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CHAPTER ONE
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Ashley Butler set her chamomile tea and bran muffin down on her desk and hit the power button on her computer. While the little electronic monster under her desk beeped and chattered to life, she brushed ringlets of long brown hair from her face and pulled them into a pony tail, then she leaned back in her chair and watched the never-ending activity from The San Diego Times newsroom through the tinted glass wall of her office.

Mounted close to the ceiling above the doors, half a dozen TV monitors lined the far wall showing CNN, MSNBC, local, and national news. Smaller computer screens glowed from rows of cubicles below them. The steady clicking of keyboards filled the air while phones rang and people scurried in and out of offices.

Less than a year ago Ashley had occupied one of those cubicles until her prize winning story about the murder of an environmental terrorist brought her from reporter to feature writer. Her editor and mentor Scott Miller had worked through the assignment with her, pushing for more revisions.  His suggestions helped pull things together, sparking a close father-daughter relationship that made her eager to please by giving him nothing but her best work.  

Her computer played the opening strains of Virginia Woolf by the Indigo Girls, signaling the log-on screen. Ashley nibbled her muffin and tapped in her password with one hand. Her email popped up showing seventeen messages. She recognized sixteen of the names. She had never seen the seventeenth. It had an enclosure.

Dr. Justin Stephens—Subject: Immortality

“What’s that all about?” she muttered, double clicking the mail icon. The message screen appeared, but it had no words. She clicked on the enclosure. Pictures and algebraic equations filled her screen.

The first picture showed a wizened sexless countenance with wrinkled, ashen skin, no eyebrows, and a bald head that seemed too large for such a small face. A beaked nose and receding chin looked as if the mouth would swallow them.  Jagged teeth sprouted from red gums and milky blue eyes protruded under lashless eyelids.

Ashley’s breath hitched when she read the caption beneath it.

Diagnosis/Prognosis:  Chris Daniels, age 14 presents with Progeria, an acceleration of the aging process to approximately seven times the normal rate. Symptoms include heart disease, arteriosclerosis, arthritis, stunted growth, and premature aging. Applied gene therapy has resulted in the isolation and turning off of an inverted insertion in the long arm of chromosome one. The miraculous results of the administered protocol are shown in the following photos.

More pictures followed, their sequence appearing to go backward in time. In the second picture, Chris’s eyes looked clearer. His or her skin appeared softer with a flush of color; as if it now held moisture, and the child’s teeth had evened some. Ashley thought she saw peach fuzz where eyebrows should be.

The child’s face looked fuller and more feminine in the third picture and the teeth looked straighter. Ashley saw hair on Chris’s head and the kid definitely had eyebrows. The fire in Chris’s now ice blue eyes burned brighter.

The two pictures that followed looked younger and more perfect somehow; androgynous with brighter eyes, a normally proportioned face, and fully formed eyebrows. Feathery lashes, a thickening head of long hair, and healthy skin tone accented everything else, giving Chris an angelic countenance.

I’ve seen this trick before, Ashley thought. They Photo-shopped these to make it look like the person ages at warp speed.

In the last picture, Chris’s hair had grown down to his or her shoulders. Other than tiny crow’s feet around the kid’s eyes and indeterminate sex, Chris looked like a normal teenager, only this kid was beautiful. Ashley couldn’t believe the caption under the picture.

Chris Daniels – Age:17

She read the accompanying text with mounting confusion.

I have risked my life and endangered yours by sending this, but I have no choice. In my studies of the genes associated with Progeria, I discovered how to turn off those tied to aging, making the cells in Chris’s body regenerate. All of my data indicate that this process will continue, eventually regenerating every single one of Chris’s cells. Chris has gone from a short-lived blip on the sea of life to the genetic equivalent of the fountain of youth.

Unfortunately, as a result of my discovery, three doctors, five interns, and three support staff have disappeared, most of them right from Genengineering in the middle of the day. Now my life and Chris’s are in danger.  

I realize how crazy and melodramatic this sounds, but the government has seized my lab, my research, and my proof. I fear that my entire staff has been silenced forever. My only saving grace is the backup of my work that I kept off site.

Please be discreet in your inquiries, but I urge you to look into what happened to Genengineering at 1022 Sorrento Valley Road, then talk to Dr. Russell Holmstedt. His address is 4458 Bird Rock Ave. in La Jolla. Russ has proof that will verify my claim. Tell him Justin sent you for Methuselah. He’ll understand.  Be careful. No one knows what he has, but they could be watching. 

I will contact you at my first opportunity.

Sincerely,

Dr. Justin Stephens, Ph.D.

Ashley felt a chill when she googled Dr. Holmstedt and found the La Jolla address Stephens had given her. She googled Genengineering and received the following message.

THE PAGE CANNOT BE FOUND

THE PAGE YOU ARE LOOKING FOR MIGHT HAVE BEEN REMOVED, HAD ITS NAME CHANGED, OR IS TEMPORARILY UNAVAILABLE.

Further down the page it said:

HTTP 404 – FILE NOT FOUND

INTERNET INFORMATION SERVICES

She pulled out the White Pages and found a listing.Picking up the phone, she punched in the number. After two rings, a recording came on the line.

“We’re sorry. The number you have reached has been disconnected. If you feel you have dialed in error, please hang up and try again.”  

She did. Same recording. No forwarding number. She tried Holmstedt’s. Same message. She set the phone down and stared at her reflection in the tinted glass trying to imagine what it would be like to be immortal, then she scrolled through the pictures again. Chris looked too perfect. This had to be a hoax.

After reading the letter a second time, Ashley forwarded it to some friends and co-workers, wondering what their reactions would be. The fact that Genengineering and Holmstedt were both listed and now disconnected made her uneasy. More minds would give her a reality check, and right now she needed one.

After answering the rest of her e-mail, Ashley thought about her feature on human rights abuses at the Mexican border. She had to make a noon deadline. Gathering her notes from the latest rape victim’s husband, she checked his statement. Another half a page and she’d be done.

Her phone rang halfway through the last sentence. She hurried to finish before snatching up the handset.

“Ashley Butler.”

“Hi Ash, its Scott. I’ll spring for lunch if you’ll tell me about that crazy email you sent.”

“Deal. Come on down and get me.” She hung up and pulled out her compact to check her makeup, then gazed into her own brown eyes, struck by the deepening laugh lines at their corners. Immortality, she thought. Wouldn’t that be something?

She looked up from letting her hair down to see Scott coming toward her office. He wore a denim work shirt and faded jeans. A few inches taller than her five eight, he had an easy smile, shaggy, gray-streaked hair, and eyes that matched the blue of his shirt. He nodded to people as he passed cubicles, gliding in his laid back surfer’s gait. She found herself smiling by the time he popped his head in the door.  

“Ready?” He held the door open, talking as she stepped through. “Someone spent a lot of time making those pictures look like that kid aged backward.”

“Looks convincing, huh?”

“You’ll fire up all the online kooks if that one gets out.”

They went through the double doors on the far side of the news room, passing under the monitors when she heard the name ”Russell Holmstedt” above the other voices. She whirled, bumping into Scott.

“What’s the matter?” he said, surprised.

She held her hand up and heard the name again from above. Looking up at the monitor, she saw a dark-haired male announcer.

“Noted gerontologist and National Science Academy award winner, Russell Holmstedt was found dead in his home this morning from an apparent heart attack.”  

A picture of a sandy haired, middle-aged, bearded man wearing wire-rimmed glasses filled the screen behind the announcer.

“Holmstedt, known for his groundbreaking work in recombinant DNA techniques was thought to be in good health, with no preexisting heart conditions. Funeral arrangements are pending.”

“Holmstedt?” Scott said, rousing her from her confusion. “Why does that sound familiar?”

Ashley forced herself to breathe. “The email.” She found it hard to think. “I tried calling his number.”

“And?”

“Out of service.  Genengineering too.”

Scott ran his fingers through his graying hair and his eyes took on a far away look. “Guy had a heart attack. You saw his picture. He’s my age.”

“Noted gerontologist and National Science Academy award winner,” Ashley said.

Scott took her arm and started for the door. “Let‘s talk about it over fajitas.”

Ashley pulled away, walking faster. “I have to take a rain check,” she called back.

Scott hurried to catch up to her.  

“I want to verify the addresses,” she said, rummaging through her purse.  

Scott grinned and shook his head. “I’ll come with you.”

She pulled her cell phone from her purse and held it up. “I have my life line right here. If I need you I’ll sound the alarm.”

Scott held the door open, letting Ashley go.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ashley drove her Prius down Sorrento Valley Road checking addresses until she found a small one story mirrored building with an empty parking lot and no sign at number 1022. Dusty reflective glass surrounded a clean spot above the entrance where a sign had been. Ashley saw the outlines of letters that spelled:

GENENGINEERING

She parked in front, killed the engine and put her hand on the door handle, stopping when she realized her hands shook. Silly, she thought, closing her eyes. She took a long slow breath before stepping out of the car. Hurrying to the front door, she pressed her face to the window. A pile of broken sheet rock littered the floor. Conduit, wires, fixtures, and heating ducts hung from the ceiling. No sign of activity. Nothing to be afraid of.

Ashley felt like some unseen weight lifted from her when she left the parking lot. She drove south on I-5 to Pacific Beach where she found a parking space across the street from 4458 Bird Rock Ave. The doors to the sprawling, split-level ranch house had been sealed with black and yellow coroner’s tape. The name on the mailbox said Holmstedt.  

Feeling the shakes again coupled with the sense of being a trespasser, Ashley strode purposefully to the front door and peered in through the window where she saw a couch, easy chairs, a big screen television, and southwestern Indian art on the walls. Nothing looked out of place, which only added to her uneasiness. No need to stay here any longer, she thought breathing deep to calm her racing heart. She turned to leave and collided with a man, scaring herself even more with her own short scream.

“Who are you?” she gasped, backing away with her hand pressed to her thumping heart.

He stared for a long uncomfortable moment before his hand went to the pocket of his dark suit, coming back out with a wallet. He flipped it open revealing a gold badge and ID.  His eyes never left hers. 

Federal Marshall Jon Mossbarger.

Ashley looked past the wallet to a balding man with a hard pockmarked face and dark questioning eyes that showed no emotion. She’d seen guys like this before. All cop.

“What are you doing here?” he said evenly.

She found it hard to swallow. “Following up on a story.”  She fumbled her press card from her purse. “Ashley Butler, San Diego Times.”

He glanced at her card and waved it away. “What kind of story?”

“A profile,” she said, winging it. “Dr. Holmstedt was a National Science Academy award winner.”

His stare never wavered. “Is that why you were snooping around that building in Sorrento Valley?”

Her breath caught. How did he know that? “I wasn’t snooping!”

Mossbarger’s showed no reaction.

“I was following a lead.”

“Where did you get it?”

His directness made her self-conscious.  “None of your business,” she snapped, instantly wishing she hadn’t.

To her surprise, his face relaxed. “Listen,” he said, holding up his hands. “You’re doing a story on the doctor? That’s great. Can’t wait to read it.”

His sudden change scared her. “If you’ll excuse me I have to go. I am under a deadline.”

“When are they going to run it?”  

“Don’t know yet.” She stepped around him.

“I’ll be watching for it,” he said as she passed.

Ashley didn’t look back.

Forty-five minutes later, she walked into the county courthouse downtown San Diego where she found no records, birth or otherwise for Chris Daniels, and no record of Dr. Stephens. She also came up empty in her search for any tax records for Genengineering. The same for building or sign permits, business licenses, deeds, or lawsuits. Officially, none of it existed. 

Driving back to the Times, she tried to make sense of it. The letter outlines on the building at the Sorrento Valley address showed something had been there. She shook off a chill when she thought of how Dr. Holmstedt had died before she could talk to him. Then there was that creep Mossbarger.  Cop. Her stomach flip-flopped. How could a high-tech business in Sorrento Valley have no records?

Ashley parked at the Times and took the elevator upstairs where she hurried through the newsroom, anxious to get to her office. Her heart sank when she found Scott there reading a search warrant while Mossbarger and a gawky kid with glasses loaded her computer onto a cart.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she said, rushing toward Mossbarger.  

Scott grabbed her arm and the kid backed away, wide-eyed.

“It’s in the warrant,” Mossbarger said. “Your computer is being confiscated as evidence. We have reason to believe it’s connected to a crime.”

“What?”

“Sorry. You’re going to have to come with us too.”

She shook, wanting to strangle him. Scott’s arm came around her shoulders. He picked up her phone and punched in a number, calling over his shoulder to Mossbarger, “She’s not going anywhere without a lawyer. Hey, Jeff,” he said into the phone. “I need you down in Ashley’s office right now. Some Feds are walking off with her computer.” Keeping his gaze steady on Mossbarger, he disconnected and punched in another number. “Hi, Rob. I need another computer hooked up in Ashley’s office ASAP. She’s got a hell of a first amendment story.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Ashley dropped into her chair with her purse in her lap to wait for their lawyer, forcing herself to breathe deep to calm herself. The gawky kid crossed his arms and took a seat on the far side of the room. Every time she glanced in his direction he looked away. Ashley rolled her chair closer to the desk and slipped a pad and pen from her purse. Opening the pad on her lap, she put pen to paper and looked up to see Mossbarger looking at her.

“What is it you’re charging her with?”  Scott said.

Mossbarger turned back to him. “Did I say we were charging her?”

“You’re not? Then she doesn’t have to go.”

Ashley scribbled on her pad while Scott kept Mossbarger’s attention.

––––––––
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Scott,

Send that e-mail with the Dorian Gray pix to everyone you can trust and tell them to do the same.

––––––––
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“Look paper boy,” Mossbarger said, flourishing a sheaf of documents. “I got a warrant. You want an IRS seizure? I’ll lock this rag down so tight, you won’t know a classified ad from a health permit.”

“Go ahead and try you bureaucratic pissant,” someone said from the hallway.

Mossbarger’s face darkened.  

Ashley’s heart lifted, recognizing the voice of the paper’s chief council. Once Jeff Hamilton sank his teeth into something he hung onto it like a pit bull.

Hamilton came through the door taking everything in before zeroing in on Mossbarger. Recognizing his opponent, he crossed the room, sticking a business card in Mossbarger’s face when he reached him. Mossbarger pushed it away and the two stood eye to eye.  

Jeff’s short black hair stood on end like an agitated cat and his eyes looked bugged out as if his body needed every outlet for the energy that charged through him. He always looked this way, even when calm. When Mossbarger didn’t respond, Jeff nodded to Ashley, acknowledged Scott, and glared back at Mossbarger. While the two faced off, Ashley folded the note and tucked it between her thumb and palm. 

“You try that IRS shit around here,” Jeff said, “and every paper from the New York Times to the Podunk Bugle and all the wire services in between will be doing their own feature investigations into first amendment abuses.” He turned from Mossbarger and winked at Ashley. “You want that?”

“I don’t want to talk about it here,” Mossbarger said, not moving as if proving that he had given no ground. “It’s a matter of national security. We need Miss Butler to come downtown. Here’s the subpoena.” He handed a paper to Jeff, who scanned it before giving it back.

“You ready to answer a few questions for junior G-man, Ashley?”

“Whatever you tell me to do, that’s what I’m doing.” She felt her anxiety up itself a notch.

“All right.” Jeff held out his hand. “Let’s get this shit over with.”

She grabbed her purse, stood and gave Scott a hug, sliding the note into his back pocket.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said, walking out the door flanked by Mossbarger and Hamilton. Mossbarger’s geek flunky followed, pulling Ashley’s computer behind him on a hand cart.

Once in the parking lot, the kid disappeared into a van with her computer. Mossbarger insisted on driving them in his government issue Ford. Ashley expected a million questions on the ride downtown, but Mossbarger stayed quiet.

He brought them to a spacious office on the second floor of a federal building downtown. A large mahogany desk filled the center of the room, set off from paneled walls by a thick earth-toned carpet. Rows of leather bound volumes lined a bookshelf on one wall, reminding Ashley of her grandfather’s den. All it needed was a moose head. Mossbarger gestured toward a pair of high-backed chairs in front of the desk.  

“He’ll be here in a minute,” he said.

“Who?” Hamilton asked, sitting down in one of the chairs.

“Ken Dawson, Director of West Coast Operations.”

Jeff pulled a legal pad and pen from his brief case. “West coast operations of what?”

As if on cue, a stoic looking older man came into the room through a door on the far side. Silver-haired with probing blue eyes, he looked trim and in good physical shape. His tailored suit, shined shoes, tie clasp, and silk tie spoke of a man who paid attention to detail.

“Ken Dawson.” He extended his hand to Jeff, then to Ashley, giving a firm handshake. “Thank you for coming down,” he said going around the desk. “Sorry about the abruptness, but time is of the essence.” He settled into a leather chair behind the desk. Mossbarger stood by the door behind them. Not being able to see him sent a creepy tickling down the back of Ashley’s neck.

“What the hell is going on here?” she said.

“Dr. Justin Stephens,” Dawson said, fixing her with a steady gaze.

She shrugged.

“The one who emailed you the pictures of the kid,” Mossbarger said from behind her.

“How did you know that?”

Dawson held a hand up. “It was sent from a government facility.” He eyed Ashley again. “We traced it to you, then you showed up at his old lab and his deceased partner’s house. Of course we wanted to talk to you.”

“Stephens sent me an email,” Ashley said. “So what? Lots of people send me email.”

Dawson nodded emphatically. “I’m sure you’re not involved in any criminal activity, but the man who emailed you is. We’re hoping you can help us catch him.”

The tension inside her relaxed a notch, but she still felt defensive. “Help you?” She looked over at Hamilton who shook his head no.

“Let me tell you a story,” Dawson said. “You can decide for yourself.”

Jeff set his pen down on his pad, folded his arms, and
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