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  AI Disclosure

This Is Written by a Human


I do not use generative AI  at any point during my creative process. I craft each sentence, choose every word, and select punctuation to reflect my voice without input from any other intelligence, artificial or otherwise. Machine assistance is limited to spelling and grammar checks. The Gothic Sci-Fi Books mailing list is 100% human-generated by yours truly. Subscribers get 50% off e-books plus a print-ready Bingo card you can play while reading this book!

Visit https://gsfb.subscribepage.io for more details.
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In 2037, the American government deployed VX nerve agent in the atmosphere over Fort Chamberlin, Virginia to stop the spread of a classified contagion. Thirty-two scientists died within minutes of deployment. The bodies of the dead remain where they fell. 






  
  June 2036

Chapter 1


The interview team stares at Doctor Anne Huntington, waiting for her answer. A toilet flushes somewhere down the hall, followed by a cacophony of bangs and whistles from the plumbing. In the subsequent, deafening quiet one of the interviewers clicks her pen. Another clears his throat. The third, a dumpy woman in a shirt two-sizes too tight, simply looks at Anne. 
“I’m sorry, but can you repeat the question?” Anne asks.
“Why did you leave your postdoctoral position? SUNY is a tough place to get into, even for someone who holds a doctorate from…”
The youngest interviewer, the girl with the pen, completes the man’s question. “University of Chicago.” 
“I decided academia wasn’t a good fit for me,” Anne replies.
“In what way?” the man asks.
“It was too… Well, the pay isn’t equivalent to what I can earn in the private sector. I want to buy a house.” Anne hopes the interviewers believe that, yes, a mortgage she doesn’t want explains everything. 
“Did you get along with your colleagues?”
“Yes,” Anne replies.
“Tell us about a time when you were in a situation where you had to discuss something difficult with a coworker. Something contentious. How did you handle it?”
In her mind, Anne sees Doctor Iris Cloutier’s book-infested office. Cloutier was furious. Arri Lindt was there, too, looking like he wanted to cry.
“There was a question of faked data,” Anne says.
The two women on the interview panel exchange glances.
“Not mine,” Anne lies. “A junior researcher found it expedient to change results to force the experiment to fit theory. I confronted her in private, over coffee. When she refused to admit the changes to Dr. Cloutier, our lead researcher, I took it to Cloutier myself.”
“And what happened to the researcher?”
“What could happen?” Anne shrugged. “She left the field.”
The girl with the pen writes something. Then she looks at Anne. “Did you have proof the changes were beyond the usual removal of outliers?”
“I did,” Anne says. Arri did, she thinks. He pled with me, not over coffee, but in bed. 
“Well, I think that’s about all we have.” This is said by man who could not remember “University of Chicago.” 
The other interviewers nod in agreement.
“Thank you for your time,” Anne says, standing. A hell of acid burns in her gut. She wipes her hands on her skirt, a gray affair bought just for interviews, an innocuous color picked for the fact that it is, in fact, unremarkable. 
“I’ll walk you out,” the dumpy woman says.
The girl clicks her pen as she and the man exchange a glance. Anne wants to slap the pen out of the little twat’s hand. Instead, she nods and leaves the room.

      [image: ]In the office parking lot, she rests her head on the steering wheel. Overheated by the summer sun and closed windows, the dense air is difficult to breathe. How long does it take to die of heat exhaustion, she wonders? Concluding that death will likely take longer than getting drunk, she starts the car, cranks the air-conditioning and pulls out of the lot. The traffic is as heavy as it ever gets; the town is not quaintly “sleepy,” but it may as well be in comparison to Chicago. In comparison to New York, rush hour here is a visit to a ghost town. A motorcyclist cuts her off, and she slams on her brakes with a curse. When Anne arrives at the grocery store, she turns into a parking space, only to find that another driver is doing a pull-through. Instead of backing out, Anne inches farther into the spot. The frazzled woman in the other car mouths something that is certainly not hello and then backs up. 
The store is a barrage of noise overhung with the smell of fried chicken. Anne puts cans of refried beans, tortillas, salsa and shredded cheese in her cart. She tosses in a head of lettuce. It rolls against the canned goods with a thud not unlike the sound of Boleyn’s head falling into a basket. The last thing she picks up before checking out is a cheap box of rosé. As always, the self-checkout is out of order; equally aggravating is that of the ten available lanes, only two are open. In the time it takes Anne to choose between the lane with an overwrought child throwing a tantrum and the one with a doddering woman likely to write a check, three other customers have cut in front of her. She chooses the lane with the granny. 
“My, it is hot out, isn’t it?” the old woman asks Anne.
“It’s summer,” Anne replies.
“Still, much hotter than it should be.”
“Exactly how hot should it be?”
“No need to be rude, young lady.”
“Oh, stuff it.”
The cashier catches Anne’s eye before deliberately turning off the light for her lane. “I’m closing for my break now.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Language!” the old woman says.
“Fuck off. Both of you,” Anne replies. 
She maneuvers her cart to the back of the other line. Cheap tabloids with the headlines AMAZING WEIGHT LOSS TIPS! and ALIEN BABY BORN IN SYDNEY SUBURB! proliferate amongst candy bars and gum.  Anne is unloading her purchases onto the conveyer belt when the other cashier turns her light back on.
“Bitch,” Anne whispers.
“What?” asks the skinny boy running the register. His nametag says Milo, Two Years of Legendary Service.
“Nothing.”
Milo points at the wine. “ID.”
She fights with her wallet to dislodge her driver’s license. Milo barely glances it before scanning the groceries. The total is more than is in her bank account.
“Milo, which would you pick: food or alcohol?”
“What?”
“Never mind,” Anne says.  “I’ll use my credit card.”
In the parking lot, she passes the man with the squalling toddler. He is helping the old woman put her groceries in the car. They are oblivious to Anne’s glare.
“¿Señorita?” 
Anne is startled to find a little girl standing next to her. A beautiful child, really, with huge dark eyes and an abundance of raven hair.
“Where is your mother?” Anne asks. “You shouldn’t be in a parking lot alone.”
“She is over there,” the girl points at a beat-up minivan. “Do you know a woman of flowers? She is looking for you.”
“What?”
“She and a man with stars.”
“I don’t understand,” Anne says, relieved to see the girl’s mother approaching.
“They want you… behind the water? Extraño.” The girl plays with the ends of her hair, which makes her look even younger.
“Sure; go back to your mom.”
“Esso es, um, es trap,” the girl says.
Anne tenses. “What do you mean? That woman isn’t your mom?” 
“She is.”
“Then what are you talking about?”
The woman, an older version of the pretty girl, takes her daughter’s hand. “I’m so sorry she disturbed you. It happens when she has premonitions.”
The old woman backs her car out of the handicapped space. It makes a wheezing noise, and all three of them look at the laboring vehicle. It is the girl who speaks next.
“Mama, don’t be mad at me.”
“I’m not.” The woman sighs. “I’m sorry Pilar bothered you, miss.”
“A lady of flowers and a man with stars, that’s a premonition?” Anne asks, annoyed with herself for being curious while sweat is staining her only good blouse.
“It is very bad,” Pilar says. “If you go past the water, you will never come out.”
“Do you know what she means?” Anne asks the mother.
“No.”
“And she does this often?”
“Yes. It is a gift, but she has not learned that not everyone appreciates her … predictions.”
Pilar touches Anne’s hand, delicate as a butterfly brushing her with powdery wings. “I like your necklace.”
Anne frowns. “I’m not wearing a necklace.”
“Pilar Mariana! Leave the lady alone.” She scoops up Pilar, balancing the child on one hip while awkwardly swinging an oversized purse farther up on her shoulder. Anne watches the pair go into the store. Pilar waves at her, a small, sad motion. Then she turns and kisses her mom on the cheek, giggling. 

      [image: ]At home, Anne slings herself on the natty old couch bought for five bucks from a thrift store. Her glass of wine is within reach on the scratched coffee table. The swiveling fan is ineffectual against the stifling heat, serving mainly to blow a whiff of mildew her way as a reminder that the landlord still has not fixed the leaky ceiling. The old Victorian building she lives in is a warren of makeshift apartments, and the ceiling over Anne’s living room bay window is the floor of the upstairs neighbors’ outdoor balcony. If they kept their balcony mopped clean of water, it would help. As it is, they let it pool up and now it’s gone on so long, soggy chunks of ancient plaster drop into Anne’s living room. 
She turns on the television, not so much to watch it as to hear something other than her own thoughts. The Congressional Hearing on the F.I.G. project is finally over, and General Wittenberg is on the steps of an impressive building. His medals shine in the sunlight.
“The Falstaff Innovative Genetics project, or FIG, is a tree that bore poison fruit. Specialized ‘experts’ chose to abuse the trust the American people put in them. Instead of being forthcoming in their results, which I remind you, were results implicating the possibility of cellular weapons of mass destruction – instead of being forthcoming, the scientists chose to obscure their findings from the governmental oversight board. This was not insubordination; it was insurrection and treason.”
A mob of reporters ask questions at once; Wittenberg points at one saying, “You, sir. Adams?”
“Yes, thank you, General. Does it inform your judgement in any way that the findings turned out to be scientifically infeasible? That there was no chance of the possibility of doing what initial experiments indicated?”
“No. The chain of command was not apprised as to the nature of the initial findings. If further experiments had supported the first positive results, there is no certainty the guilty scientists would have come forward.”
Another reporter, remarkably nimble in getting her words out before the rest of the horde asks, “Will the experiments be made public, now that the Falstaff Congressional Report is complete?”
“They will not.”
“Why not?”
“The work is classified.”
“Despite the failure?”
“No, miss. Because of the failure. There may yet be a way to get it to work.”
Anne changes the channel. On this one, Senator Teryan is being interviewed in his office. “The FIG project came to a bad end,” he says, “but this does not mean the research into genomics has ended. The Committee on Science, Space and Technology has earmarked an additional slice of the budget to fund new avenues of research.”
“Are there any ongoing projects building on FIG research?” the reporter asks.
“Yes.”
“Can you expand upon the nature of those experiments?”
“National security impels me not to do so.”
“The majority of citizens want to know details, sir.”
“To those citizens, I admonish them to be patient. Trust your elected officials to keep your interests at heart, and to do what is best for the safety of our nation and the well-being of the world.”
“That is a bit much for people to accept, Senator. The congressional hearing is proof that the government did not know what was going on with FIG. Why should anyone trust that the same misdirection is not occurring on these other, undisclosed projects?”
“New safeguards have been instituted –”
“And these safeguards are?”
“The top priority of those running the program.”
The reporter leans forward saying, “Who is running the program?”
“Again, and as you well know, that is protected information. We cannot put their lives, nor the lives of the scientists working honestly and diligently for the well-being of America at risk of abduction, terrorism or even murder. It is unanimous among the Committee that we maintain their anonymity and security while they perform difficult and highly specialized work.”
Senator Teryan leans back in his chair. His expression, his folded hands dark against the white papers on his desk, his smile: all of these indicate confident superiority. The reporter is undaunted, and likely unaware that the camera operator has expanded the view to show the lowness of the reporter’s chair compared to the Senator’s seat. The optics make it clear who viewers should believe has the moral superiority.
“Thank you for your time, Senator.”
“I’m always happy to speak to a member of the Press. Transparency is vital to an active and successful democracy.”
Anne swirls the ice cubes in her increasingly watered-down wine. A McDonald’s commercial comes on, advising her to avoid a grumpy morning by getting an egg sandwich and cup of fresh, hot coffee. Best of all, she can get a free side of hashbrowns if she downloads the app, although the offer is valid only once a day for the next month. 

      [image: ]Days later, the remaining tortilla is stale and moldy. A follow-up call to the company where she interviewed tells her they are still evaluating candidates. It has been raining non-stop, and the pots under the leaky ceiling need to be emptied often.
Anne goes outside to smoke. Shal lingers in his usual spot under the awning, his possessions in a shopping cart next to him. “Hi,” Anne says.
“Anne! Lovely soul and friend of the friendless! Spare a smoke?”
“Sure,” she replies, handing him a cigarette.
They sit beneath the awning, listening to the rain patter. The bleak afternoon has fooled the streetlights, which are on in a futile attempt to replace the sun. Shal stinks but, Anne realizes, she probably does, too. A quick sniff at her pit confirms that and she wonders when she last showered. Two days, three?
“They say dogs are a man’s best friend, but I disagree,” Shal says. “Cigarettes are. You can always count on a cigarette.”
“They’ll kill us.”
“Better that than the rays,” Shal replies, pointing at the lowering sky.
“Okay,” Anne says.
“Believe me, they are sending signals.”
“Who?”
“Them!”
“Alright, say they are. What are these rays? Why send them to a couple of smokers minding our own miserable business?”
Shal takes a deep drag on his cigarette. It is burned down to the filter, but he continues to puff like there’s something left. “You ever hear of the Moscow Signal?”
“Can’t say I have.”
“In the, oh, 1950s the Russians started beaming a pulsed microwave signal at the American and English embassies in Moscow. The microwaves were focused on the East side of the building, on the floors where the highest-ranking people conducted high-ranking business.
“The signal was found during a routine radiation sweep. In 1953! Our government declined to tell anyone in the Embassy until the ‘70s. Why? Because they wanted to know what ray would do to those poor suckers.” Shal leans closer to Anne; she can see the nicotine-stained plaque on his teeth. “An ambassador started bleeding from the eyes, then died of leukemia.”
“Was he the only one that got sick?” Anne asks. Her cigarette is done now, too, and she tosses the butt into a puddle where it hisses to death. “If he’s the only one, it’s unlikely that the microwaves did it.”
“Kissinger said it was the Moscow Signal, no doubt. Direct quote, he said ‘we’re trying to keep this thing quiet.’ If they’d hide that from the sycophants at the embassy, what do you think they’re hiding from us?”
“Probably a lot,” Anne says, thinking how Senator Teryan’s teeth are a dazzling white, likely brightened by expensive treatments, whereas Shal’s are rotting out of his head.
“A whole damn lot.”
“What did the Russians think the signal would do? I mean, why go to the trouble to give one ambassador bloody eyes?”
“The cover our government sold us was that the rays were to spy. I know better. They wanted to see how long it takes to make a man go mad using those frequencies.”
“Did the Russians figure it out?” Anne asks.
“Maybe, maybe not.” 
Shal scratches his ass, leaning a bit on Anne to get a good angle. It’s the first time in months anyone has touched her and, despite the smell and the undiluted crazy Shal exudes, it makes her want to cry. 
“What’s wrong?” he asks.
“Everything.”
“True,” Shal agrees.
The man who lives across from the hall from Anne comes up the steps. He wrinkles his nose at them. “It’s illegal to smoke this close to an entrance.”
“Too bad it’s not illegal to be a sanctimonious prick,” Anne retorts.
“Screw you,” the man says, and slams the door.
“He’s a clever one,” Shal says. 
Anne laughs. 
“Back to the rays, though. The government did lots of experiments on rats and dogs – horrible things! And that’s what they admit to doing.”
“What anyone admits to doing is more about the pressure applied than about what was done,” Anne says.
“Witch hunts?” Shal asks.
“Among other things.” 
A car passes by them. They watch it stop at the intersection. 
“Have you ever heard about the Russian Woodpecker?”
“I don’t think so,” Anne replies.
“Our government says it was used for over-the-horizon ballistics detection. The Russians didn’t want to be taken by surprise by our missiles.”
“Nasty surprise,” Anne nods.
“Yes.”
“What do the Russians say they were using it for?”
“They never said; the entire array was irradiated when Chernobyl went up. That was no coincidence. No way.”
“Well, what do you think it was used for?”
“Mind control? Weather control?”
“Do you ever believe anyone?”
“Just you,” Shal says.
“I don’t recommend that, my friend. I’m a card-carrying liar.”
“Not about anything important, I bet.”
“Not at first.” Anne sighs. “I’m going to get evicted.”
“I know that feeling,” Shal says. He stands up and stretches. His jeans are stained and too big for his waist.
“Just out of curiosity, how did anyone find out about this Woodpecker?”
“Some ham radio operators heard the tapping. All over the world, pretty much all at once. The governments didn’t expect that, no they didn’t.”
“Are you going to be okay out here in this weather? It’s supposed to get worse overnight.”
“The rain is my friend,” Shal smiles. “Stops the rays.” 
He pushes his cart along the wet sidewalk. Anne watches until Shal is out of sight, then goes inside, where the bank of mailboxes glower at her in the dim light. She opens hers with dread. As expected, there are a couple of bills she has no money to pay and junk mail offering her discounts on gutter guards for gutters she does not have, and hearing aids she does not need. Back inside her apartment, Anne tosses the mail on her kitchen table. A piece falls on the floor and, of course, slides under the fridge. Anne kneels to fish it out and notices something sparkling amongst the tumbleweeds of dust and dead roaches. She grasps the sparkle and pulls it out to see what it is.
Goosebumps raise on her arms. 
She is holding necklace that has been missing for months. A sudden crack of thunder is followed by a power outage. In the murky silence devoid of electronic noise, Anne thinks about death beyond the water and a nebulous woman of flowers who may, or may not, appear as suddenly as the necklace. 

      [image: ]A week passes; another. In that fortnight, her internet provider cut her service because of overdue payments. Her creditors harangued her about student loan debt. Plus, Anne’s landlord delivered a sternly worded nastygram that she is a missed payment away from eviction. Worst of all, the latest issue of the Research in Bioethics journal was delivered. Anne treats the publication like a bomb with a faulty countdown timer. She spends long periods of time sitting on the couch, staring at the threat lodged on her coffee table and straining to hear the imperceptible ticking of a mechanism counting down to detonation. A sickening revulsion at the thought of touching it prevents Anne from throwing it in the garbage. She fears that even were she to do so, it would reappear like a demon-infested Ouija board. The journal grows to enormous proportions in her mind. Twice she has awakened from fitful sleep, screaming and flailing her arms: reason dictates the journal cannot be levitating over her, but at 3 A.M., reason is less substantial than fear.
Time is a myth, evident only in the rising level of murky water filling the pots beneath the leaky ceiling. Random lapses of consciousness overtake Anne during the day. It is from one of these fugue states, which are more akin to nonexistence than a nap, that she awakens to find Arri Lindt sitting in a chair, flipping through the pages of Research in Bioethics.
“Arri?” she asks.
“Hello,” he replies.
“How did you get in here?” Anne is sitting up and trying to smooth the rat’s nest of her tangled hair. Her face is creased where it was smooshed onto a cushion.
“Your neighbors are moving.”
“They are?” Anne asks.
“You must be tired to sleep through the racket.”
As if on cue, there is some bumping and a hissed curse from the hallway.
“Are you okay?” 
“I’m fine,” she snaps.
“Please don’t; I’m not here to fight.”
“Why exactly are you here, Doctor Lint?” 
Arri sets the journal in his lap. Anne expects it to do something – explode? Burst into flames? It does neither. 
“I’m engaged.”
Anne blinks in surprise. “Do I know her?”
“Her name is Caliope. She’s a neo-natal nurse.”
“Caliope? Cal-EYE-OH-PEA? You’ve got to be kidding.”
“I call her Callie.”
“And you used to call me Annie, for whatever the shit that was worth.”
“Stop it,” Arri says.
“Fine. How did you two meet?”
“We had a mix up with shopping carts at the grocery store. I had walked off with hers. I realized my mistake when I saw box of tampons where I was sure I’d put a box of lightbulbs.”
“That would have been a painful mistake for her,” Anne says.
“Yes,” Arri laughs. “In any case, we hit it off. She’s sweet.”
“I’m happy for you.”
“Are you?”
“Don’t worry; I’m not going to crash your wedding or key her car.”
There is a long pause. Then Arri taps the journal saying, “Did you see the paper?”
“Don’t be an ass,” Anne snaps.
“Jesus. It’s never…”
“Never what?” 
“Not everything’s about you.”
“I presume my name has been omitted from the list of authors?”
“Your earlier research is cited,” Arri replies. “The paper you did with Rappaport and Falkenrath. That was solid work.”
“Solid is a nice euphemism.” When he flushes, Anne feels a curdled sense of victory. “I believe what you mean to say is that I didn’t fake the data.”
“Yes.”
“Oh, fuck you.”
“And I never understood why, Annie.” Arri catches his gaff, flushes. “I mean Anne.”
“You know the pressure we were under, with the grant coming up for renewal –”
“Do you even hear yourself?” Arri demands. “Do you know I was praying, fucking praying that the numbers were blatant plagiarism of someone else’s unsound data? Anything, anything other than you fabricating results.”
“I never meant it to get that far.”
“That’s no excuse.”
“I never said it was. It’s a rush, a little high to realize that the smartest people you know are oblivious to lies right in front of them. That you’ve fooled them –”
“Finally, the truth!” Arri tosses the journal on the coffee table. It lands with a flump.
“Yes, the truth is I started with just an itsy-bitsy change for one result set to help us prove our thesis, which you know is correct, we just needed more time to prove it! But once I’d made that change, and it was so easy, and everyone was oblivious, willfully oblivious.”
“We were ‘oblivious’ because you are a very, very good liar.”
“Everyone loved the results.” Anne shakes a cigarette loose from the pack on the table. “Want one?”
“I quit.”
“Of course you did.” Anne takes a deep inhale, blows it in Arri’s direction. “You were always the Golden One.”
“I have something else to tell you. God knows why I’m bothering.”
“More than getting married? Which, might I point out, your timeline is a bit tight. By my calculations, you were either with Caliope when we were still together, or you’ve had a whirlwind courtship.”
“I never cheated on you.”
“Is this a baby-makes-three situation?”
“No, she’s not pregnant.”
“Then why?”
“I trust her.” 
Arri’s words poison the air with invisible regret and dispirited anger. A piece of plaster falls from the ceiling, splashing into one of the dented pots. Water sloshes over the side.
“Are you going to empty that?” Arri asks.
“Later,” Anne replies. “You said there was something else?”
“I’ve been accepted into the European Consortium of Advanced Biophysics and Biocomputing. I leave for Marseille next week.” When Anne remains mute, Arri adds, “I thought, well, I thought you should hear it from me first.”
“Marseille was my dream.” 
“Maybe you should have thought of that before you defiled the scientific method.” Arri stands up with a sigh. “I brought you some groceries and poured out the sour milk. I didn’t know where your recycling bin is, so I left the carton on the counter.”
“I didn’t ask you to do that.”
“I guess this is goodbye,” he says.
“Fine,” Anne replies.
The front door to the building slams closed behind Arri. She flicks the rest of her cigarette into one of the pots of water; when she moves, her sweaty thighs unstick from one another with an unpleasant, dirty sensation. She wanders into her bedroom where it is marginally cooler and where the odor of mildew is weaker. She throws herself on the unmade bed. The necklace she found under the fridge is on her nightstand. The amber pendent containing a prehistoric beetle was a gift from Arri; when he gave it to her, she had not started down the path that led her here, to this gritty bed in a rundown apartment. 
It is dark when she awakens. She grabs a bagel Arri left for her before slumping on her couch and turning on the television. The 10 o’clock news is on; before she can change the channel to something more innocuous, an image catches her eye. It is a photograph of a little girl. 
“A search is underway for a missing six-year-old girl. Pilar Mariana Cortez, of New Mexico, went missing from the family home between two A.M. and six A.M. last Tuesday. Her mother, Esmeralda Cortez, was the last person to see her prior to the disappearance.”
The newscast shifts to show a clip of an interview with Esmeralda and her husband. Both look haggard. They are lean against one another, as if neither can stand alone with the weight of their loss.
“When was the last time you saw your daughter?” a reporter asks.
“She had a nightmare at 1:30. She fell back asleep around two.” Esmeralda wipes tears from her face.
“And when did you discover her missing?” another reporter asks.
“I woke at six to go to work. Pilar was not…” Esmeralda steadies herself as her husband hands her a Kleenex. “She was not in her room.”
“And did you immediately call the police?”
“No,” Esmeralda says. “She sometimes goes into the desert to meditate.”
“Are you saying that you let your six-year-old daughter wander into the desert alone?” someone demands. Before the parents can respond, another volley of questions erupts. 
“What do you mean by ‘meditate?’”
“Did you know there are three sex offenders registered in your neighborhood?”
“Are either of you being charged with neglect?”
“How do you respond to allegations that, as the stepfather, you know more than you are saying? That you may be responsible for Pilar’s disappearance?”
“I adopted Pilar when she was not even a year old. I love her and protect her –”
“Then how did she go missing from your home? If you were ‘protecting’ her?”
“¡Alto! Te lo ruego, no más preguntas,” Esmeralda begs. “No more questions. Just, please, please – we are good parents! We just want our baby to come home.”
The program returns to the studio. The newscaster says, “If you have any information about Pilar Cortez, you can call the Las Cruces police or the FBI tip line. Those numbers are …”
Anne carries her laptop to the chipped, two-person table in her kitchen to piggyback on a neighbor’s wi-fi. She searches the girl’s name, scrolling through photos. Most of these are the same as shown in the news, and it does not take much effort to find a Facebook page dedicated to the search for Pilar full of pictures and video. Anne touches the amber pendant on the necklace as she scrolls through the videos of Pilar opening Christmas presents, riding on a merry-go-round and playing in the snow. It is mundane, and sad. Anne is about to leave the page when she sees the title of the next video: “Pilar Reveals Tampering with Inducible Pluripotent Stem Cells (iPSCs).” The video quality is grainy and appears to have been recorded with a phone in portrait mode. Pilar is seated on a chair, her legs swinging because she is too small for her feet to reach the ground. Several adults sit cross-legged on the floor in front of her, their backs to the camera.
“Little brains,” Pilar says. “The scientists grow little brains from stems? There is something strange about them.”
A woman off-camera asks, “What is strange?”
“The cells,” Pilar replies.
“Do you know how they are strange?”
“Ummm…”
Someone coughs.
“They are strange because the dee nay is edited.”
“Maybe you mean DNA?”
“Yes, dee nay. Little spirals, like this –” Pilar puts her hands in front of her, index fingers pointed upwards to trace an approximation of a double-helix in the air.
The video ends abruptly. Anne replays it twice and is surprised to find herself creeped out enough to turn on the overhead light. She searches the internet for “Pilar DNA iPSCs.” A flood of results returns, primarily linking to the type of sites known for anonymous discussion of conspiracy theories. Most of the threads are full of pseudoscientific drivel. Anne is about to close the laptop to take a shower when she sees a thread containing valid genetic tectonic theory. The author details a loss of function being programed into a specific chromosome, including calculations and the results of a gene sequencing analysis. It this is legit, someone is manufacturing and selling tampered pluripotent cells.
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Chapter 2


Anne fumbles with her cellphone, nearly dropping it in her haste to answer. The caller is from the company where she interviewed over a month ago. “This is Doctor Anne Huntington.” 
“Yes, hello. I’m Kaitlyn Landsdown. We met in your interview.”
“How have you been?” Anne asks. Her tone is bright with forced sunniness. “Keeping cool in this weather?” 
“I’m fine, thank you.” There is a long pause. “I’m calling to inform you that we have decided to pursue alternate candidates.”
Anne sinks onto her couch. “I can explain. The data –”
“Sorry to interrupt, Doctor, but although your indiscretion in research alarmed us, that is not the final reason for our decision.”
“What?”
“You were flagged in a background check.”
“I never gave you permission to run a background check,” Anne says.
“You did; it was on the fine print of the application on our website.”
“Oh.”
“Best of luck with your endeavors,” Kaitlyn says.
“Wait! What was flagged in the background check? There must be some mistake.”
“I’m afraid I do not have that detail.”
“It seems a rather pertinent effing detail, Kaitlyn.”
“You can request a copy of your report from the FBI.”
“Why can’t I have the one you ran?”
“It is privileged information.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Take it up with the FBI. And, again, good luck.” 
Anne throws her phone across the room. “God damn it!” she yells. She needs a drink but has no alcohol. In fact, she has little of anything: a couple of mealy apples, some cans of cheap tuna that smell like cat food, and a half-packet of crackers gone soggy with humidity. Panic assails her, as sneaky and slow as a bruise on pale skin. If panic is a bruise, her despair is a compound fracture. As shabby as this living room is, her next stop is homelessness. A fierce possessiveness rises in her for dirty little hovel. She gets out her broom and mop in an amorphous desire to stake her claim to the space by purging the mess. She goes no farther than propping the broom and mop against the wall in the living room; no amount of scrubbing will expunge the inviolable fact that she is hopelessly fucked. She flops onto her sofa.
A chapbook of poems written by her sister is discarded on the floor. It was a birthday gift, sweetly inscribed with happy wishes from her baby sister. Inscription aside, Anne has not bothered to read it; poetry goes against her innate rationality but, at this point, nothing in her situation bespeaks reason. She opens to a poem named “Reading Tragedy.”

Summer prose crated in hope?
Champagne-aired sinner.

 Seething, forced poems?
 Factory-stacked dreams.

 Death coming from good health?
 Puritan luxuries, like meals.

A wave of hilarity hits Anne. Impecuniousness, she realizes, is not the only thing a poet and a disgraced scientist have in common. They also share a willingness to force reality to fit what seems true and right, at least for the space of a page or a graph of data. She closes the chapbook and sets it on the coffee table. She is about to light a cigarette when the intercom buzzes.
“Hello,” a tinny voice says. “Is this Anne Huntington’s dwelling?”
Anne stumbles getting up, tripping on an empty beer can on her way to answer the door. She pushes the button to respond. “Who’s asking?” 
“John Baloyne. Anne attended one of my seminars in undergrad, Psychology and Neurology in the Age of Organoids.”
“Professor Baloyne?”
“Yes.”
Anne presses the button to unlock the main entrance, saying, “Come on up.”
It’s been years since she’s seen Baloyne, but he looks the same. Based on his reaction, Anne gathers that she is not what he remembers. An awkward moment passes with Anne holding her partially opened apartment door between them.
“May I come in?” Baloyne asks.
Anne steps aside. When she turns around, she sees the apartment as Baloyne does and blushes. “I was just in the middle of cleaning.”
“My apologies for disrupting your day. I won’t be here long.” They shake hands with stiff formality.
“Would you like something to drink?” 
“What do you have?”
“Water and… ummm, water.”
“I’ll have a water.”
Anne goes to the kitchen where she searches in dismay for a clean glass. Eventually she finds a mug that looks sanitary and fills it from the tap. Baloyne is sitting on her couch when she returns, flipping through the chapbook.
“I admire Josephine St. Vincent’s work. I had no idea she is your sister.”
“I had no idea anyone read poetry.”
“Ah,” Baloyne grins. “You are as blunt as I recall.”
She sits at the far end of the couch from Baloyne. “What brings you to Virginia?”
“A job,” he replies.
“Where at? The little liberal arts college here in town? It will be a let-down compared to where you’ve been.”
“No, no. Not a job for me. One for you.”
Anne blinks but stays silent, watching Baloyne produce a small device from a leather messenger bag. “Is that an EM jammer?”
Baloyne presses a button on the device. A light flashes on it. “Would you like to hear about the job?”
“You may as well not bother. A routine background check flagged me for something. There’s no way I’d get a security clearance for whatever kind of job requires worrying about my apartment being bugged.” As if on cue, a roach scrabbles across the wall. 
Baloyne clears his throat. “You were about to clean.” 
They both look at the mop and broom.
“Sure,” Anne replies. 
“Do you know what in your background check was problematic?”
“The interviewer wouldn’t tell me.”
“You were flagged for anti-nationalist leanings.”
The swivel fan clatters. Anne hits the thing with a stern thump. “What are you talking about? I’m as anti-nationalist as, I don’t know…the NFL and mom’s apple pie?”
“Your undergraduate thesis is referenced in the Wittenberg Congressional Report.” Baloyne digs a paper out of his messenger bag. He passes it to her.
It is a page from the report bibliography with Anne’s name highlighted. She reads the title of her paper, looks up in confusion. 
“Do you remember your thesis?”
“Of course.” Anne looks down at the page. “I argued there is a danger of scientific progress leading to a disaster via inattention, specifically that the sheer amount of knowledge siloed in different scientific disciplines is not, and possibly cannot, be synthesized to understand the risks of producing technologies that may interact or conflict in a manner harmful to society. My thought experiment specified fictional findings of the Alaska HAARP and the Dugway HiRes facilities, whereby the separation of concerns between the scientific teams, coupled with governmental secrecy…” Anne pauses. “Well, fuck.”
“Indeed.”
“It was a thought experiment! Flagging me as anti-nationalist for it is as absurd as arresting Schrödinger on animal abuse charges for his ‘cat in the box!’ Or taking away Einstein’s driving license for going over the limit when he imagined traveling on a beam of light!”
“General Wittenberg has no use for dead scientists,” Baloyne says. “He and Senator Teryan do have a use for you. Your psychological profile indicated you would not agree without significant, well, incentive.”
“Like not being able to get a job,” Anne says, fiddling with her pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?”
“It’s your home.” Baloyne waits until Anne has a few deep drags of smoke. “I am here on behalf of the Committee on Science, Space and Technology, which is chaired by Teryan and upon which General Wittenberg serves as the military advisor. They are offering you a way back into the intellectual community.”
“Ha!” Anne looks around for an ashtray. None is available and Baloyne hasn’t touched his water. Anne taps ash into it. “Sorry, prof, but the government wasted your time. I don’t want anything to do with hypocritical academics and their incestuous community.”
Baloyne raises his arms and leans back, his head propped against his interlocked fingers. It is the relaxed posture of a man used to being the smartest person in the room. “How are your student loan payments going?”
“None of your damn business.”
Baloyne laughs. It is a loud, jolly sound at odds with Anne’s expectations. “You still have battery acid for blood and radon in your lungs.”
“Well, hurry up and say what you’ve got to say. I’ve got things to do.”
“You are aware of the FIG project?”
“At this point, I’d be shocked to meet someone who isn’t,” Anne replies.
“What the general populace is not aware of is that while FIG ended with ignominy, it showed promise. The synthesis of varied information is that promise. Your thesis was one of very few papers written by Americans to touch on this subject.”
Anne shrugs.
“Your perspicacity makes you an ideal asset.” 
“I think you meant to say, ‘ideal scapegoat.’”
“You should take this job, Anne.”
“It’s a position on FIG 2.0?”
“Until you accept, I cannot give you details.”
“Does anyone fall for that?” Anne asks, dropping her cigarette butt into the mug. “I mean, really? No moderately intelligent person dives headfirst into a pool without knowing the depth.”
“No moderately intelligent person turns down $100K a year, not when the only job requirement is to spend time thinking. More valuable than money, to even a middling scholar is the promise of an intellectual challenge. You possess more than moderate intelligence and produce better than middling scholarship, despite your… peccadillo.”
“And this is on the level?” Anne asks.
“As much as any hidden government activity in a democracy can ever be on the level,” Baloyne replies. He takes his feet from the coffee table and leans towards Anne. “Take the dive; the water is fathoms deep.”
Water, Anne thinks, remembering Pilar.
“The government will pay off your student loans. American taxpayers will cover the rent on your apartment for the duration of the project. All you must do is accept cost-free room and board in a historic location on the beautiful, if temperamental, Hampton Roads waterway.”
Baloyne is watching her, and she realizes he never had any doubt she would accept the offer. “Get the slum lord to fix that leak and I’ll take the job,” she says.
“Excellent.” Baloyne turns off his scrambler. 
His goofy smile supports Anne’s theory that happiness ill-fits intelligent men. “When do I start?”
“Someone will be in touch.”
“Don’t forget the ceiling.”
Baloyne mock salutes. When he leaves, she leans against door shocked by her change in fortunes. Shal breaks her short-lived reverie by shouting her name.
In her rush to get to the window, she slips on slimy water and cracks her shin on something. She pokes her head outside. “Why are you screaming?”
“He’s with them!” Shal points at Baloyne. “See the license plate?”
Unperturbed, Baloyne gets into an idling black sedan with diplomatic plates. As the car merges into the light traffic, Shal attacks the intercom button for her apartment. The buzzing is followed by a furious attack on the building’s main door; it sounds like Shal is throwing his entire body against it. In a sudden silence, more alarming than the shouts, Anne hears her own panicked breathing. She tries to unlock her phone to call 911, but her trembling hands fumble at the buttons to wake the device. The phone slips and falls into a mop bucket of stagnant water. 
Then the woman who lives on the ground floor screams. 
Anne peeks out of her window. Shal is standing on the downstairs neighbor’s patio chair, trying to climb to the second story. His tennis shoes thump and squeak on a glass sliding door, and his dirty fingers clutch Anne’s window ledge. She pours a pot of water in Shal’s face. It startles him into losing his grip. She dumps the contents of the mop bucket on him, including her cellphone, which rebounds from his skull to shatter on the pavement.
A police car screeches to a halt in front of the apartment building. Shal bolts, but not before upturning his grocery cart behind him. It makes no difference; in a matter of moments, the officers have Shal on his knees and in plastic zip-tie cuffs. 

      [image: ]Shal does not return the next day. His bedraggled possessions remain where he dumped them, soiled clothing and cans of Spam littering the cracked sidewalk. Anne puts them back into his cart. It has a wonky wheel, and fights her as she shoves it behind an overgrown hedge. This is where Shal stashes his stuff while he’s panhandling; it must also be where he sleeps, given the thick layer of newspaper and two folded blankets. Next to these there is a cairn of rocks with a bit of black garbage bag sticking out from under it. She tugs at the bag, knocking over the pile of stones. Something rectangular is inside. The little liar in her mind whispers to take it with her for safekeeping.
Anne returns to her apartment with the bag. In the gray twilight of her bedroom, she empties it, finding a bundle of manila folders closed by a snarl of overstretched rubber bands and a pink ribbon tied in a bow; when these are removed, the folders look naked and
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