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			Chapter 1

			The Golden Pill

			The fluorescent lights in Research Lab 4B hummed with the particular frequency that always reminded Rhys of a dentist’s office. He arrived at seven thirty, as he did every morning, and found the space exactly as he had left it: sterile, precise, and blessedly empty. The air tasted metallic, faintly of ozone and antiseptic, cut through with the white noise of HVAC systems pushing recycled atmosphere through aluminum ducts. Outside the reinforced windows, the November sky pressed gray and formless against the glass.

			Rhys set his messenger bag on the desk with deliberate care, extracting his laptop, a thermos of proper coffee from home, and the worn leather notebook he used for handwritten calculations. His morning ritual began. He straightened the stack of printed reports that Lisa had left askew yesterday, aligned his mechanical pencils by length, and wiped down his monitor with a microfiber cloth until the screen gleamed. Only then did he remove his glasses and clean them with the same methodical attention, holding them up to the light to check for streaks.

			Control lived in these small acts. He could impose order in this twelve by fourteen foot space of white laminate and stainless steel, even when everything else refused to cooperate.

			He logged into the server at seven forty-two. The timestamp mattered. Everything mattered when you were verifying clinical trial data for a drug that would reach millions of people. The cursor blinked at him, patient and indifferent, as he navigated through folders thick with spreadsheets, patient files, and statistical models. Today was supposed to be simple: a final integrity check on the Solace trial data before the big launch event downstairs. A formality, really. The drug had already passed every regulatory hurdle, sailed through FDA approval, and attracted more media attention than any pharmaceutical product in a decade.

			Rhys opened his thermos and took a sip of coffee. Still hot, the bitter complexity of the dark roast sharp on his tongue. He could already hear the distant sounds of activity from the lower floors, muffled but insistent. Marketing teams would be setting up in the Grand Atrium, transforming the corporate space into something between a trade show and a revival meeting. By noon, the place would be packed with journalists, investors, and employees dressed in their aspirational best, all gathered to worship at the altar of Dr. Ian Black’s genius.

			Rhys had no intention of joining them until it was absolutely necessary.

			The lab door hissed open at eight fifteen, and Lisa Wilkerson burst through like a small hurricane. She was already dressed for the gala in a navy sheath dress and heels that clicked sharply against the tile floor, her usual lab coat abandoned for the day. Her makeup was perfect, her hair smoothed into an elegant twist, but her eyes carried the frantic energy of someone who had consumed too much caffeine on too little sleep.

			“You’re hiding,” she announced, not bothering with pleasantries.

			“I’m working,” Rhys corrected, not looking up from his screen.

			“Same thing.” Lisa dropped into the chair beside his workstation, the expensive fabric of her dress rustling. “The lobby looks like a spaceship landed in it. There are ice sculptures, Rhys. Ice sculptures of the molecular structure of Solace. They’re going to melt all over the marble.”

			“Sounds expensive.”

			“Everything about today is expensive.” She leaned back, exhaling slowly. “The Board is watching every detail. Bonuses depend on this launch going perfectly. Jobs depend on it. My job depends on it, which means I need you to not find anything wrong with the data today.”

			Rhys finally looked at her. Lisa was his only real friend at Aethelgard Pharmaceuticals, the only person who understood that his silences were not rudeness but simply the way he processed the world. She had covered for him at department meetings, translated his technical findings into language that executives could digest, and never once made him feel defective for preferring equations to small talk.

			“I’m not looking for problems,” he said carefully. “I’m verifying what’s already been verified.”

			“Good.” She stood, smoothing her dress. “Keep it that way. This whole company is riding on Solace. Ian Black is riding on Solace. And whether we like it or not, we’re all strapped to the same rocket.”

			She left in another flutter of expensive fabric and nervous energy, her perfume lingering in the air, something floral that clashed with the lab’s chemical sterility. Rhys turned back to his monitor, fingers already moving across the keyboard to pull up the final data packet.

			The file loaded with agonizing slowness, progress bars inching across the screen as gigabytes of clinical trial information populated in neat columns. Patient IDs, dosage amounts, efficacy ratings, adverse events. Rhys had reviewed subsets of this data dozens of times over the past eighteen months, each review finding exactly what it was supposed to find: a miracle drug with minimal side effects and extraordinary results. Solace was designed to target chronic pain without the addiction profile of opioids or the organ damage of long term NSAID use. On paper, it was perfect.

			Rhys began the integrity check, running automated scripts that compared the current dataset against archived versions, flagging any discrepancies. The process would take forty minutes. He refilled his coffee and settled in, letting his mind drift to the comfortable mathematics of statistical analysis.

			The first red flag appeared at nine oh seven.

			It was small, barely noticeable. A subset of patient data, subjects 104 through 109, showed liver enzyme levels that did not align with the master efficacy report. The numbers were only slightly off, a decimal point drift that could easily be explained by rounding errors or different measurement protocols. But the discrepancy nagged at him, persistent and uncomfortable.

			Rhys pulled up the master file and cross referenced the entries. The numbers refused to reconcile. He checked his own prior notes, scanning through months of documentation, and found nothing that explained the variation. His jaw tightened. He straightened the stack of papers on his desk again, precisely aligning the corners.

			This was supposed to be a formality.

			He created a digital sticky note, colored it yellow, and flagged the file with a reminder to investigate after the festivities concluded. Probably nothing. Probably a clerical error from one of the contract research organizations that had handled the Phase III trials. He would fix it tonight, or tomorrow, when the building returned to normalcy and he could think without the noise of celebration echoing up from below.

			Rhys saved his work, logged the discrepancy in his personal research notes, and tried to focus on the remaining datasets. But his eyes kept drifting back to that yellow flag on his screen, bright and insistent.

			The coffee in his thermos had gone lukewarm. Outside the window, the gray sky began to spit rain against the glass, drops racing each other down the pane in chaotic patterns that defied prediction. Somewhere below, ice sculptures were melting, and a golden pill was about to be unveiled to a world that trusted the data Rhys was paid to verify.

			He cleaned his glasses again, even though they were not dirty, and told himself that everything was fine.

			+ + + + + +

			By eleven o’clock, Rhys could no longer avoid the summons. Lisa had sent three increasingly urgent texts, the last one reading simply: GET DOWN HERE. He saved his work, locked his workstation, and reluctantly abandoned the quiet sanctuary of Lab 4B for the spectacle below.

			The transformation of the Grand Atrium assaulted him the moment the elevator doors opened. What had been a modest corporate lobby that morning now resembled the set of a science fiction film. Massive LED screens rose thirty feet high on either side of a central stage, each one cycling through images of molecular structures rotating in three-dimensional space. Blue and white lights swept across the crowd in programmed patterns, and the air itself seemed to vibrate with the bass notes of orchestral music piped through invisible speakers.

			The heat came next, immediate and oppressive. Hundreds of bodies packed into a space designed for half that number, all of them generating warmth that the HVAC system struggled to dispel. Rhys loosened his tie and edged along the periphery, trying to find Lisa in the crush of expensive suits and cocktail dresses. Perfume and cologne thickened the air, both overwhelmed by the underlying scent of catered food and human proximity.

			Someone handed him a champagne flute as he passed. He accepted it reflexively, though he had no intention of drinking. The crystal felt fragile in his hand, the liquid inside pale gold and fizzing with aggressive bubbles.

			“There you are.” Lisa materialized at his elbow, slightly breathless. “I thought you were going to hide up there all day.”

			“I considered it.”

			“Well, you’re here now. The keynote starts in five minutes.” She gestured toward the stage, where technicians were making final adjustments to microphones and lighting rigs. “Ian’s been backstage for an hour doing vocal warm-ups. Apparently he takes this very seriously.”

			“It’s a drug launch, not a Broadway show.”

			Lisa gave him a look that suggested he was missing the point entirely. “For Ian Black, everything is a performance. You know that.”

			Rhys did know that, though he had spent the past two years successfully minimizing his interactions with the company’s star scientist. Ian Black occupied a different sphere at Aethelgard, one populated by executive briefings, investor calls, and media appearances. He was the face of innovation, while Rhys remained happily invisible in the data verification department.

			The lights dimmed abruptly. The orchestral music swelled to a crescendo and then cut out, leaving a moment of anticipatory silence that felt almost religious in its intensity. A single spotlight illuminated the center of the stage, and Dr. Ian Black walked into it with the confident stride of a man who had never doubted his welcome.

			He was, Rhys had to admit, impressive. Tall and broad-shouldered, with the kind of symmetrical features that photographed well and the easy charisma of someone accustomed to being the most interesting person in any room. His suit was charcoal gray and perfectly tailored, the cut emphasizing his athletic build. Dark hair with just enough gray at the temples to suggest gravitas without age. When he smiled, the crowd responded with immediate, enthusiastic applause.

			“Thank you,” Ian said, his voice smooth and amplified to fill every corner of the atrium. “Thank you so much. Please, sit.”

			The applause continued for another ten seconds before gradually subsiding. Rhys remained standing at the back, hemmed in by bodies and increasingly uncomfortable with the temperature.

			“Pain,” Ian began, pausing to let the word resonate, “is the universal human experience. Every person in this room has felt it. Every person on this planet knows its grip. For millennia, we have searched for ways to escape it, to manage it, to survive it. Today, I am here to tell you that search is over.”

			The screens behind him flared to life, showing images of people in obvious distress. A woman clutching her lower back. An elderly man holding his arthritic hands. A young athlete with a bandaged knee. The images were high definition, intimate, carefully chosen to provoke empathy.

			“Solace,” Ian continued, his voice dropping to something almost reverent, “is not just a drug. It is a promise. A promise that we can live without suffering, that we can reclaim our lives from the tyranny of chronic pain. After eight years of research, three clinical trials, and more than two thousand test subjects, I stand before you today to announce that Solace has achieved a ninety-nine percent safety rating and an efficacy profile that surpasses every pain management option currently on the market.”

			The crowd erupted again. Rhys found himself staring at the massive screen behind Ian, where a graph had appeared showing Solace’s performance metrics. The bars were tall, clean, and color-coded in optimistic shades of blue and green. Safety: 99%. Efficacy: 97%. Addiction Risk: <1%. The numbers gleamed with the certainty of absolute truth.

			Except Rhys had seen different numbers that morning. Smaller numbers, messier numbers, numbers that did not align with this polished presentation.

			“Let me tell you about Sarah,” Ian said, his tone shifting to something more personal, more intimate. The screens changed to show a photograph of a middle-aged woman with a warm smile. “Sarah Martinez was a nurse in Phoenix, Arizona. She spent twenty years caring for others, until a car accident left her with nerve damage so severe she could barely hold a coffee cup. Opioids helped the pain but stole her clarity. NSAIDs damaged her liver. She was, by her own admission, ready to give up.”

			Ian paused. The audience absorbed Sarah’s tragedy in attentive silence. “Sarah was one of our Phase III trial participants. Within six weeks of beginning Solace treatment, she was back at work. Within three months, she was pain-free. Last week, I received a letter from her. She told me that Solace gave her back her life.”

			The applause this time was thunderous, sustained, almost aggressive in its enthusiasm. People were actually cheering. Rhys caught sight of several executives near the stage with tears in their eyes, moved by the testimony of a woman they had never met and would never think about again after today.

			He looked back at the screen. The graph showed 99% safety. His yellow-flagged file showed 94%, and that was before he had investigated the discrepancy fully. Five percentage points. In the pharmaceutical world, five percentage points could mean thousands of adverse events. Tens of thousands.

			“Today,” Ian concluded, spreading his arms in a gesture that encompassed the entire room, “we launch Solace to the world. Tomorrow, we change what it means to be human. Thank you.”

			The atrium exploded with applause, the sound battering against Rhys’s eardrums. The champagne flute in his hand felt slippery with condensation. He set it down on a passing waiter’s tray and tried to edge toward the exit, but the crowd had become a solid mass of celebration.

			Ian descended from the stage, immediately surrounded by admirers and journalists. Rhys watched as a young researcher, someone from the biochemistry division, managed to push through to Ian’s side. The kid looked nervous but determined, holding what appeared to be a technical question written on a card.

			“Dr. Black,” the young man said, his voice barely audible over the ambient noise, “I was wondering if you could clarify the enzyme inhibition pathway. The published data suggests a COX-2 interaction, but the molecular weight seems inconsistent with...”

			“Great question,” Ian interrupted, his smile not wavering for an instant. He clapped the young researcher on the shoulder with enough force to make him stumble slightly. “Really great. But you know what? Today is about celebration, not science. Why don’t you email my assistant with the details, and we can set up a time to discuss it when I’m not standing in front of five hundred people?”

			The crowd around them laughed. The young researcher’s face flushed red. He mumbled something that might have been agreement and retreated, properly chastened. Ian turned back to the journalists with his smile still firmly in place, but Rhys had seen his eyes during the exchange. They had been cold, flat, utterly devoid of the warmth his voice projected.

			It was the look of a man who did not appreciate being questioned.

			Rhys finally managed to extract himself from the crowd and made it to the elevator bank. His shirt was damp with sweat, his head beginning to ache from the noise and heat. As the elevator doors closed, muffling the celebration below, he pulled out his phone and opened his work calendar.

			The yellow flag from this morning stayed with him, now joined by the memory of that smoothed-out graph and Ian Black’s cold eyes. He scrolled to tonight’s schedule and blocked out the hours from seven to midnight.

			Someone needed to check those numbers again. Properly this time. Thoroughly.

			The elevator climbed toward the blessed quiet of the upper floors, and Rhys tried to ignore the feeling that he had just witnessed something more performance than science, more theater than truth.

			+ + + + + +

			Rhys returned to the building at nine thirty that evening, long after the celebration had ended and the cleaning crews had begun their work. The lobby was a graveyard of excess. Deflated balloons clung to marble columns, their metallic surfaces dulled and wrinkled. Half-empty champagne flutes sat abandoned on every available surface, lipstick stains marking their rims in various shades of corporate ambition. The ice sculptures had melted into abstract puddles, leaving dark stains on the floor that reflected the security lights in fractured patterns.

			His footsteps echoed as he crossed to the elevator bank. The only other person visible was a janitor pushing a wide dust mop across the atrium floor, the rhythmic swish of the mop head providing a counterpoint to the hum of the building’s night mode systems. The man didn’t look up as Rhys passed. Night shift workers at Aethelgard had perfected the art of selective blindness.

			The elevator rose through the darkened building, floor numbers ticking upward in amber digits. Rhys watched his reflection in the polished steel doors. He looked tired, the fluorescent lights of the elevator car washing out what little color remained in his face. His tie was loosened, his shirt collar unbuttoned. He had gone home after the launch event, tried to eat dinner, tried to watch television, tried to convince himself that tomorrow would be soon enough to investigate the discrepancy.

			The yellow flag had other ideas.

			Lab 4B was exactly as he had left it, preserved in the amber of routine. He dropped his messenger bag on the desk and booted up his workstation, the familiar startup chime breaking the silence. The HVAC system clicked on somewhere above him, adjusting to his presence, pushing cool air through the vents. Motion sensor lights flickered to life in the hallway outside, then extinguished themselves when no further movement was detected.

			Rhys rolled his chair closer to the desk and opened the flagged file. The discrepancy stared back at him, unchanged. Subjects 104 through 109, liver enzyme levels elevated beyond normal parameters. He pulled up the master efficacy report and laid the two datasets side by side on his dual monitors, numbers glowing in neat columns against the black background.

			The first thing he needed to do was to locate the original patient records. Every clinical trial generated mountains of data, from initial screening through follow-up visits. The raw information lived on secure servers, organized by subject ID, date, and testing facility. If this was truly just a clerical error, the source files would reveal where the transcription had gone wrong.

			Rhys navigated through the server architecture, drilling down through layers of folders and subfolders. Phase III trial data. Testing facility: Cascade Research Associates, Portland, Oregon. Subject range: 001 through 250. He scrolled through the directory, watching the file names tick past. Subject 098, 099, 100, 101, 102, 103...

			And then nothing.

			He stopped scrolling, frowning at the screen. The directory jumped from Subject 103 directly to Subject 110. Six files missing. Six patient records that should have been there but weren’t.

			Rhys sat back in his chair, his pulse beginning to accelerate. Missing files happened. Data corruption happened. But six consecutive files, right in the middle of the subset he was investigating? That wasn’t corruption. That was deletion.

			He checked the directory properties, looking for modification logs. The folder had been accessed four days ago at 2:47 AM by a user account he didn’t recognize: ADMIN_TEMP_07. A temporary administrative account. The kind of credential that was created for specific tasks and then deleted to cover tracks.

			The dry taste of adrenaline filled his mouth. Rhys opened a new terminal window and began typing commands, pulling up backup archives, searching for shadow copies of the deleted files. Modern server systems were paranoid things, they kept redundant backups of everything, layers of data preservation designed to prevent exactly this kind of loss.

			Except someone had been thorough. The backup archives showed the same gap. Subjects 104 through 109 had been systematically removed from every accessible copy of the trial data.

			But they hadn’t been removed from the billing system.

			Rhys switched databases, moving from research data to the financial records that tracked trial costs. Every test subject generated expenses. Screening fees, medication costs, follow-up appointments, adverse event monitoring. The money trail was always more complete than the science trail, because accountants were even more paranoid than researchers.

			He queried the billing database for Cascade Research Associates, Phase III, and the date range matching the trial period. The results populated quickly. And there they were: Subjects 104, 105, 106, 107, 108, and 109. Each one showing standard billing entries, documentation that they had been enrolled, dosed, and monitored through the full trial protocol.

			They had existed. They had been part of the trial. And then someone had erased them from the scientific record while leaving them in the financial one.

			Rhys’s hands were shaking slightly as he opened a new analysis script. He pulled the remaining trial data, all 244 subjects, and began reconstructing the efficacy calculations. The script ran through statistical models, computing safety ratings, adverse event frequencies, efficacy percentages.

			The numbers appeared on his screen in clinical precision:

			Overall Safety Rating: 94.7%

			Cardiac Event Risk: 2.1%

			Liver Toxicity Risk: 3.8%

			Recommended Maximum Dosage: 200mg (Current Approved Dosage: 400mg)

			Rhys stared at the results. Ian Black had stood in front of five hundred people and announced a 99% safety rating. The actual data, the complete data, showed something dramatically different. The missing subjects hadn’t been removed because they were anomalies. They had been removed because they were inconvenient.

			He ran the simulation again, this time manually entering estimated values for the missing subjects based on the liver enzyme elevations he had originally flagged. The safety rating dropped further. 91.3%. Cardiac event risk jumped to 4.7%.

			At the currently approved dosage of 400mg, Solace wasn’t just less effective than advertised. It was dangerous.

			Rhys sat in the dark lab, the only light coming from his monitors, casting his face in blue-white illumination. Outside the window, the city sprawled in patterns of light and shadow, thousands of people sleeping peacefully, unaware that a drug was about to enter the market that could kill them. Or at least harm them. Significantly harm them.

			He needed to tell someone. Lisa. She would know what to do, who to contact. Except Lisa had been very clear that morning about the stakes. Bonuses depended on this launch. Jobs depended on it. Her job depended on it.

			What about going directly to the FDA? Pharmaceutical researchers had whistleblower protections, legal channels for reporting safety concerns. But those channels were slow, bureaucratic, and required evidence. Evidence that someone had already tried to destroy. Evidence that existed now only on his personal workstation, in a simulation he had run without authorization.

			Rhys’s mouse cursor hovered over the data file. One click would copy it to his personal drive. One click would transform him from an employee doing his job into someone stealing proprietary information. Corporate espionage. A firing offense. Possibly a criminal offense.

			The building’s HVAC system cycled off, leaving the room in sudden, profound silence. Somewhere far below, the janitor’s vacuum cleaner hummed through the empty floors. The motion sensor lights in the hallway flickered on, stayed illuminated for thirty seconds, then extinguished themselves again. No one was there. No one was watching.

			Rhys clicked the mouse.

			The file copied to his personal drive with a soft chime, barely audible over the blood rushing in his ears. He ejected the drive, a small black rectangle of plastic and silicon that now contained evidence of either fraud or his own paranoid delusions. He wasn’t sure which possibility frightened him more.

			His phone sat on the desk beside the keyboard, screen dark and silent. He picked it up, unlocked it, and scrolled through his contacts. Lisa’s name appeared near the top. His thumb hovered over the call button.

			But the memory of Ian Black’s cold eyes stopped him. The way the star scientist had looked at that young researcher who dared to ask a technical question. The smoothness of the dismissal, the casual cruelty disguised as humor. Ian Black was not a man who responded well to challenges to his work. And Ian Black was the most powerful person at Aethelgard Pharmaceuticals, possibly the most powerful person in the entire industry right now.

			What was Rhys Morgan? A data verification analyst. Invisible, methodical, forgettable. The kind of person who could disappear from a company directory as completely as six patient files had disappeared from a clinical trial database.

			He put the phone down without making the call.

			Instead, he shut down his workstation properly, erasing his search history and clearing the terminal logs. He packed his messenger bag with the same methodical care he had used that morning, though his hands were less steady now. The personal drive went into his jacket pocket, small and solid against his ribs.

			Rhys stood and looked around the lab one more time. This room had been his sanctuary, his place of order in a chaotic world. It felt different now. Compromised. He turned off the lights and walked to the elevator, his footsteps echoing in the empty corridor.

			The janitor was gone when he reached the lobby. The champagne flutes had been cleared away, the floor mopped clean of the remains of the melted ice sculpture. Only the deflated balloons remained, clinging to their columns, slowly descending toward the marble floor in the building’s recycled air currents.

			Rhys pushed through the front doors into the November night. The air outside was cold and damp, threatening rain. He pulled his jacket tighter and walked toward the parking garage, acutely aware of what he carried.

			Behind him, the Aethelgard building rose into the dark sky, its upper floors lit in scattered patterns where other late workers labored over their own concerns. On the fortieth floor, in the executive suite, a light burned in Dr. Ian Black’s office window.

			Rhys didn’t look back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Silencing

			Rhys had not slept. He had tried, lying in his apartment bed staring at the ceiling while the numbers from his simulation ran through his head in endless loops. 94.7%. 91.3%. 4.7% cardiac event risk. At three in the morning, he had given up and made coffee, sitting at his kitchen table with the personal drive in front of him like a talisman. By five, he had showered and dressed, choosing his best suit, the charcoal gray one he saved for presentations. If he was going to report this, he needed to look professional. Credible. Unshakable.

			The drive to Aethelgard took thirty minutes through sparse pre-dawn traffic. Rhys rehearsed his presentation at every red light, running through the sequence of evidence: the missing files, the billing discrepancies, the recalculated safety ratings. Facts were facts. Data was data. Dr. Thorne might be a corporate climber, but he was still a scientist at heart. He would understand. He would have to understand.

			The forty-fifth floor was nearly empty when Rhys arrived at seven forty-five, but Dr. Marcus Thorne’s office was already lit, the glass walls of the senior vice president’s corner suite glowing like an aquarium in the early morning dimness. Rhys could see Thorne inside, leaning back in his leather chair with a phone pressed to his ear, his free hand gesturing emphatically at no one. The man lived at the office, or so the rumors went. His wife had left him three years ago, taking the house in Bellevue and the kids, leaving Thorne with his executive suite and his stock options.

			Rhys approached the glass door and knocked. The sound was hollow, absurdly polite. Thorne glanced up, frowned at the interruption, then gestured impatiently for Rhys to enter while continuing his phone conversation. Rhys stepped inside, closing the door carefully behind him. The office smelled of expensive cologne and the acrid bite of espresso. A chrome machine in the corner hissed and steamed, its aggressive mechanical sounds filling the silence between Thorne’s clipped phrases.

			“No, I don’t care about the optics. Fix it.” Thorne ended the call without ceremony and set his phone face-down on the pristine glass desktop. He didn’t stand, didn’t offer Rhys a seat. “Morgan. It’s not even eight. This had better be important.”

			“It is.” Rhys remained standing, clutching the folder of printed documents he had assembled at home. Through the glass walls, he could see other early arrivals beginning to populate the floor, moving past with coffee cups and laptop bags. Everyone could see into this office. No one could hear what was said inside. “I need to show you something about the Solace trial data.”

			Thorne’s expression flickered, just for a moment. Something that might have been annoyance or might have been recognition. “The launch was yesterday, Morgan. Solace is on the market. Whatever issue you think you’ve found can be addressed in the quarterly review.”

			“It can’t wait.” Rhys stepped closer to the desk and opened the folder, spreading the documents across the immaculate glass surface. Printouts of the server logs, the billing records, his recalculated safety ratings. “There are six subjects missing from the Phase III trial data. Subjects 104 through 109 from the Cascade facility. They were enrolled, dosed, and monitored, but their results were deleted from the efficacy calculations four days before the FDA approval.”

			Thorne glanced down at the papers, but his eyes didn’t track the text. He was looking without reading, a performance of attention. “Cascade had some data quality issues. That’s not news. CROs make mistakes all the time.”

			“These weren’t mistakes.” Rhys pulled out the highlighted section of the billing records. “They were systematically removed using a temporary admin account at 2:47 AM. Someone went into the backup archives and deleted them there too. But they left them in the financial database, which means they knew exactly what they were doing.”

			“And you know this how?” Thorne’s voice had gone very quiet. He picked up his phone again, but didn’t unlock it. Just held it, turning it over in his hands like a worry stone.

			“I ran an integrity check yesterday morning. There was a discrepancy in the liver enzyme data. When I investigated last night...”

			“How late were you here last night, Morgan?”

			The question cut through Rhys’s explanation like a blade. He stopped, confused by the sudden shift. “What?”

			“Simple question.” Thorne leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, the phone still in his hands. “How many hours have you worked this week? Rough estimate.”

			“I don’t see how that’s relevant to...”

			“Sixty? Seventy?” Thorne’s tone had shifted into something that might have been concern if it weren’t for the cold calculation in his eyes. “You’ve been on the Solace verification team for what, eighteen months? That’s a long time to be staring at spreadsheets, looking for anomalies that might or might not exist.”

			Rhys recognized the tactic immediately, the sudden pivot from evidence to character. “The anomalies exist. They’re documented in those printouts. The safety rating Ian announced was 99%. The actual rating, including all trial subjects, is 94.7% at best. Possibly as low as 91% when you factor in the missing subjects’ likely outcomes based on their liver enzyme elevations.”

			“91%.” Thorne set the phone down carefully, aligning it with the edge of the desk. “You’re telling me you recalculated the entire Phase III trial efficacy based on data that, by your own admission, you can’t access because it was deleted?”

			“I extrapolated based on...”

			“On assumptions.” Thorne stood now, moving around the desk with the careful grace of a man who had perfected the art of controlled intimidation. He was taller than Rhys, broader in the shoulders, and he used the space to his advantage. “You made assumptions about missing data, ran an unauthorized simulation, and now you’re suggesting that Dr. Ian Black, one of the most respected pharmaceutical researchers in the world, falsified trial results.”

			“I’m not suggesting anything about Dr. Black specifically. I’m reporting a data integrity issue that...”

			“Ian Black is Solace.” Thorne’s voice dropped to something barely above a whisper, but the intensity ratcheted up accordingly. “He spent eight years developing that drug. He personally oversaw every stage of the trials. His reputation is staked on those results. Aethelgard’s stock price is staked on those results. Do you understand what you’re actually suggesting here?”

			Outside the glass walls, more people had arrived. Rhys caught sight of Lisa Wilkerson walking past, her gaze sliding over the occupied office and quickly away. She had seen him in here with Thorne. By lunch, everyone would know.

			“I understand that people could die,” Rhys said, his voice steady despite the tightness in his chest. “The cardiac event risk alone is more than double what was reported. If doctors are prescribing this at 400mg doses based on faulty safety data...”

			“Faulty.” Thorne laughed, a short bark of sound devoid of humor. “You’ve been here how long? Five years? Six? And you think you’ve found something that every regulatory body, every independent reviewer, every expert panel somehow missed?”

			“They only saw the data that was submitted to them.”

			“The data that passed FDA approval. The data that represents two thousand patient trials across forty sites.” Thorne returned to his desk and sat, the movement dismissive. He picked up Rhys’s carefully prepared documents and tapped them into a neat stack without looking at them. “Let me ask you something, Morgan. Are you jealous of Ian? Is that what this is about?”

			The question was so absurd that Rhys actually laughed. “What?”

			“It’s a legitimate question. You’re what, thirty-seven? Thirty-eight? You’ve been in data verification your whole career. Steady work, important work, but let’s be honest. You’re not the guy on stage. You’re not the guy the press interviews. Ian Black is only three of four years older than you and he’s revolutionizing pain management. That must sting a little.”

			“This has nothing to do with...”

			“Because if it does, if this is some misguided attempt to tear down someone more successful, more visible, then we need to address that. I can get you in touch with HR. We have resources for employees experiencing burnout, stress-related paranoia...”

			“I am not paranoid.” Rhys’s hands clenched at his sides. He forced himself to breathe, to stay calm. Facts were facts. “There is a documented discrepancy in the trial data. I’m reporting it through proper channels, which is exactly what the company’s own whistleblower policy requires. You’re required to investigate.”

			Thorne was quiet for a long moment. He studied Rhys with the detached interest of an entomologist examining a particularly tedious insect. Then he slid the stack of papers back across the desk toward Rhys, the gesture smooth and final.

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Thorne said, his voice taking on the practiced cadence of corporate authority. “You’re going to take these documents, go back to your office, and perhaps think about taking the rest of the day off. You look exhausted. You’re clearly not thinking straight. Get some sleep, talk to a friend, maybe make an appointment with your doctor. Next Monday, if you still feel like this is a legitimate concern, we can schedule a proper review with the appropriate oversight committee.”

			“People are being prescribed Solace right now. Today. We don’t have until Monday.”

			“Dr. Morgan.” Thorne leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled in front of his face. “Let me be very clear. If you pursue this, if you continue to make accusations about data manipulation without concrete proof, you will destroy your career here. Not because the accusations are true, but because you will have demonstrated catastrophically poor judgment. You will have shown that you’re willing to undermine a successful product launch, damage the company’s reputation, and slander a colleague based on incomplete information and paranoid speculation.”

			Through the glass, Rhys saw Ian Black himself emerge from the elevator bank, laughing at something someone had said. He looked relaxed, triumphant, every inch the conquering hero. He caught sight of Thorne’s office and raised a hand in greeting. Thorne returned the wave with a smile that transformed his face into something almost pleasant.

			“That’s your call,” Thorne continued, his voice never wavering. “But understand that if you make it, there will be consequences. Aethelgard protects its people. All of its people. Especially the ones who matter.”

			Rhys looked down at the papers on the desk, at the numbers and logs and evidence that suddenly felt insubstantial in his hands. His mouth was dry, his heart hammering against his ribs. He had come here believing in the system, in the power of facts and proper procedure. He had been naive.

			“Take those with me,” Thorne said, gesturing at the documents. “And Dr. Morgan? Do not access that server again. Do not run any more unauthorized analyses. Do not discuss this with anyone else on staff. That is a direct order from your superior. If you violate it, there will be disciplinary action. Do I make myself clear?”

			Rhys picked up the papers, the motion mechanical. “Crystal.”

			“Good.” Thorne was already reaching for his phone again, the conversation over. “Close the door on your way out.”

			Rhys walked out of the glass box into the now-bustling floor. People were at their desks, conversations humming through the open office layout. He caught fragments as he passed. Someone talking about the Solace launch party. Someone else discussing stock prices. Normal corporate chatter, the sound of a successful company operating at peak efficiency.

			No one looked at him directly, but he felt their awareness. They had seen him in Thorne’s office. They had seen how quickly the meeting ended. The invisible mechanisms of corporate information transfer were already at work, spinning the narrative, shaping the story of Rhys Morgan’s ill-advised morning visit to the fortieth floor.

			He made it back to the elevator and pressed the button for his floor. His hands were shaking. The papers in his folder felt at once too heavy and completely weightless. As the elevator doors closed, he caught sight of his reflection in the polished steel. He looked exactly like what Thorne had accused him of being: tired, paranoid, a man coming apart at the seams.

			The drive sat in his jacket pocket. They knew he had downloaded the file. Thorne hadn’t said it explicitly, but the warning had been clear. They were watching. They had always been watching.

			The elevator descended, floor numbers counting down, and Rhys tried to figure out what came next. He had followed the rules. He had reported through proper channels. And he had been shut down so completely, so efficiently, that he might as well have never spoken at all.

			Somewhere above him, in that glass office on the fortieth floor, his evidence was probably already being fed into a shredder.

			The question was: what was he going to do about it?

			+ + + + + +

			Rhys returned to his desk on the twenty-third floor in a state of numb disbelief. The open office layout sprawled around him in its usual configuration of shoulder-height cubicle walls and shared workstations. The space hummed with the ambient noise of productivity: keyboards clicking, phones ringing, the occasional burst of laughter from the break room. Everything looked exactly as it had yesterday. Nothing had changed except him.

			He sat down and logged into his workstation. The familiar login screen appeared, accepted his credentials, and brought up his desktop. For a moment, he allowed himself to believe that the meeting with Thorne had been a temporary detour, an unpleasant encounter that would fade into corporate background noise.

			Then he tried to access the main research server.

			Access Denied.

			The error message appeared in a small dialogue box, white text on a red background, clinically polite in its refusal. Rhys stared at it for several seconds, not quite processing what he was seeing. He closed the box and tried again, thinking perhaps he had mistyped the server path.

			Access Denied. Insufficient Privileges.

			A cold wave of understanding washed through him. Rhys navigated to the user management panel and pulled up his own account profile. The information displayed in neat rows: name, employee ID, department, and clearance level. Level 1. Basic access. The kind of privileges given to summer interns and newly hired administrative staff.

			Yesterday morning, he had been Level 4. Full research access, authorization to review trial data, permission to run statistical analyses. Now he was locked out of everything except email and the company intranet.

			They had done this while he was in Thorne’s office. Or perhaps the moment he had walked out. Either way, the message was unmistakable: Rhys Morgan was no longer trusted. More than that, he was being quarantined.

			He sat back in the chair, his mind racing through the implications. Without server access, he couldn’t verify his findings. Couldn’t pull additional data to strengthen his case. Couldn’t even document what he had already discovered, because the source files were now beyond his reach. The only evidence he had was the personal drive in his pocket and the printouts Thorne had told him to take away.

			Rhys pulled out his phone and opened his text messages, scrolling to Lisa’s name. He typed quickly: Need to talk. Cafeteria at lunch? His thumb hovered over the send button. Then he remembered the look on her face this morning, the way her eyes had slid away from Thorne’s glass office, and he deleted the message without sending it.

			The morning crept forward with excruciating slowness. Rhys went through the motions of work, responding to emails about trivial administrative matters, updating spreadsheets that no longer felt important. He was aware of his colleagues moving around the office, aware of the subtle shift in their behavior. People who normally stopped by his desk to chat about weekend plans or complain about the coffee machine now walked past without acknowledgment. The woman in the cubicle next to his, someone he had worked with for three years, turned her monitor away when he glanced in her direction.

			By noon, his hunger had been replaced by a sick twist of anxiety, but he went to the cafeteria anyway. If he stayed at his desk, he would look like he was hiding. If he went to lunch, he could at least pretend everything was normal.

			The cafeteria occupied the entire eighth floor, a sprawling space with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. The lunch rush was in full swing when Rhys arrived, the serving lines crowded with employees in business casual, the tables filling up with the practiced efficiency of people who ate here every day. The smell surrounded him immediately: institutional soup, roasted vegetables, the chemical tang of industrial sanitizer. His stomach turned over.

			He grabbed a tray and moved through the line, selecting a sandwich and a bottle of water more out of habit than appetite. The woman at the register rang him up without meeting his eyes. Rhys took his tray and scanned the room for Lisa.

			She was sitting alone at a table near the windows, her back to the view, picking at a salad she clearly had no intention of finishing. Rhys wove through the maze of tables toward her, hyper-aware of the conversations that stopped as he passed, the heads that turned to track his movement.

			He set his tray down across from her. “Hey.”

			Lisa flinched. Actually flinched, as if his voice had struck her physically. She didn’t look up from her salad. Her hands were trembling slightly, the fork shaking as she pushed lettuce around the plate.

			“Lisa.” Rhys kept his voice low, trying for gentle but hearing the desperation creep in anyway. “I need to talk to you about what happened with Thorne.”

			“Don’t.” The word came out sharp, barely more than a whisper. She still wasn’t looking at him.

			“He dismissed everything I showed him. He wouldn’t even read the documentation. But you were on the verification team too. You know the protocol. If you could just confirm that I followed the proper procedures...”

			“Rhys, stop.” Lisa set her fork down with a soft clatter. Her hands moved to her lap, gripping the edge of the table. “Please just stop.”

			He leaned forward, lowering his voice even further. “Someone deleted six patient files. Subjects 104 through 109. The data was manipulated, Lisa. You have access to the same servers I do. Did. If you could just look...”

			“They know.” She finally raised her eyes to meet his, and he saw the fear there, raw and unconcealed. “They know you downloaded the file, Rhys. They’re tracking keystrokes. They have logs of everything you accessed, every search you ran, every simulation you executed.”

			The cafeteria noise seemed to recede, leaving only the sound of his own heartbeat thundering in his ears. “How do you know that?”

			“Janet from IT called me this morning. She said there was unusual server activity under your account Monday night. She was asking if I knew why you were accessing archived trial data at eleven PM.” Lisa’s voice cracked slightly. “I told her I didn’t know anything about it. I said you must have been doing routine maintenance.”

			“Janet called you specifically?”

			“She called six people. Everyone on the core verification team.” Lisa picked up her fork again, but her hands were shaking too much to use it. She set it back down. “They’re building a case, Rhys. They’re documenting everything to show you acted alone, outside your authority, without proper authorization.”

			The sandwich on his tray looked suddenly obscene, too bright, too perfect. Rhys pushed it away. “I was doing my job. Verifying data integrity is literally in my job description.”

			“At midnight? Without a supervisor present?” Lisa shook her head. “That’s not how they’re going to frame it.”

			“Then help me reframe it. You know I wouldn’t fabricate this. You know how thorough I am.”

			For a moment, something shifted in Lisa’s expression. Sympathy, maybe, or the ghost of their friendship. Then it was gone, replaced by something harder. Self-preservation. “I can’t, Rhys. I have student loans. My mom’s medical bills. I can’t lose this job.”

			“People could die from this drug.”

			“You don’t know that.” The words came out automatic, rehearsed. She had been told what to say, or had told herself enough times that it now sounded like the truth. “You ran one unauthorized simulation based on incomplete data. That’s not proof of anything except that you don’t understand statistical modeling.”

			The insult was so perfectly calibrated, so precise in its dismissal, that Rhys knew it hadn’t originated with Lisa. Someone had given her that line. Thorne, probably, or someone from Legal. A prepackaged rebuttal to be deployed if Rhys tried to recruit allies.

			“You don’t believe that,” he said quietly.

			Lisa stood up abruptly, her chair scraping against the floor with a sound that cut through the ambient noise. Several nearby conversations paused. She picked up her tray, leaving most of her salad uneaten. “I have a meeting at one. I need to go.”

			“Lisa, please.”

			She looked down at him, and for just a second, her mask cracked. He saw the apology in her eyes, the guilt and the fear and the awful knowledge that she was choosing herself over him. Then she walked away, weaving between tables toward the escalators, leaving him sitting alone at a table meant for four.

			Rhys watched her go, tracking her progress across the cafeteria until she disappeared from view. Around him, conversations resumed their normal volume, but he could feel the sidelong glances, the careful avoidance. The social calculus of a corporation in crisis mode: distance yourself from the liability before the contamination spreads.

			He looked down at his sandwich, at the bottle of water still sealed, at the empty seat across from him where his only ally had just publicly cut ties. The clatter of cutlery on plates seemed unnaturally loud, each collision of metal on ceramic a small violence. The soup and sanitizer smell turned his stomach, thick and cloying in the back of his throat.

			Rhys stood, leaving
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