?" she asked quietly.

James looked from the screen to her face and back again. It wasn't possible. DNA didn't lie. DNA was the one constant, the one piece of evidence that couldn't be faked or manipulated or—

Except.

"What did you say earlier?" he asked slowly. "About unusual genetic markers? Modifications?"

She stood, gathering her things. "I think I should go. You're clearly under a lot of stress, James. Maybe you should take some time off. Talk to someone. The department has counseling services available."

"You're not leaving." He moved to block the door. "Not until you tell me what happened to the real Dr. Arden."

"I am the real Dr. Arden. The DNA proves it."

"DNA can be edited. CRISPR technology, gene therapy, cellular modification—we've seen it in cases before. Rare, but possible. Someone with the right expertise, the right equipment, could theoretically—"

"Could theoretically what, James? Replace someone at the genetic level? Do you hear yourself? You sound like a conspiracy theorist."

But she was moving toward him now, and there was something in her eyes that made him step back despite himself. Something cold and calculating and utterly inhuman.

"Here's what's going to happen," she said softly. "You're going to let me leave. You're going to delete that DNA analysis. You're going to forget this conversation ever happened. And you're going to continue your work here, being the excellent forensic pathologist that you are."

"And if I don't?"

She smiled. "Then you'll disappear too. Just like the others. Just like all the people Dr. Arden was investigating. The invisible ones. The ones nobody misses."

James's hand moved to his phone. "I'm calling the police."

"Go ahead. Tell them what? Do you think someone with identical DNA has replaced your colleague? Do you believe in genetic modification conspiracies? They'll think you're having a breakdown. They'll put you on administrative leave. They'll assign a psychiatrist to evaluate you. And while you're busy trying to convince them you're sane, I'll be here, doing Dr. Arden's work, accessing Dr. Arden's files, continuing Dr. Arden's investigations."

She leaned closer, and James could smell something strange on her breath. Something chemical and wrong.

"Or," she continued, "you could help me. You could be part of something extraordinary. Something that will change humanity's future. Dr. Arden finally understood. She saw the beauty of what we're creating. She volunteered to be part of the renewal."

"You're lying."

"Am I? Listen to the recording again, James. Really listen. Does she sound like someone being taken against her will? Or does she sound like someone who's finally understanding the truth?"

James's finger hovered over the emergency call button. Everything in his training told him to call for help, document that conversation, treat this like a crime scene. But something else—some deeper instinct—told him that if he made that call, he would never leave this room alive.

"What do you want?" he asked.

"Access. Information. Cooperation. Dr. Arden was investigating certain disappearances. I need to know what she found. What evidence she collected. Who she talked to. And I need you to help me make sure that investigation leads exactly where it needs to lead."

"Where?"

"To the truth, James. Isn't that what we're all searching for? The truth about what humanity can become when we stop accepting the limitations of our biology? When will we take control of our own evolution?"

The rain hammered harder against the windows. Somewhere in the building, a door slammed. Normal sounds, normal life continuing while James Chen stood in a laboratory with a woman who wore his colleague's face and spoke of evolution like it was a religion.

"I need time to think," he said.

"You have until tomorrow morning. Come in early—six AM, before the rest of the staff arrives. We'll talk more then. We'll discuss your role in the renewal."

She moved past him toward the door, and he let her go. What else could he do? Call security? Tell them what? The DNA said she was Dr. Arden Vale. Every piece of evidence said she was exactly who she claimed to be.

But James knew better. He'd spent his career reading evidence, interpreting data, finding the truth hidden in biological samples. And every instinct he had screamed that the woman who'd just left his laboratory was not his colleague.

Which meant the real Dr. Arden Vale was still out there somewhere. Still missing. Still in danger.

Or already dead.

James pulled up the DNA analysis again, studying it with fresh eyes. Perfect match. Too perfect? He zoomed in on specific markers, looking for anything unusual. Anything that might indicate manipulation or modification.

There. Slight irregularity in telomere sequences. Nothing that would flag in a standard analysis, but visible if you knew what to look for. The telomeres were too long, too perfect. Like they'd been artificially extended. Like someone had taken a genetic sample and enhanced it, optimized it, made it better than the original.

James saved the analysis to an encrypted drive and deleted it from the main system. Then he pulled up the security footage from the studio where Dr. Arden had disappeared. The police had reviewed it, found nothing. But maybe they hadn't been looking for the right things.

He watched the timestamp tick forward. 11:30 PM. 11:45 PM. 11:47 PM—the moment the recording began. Cameras showed empty hallways outside the studio. Nothing unusual. Nothing suspicious.

But at 12:23 AM, there was a glitch. Just a fraction of a second where the image stuttered, pixelated, then resumed. Easy to miss. Easy to dismiss as a technical error.

Unless you were looking for evidence of tampering.

James enhanced the footage, frame by frame. In that fraction of a second, he could see them. Shadows moving in the hallway. Multiple figures. And something else—a symbol on one of their jackets, visible for just a single frame before the video resumed.

A twisted helix wrapped around a ring.

James screenshotted the image and added it to his encrypted drive. Then he sat back, his mind racing. He needed help. He needed someone who would believe him, someone with the resources to investigate this properly.

He needed to find out what had really happened to Dr. Arden Vale.

And he needed to do it before six AM tomorrow, when the woman wearing her face came back to make sure he stayed silent.

James looked at the clock. 4:47 PM. Thirteen hours.

He grabbed his coat and headed for the door. He had work to do.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE INVISIBLE ONES
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The rain had turned to sleet by the time James reached the Old Town district. He parked his car three blocks away from his destination—a precaution that felt both paranoid and necessary. The streets were nearly empty, just a few huddled figures in doorways and the occasional car splashing through puddles.

The address he'd found in Dr. Arden's notes was for a homeless shelter called New Beginnings. According to her files, three people who'd stayed there had disappeared over the past four months. Three people who fit the pattern she'd been investigating: marginalized, vulnerable, unlikely to be missed.

The shelter occupied the ground floor of an old brick building that had probably been a warehouse once. Warm light spilled from the windows, and James could see people moving inside—volunteers serving dinner, residents lined up with trays.

He pushed through the door into a wall of sound and smell: conversations overlapping, the clatter of dishes, the scent of industrial-strength cleaning solution trying to mask the underlying odors of too many people in too small a space. A woman at the front desk looked up as he entered.

"Can I help you?"

James pulled out his ID. "Dr. James Chen, Oregon State Medical Examiner's Office. I'm following up on an investigation. Is the director available?"

The woman's expression shifted from welcoming to wary. "What kind of investigation?"

"Missing persons. I just need to ask a few questions."

She studied his ID for a long moment, then picked up a phone. "Let me see if Marcus is available."

James's blood went cold. "Marcus?"

"Marcus Webb, our director. He's been running New Beginnings for about eight months now. Really turned the place around." She spoke into the phone, then hung up. "He'll be right out."

Eight months. Right around the time Dr. Arden's investigation had begun. James forced himself to stay calm, to keep his expression neutral. It might be a coincidence. Marcus was a common name.

But he didn't believe in coincidences. Not anymore.

The man who emerged from the back office was in his mid-forties, with salt-and-pepper hair and the kind of face that inspired trust—open, friendly, with smile lines around his eyes. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt, dressed down to match the shelter's casual atmosphere.

"Dr. Chen? Marcus Webb." He extended his hand. "How can I help you?"

James shook it, noting the firm grip, the calluses that suggested manual labor. "I'm following up on some missing persons cases. I understand several of your residents have disappeared over the past few months?"

Something flickered in Marcus's eyes. "Disappeared" is a strong word. People who stay here—they're transient by nature. They move on. Sometimes they don't tell us where they're going."

"Three people in four months seems like more than normal turnover."

"Does it? I'm not sure what's normal in this context. We serve about a hundred people a week. Some stay overnight, some for months. Tracking everyone who comes and goes—it's not always possible."

"But you keep records. Intake forms. ID checks."

"When we can. Not everyone has an ID. Not everyone wants to give their real name." Marcus gestured toward his office. "Why don't we talk in private? I'm happy to cooperate, but I'd rather not have this conversation in front of our residents. Some of them are already nervous around authority figures."

James followed him into a small office cluttered with paperwork and donation boxes. Marcus closed the door and settled behind his desk.

"Now then. Which residents are you asking about specifically?"

James pulled out his phone, displaying the photos Dr. Arden had compiled. "David Martinez, last seen September 15th. Jennifer Hollis, last seen October 3rd. Robert Chen—no relation—last seen October 28th."

Marcus studied the photos, his expression thoughtful. "I remember David. Veteran, right? PTSD. He was doing well here, attending our job training program. Then one day he just didn't come back. We assumed he'd moved on."

"Did you file a missing persons report?"

"No. Like I said, people move on. It's not unusual."

"What about Jennifer Hollis?"

"I'd have to check our records. The name sounds familiar, but we see so many people."

"And Robert Chen?"

Marcus looked up from the photos, and for just a moment, James saw something in his expression. Recognition? Guilt? It was gone before he could be sure.

"I don't recall anyone by that name."

"He was here for three weeks. According to your intake logs, he was participating in your medical outreach program."

"We have many programs." I can't personally remember everyone who participates."

James leaned forward. "Mr. Webb, I'm going to be direct with you. My colleague was investigating these disappearances. She believed there was a pattern, a connection between the missing individuals. And now she's missing too."

"I'm sorry." But I don't understand what it has to do with New Beginnings."

"She was last seen at Portland Public Radio, recording a podcast episode about her investigation. In that recording, she mentioned a clinic in Southeast Portland. A clinic that burned down the same week she disappeared."

Marcus's expression didn't change. "There are a lot of clinics in Southeast Portland."

"This one was called the Renewal Clinic. It offered free medical services to homeless individuals. Services that included genetic testing and experimental treatments."

"I'm not familiar with it."

"Really? Because according to the records I found, New Beginnings referred at least a dozen residents to that clinic over the past six months. Including David Martinez, Jennifer Hollis, and Robert Chen."

Silence. Outside the office, James could hear the sounds of the shelter—conversations, laughter, the clink of silverware. Normal sounds. Life continues.

Marcus stood slowly. "Dr. Chen, I think you should leave."

"Not until you tell me what happened to those people."

"I don't know what happened to them. And I don't appreciate the implication that New Beginnings is somehow involved in—in whatever conspiracy theory you're pursuing."

"It's not a conspiracy theory. It's a pattern. Vulnerable people disappear after receiving treatment at a clinic that no longer exists. A clinic that was destroyed by a fire that the arson investigators say was deliberately set."

"Then talk to the arson investigators. Talk to the police. But don't come into my shelter and accuse me of—"

"I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm asking for your help. If you care about the people who come here, if you really want to help them, then help me find out what happened to the ones who disappeared."

Marcus moved toward the door. "This conversation is over. If you want to continue this investigation, you can do it through official channels. Get a warrant. Subpoena our records. But right now, I'm asking you to leave."

James stood, but he didn't move toward the door. Instead, he pulled out his phone and showed Marcus another image—the screenshot from the security footage. The symbol on the jacket. The twisted helix around a ring.

"Do you recognize this?"

Marcus's face went pale. "Where did you get that?"

"From the security footage at Portland Public Radio. The night my colleague disappeared. Someone wearing a jacket with this symbol was in the building. Someone who shouldn't have been there."

"I don't know what that is."

"I think you do. I think you know exactly what it is. And I think you know what happened to those missing people."

Marcus's hand moved to his pocket. For a moment, James thought he was reaching for a phone. Then he saw the syringe.

"I'm sorry," Marcus said quietly. "I really am. But you're asking questions that can't be answered. Not yet. Not until the renewal is complete."

James backed toward the door, but Marcus was faster. He lunged forward, the syringe aimed at James's neck. James grabbed a donation box and swung it, connecting with Marcus's arm. The syringe flew across the room, shattering against the wall.

"Help!" James shouted. "Someone help!"

But the office was soundproofed—he realized that now. The walls were too thick, the door too heavy. Nobody in the shelter could hear him.

Marcus tackled him, and they went down hard. James's head cracked against the desk, stars exploding across his vision. He felt hands on his throat, squeezing, cutting off his air.

"Blood is memory," Marcus whispered. "Memory is purity. Purity renews."

James's vision was darkening. His lungs burned. He clawed at Marcus's hands, but the grip was too strong, too practiced. This wasn't the first time Marcus had done this. This wasn't the first person he'd killed.

With the last of his strength, James drove his knee into Marcus's groin. The grip loosened just enough for James to suck in a breath and roll away. He scrambled to his feet, grabbed the first thing he could reach—a heavy glass paperweight—and brought it down on Marcus's head.

Marcus crumpled.

James stood over him, gasping, the paperweight still clutched in his hand. Blood seeped from a gash on Marcus's temple. For a moment, James thought he'd killed him. Then he saw the chest rise and fall. Still breathing. Still alive.

James's hands shook as he pulled out his phone and dialed 911. But before he could hit send, he heard it. From somewhere in the building. Multiple voices, speaking in unison:

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

They were here. More of them. The Order.

James pocketed his phone and ran. Out of the office, through the shelter's common area. The residents looked up in confusion as he sprinted past. The woman at the front desk called him, but he didn't stop. He burst through the front door into the freezing night and ran for his car.

Behind him, he heard the shelter door open. Heard footsteps. Heard that chanting again, closer now:

"Blood is memory. Memory is purity. Purity renews."

James reached his car, fumbled with his keys, and opened the door. He started the engine and pulled away from the curb just as figures emerged from the shelter. Three of them. Four. All wearing jackets with that symbol—the twisted helix around a ring.

He drove without thinking, taking random turns, checking his rearview mirror constantly. No one followed. Or if they did, they were better than he could detect.

Finally, when he was sure he'd lost them, he pulled into a 24-hour diner parking lot and sat there, shaking. His throat ached where Marcus had choked him. His head throbbed where he'd hit the desk. But he was alive.

And he had confirmation. The Order of Renewal was real. They were operating in Portland. They were taking people—vulnerable people, invisible people—and doing something to them. Something that involved genetic modification and experimental procedures and a level of organization that suggested resources and planning.

James pulled out his phone and looked at the time. 8:34 PM. Less than ten hours until his meeting with the woman who wore Dr. Arden's face.

He couldn't go to that meeting. If he did, he'd disappear just like the others. But he couldn't run either. Not when Dr. Arden might still be alive somewhere. Not when there were answers to find.

He needed help. Real help. Someone with authority and resources. Someone who would believe him.

James scrolled through his contacts and stopped at a name: Detective Sarah Reeves, Portland Police Bureau. He'd worked with her on several cases over the years. She was smart, thorough, and—most importantly—she'd been one of the investigators who'd looked into Dr. Arden's disappearance.

He dialed her number. It rang four times before she answered.

"Chen? It's almost nine o'clock. This better be important."

"It is. I need to meet with you. Tonight. It's about Dr. Arden Vale."

A pause. "What about her?"

"She came back. Or someone who looks like her came back. And I think I know what happened to her. I think I know who took her."

"James, we've been through this. The investigation—"

"Was wrong. You were looking in the wrong places, asking the wrong questions. I have evidence. I have proof. But I need your help, and I need it now."

Another pause, longer this time. Then: "Where are you?"

"Denny's on 82nd. Can you meet me here?"

"Give me twenty minutes."

James hung up and sat back, trying to calm his racing heart. Twenty minutes. He could last twenty minutes. Then he'd tell Detective Reeves everything. Show her the evidence. Make her understand.

And then, maybe, they could find Dr. Arden before it was too late.

If it wasn't too late.

James looked at his reflection in the rearview mirror. His face was pale, his eyes wide with shock and adrenaline. He looked like a man who'd seen something he couldn't unsee. Something that had changed his understanding of the world.

Because that's exactly what he was.

The rain started again, drumming on the car roof. James watched the diner's neon sign flicker and buzz. DENNY'S. OPEN 24 HOURS. A beacon of normalcy in a world that had suddenly become very strange and very dangerous.

He thought about Dr. Arden. About the recording. About her voice saying, "They believe they're saving humanity."

What did that mean? Saving humanity from what? And how did genetic modification fit their plan?

James pulled up the DNA analysis on his phone, studying it again. The telomere irregularities. The too-perfect markers. Someone had taken Dr. Arden's genetic code and improved it. Enhanced it. Made it better than humans.

But why? What was the end goal?

A car pulled into the parking lot. Detective Reeves's unmarked sedan. She got out, pulling her coat tight against the rain, and headed for the diner entrance. James grabbed his laptop bag—he'd transferred all his evidence to it—and followed.

Inside, the diner was nearly empty. Just a couple of truckers at the counter and a tired-looking waitress refilling coffee. Detective Reeves had already claimed a booth in the back, away from the windows. James slid in across from her.

"You look like hell," she said.

"Someone tried to kill me tonight."

Her expression sharpened. "What?"

"The director of New Beginnings homeless shelter. Marcus Webb. He attacked me when I started asking questions about missing residents. He had a syringe—I think he was trying to drug me. And there were others. People wearing jackets with a symbol on them. A twisted helix around a ring."

"Slow down. Start from the beginning."

James did. He told her about the woman who'd come back claiming to be Dr. Arden. About the DNA test that matched perfectly—too perfectly. On missing people from the shelter. About Marcus Webb and the attack and singing.

Detective Reeves listened without interrupting, her expression growing more concerned with each detail. When James finished, she sat back and rubbed her eyes.

"This is insane."

"I know how it sounds. But I have evidence." He pulled out his laptop and showed her everything. The DNA analysis. The security footage. The files Dr. Arden had compiled on the missing persons. The connection to the Renewal Clinic.

Detective Reeves examined each piece of evidence carefully. "The clinic fire—I remember that case. Arson, definitely. But we never found out who set it or why. The building was completely destroyed. No records, no equipment, nothing left to investigate."

"Convenient."

"Very." She looked up at him. "And you're sure this woman who came back isn't Dr. Arden?"

"I'm sure. The DNA matches, but everything else is wrong. The way she moves, the way she talks, the things she knows and doesn't know. It's like someone studied Dr. Arden and created a perfect copy. But they missed the small things. Human things."

"That's not possible. You can't just copy someone at that level."

"Not with current technology. Not legally. But what if someone had access to advanced genetic modification techniques? What if they could take a person's DNA and use it to create—I don't know—a clone? A replacement?"

Detective Reeves shook her head. "Even if that were possible, it would take years. You can't grow into a fully-formed adult in six weeks."

"Then maybe it's not a clone. Maybe it's something else. Maybe they took someone else and modified them to match Dr. Arden's genetic profile. Change them at the cellular level."

"That's science fiction."

"So was genetic modification twenty years ago. So was CRISPR. Technology advances, Detective. And if someone has the resources and the expertise—"

"Then why? What's the point? Why go to all this trouble to replace a forensic investigator?"
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