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  1


  Supermodel walks into a bar, sits beside a guy wearing a Polo shirt and blue jeans. Guy’s drinking Guinness and reading Scientific American. She says, “Hi, I’m Nikki, what you reading?” He goes, “It’s not Cosmo, I can tell you that.” To which she responds, “Well, what can you tell me?”


  No joke. True story. Except she wasn’t really a supermodel, just looked like one. Her name was Nikki, though.


  I’ll never forget that.


  I introduced myself as the writer of the article I was reading. Or rather checking to see how I’d been edited. As Nikki sipped a vodka collins, she peered down at the slick page like a swan at a tepid pool, and read my name between my stretched fingers.


  “So,” she said, looking into my blue eyes, now, with her pale greens, “what’s your article about, Mister . . . Alan Dyson?”


  I must have smiled somehow, because she smiled back. Her incisors lent a sharpness to her smile, and made mine cling to mellow. “It’s all about aging, Nikki,” I heard myself reply. “How it might be possible someday to stop the aging process, or at least slow down the relentless slide. Something I’m involved in personally, as a researcher. Does this sound like a subject of interest to you?”


  Her smile turned sly, like I hoped mine appeared, hers curling all the way up one side of those wide, smooth Heidi Klume lips. Then she arched one of her thin eyebrows at me like a weapon.


  “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said, and continued. “You see, Nikki, we’re all born with an internal clock, at the cellular level. As we get older, there’s a shortening of what we call telomeres, which correlates with how cells divide and replicate. Parts of our DNA structure tend to break down over time, so the blueprints for the divisions have missing pieces. This happens in conjunction with shortening telomeres, so what I’m trying to do is stop the telomeres from—”


  “Getting shorter?” she interrupted.


  “Bingo.”


  “And now you want to save me from wrinkle creams and Botox, is that it? So my skin might not have to look like an alligator’s one day?”


  I shrugged and was reminded of my dad, a bonafide geezer since Mom died. And how I didn’t want to end up like him. “You forgot lasers, sonic skin tightening blasts, and calcium hydroxyapatite injections,” I said. “But who said anything about helping you? I’m doing this for all mankind.” I paused significantly. “That, and a hefty bonus if I succeed.”


  I sipped at my Guinness, and for about two point three seconds there she looked intrigued. Then she said, “So who do you work for?”


  “Tactar Pharmaceuticals. Who do you work for?”


  “That would be telling.”


  “Pray, tell.”


  “You want my phone number too?”


  “Should I?”


  We were like creatures from different planets. Although opposites attract, or so they say. Still, most scientists don’t even understand gravity, much less the dicey polarity of sexual magnetism. So it was only a vague hope of mine that she was actually weary of those empty-headed sports nuts who drove muscle cars.


  “By the way,” I said. “It’s a Cavalier.”


  “What is?”


  “The car I drive. It’s your basic compact, no options. Not even a CD player. And no, I don’t have any tattoos, I don’t smoke, and I live alone. My work is my life. You want my phone number, now? Or are you hard-wired to go after some idiot NBA star who gets twelve million to pitch cola drinks to his fat fans?”


  She laughed at that. So I told her I was also investigating the existence of the gene involved in sports obsessions. The “couch potato” gene, I think I called it. With tiny green chromosomes called “chives.” As it turned out, much to my astonishment, she followed me home out of curiosity. But that was only for one night. I may have been a novelty for her, but the thing about novelty is that it wears off quick. By dawn’s early light she was gone, along with the cash from my wallet, and a really nice brown leather bomber jacket from my closet. Maybe she thought it might fit her quarterback boyfriend, or his nerdy brother. It appeared she’d attempted to abscond with my computer, too, before deciding it was too bulky. But at least she was kind enough to leave me some coffee and aspirin so I could make breakfast.


  On that fateful day before my life changed forever, I counted seven people seated at the Tactar conference table. At the preeminent spot, across the polished expanse of dark mahogany separating me from upper management, sat Russell Winsdon, the sixty-eight year old head of the company. A man who resembled Warren Buffett. To his immediate right sat Carson Jeffers, the lanky redhead who was V.P. and head of public relations. When the update on my work concluded, all eyes turned to Jeffers, expecting him to speak first. And when he did, Winsdon’s regal gray head nodded slightly in both affirmation and from mild Parkinson’s. But he was still strong, his demeanor asserted. He was fit, by God. Not some crazy old coot quite just yet.


  “It’s interesting, Alan . . . even exciting, I have to say,” Jeffers commented, giving me a nod that Winsdon seemed to mimic.


  “Thank you, sir,” I replied.


  The others around the table nodded mechanically as well. They were yes-men, all of them. Aspiring young executives jostling on Tactar’s career ladder, that rickety termite-infested fire escape leading up to where it was high enough to use a golden parachute one day.


  “You’ve done well, too, with documentation on your discovery of gene 565 in the bristlecone pine, using RNA interference. We definitely like that. What you’ve found here is a unique controller used to maintain optimum plant cell division. But whether we should continue funding your screening for a formulation to deliver the gene to other plant or animal species remains to be seen. What can you tell us?”


  “Well, we have tried replacing a phenol with an ester, altering the molecule with an antioxidant at one end to aid absorption, and with some success. Then I realized that it might be better, for any future clinical trials on animals, to use a benign virus as a transport mechanism for the gene.”


  “Interesting. Go on.”


  “Whether the modified virus would be able to penetrate the blood-brain barrier is questionable, but it would deliver the gene transcribed to it before it’s targeted for destruction by the immune system. I’ve tried it on caenorhabditis elegans, which as you may know has roughly nineteen thousand protein-coding genes and ninety-seven million genome base pairs.”


  “What’s a whatever-you-said elegans?” one of the green yes-men asked.


  “It’s a worm,” Jeffers replied, neglecting to add ‘like you.’ Then he turned back to me. “How did that go, and what’s the virus?”


  “Yes, and why wasn’t I told about this test?” Winsdon added.


  They were all staring at me now, like CEOs posing for the cover of Fortune. I took a moment to savor the attention, knowing it might be my last such moment. “The delivery method was a success,” I announced, finally. “Our preliminary biologic binding studies indicate that the pine tree gene was incorporated by c. elegans, which has fully half of the genes found in humans.”


  The old man emitted an audible gasp. But then he sneezed, and I realized it wasn’t a gasp at all. “Excuse me,” he said, and pulled out a handkerchief to blow his nose.


  Jeffers leaned toward me. “What’s this benign virus? Strep? The common cold?”


  “No, sir,” I said. “It’s rather sensitive, actually, sir. A need-to-know basis kind of thing, if you know what I mean.” I looked over at the youngest execs. Jeffers followed my gaze, and then waved a hand to dismiss them.


  When they were gone he said, “They’ve signed confidentiality agreements on all Tactar projects, so this better be good.”


  “We’re waiting,” said Winsdon.


  ““Well, sir,” I replied, at last, “the virus I used as transport for the bristlecone pine’s longevity gene was none other than HIV. The virus that causes AIDS.”
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  “That’s simply impossible,” declared Kevin Connolly. “You said the virus was benign.”


  I turned to Jeffers’ right hand man, an experienced administrative and legal assistant in a dark blue three piece suit. A schmuck who looked like actor Ray Liotta. “Yes, I did,” I admitted. “And so it is, after I genetically altered it. This can be done relatively easy in a petri dish, before the virus has entered a host. Such alterations are made all the time on many viruses and genes in labs all over the world. I simply rendered the virus harmless prior to splicing 565 onto it, and the resulting match proved to be . . . well, perfect. So the killer virus has now become the ideal transport mechanism to insert the pine tree’s longevity gene into an animal species.”


  Connolly was taken aback, and appeared stunned. Then he chuckled. “But what about side effects? Like what if, oh, say . . . some woman pops out a litter of limbless retarded freaks? What happens then?”


  “You mean in human testing?” I smiled. “This isn’t thalidomide, it’s a single gene transported by a genetically altered virus.”


  Jeffers momentarily lifted both of his hands from the table. “Wait a minute, Kevin. You’re getting way, way ahead of yourself. We haven’t determined if we’re even going to pursue this yet. Some questions. Can we patent this gene? I’m not sure. Will we even want to try? What about that, Alan? How long have you been tracking your worm?”


  I took in a slow breath, and exhaled even slower. “Two weeks,” I said. “On a lifespan of three.”


  “And?”


  “And the results are inconclusive.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning we, ah, haven’t detected any measurable longevity gains.”


  “So the worms are aging normally?”


  “That’s essentially correct. I mean they were. They’re dead now.”


  Jeffers leaned back. Winsdon sighed. But Connolly chuckled. “Good work,” he said, and then, unseen by the others, winked at me. It had been determined on several previous occasions that I was a suitable brunt for jokes, although any dry, dark humor I possessed had probably grown out of insecurity and the seclusion of bachelorhood. That was something Kevin and I shared, as equals on the career ladder, but his own humor leaned toward put-downs and sardonic cruelty.


  I smiled nervously at Jeffers before attempting to bypass Connolly’s hostility. “What about rat tests?” I suggested.


  “What about them?”


  “Would you consider a timetable for that? I hoped that’s what this meeting would be about. Now that we have an ideal insertion mechanism for the gene, and considering the costs so far to achieve this—to say nothing of the luck—shouldn’t we move forward with rodent or primate testing?” I paused, gauging their silence. “How many labs do you imagine are working on the bristlecone genome, sir? Giving up now would be like tipping our hand to the competition. What if a drug could be developed from this that slows the aging process and the incidence of genetically caused cancers? What if the telomeres at the end of chromosomes were to remain long for far more than just seventy cell divisions, so mutations were less likely, and the breakdown of DNA averted for just ten more years? Do you have any idea how much people would pay for ten more years of youth? Bristlecone pine trees live for thousands of years.”


  Jeffers leaned back and laced his hands behind his head. “That’s true, Alan, but pine trees are not humans.”


  “Nor are worms,” I said.


  “Or monkeys.”


  We studied each other across the wide table. An impasse had been achieved here, I realized, and at some expense. Results were what counted. Was it worth the risk to continue, in pursuit of billions, without them? That was the question.


  “And there’s this other problem you’ve just thrown at us,” Jeffers continued. “Even if this gene pans out, like you’re hoping, you’ve got to know that no one will accept your delivery mechanism, which is the injection of a viral infection they’ve come to associate with wasting away and dying, often in great pain.”


  “So call it something else. Call it . . . I don’t know . . . M-Telomerease.”


  “What’s the ‘M’ stand for?”


  “Methuselah.”


  “Uh huh. Still, the word would get out. Then it would be like with people who object to food irradiation or the genetic engineering of corn to increase yields. Or fetal stem cell research. There’d be picket lines a mile long out in front of this building. Preachers talking about our playing God. AIDS research lobbyists accusing us of using HIV to make money at the expense of dying people. If we can manipulate the virus this way to benefit rich people, why can’t we manipulate it to save poor people?”


  “I have the answer to that,” I responded.


  “Maybe you do, but who’ll be listening? They’ll be too busy throwing rocks through our windows. And can you imagine what kind of pressure the FDA would be put under, regarding approval on something like this? After we spent millions on testing, I’d say we’re looking at, what . . .” He squinted toward Kevin.


  “Four . . . four and a half years, depending on the clinical results,” Connolly concluded. “And maybe that long, too, before we obtain approval for any kind of patent.”


  I felt my stomach clench. It was news I’d dreaded hearing, and so I instinctively complained: “Four years? I hoped for two on the gene or the process patent. Tops, sir.” I tried to look hopeful, but was met with glassy stares. After giving me a dry smile, Connolly lost it, and looked as if he’d just taken downers. The generic kind, with fillers that left the sickly tailings of a smirk around the lips.


  “The FDA may seem like monkeys on our backs sometimes,” Jeffers said, trying unsuccessfully not to be too discouraging, “but when it comes to public safety, they move slower than tax lawyers being paid by the hour.”


  Winsdon strategically coughed, tapping his wide forehead with one bony index finger. “I don’t see much future in this, either,” he added, his voice deep and even. “What we needed to see was a less controversial delivery medium, and some kind of positive results for this gene. I see hope of neither here.”


  There was a long pause that seemed longer. I sucked in a deeper breath, and tried one last time. “I can’t believe you’d consider letting this research go, sir,” I argued, this time from the weakness of defense. “The potential if we succeed is enormous. Can’t you see that?”


  Jeffers waved a hand at me. “We saw the potential, Alan, or we wouldn’t have continued to fund your project as long as we did.”


  Past tense. They were already talking past tense. When was the decision made? I wondered. In a millisecond?


  “Think about all the baby boomers retiring, though,” I blurted, and then, after this final lame response, realized that if the baby boomers could live another ten years, it might bankrupt those paying to keep them alive. What the world needed now wasn’t longer lives, but shorter ones.


  Connolly glanced at Jeffers, then turned to Winsdon. He lowered his voice slightly in a deliberate mask of pretended privacy. “Now,” he summed up, “if your gene was actually effective, Alan, and you had a better medium to deliver it as a drug, a case might be made suggesting this was an orphan drug. That would be one way to merit early approval. Of course it would need to be marketed as such, with development underwriters brought on board, and projections drawn showing it’s not going to be profitable for us, but that some people really need it in high risk cancer cases.” Connolly smiled thinly at me, showing a competitive ego, bolstered by an unjustified disdain. “Well,” he said, “isn’t that the truth of it, anyway, Dyson?”


  “Absolutely not,” I reiterated, in now reckless defiance. “This wouldn’t lead to some orphan drug. At least not in my opinion. You aren’t a scientist, Kevin, and don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!” I looked at Jeffers for support, but the V.P. only pursed his lips and folded his hands in front of him reflectively.


  “Really,” Connolly said. “In your opinion.”


  “Come on,” I said, struggling to keep my tone in bounds. “The groundwork has been done, and clinical testing of mice wouldn’t be that expensive here. Dr. Bischoff has approved what I’ve done so far. There are no excipients to worry about either, or medicinal chemists to hire. I’ve been working my ass off to arrive at this point!”


  “Then why,” Ray Liotta’s look alike asked the ceiling, with raised eyebrows, “do you think you can circumvent the drug approval process?”


  I felt heat surge in my forehead as though the conference room had just become a boiler room. “I don’t, Kevin. Where did you get that fr—”


  “Did you know the antibiotic Terramycin took fourteen years to approve, and over a hundred thousand soil samples to validate?”


  “I know that. Why are you—”


  “And have you developed any kind of pilot plan to push developing this into a drug, using whatever trade name you come up with, like maybe ‘Bristalene’?”


  “Well, of course I haven’t had time to—”


  “We really have to move cautiously at the company now,” Jeffers suddenly interjected, as though part of a tag team. “That’s all Kevin is saying. This is an election year, too, and we can’t afford another failure at a time like this.”


  “A time like what, sir? Is there something I don’t know? I thought this was no different than—”


  “What? Last year? Last week? Prescription drug subsidies are turning all eyes toward our industry. And with Baycol recalled due to fatal muscle breakdown . . .” Jeffers stopped himself, pausing. “Bottom line is . . . nobody here wants to rock the boat, Alan. And from what you’ve told us, we’d be in for some major rocking here, once we declare. And the results aren’t there.”


  How fast a mood can change. Looking at them, it occurred to me that their decision hadn’t been made in a millisecond, but had been made long before they entered the room. I studied my own reflection in the shiny mahogany table for a moment, and when I looked up again, still amazed by the transformation that had just occurred, Winsdon held my gaze. “You’ll keep up your good work, though, won’t you, boy,” the big man concluded, simply.


  Winsdon’s stooped, hulking figure retreated from the dim chamber. Dutifully, Connolly followed him like Santa’s gleeful little elf. Last to go was Jeffers, who turned at the last moment to suggest, “We’d like you to see someone about the stress you’ve been under, Alan.”


  “Stress, sir?” I said in disbelief.


  “Associated with working your ass off. Your own words.” He paused to look up the hallway. “Take some time off. You’ve earned it. Play some golf, take a cruise. There’s more to life than what can be seen under a scanning electron microscope. Okay, boy?”
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  I felt my stomach growl. The early June sun hadn’t visibly appeared, but was already spreading orange marmalade and butter onto the crusty horizon. Then, three miles from downtown Alexandria, in the middle of a field where a dairy farm had once been, the Tactar Pharmaceuticals plant suddenly loomed above the hill beyond the city. The three story glass and steel structure appeared dark, except for a few lights on the second floor. Its silhouette was haloed by a streak of distant clouds that caught the doomed colors of morning.


  I parked in my usual spot, and surveyed the other cars already there. Half a dozen in the half light, not counting two plant security vehicles. Ominously, there were three police cruisers, flashers off since this was a private lot off a private road. Getting out, I looked up to tally the office lights in the administration section of the building …


  My own office, Jeffers’ office, and two others. So Winsdon had not been summoned—yet. Jeffers was keeping this low key, whatever it was.


  I took the elevator, utilizing my security badge. After emitting a ping, the elevator’s stainless steel doors whispered open on the second floor. Treading along the hallway like a burglar might, I felt my heartbeat quicken in my temples. Then, with unusual trepidation, I approached the open door of my own office, and stuck my head inside to see Jeffers waiting for me just outside the entrance to the lab. The V.P. wore a blue pullover sports shirt, and sneakers, as though late for an early round of golf at his country club. Two uniformed officers stood at the shattered window behind him, where a plainclothes detective took a fingerprint sample.


  “Sir?” I said.


  Jeffers whirled. Staring directly at me, as if at a recalcitrant son returning to the scene of some embarrassing indiscretion, he addressed the officers behind him. “He’s here,” was all Jeffers said.


  This time it was clearly different. The conference table had a towel laid across part of its mahogany surface, on top of which had been placed a tray of Danish pastries, a couple basic Krispy Kremes, and a coffee urn. It was 7:45 a.m. now, and other employees had already begun shuffling past the slightly open door on the way to their own offices. Only I, Jeffers, a detective named Schimmer, and a sullen Kevin Connolly remained in the room. We served ourselves with the aid of paper napkins. Were we waiting for Winsdon? I dreaded asking, and so remained silent until Jeffers answered my question by shutting the door on the hallway.


  We all sat. Jeffers took Winsdon’s usual seat at the head of the table. Schimmer took out his note pad, and clicked his pen to the ready. Connolly cocked his head as though detecting the high pitched sound of a dog whistle. Then Jeffers frowned and looked at me steadily, a peculiar light in his eyes. “Who knew about this on the outside, Alan?”


  I found that a perplexed agitation had gripped me. I glanced from side to side, then down at my Danish in disbelief. I picked it up, wondering whether to eat it or throw it at some hidden target. “Well … no one, sir,” I muttered. “I did write an article, as you know, but it was short on specifics, and only hinted at what we might be doing. In the future, I mean.” I took an experimental bite of the roll, then followed it with a sip of strong, acidic coffee.


  I met Jeffers’ frozen gaze, and Schimmer’s. The detective’s pen hovered over his pad. Glances were exchanged between Connolly and Schimmer. Finally Jeffers lifted and then lowered his own cup. “Industrial espionage from a spy in our ranks, is that what you’re saying?”


  I chewed and swallowed, ignorant of taste but thankful for the cover of food as an interrogation aid. I tried to remain calm. “I’m not … saying anything, sir. But it is possible, isn’t it?”


  The others stared at me. They looked dubious.


  Then Jeffers nodded with thoughtful deliberation. “Point of entry was made with a glass cutter. Alarm bypassed, because we’re talking the second floor. No prints, though. And the guard somehow missed it all, too. So you think it didn’t happen that way?”


  I shrugged and swallowed nervously. “Unless someone talked. Doesn’t seem likely to me someone would bring a ladder here in the middle of the night. Did you check to see if the glass was cut from the inside or not?”


  Schimmer straightened. “It was made from the outside,” the detective declared. “But the other window could have been opened to do it.”


  Jeffers confirmed his assent with a nod. “So it’s possible someone was planning to change jobs, Alan. Someone covering himself by stealing the data files on your gene research, and destroying all the computer backup. We know it’s not Jim Baxter, now.” He paused, and leaned forward. His eyes narrowed painfully, as if he were undergoing a prostate exam. “Who else would do that, do you think?”


  I grinned in shocked reflex. “Not me, if that’s what you mean.” I tilted up my coffee cup slightly, my sip sounding like a slurp in the silence that followed.


  After a moment, Jeffers finally leaned back, and picked up his own cup. “Help us to understand why you’re not involved in this, would you, Alan?”


  “Well, it’s crazy, that’s why,” I told him. “What would I gain?”


  “How about an up front bonus?” Connolly suggested. “Preliminary patent process hadn’t even begun.”


  I set down my cup a little too hard, letting out what must have seemed to them like a cackle. “I can’t believe this. You’re accusing me? I couldn’t get away with something like this.”


  Connolly was unfazed. “Maybe you just sold the process to the highest bidder,” he postulated. “Eli Lilly or Warner-Lambert?”


  I couldn’t help laughing. “What? I thought the project was a failure.”


  “We’re not accusing you of anything, Alan,” Jeffers conceded, then examined his manicured nails. “It’s all rather academic at this point, anyway.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Slowly, the three men exchanged glances, as if trying to decide who should break the news to me. The thing I’d obviously missed. Jeffers, as boss, was unanimously nominated by default. “There’s been an … accident.”


  I stared at them each in turn, in dumbfounded incomprehension. I felt as if I’d never known these men. Any of them. Like I’d just been ushered into an airport conference room, where these FBI agents and FAA investigators suspected I am the one who had checked six pounds of C4 shaped like a Grecian urn onto a plane that would carry their children across the ocean. “Accident?”


  At lunchtime I drove Darryl out of the plant parking lot toward a restaurant downtown, so we could talk. On the way I was expecting Darryl to complain about having to ask his wife to drive him to work that morning. But he didn’t. Instead, he wanted to know why all the secrecy about the cops leaving the plant when he arrived. I didn’t reply at first, taking the turn roughly onto the public road fronting the Tactar plant. Then, when he persisted in asking me what was wrong, and what I knew, I finally said, “It’s all for nothing. A year’s work, down the tubes. And what do I get for it? A reassignment to Hepker’s division. But hell—maybe the world needs a better headache remedy. I know I do.”


  Darryl stared at me dumbly. “How’s that?”


  “They call it pain management. Should be a blast. Hepker’s division is researching a less expensive non-opiate to ease the suffering of cancer patients, who might not be dying at all if the FDA wasn’t twiddling its thumbs and diddling its—”


  “You’re serious?” Darryl interjected. “You’ve been reassigned?”


  “That’s a big ten-four, good buddy.”


  “But why, for God’s sake?” He paused, then his eyes widened with the terrible light of connection. “The police … you. . .”


  “It wasn’t me. But whoever it was, they had great timing.” I explained the theft, fumbling my way to the bitter end, although I left out the twisting climax.


  “But why the reassignment, then?” Darryl wanted to know. “Don’t you have notes on your gene research? Can’t you reassemble the work you’ve done?”


  I thought about what I might have at home, against strict company regulations. Something I hadn’t mentioned to Jeffers and his detective. “Possibly,” I confessed, “but I doubt it. In any event, I shouldn’t be talking about it.”


  “Never stopped you before.”


  I glared at him in a returning flash of frustration, taking Van Buren street without slowing down. “There’s been an accident, okay? An ‘incident.’ Let’s leave it at that.”


  “You mean involving the theft?”


  “No, no, no, I mean involving my canceled project. Seems one of my lab techs heard about our cancellation, and apparently injected himself with the formulation. Last night, in fact.”


  “What happened?”


  “I can’t talk about it.” I roared around another corner, this time running a red light to do it. The car’s left wheels spun, making the Cavalier’s frame shudder.


  Darryl put one hand on the dash to brace himself. “Hey, hey, you wanna have a real accident, right here and now? Or will it be labeled an ‘incident?’”


  I stepped on the gas to straighten out. “Look,” I said, “last night I went out.”


  “You did?” Darryl seemed surprised.


  “Yeah, a big night out. So no alibi, unless you count fifteen minutes talking to a resident of Tatooine in a coffee bar. And I think I was being followed, too.”


  “Followed? You? By who?”


  “Who knows? But I think somebody’s been watching me. They must have been. And now my project has been canceled for sure because the FDA would certainly succumb to pressure, after this incident. I doubt that they’ll even allow me to find out exactly what caused this, or if it’s a fluke. What do you think?”


  “Hey, don’t ask me—I’m just a computer programmer. Plus I don’t know what the hell you’re blabbing about.”


  “Blabbing?”


  At the next turn we narrowly missed locking bumpers with a bus, and this time Darryl shouted: “Holy shit, man! Talk to me. Come on—get whatever it is off your chest before my heart stops beating.”


  I gripped the steering wheel tightly, coming to my senses just as a lady, pushing a baby stroller ahead, crossed the street opposite the Olive Garden restaurant. I swerved to the side of the road, hit the brake, and we slid to a stop. The engine coughed in protest at the abuse as I cut off the ignition, and for a moment Darryl studied me in silence like one might a wounded animal.


  “Sorry,” I apologized.


  “You in trouble?” he asked me.


  “We all are,” I replied.


  “The company?”


  “Them too. Depends.”


  “Depends on what?”


  “On who stole the research data, and why. My assistant … he had such high hopes for what we were both doing. And he could have used the bonus, if we’d succeeded, that’s true. But was that a reason to do this? If he did what they say he did, it was reckless, not like him at all. Jim, Jim, Jim …”


  “Jim what? And when exactly did this happen?”


  “Just before the break-in took place. He injected himself, or somebody injected him.”


  “And he’s not a suspect on the theft?”


  “No, he’s dead.”


  Darryl touched his forehead, his hand hovering there as if taking his own temperature. Finally, he said, “I’m sorry, but if you can’t talk about it …”


  I looked over at the small city park where the woman wearing a blue jumpsuit now wheeled her baby. The span of green grass and oak trees was scarcely a hundred yards long, like an oasis amid the commercial traffic and pace of downtown Alexandria. The woman took the right fork on the circling sidewalk, toward the fountain and away from a homeless man asleep on the bench to the left.


  “Did I tell you much about the bristlecone pine gene?” I asked.


  “What? No, you didn’t. Not … specifically.”


  “Well, we were searching for a delivery mechanism to test it on a unique worm that has at least half of the genes humans carry. This worm is used in a lot of research projects—and even by NASA—for this reason. Anyway, the longevity effects of this tree needed to be tested, and while my partner worked on finding a virus to carry the gene into other plant species, I got lucky in finding the perfect medium that could efficiently carry the gene into the cells of an animal species.”


  “And what was that?” Darryl wondered aloud, despite himself.


  “Can’t tell you unless you promise to keep it secret.”


  “Cross my heart, hope I don’t die too.”


  “Meaning we never talked, right?”


  “When do we ever talk? I mean, really.”


  I sighed. “Okay. But I could lose my job, what there’s left of it, if you let it slip.” I paused, studying his blank expression. Then I said it, letting it slip myself, like I’d let almost everything slip. “It was HIV.”


  “What?”


  “The AIDS virus. Only genetically modified to make it harmless.”


  “You’re not kidding.”


  “Do I look like I’m kidding?”


  “And a lab tech shot himself up with that? What happened to him?”


  “It was … kinda violent.”


  “What was the cause of death?”


  “Suicide,” I said, then, “but you mean the underlying cause. That’s part speculation, at this point. From what I’ve heard, I’d guess inflammation of the brain, linked to a severe interferon reaction to the altered virus. Apparently the bristlecone gene and the virus affected each other in a way I didn’t anticipate. Like A and B equaling C, and the sum being more than the parts. All the time I was thinking of the virus merely as a transport device for the gene, and had no idea it would co-opt something by way of symbiosis from it. After today, though, I can see that the way they fit together so perfectly should have alerted me. But I had no idea Jim Baxter would do what he did, with human trials still unimaginably distant. He was working on his own parallel project. A plant virus, the tobacco etch. While trying to make either of our viruses survive in solution, for ingestion without need of injection.”


  “So he killed himself because …”


  “Because of the pressure in his head, and the psychotic hallucinations that may have induced.”


  “What you’re saying is that it’s an overnight AIDS death? Not a decade? And all because you attached a tree gene to it?”


  “That’s a rough way of putting it. A modified virus acquired a longevity gene that it attempted to use as a defense mechanism to make up for being neutered.”


  “You’re… kidding.”


  “Do I look like I’m kidding? Jim’s body tried using its own natural defense mechanism, but was quickly overwhelmed after the virus didn’t die on its own. Of course I’m just theorizing. We may never know what really happened, now.”


  “I’ll tell you what happened. Your Methuselah gene went to bed with the Devil, and got itself a new lease on life. Namely, death.”


  “How did you know I was calling it Methuselah?”


  Darryl huffed surprise. “You were? Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? Anyway, it sounds like you created a monster, and then it screwed you in more ways than one.” He stared out the window at a large oak tree rising beside the path in front of us. “How is the news going to cover this story?”


  “With as little information as possible. Tactar is hoping to keep the FDA and the FBI out of the investigation.”


  “So do you think whoever took your stole your research knows the truth? And how do you know Jim didn’t just dispose of everything while under the influence?”


  “I don’t know. I’m told it’s being investigated, including the possibility of murder. They’re saying murder’s unlikely, though, and they won’t tell me why.”


  “Which is why they reassigned you, hoping it all blows over?”


  I nodded once, then stopped myself. “Only thing, our project was canceled before Jim died, which is curious to me.”


  “How so?”


  “There’s just something about the timing. Who knew what, and when. Industrial espionage is big in our industry, as you might know. But then again, the results for our project just weren’t panning out, either. Instead of prolonging life in the worms we tested, if anything it decreased their life spans.”


  Darryl tapped his chin, still staring up at the oak tree. “Well, ya know, if you could figure out how to stop this death wish your gene’s now whispering, and just keep the shortened lifespan, you’d have more than just a Satan bug.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Think about it. A virus that doesn’t kill you or affect you in any other way except to shorten your lifespan by ten or twenty years. Bingo, population problems solved.”


  “But that’s the exact opposite of what I was trying to do.”


  “Hey, you said A and B equals God knows what. Reversals happen all the time with aberrant cells, from what I hear. Look at cancer. Isn’t that a genetic disease where cells that are supposed to die acquire immortality instead, and start multiplying?”


  “Right, the tumor cells develop morbid superpowers by genetic mutation, and somehow survive normal autodestruct mechanisms by manipulating their telomeres, the complexes of DNA and protein that protects the ends of each chromosome.”


  “Well, there you go. Why couldn’t your tree gene be made to manipulate these telomeres in such a way that people age faster than expected?”


  “To what purpose?”


  “To what purpose? Hell, to sell more cosmetics and cosmetic surgeries! And vitamin pills and pricey health foods. You’d become paranoid at age thirty instead of forty or fifty, when your friends start noticing your wrinkles, hair loss, and sagging jowls. Die off younger, and the government saves billions in Medicare, too, for everything from prescription drugs and walkers to the number of people in nursing homes. Young people wouldn’t have to pay as much in taxes to keep old duffs playing golf while busting Social Security. And you could take the drug yourself, buddy, instead of Elavil, Paxil, or Prozac, so you wouldn’t have to worry about being alone in your long, lonely golden years, obsessing about the best way to end your jittery, angst-ridden life.”


  “Thank God you’re not serious.”


  “Oh, but I am. True, it’d put a new slant on Anthony Robbins seminars, but think about how they could use it in the Third World to curb population growth.”


  “I’m not sure how that would work.”


  “Well, most wars are linked to overpopulation, right? Too many people, not enough food, land? Like on the West Bank, or in the Kasmir region. Got any idea what it’s like there these days in India? A billion Hindu people crowding the streets. Beggars, rickshaws, banana carts … scooters belching smoke everywhere. Seventy-two thousand people born every day. That’s the population of Australia every year, buddy. Malnutrition, disease, howling chaos in Delhi’s filthy shanty towns. Opposite of Japan’s problem, or ours. Those people don’t drive SUVs up to take-out windows to supersize everything on the menu, they just eat rice with fish heads while working the jobs we’ve lost to them by outsourcing. And their government can’t control their own growth any more than you could stop some development company from building a new tract of condos blocking your view of the ocean! So you mix whatever drug you develop from this up with the wheat we give’em, and maybe it’ll offset their women having six babies each. Works for African countries and Islamic countries, too. Maybe you’ll avert a future war … holy Jihad, another unholy skirmish for crude oil, or whatever.”


  I stared at the homeless man, asleep on the bench. “God, I don’t know which intention is worse for this theft,” I said. “But if either is in my future, maybe I should take your advice and end my ‘jittery, angst-ridden life’ right away.”


  Darryl chuckled, but stopped when I looked at him. We were quiet for a long time before he said, “How did your partner kill himself, by the way—with a gun?”


  “No,” I said, mimicking a gripping gesture with one hand, “he used a broken beer stein. You know, the kind with a handle? He busted it on his head, and sliced one wrist with it before he buried the shards in his neck.”


  Darryl stared at me for ten long seconds before speaking. “Holy horse shit. What was he, psychotic?”


  “Not before he stuck himself with that needle,” I replied. “Or someone else stuck him.”


  4


  My apartment was a mess. Nothing unusual there. Still, it was a familiar mess. One that hadn’t been recently tossed into a different jumble. Of that I was certain. Because if it had, I would have noticed more easily than if everything was tidy.


  I went through all my paperwork, methodically. Finding nothing important amid the notes I’d taken home, I started up my MacBook in frustration. As I prepared to enter my passcode, though, the screen showed a sad icon. I used an emergency CD to restart, only to discover that the MacBook’s hard drive contents had not been inadvertently lost by some electronic glitch, or even via some cataloguing error. It had been wiped. Destroyed. There was little doubt about it. That had to be it. And what else could do it but a—


  Virus.


  The word ballooned in my mind as I glimpsed the photo of Cindy, my internet ‘girlfriend.’ I’d printed out it. It lay next to the mouse. Boo. I stared at Cindyboo’s face—at the beautiful, symmetrical face with its high cheekbones behind perfect skin. That skin deep beauty hid what was actually only a thinly covered skull. And then I thought about Nikki, too. The unfortunate one night stand who’d stolen a jacket of mine, and…


  I snatched up the telephone and dialed.


  Darryl answered. “Hello?”


  I heard kitchen sounds in the background. A meal being prepared. Darryl’s wife Hannah singing happily in some far-off state of unattainable marital bliss.


  “It’s me,” I said. “Listen, Darryl—can you come over here? I think I’m in bigger trouble than I thought.”


  I strategically hung up before Darryl could answer, knowing he must have been hungry, having missed lunch due to loss of appetite. Almost unintentionally, then, I found myself getting a beer, turning on the TV, and finally slumping in my usual lounge chair. I drank mechanically while watching a horror movie I’d picked at random from one shelf before shoving it into the DVD player. Ironically, it was Attack of the 50 Foot Woman.


  I was on my third beer when the knock at my door finally came.


  “You’re not planning to off yourself right away, are you, man?” Darryl asked with acerbic candor, stepping into the room. He looked around at my clutter—the scattered papers, and the week’s accumulation of dirty dishes. Then he gave a slight nod as if his suspicions about bachelorhood were confirmed. He followed the nod with a wry smile. “On second thought, maybe you should consider it.” He pointed at my beer. “Got one of them for me? And some chips, maybe?”


  I got Darryl a can of Michelob, and took the last one for myself. I poured out the remaining jumbo sized Fritos into the one clean bowl I had left. “There’s a girl I been talking to on the Internet,” I said, almost casually.


  Darryl snickered as I used remote to cut off the TV. Then he shook his head. “A girl on the net? Wake up and smell the French roast, buddy. I told you, you gotta break outta this jail, find a real woman, and get a life.”


  I studied him, coming to a decision. “I don’t mean that. I meant about the longevity gene. I mean I told her everything.”


  Darryl was suddenly aghast. “What have you been taking? PCP? Your ass is grass, man.”


  “I don’t mean the delivery mechanism, or what happened with Jim,” I insisted. “I didn’t tell her that. But now my notes on the computer, they’ve been wiped. Gone, just like at the office. An electronic virus got me, this time.”


  Darryl rubbed one eye with his free hand, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “What am I gonna do with you, Alan?” he asked, his voice sounding weary. “You keep classified information relating to your work on your home computer? Is that what you do here? What does Jeffers say about that?”


  “I live alone. And no one needs to know.”


  His face went blank for a moment. Then he slurped at his beer, and it reanimated him. “The hell you say. And did you also know that there are ways to read your hard drive when you’re online? Ever heard of electronic cookies? Information is stored all the time on your drive by websites, and by your ISP. They retrieve that information whenever you log on again. Hackers can get to you too, if they want to. They can read what you got, and you wouldn’t even know it.”


  “Most of it is encrypted, though.”


  “You mean was. You haven’t got it anymore, and they do … may as well have posted it on WikiLeaks, because if the hacker’s an ace, he’s deciphered your encryption already. Especially if you use DES or some commercially available encryption program.” Darryl burped for emphasis. “So who’s this girl you mentioned?”


  I handed him the photo of Cindy, asserting defensively, “She doesn’t look like a hacker to me.”


  Darryl laughed. “I guess not. I’ve seen her on the cover of a dozen magazines, at least. One of those runway fashion models. Phony as a peroxide blond dating a plastic surgeon.”


  I took the photo back, and stared at it again. Numbly. The face that stared up at me did seem a bit familiar now. I felt a chill edge up my spine to radiate out to my arms. “Holy …”


  “Yeah. Holy in-your-lap horse dooty.” Darryl snatched the photo back, then balled and pitched it into the trash. Finally, he sat at my Mac. While munching greedily at the chips, he began to check a few things. After a few belches, he concluded, “One nasty bug, for sure. Almost as bad as your Satan bug. Can’t recover anything on here, bud. Backup?”


  “At work. Gone now. These were mostly notes. May have helped me. Doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”


  Darryl nodded slowly. “Mattered to your supermodel, whoever she really is. Or he.”


  I winced at the thought, then told him about Nikki, my one-nighter. Darryl was skeptical about her existence, except in my dreams. But when I mentioned that she’d stolen cash from my wallet, he changed his tune.


  “What’d she look like?” he asked.


  “Never mind. More importantly, I’m wondering if she did this, somehow. That next morning I noticed that my computer had been moved slightly, like she’d tested its weight or bulk as a possible theft. But to access it here she’d need my code, and I don’t have that written down anywhere. Could she have hacked into it? Downloaded encrypted files, somehow, all without my hearing anything?”


  “Maybe she carried it somewhere else, like to a van on the street, then returned with it.”


  “No, that’s … that’s impossible.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m not even sure about the stupidity of politicians, anymore.”


  “Well, you’re right, it is unlikely. She wouldn’t have risked returning with it, after setting it up as a theft. Did you notice any blank media missing?”


  “No, but what if she brought her own memory stick, along with this virus?”


  Darryl nodded slowly. “Right.”


  I slumped into the nearest chair. “Listen to us. Conspiracy theories. God, I feel like Jesse Ventura, already.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe you deserve that, Alan. What you got now? Constipation? You should take Colace or Duphalac for that. Maybe you shoulda taken Lomotil, too, for your diarrhea of the mouth.”


  “Stop kidding, and help me.”


  Darryl sighed. “I think you’re beyond help, at this point. Tell me, did this Nikki chick approach you, or you her?”


  “The former. Why?”


  “Bad news. And you say you were being followed?”


  “Yeah, I was. By a dark Toyota Land Cruiser. I think I saw it behind us earlier, near the park, too.”


  “Catch a peek at the driver, by chance?”


  “No. Windows tinted.”


  “Virginia plates?”


  “Who knows.”


  “Well, I know why someone thought you’d wanna brag about this, like when some nice looking lady actually smiles at you. Anyway, what else is a guy like you gonna talk about … marriage? Sports? Star Trek conventions?”


  “What’s that mean?” I said, glaring at him.


  Darryl lifted his hands defensively. “Hey, just sayin’ you got limited interests lately.” Darryl finished off his beer mechanically, shaking his head. “Better living through chemistry,” he concluded under his breath. Then he stared at a spot on the floor.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” After a moment of unfathomably deep thought he looked up. “So they canceled your project early because they suspected you’d be screwed with the FDA, is that what you’re telling me? That they knew your results before you laid them out, maybe from your assistant?”


  “I didn’t say that, but I suppose it’s possible. Still, it wasn’t Jim’s place to—”


  “God knows they
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