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They are in you and in me; they created us, body and mind; and their preservation is the ultimate rationale of our existence…they go by the name of genes.

Richard Dawkins

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?

Robert Browning
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PROLOGUE




1968. Southern Jordan.

Was it really true? After two thousand years of waiting had the prophecy finally come to pass in his lifetime, during his leadership?

The Sikorsky helicopter passed over Petra, its shadow flitting like an insect over the ancient city carved into cliffs of rock. The magnificent statues and pillars glowed red in the late afternoon light, but Ezekiel De La Croix didn’t look down; for once he was oblivious to the breathtaking beauty of the deserted city below him. Keeping his eyes on the horizon ahead, he searched the endless ocean of sand for the place the helicopter would eventually set down.

One of his two fellow passengers—their dark suits as creased as his own—stirred beside him. Both men slept, exhausted from their journey. They had not rested since traveling to Geneva, where they had interrupted his board meeting at the Brotherhood’s Bank in order to bring him the news.

The news that would change everything. If it were true.

Checking the Rolex on his wrist, Ezekiel brushed a hand through his thin white hair. From the time he’d been told what had happened, to chartering the plane to Amman and boarding the Brotherhood’s waiting helicopter, it had taken a whole working day to get here, as well as costing thousands more Swiss francs than the scheduled flight. But then money had never been an issue for the Brotherhood, only time—two thousand years of time.

They should be only minutes away now. He nervously twisted the ring of leadership on his finger—a blood-red ruby mounted in a cross of white gold—and reassured himself that he couldn’t have come here any sooner.

The rhythmic whup-whup of the rotor blades served only to heighten his tension as the helicopter sped across the sand, leaving the cliffs of Petra far behind. A further ten minutes elapsed before he finally saw what he was looking for: five lone rocks clustered in a defiant fist against the surrounding desert. He sat forward and looked down at the tallest pillar of rock, over forty feet high. Its crooked shape seemed to be beckoning him. A shiver ran down the back of his neck. The power of this place had always moved him, but today it was almost too much to bear.

The five rocks appeared on few maps, and then only as a series of contour lines, never a name. Few outside the Brotherhood were aware of their existence, apart from the ancient water finders, the Nabataeans, who thousands of years ago would wander this sandy wilderness. And in more recent centuries, the nomadic Bedouin. But even these Princes of the Desert avoided the cluster of rocks, eschewing their meager shade, preferring to move on to Petra in the north. For reasons known only to themselves they felt uneasy going too close to this place they called Asbaa el-Lah—the fingers of God.

“Going down!” shouted the pilot above the noise of the rotors.

Ezekiel said nothing, still mesmerized by the rocks looming up below him. Parked under the overhang of one were three dusty Land Rovers. A fan of matting was draped from their rear bumpers to cover their tracks in the sand. Clearly other members were already here.

Ezekiel glanced at the men asleep beside him. In the world outside the Brotherhood one was an eminent American industrialist, the other a prominent Italian politician. Both were members of the six-strong Inner Circle and Ezekiel assumed that the others had already assembled by the Sacred Cavern. He wondered how many more from the Brotherhood had also been drawn here by the rumors. Even their organization’s obsession with secrecy couldn’t hide this.

As they neared the base of the tallest rock, the noise of the rotors seemed to increase in volume. When the helicopter finally landed Ezekiel De La Croix threw open the door and, with a grace that belied his sixty years, leaped out onto the sun-baked ground. Squinting against the stinging grains of sand, he hurried from under the rotors. Ahead he could see an opening in the tall rock. A man, dressed in a lightweight suit, stood beneath the cave’s archway and Ezekiel immediately recognized him as Brother Michael Urquart, another member of the Inner Circle. Urquart had been a highly successful lawyer, but when Ezekiel looked at his bloated, aged frame he worried whether the Brother, like so many others in the Inner Circle, was now too old and too tired to meet the new challenges ahead.

Ezekiel extended his right hand, taking Brother Michael’s in his. “May he be saved,” Ezekiel said.

The Brother’s left hand then clasped his, the two hand-shakes forming a cross. “So he may save the righteous,” replied Urquart, completing the ancient greeting.

Their hands parted and Ezekiel demanded, “Has it changed again?” His eyes dared the man to tell him his grueling journey had been wasted.

Brother Michael’s tired face broke into a smile. “No, Father Ezekiel, it is still as you were told.”

The tension Ezekiel felt in every muscle only allowed him to return the briefest flicker of a smile. Ignoring the other two Brothers now alighting groggily from the helicopter behind, he patted Urquart on the shoulder and walked into the cave.

The eroded space was no different from any of the natural caves found in these parts, some ten feet high, with a width and depth approaching twenty feet. There were no obvious signs of man’s intervention, apart from the torches resting against the walls. But ahead of him in the gloom Ezekiel was relieved to see that the concealed portal in the far wall had been opened; the heavy stone could take ages to lever aside. Walking through the opening, Ezekiel De La Croix was greeted by two large gas lamps, illuminating a mosaic floor and walls carved with the names of all those who had gone before: the thousands of Brothers who had waited in vain for this moment to arrive. In the center of the chamber were the Great Stairs, a rough-hewn spiral staircase that snaked its way two hundred feet down into the rock beneath the sands of Jordan.

Without waiting for the others, Ezekiel made his way down the worn steps. He ignored the rope handrail, using the cool surface of the stone walls to steady himself as he made the descent. At the bottom the inky darkness was beaten back by flame torches, flickering in a subterranean breeze blown in from the labyrinth of air tunnels. In this pulsing light the carvings and frescoes on the low ceiling seemed to dance before him.

From here he entered the meandering passageway that led to the Sacred Cavern. Restraining himself from breaking into a run, he hurried down the passage, his heels clicking on the smooth rock floor polished by countless feet before him.

Turning the last corner, he heard voices and saw ten or so men gathered outside the ten-foot-tall ebony doors, carved with heraldic chevrons and crosses, which guarded the cavern. Plainly the news had spread beyond the Inner Circle, and others from the Brotherhood had come to see if the rumors were true. He recognized the last two members of the Inner Circle standing by the arched doors: stout Brother Bernard Trier, nervously stroking his goatee, and the tall, gaunt Brother Darius. Darius saw Ezekiel first and raised his hand to still the group, who immediately turned to their leader and fell silent.

Brushing past the assembled Brothers, Ezekiel exchanged the ritual greeting with Brother Darius.

“May he be saved.”

“So he may save the righteous.”

Their hands parted and before Ezekiel could question him Darius turned to his younger colleague, saying: “Brother Bernard, you will wait here while I escort the Father inside. Once he has given his decision, and declared the sign genuine, you may open the doors to the others.”

Bernard opened the left door a few inches, its ancient hinges groaning in protest. Ezekiel and Darius stole inside; then the door was shut behind them, the noise of its closing echoing around the space before them.

As always when Ezekiel entered the Sacred Cavern he paused, struck by its simple grandeur: the rough, square pillars supporting the tons of rock above; the tapestries that adorned the chiseled walls; the multitude of torches and candles whose warm light gilded the hewn ceiling of rock with the appearance of beaten gold. But today his eyes moved to one place only: to the altar at the far end of the cavern.

He strode past the pillars to gain a clearer view into the center of the mosaic floor. The altar, with its familiar white linen cloth emblazoned with the red cross, was visible now. But his eyes focused in front of it, on the round fissure in the stone floor. The hole, no larger than a man’s head, was lined with lead in the shape of a star. A two-foot flame issued from its core.

With hesitant steps Ezekiel De La Croix approached the Sacred Fire that had burned for two thousand years. Pacing around it four times he eventually acknowledged the truth of what he saw. There could be no more doubt. The flame that had burned orange for almost twenty centuries had changed to white, a blue-white of dazzling brightness not seen since the first Messiah had walked the earth.

The tears came then. He couldn’t stop them. His sense of destiny and honor was too great. He had always suspected that with the passing of the second millennium the change in the sacred flame that heralded Parousia—the Second Coming—could occur. But he had never dared hope that the prophecy might come true in his lifetime. Yet now, during his leadership, it had finally come to pass. He only wished his father, and every ancestor and past member of the Brotherhood listed on the walls above, could share this moment with him—the moment to which they had dedicated their lives.

“Father Ezekiel, shall I allow in the others?” asked the hoarse voice of Brother Darius behind him.

Ezekiel turned and saw that the Brother’s eyes were also wet with tears. He smiled. “Yes, my friend. Let them see what we have seen.”

Waiting by the altar, he watched the members of the Inner Circle stream into the Sacred Cavern, followed by those Brothers who had been drawn here by rumor alone. He said nothing for a while, allowing them to feast their famished eyes on the flame. When they had seen their fill he raised his arms for silence.

“My brethren, the sign is genuine. The Prophecy of Lazarus has come to pass.” Pausing, he scanned their faces, trying to meet every eye with his. “The Messiah walks among us once more. Our long wait has ended, and the search can now begin.”

As he watched his jubilant followers, Ezekiel had only one prayer on his lips: that he would live long enough to fulfill the Primary Imperative of the Brotherhood of the Second Coming. Smiling now, he raised his arms high into the air as if reaching for heaven itself.

“May he be saved,” he said, his voice booming out across the cavern.

Every face glowed with excitement as they threw their arms in the air, responding with one voice:

“So he may save the righteous.”
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The Prophets Within
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Midnight. December 10, 2002
 Stockholm, Sweden

It continues to snow. As it has done throughout the award ceremony and the celebration banquet that followed. Huge flakes of white fall from the dark sky, appearing suddenly in the powerful lights that illuminate the red brick of the Stadshuset, Stockholm’s City Hall. Despite the cold and the snow, a small hardy crowd has gathered by the steps to watch the royal couple and the prizewinners leave.

Hands pushed deep into overcoat pockets, one broad-shouldered figure moves to the front, perhaps hoping for a better view. But as Olivia follows Dr. Tom Carter out of the City Hall and into the Swedish night, she doesn’t notice this watcher’s unusual eyes staring at her husband.

She’s too busy checking that her eight-year-old daughter buttons her red coat. “Put your hat on too, Holly. It’s freezing.”

Holly scrunches up her hazel eyes as she buttons her collar. “It makes me feel dorky.”

“Dorky? That’s a new one.” Olivia laughs and puts the Russian-style fur hat over Holly’s spiky blond hair. “Anyway, it’s better to feel dorky than cold.”

“You don’t look dorky, Holly,” Tom says, turning to his daughter. He crouches down to Holly’s level, his blue eyes studying her as if she’s something in his laboratory. Then he shrugs and smiles. “Well, perhaps a little.”

Holly giggles then as he takes her hand and leads her down the steps.

They look good together, thinks Olivia, following behind. Their daughter is beautiful, although Olivia would never dare tell her that. Just getting Holly to forsake her jeans and Nikes and put on a dress for the ceremony has been a major achievement.

Tom turns and laughs at something Holly says, and Olivia sees his intense blue eyes soften. Looking at his tall, gangly frame and the flakes of snow resting in his unruly black hair, she is reminded how handsome he looks, especially in the white tie and tails he wears beneath his cashmere coat. Both he and Jasmine deserved the prize and Olivia feels so proud of them that she barely notices the biting cold.

At that moment Dr. Jasmine Washington comes up beside her. The young computer scientist’s short, styled Afro is hidden beneath the hood of a bright blue cape, which looks almost electric in the spotlights. The dark skin of her elfin face contrasts with the snow and the whites of her eyes.

Next to her is Jack Nichols, Tom’s business partner at GENIUS Biotech Diagnostics. He walks straight up to her husband and pats him on the shoulder, congratulating him again. A few inches shorter than Tom, Jack is still over six feet, and powerful with it. His craggy face, complete with a crescent-shaped scar running from his left nostril to the left side of his mouth, makes him look more like a boxer than the joint head of the world’s largest biotech company.

Their group is now almost complete as they make their way to the waiting limousines, their interiors lit up like carriages of old. Olivia is impressed with the size of the crowd gathered at the base of the steps. She suspects that most of them, along with the police, are focused on King Carl XVI Gustaf and Queen Silvia, whose limousine is just leaving. But more than enough lights focus on their small group.

“Jazz, where are the others?” asks Olivia. Tom’s father and Jasmine’s fiancé are also in their party.

Jasmine gestures behind her. “They’re back there talking with the guy who won the literature prize.”

“So how does it feel being a Nobel laureate?” Olivia asks, smiling at her old roommate from Stanford. “And to think, twelve or so years ago, you were worried about getting a job that would make a difference. Remember?”

Jasmine laughs, her teeth white against her skin. “Yeah.” She shrugs dismissively, but Olivia can see how thrilled she is. Getting a scholarship to Stanford, followed by a Ph.D. from MIT, was an impressive achievement for anyone, let alone a ghetto kid from the projects of South Central L.A. But this—this was something else.

“And now you and Tom have changed the world,” says Olivia. They had indeed, according to the head of the Karolinska Institute, the body that awards the Nobel Prize for Medicine and Physiology. The short, silver-haired man had hailed Tom’s brainchild, born of his mastery of genetics and Jasmine’s genius with protein-based computers, the most significant scientific achievement since Watson and Crick discovered the DNA double helix. One that would save countless lives. Olivia remembers how back in January 1999 Tom and Jasmine had first demonstrated the Genescope’s ability to decode every human gene from just a single body cell. In one stroke their invention had made the international Human Genome Project redundant.

Jasmine reaches forward and pats Holly on the back. “Well, my goddaughter didn’t seem too impressed. I saw her yawn twice.”

“Were you yawning in the ceremony, Holly?” asks Tom with a laugh.

Holly gives a sheepish shrug and blows a snowflake off her nose. “No. Well, a little. It was pretty long, wasn’t it?”

Tom turns his head and catches Olivia’s eye behind him. They smile at each other and he extends his other hand behind his back, toward her. They are now some ten feet from the limousine. Their hands clasp and Tom turns around, leaning toward her as he does when he’s about to kiss her.

At that moment the broad-shouldered figure steps out of the crowd in front of them.

Moving closer to Tom, Olivia doesn’t see the person at first. Then out of the corner of her eye she sees the crescent-shape scar on Jack Nichols’s face twist into a scowl. Why does he look so angry? So frightened?

Then time seems to slow down.

There is a sharp report, and Jack is pushing Tom away from her. Wrenching his hand out of hers, making him fall against Holly.

In that split instant she clearly sees the man in the big-shouldered coat. He’s standing in front of her, pointing at where Tom was.

Where she is.

A flash comes from the man’s hand and another report cracks the cold night. An enormous force hammers into her chest, pushing the air out of her lungs, throwing her onto the ground. Then another impact hits her, and another, and another, rolling her down the steps like a rag doll. She is more stunned than pained when she tries vainly to get up.

She must help Tom and Holly.

On the steps above her she can see Jasmine standing stock still, her electric blue cape dark with blood. Olivia hears a scream and sees Holly’s big hazel eyes—so like her own—staring at her with horror. She’s no longer wearing her hat and Olivia’s first thought is that Holly will get cold. Olivia tries to smile. She wants to reassure Holly, but she can’t move and the back of her head feels wet and sticky. She suddenly realizes that this is all she can feel.

As her head rolls to one side she locks eyes with her fleeing killer, who is already fading back into the stunned crowd, and is surprised by what she sees.

Where’s Tom? she thinks. He’ll make everything all right.

She hears him calling her name. He sounds far, far away.

Then, like a forgotten thought, his voice is gone, and she sees and hears no more.

 

“Olivia! Olivia! Olivia!”

The more Dr. Tom Carter screamed his wife’s name, the harder he found it to believe what he saw. Crawling down the icy steps, he ignored the one bullet wound in his own leg. In all his years as a surgeon he had never seen so much blood from one person; the snow around Olivia’s body was red with it. This couldn’t be happening. Not tonight of all nights.

Everything had happened too fast—was happening too fast. Seconds ago he had everything. And now…

He could barely continue the thought. The world had gone mad. The crowd was shouting and screaming as the police tried to hold it back, forming a circle around his mini hell. Sirens screamed and cameras flashed. Jack was coming toward him, his face ashen white.

Leaning over Olivia, Tom gently brushed strands of blond hair from her face, expecting her open eyes to blink—to smile in recognition. But they just stared back at him. There was something strange about her head. With horrible detachment he realized that the back of her skull was missing.

He bent down and held her to him. “Why?” he cried, unaware he was shouting his thoughts out loud.

Then a realization, even colder than the night, froze his heart. Jack had pushed him out of the line of fire. The killer had been aiming at him, not Olivia.

He should be dead, not her.

Guilt, like a dagger, pierced the shock, making him retch. Then through the chaos, he heard a small whimpering sound behind him.

Holly? A panic seized him, just as Jack put a hand on his shoulder.

“Holly?” he shouted, pushing his friend away, twisting around to see his bloodstained daughter being comforted by her godmother. Jasmine’s face was deadly pale. Reaching for Holly, Tom checked his daughter for injuries, all the time looking into pleading eyes, which begged him to explain what no sane man could. With a relief so fierce it made him gasp, Tom realized she was physically unhurt and squeezed her to his chest.

“It’ll be okay,” he said, stroking Holly’s face, putting himself between her and Olivia. “It’ll all be okay. I promise you.” He spoke the words as much for his sake as hers, and as the paramedics pushed through the circle of police, all he could hold on to was the fact that at least Holly was unharmed.

At least she was safe.
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Saturday, December 21, 2002
 Boston

What Dr. Jasmine Washington couldn’t figure out was why Tom Carter had done it, particularly so soon after the shooting. Perhaps it had something to do with the tumor the Swedish surgeon had found in Olivia’s brain when examining her head wound. Whatever the reason, it made her angry.

The lawns of Mount Ashburn Cemetery were white-gray with frost, the same color as the winter sky. A watery afternoon sun failed to warm the hundred or so people who had gathered in this monochrome landscape to celebrate Olivia’s life, and mark her death.

Jasmine Washington stood between her goddaughter and her tall fiancé, Larry Strummer. She was relieved that for once the media was keeping a respectable distance, along with the discreet police presence, some forty or so yards away. In addition to Olivia’s relations, GENIUS colleagues, and Tom’s peers from the scientific and medical community, Jasmine recognized many of the mourners. The state governor stood alongside the Swedish ambassador, come to show his countrymen’s horror and sorrow. Next to them were teachers from South Boston Junior High School, where Olivia had taught English and music. Children from her class were there too, the same class Holly attended. Some were crying, but all kept still and silent. Olivia would have been proud of them.

Jasmine felt too angry to cry for the loss of her best friend. She’d already cried more tears in the last eleven days than in all her thirty-three years. Jasmine had still been a sassy scholarship kid from the projects when she’d first met Olivia at Stanford. Gaining a prestigious computer sciences scholarship to one of the top schools hadn’t seemed such a big deal at the time. As a kid, her strict Baptist parents had banned her from the streets of South Central L.A., so she’d built her first computer when she was eleven and spent most of her formative years prowling the cyber-streets instead. Still, it was ironic that it had been a computer error at Stanford that had roomed her with a blond, artistic WASP from Maine, majoring in English literature. It still made Jasmine smile remembering how, despite being opposites, they had been drawn to each other from the start.

Jasmine pulled her canary yellow cashmere coat tighter around her shoulders. It was the brightest color she could find for the funeral. Her friend would have approved. She watched Tom, Jack, and the other pallbearers carrying Olivia’s coffin to the grave. She winced with Tom as she saw how he favored his wounded leg, no doubt welcoming the distraction of the pain. If she’d hated the last eleven days, then he must have been through the worst kind of hell. Even so, she still couldn’t help feeling anger at what he’d done since the killing. Or at least what she thought he’d done. The evidence she’d seen in the lab this morning wasn’t conclusive.

She looked down at her goddaughter, standing silently next to the slender, white-haired figure of her grandfather, Alex Carter. She wondered how the semiretired Harvard professor of theology would explain why Olivia had been gunned down. It had certainly stretched her faith. The Swedish police, and now the FBI, had a theory that it was some antigenetics activist trying to kill Tom. But despite having the killer on film, they still had no real idea of who he was or why he’d done it.

At least the psychiatrists had been encouraged by how well Holly was coping. Far from blotting out the horror of seeing her mother shot, she had almost perfect recall. In many ways she was more prepared to face up to what had happened than anybody. Jasmine had even heard the little girl ask Tom on more than one occasion how he was coping. It was this courage, and the fact that Holly was doing well, that made Jasmine so angry with her father.

Her eyes searched Tom’s long face as she watched him and the other pallbearers lay Olivia’s coffin beside the grave. The more she looked into those blue eyes, the more she saw something other than grief there: fear, or something close to it. Every time Tom looked at his daughter, Jasmine became more and more convinced that what she had found in the lab this morning had been his work.

It had to have something to do with the tumor the Swedish surgeon had found in Olivia’s brain, when he was examining her. A tumor that by all accounts would have killed her, even if the killer’s bullets hadn’t. Tom’s mother had died of a similar cancer about thirty years ago; Jasmine knew that. It hadn’t taken a shrink to know that this was one of the main reasons Tom had applied his incredible intellect to curing the disease, not only qualifying as a surgeon at Johns Hopkins two years ahead of his peers but then completing a Ph.D. in genetics at Harvard with more ease than it takes most people to graduate from high school. Still, just because his mother and wife had similar cancers, that didn’t justify running a full gene scan on Holly.

As Tom moved away from the coffin, Jasmine cast her mind back to her third year at Stanford. Over twelve years ago now. She thought she was so smart until she attended that talk given by Tom Carter, M.D., Ph.D. Tom was in his early thirties then and already a force in genetics—seeing gene therapy as the way ahead for curing cancer and inherited disease. At the time, his company, GENIUS, specialized in gene therapy trials and the development of genetically engineered proteins, such as recombinant Interleukin 2 and growth hormone. The company was relatively small, but already growing in size and reputation.

Tom’s talk at Stanford had been entitled “The Use of Computers in Decoding the Human Genome.” Jasmine remembered how she had stifled a laugh when this tall, gangly guy with wild hair stood up to speak. But she stopped laughing as soon as he began talking about his vision of a hybrid computer/microscope that could read an individual’s entire genome from the copy stored in the DNA of one body cell. The machine he was talking about would be able to decode every single one of a person’s hundred thousand genes from one hair follicle. Tom Carter had wanted to do nothing less than decode the software of the human race. At that moment Jasmine had known she had to work with him, and be part of his vision.

Over three years ago they had realized that vision and created the Genescope. But now just the thought that Tom was using it on his perfectly healthy eight-year-old kid made her seethe. Whatever his reasons were, and however brilliant he was, there were times when Tom Carter could be plain stupid.

Tom limped over to them from the coffin, and stood between Alex and Holly. As the priest began to say his words, Tom reached down to take Holly’s hand.

Jasmine tried to catch Tom’s eye, but he would only look straight ahead at the grave. There was still time, she told herself. Even if he had run the scan, she could still stop him from reading the results.

 

Tom was oblivious of both Jasmine’s stare and the utterances by the priest at the head of the grave. He could think only of Olivia and his guilt.

Meeting Olivia and marrying her had been his greatest, and most undeserved, piece of good fortune. He had always been clueless with women, regarding them as a charming, but confusing distraction from his work. He still couldn’t understand how he had managed to attract the few girlfriends he had. All had been intelligent and most beautiful, although he had never pursued any of them. As they might some problem child, they had adopted him, convinced that with enough love and affection they could make him their Mr. Right. All of them had eventually given up on him.

But with the golden-haired Olivia Jane Mallory it had been different. When the precocious Jasmine Washington had introduced Tom to her roommate, he had suddenly understood what the poets meant by love at first sight. His reaction had been a clinical definition: sweaty palms, pounding heart, loss of appetite, distraction. He had no problem identifying the symptoms, but the sickness and its cause were less scientific, more metaphysical. In one blinding moment Olivia had become as important to him as a part of his own body. From that point on he had pursued her with a passion he hadn’t known outside his work. In Paris eight months later, she stunned him by accepting his marriage proposal. He couldn’t dance, but that night in Montmartre he forgot, and they had danced till dawn.

Now she was dead. He still couldn’t believe it. Only yesterday afternoon he had been in the conservatory of their home in Beacon Hill—her favorite room. He had walked in half expecting to see her reading, or tending her plants. Part of him still thought she would always be in the house, forever in the room next to the one he was in.

He felt Holly’s small hand squeeze his, and looked down to see her eyes, staring up at him. She was so desperately trying not to cry that if he’d felt less numb he would have cried for her.

He bent down and hugged her, trying to squeeze the pain out of her.

“I miss Mommy, Dad,” she whispered through her sobs. “I wish the bad man hadn’t killed her.”

“So do I, Holly. So do I. But she’s safe now, and it’s going to be okay,” he soothed in her ear. But he couldn’t see how it was ever going to be okay again. He wished he could take Holly’s sorrow and feel it himself. His own grief seemed too deep to reach. He felt so numb he couldn’t even summon up rage for the person who had done this.

Only guilt breached his defenses. When he had thanked Jack for saving his life, both of them had looked away, not meeting each other’s eye—both knowing that Jack’s reflexes had not only saved him but also killed Olivia. Tom shifted his weight to his wounded leg, welcoming the pain. One bullet had passed through his leg, while the others had ripped into Olivia’s body.

The guilt didn’t stop there. It revived memories of his mother’s death, and how he had been powerless to help her. Then, after learning of Olivia’s tumor, a new strain of guilt had infected him. Instinctively he hugged Holly again. Had other slower, more silent bullets already been fired? Bullets that would again miss him, this time finding an even more vulnerable target?

He had to know.

The priest continued to intone the burial service as the coffin was lowered into the ground. It was only then, as he watched the last, weak rays of the sun catch the brass handles of the casket, that Tom realized his wife was really leaving him; that the sun would never shine on Olivia again. Along with the others he and Holly threw earth into the grave and waited patiently for the priest to finish his words.

It was as the mourners began to move away from the grave and head toward the cars that he felt the tug on his sleeve. He turned to see Jasmine glaring at him. She was alone, her fiancé, Larry, already walking off to his car. “Tom, we need to talk. Now!”

“Can’t it wait till we get to the wake?”

“No!”

Tom’s father, Alex Carter, was at his side. Stern-faced beneath his mop of white hair, his piercing blue eyes glared out from behind elegant glasses. As always he looked as if he were talking to one of his theology students. “What’s the problem?”

“Something I need to talk to Tom about,” said Jasmine, giving Tom a meaningful look. “Alone!”

Tom suddenly understood. He had been in such a rush this morning he had left his lab workbench a mess, deciding to tidy it up when he returned after the wake to read the results. Jasmine must have been into GENIUS and guessed what he was doing. “Dad, could you take Holly on to the wake. We’ll follow behind you.”

Alex looked incredulous. “You should be going to the wake with your family,” he said. “You have to be with Holly.”

Tom raised his hand. “Dad, please, I can’t explain now.” He knelt down to Holly’s level and saw her face crumple in disappointment, her eyes red-rimmed. “Hol, I just want to talk to Jazz about something. You go home with Grampa, and I’ll meet you there for the wake. Okay?” He hated doing this, but he couldn’t talk to Jasmine about this in front of Holly. Hugging his daughter to him, he kissed her cheek. “We’ll be right behind you. Okay?”

She gave him a small nod, trying to understand.

“But, Tom—” protested Alex.

“Dad, I’ll explain later,” he said, taking Jasmine by the elbow, walking her swiftly away from the mourners waiting to offer their condolences, following her into one of the waiting limousines.

“When are you going to check the results on Holly’s scan?” asked Jasmine, once she’d closed the car door.

Tom said nothing at first. He felt strangely relieved that she had found out. He hated keeping secrets. “After the wake,” he replied eventually.

“Why did you do it, Tom?”

“I had no choice,” he said. “I have to know.”

“Bullshit!” Jasmine replied. “Complete bullshit. The Genescope will tell you stuff you don’t want to know—or even need to know. And certainly not right now, Tom.”

 

Two miles northeast, beyond the university sprawl of Harvard, the campus of GENIUS Biotech Diagnostics was quiet. Most of the employees at the GENIUS head office didn’t work on Saturday, and certainly not in the evening. Indeed, apart from the halogen security lamps that allowed the CCTV cameras to survey the rectangular protein factories on the eastern perimeter, most of the campus was in darkness.

A few lights were visible in the vast pyramid of photo-sensitive glass that dominated the site, and served as the global headquarters of the world’s largest genetics company. But not on the top floor, which housed the commercial departments, the boardroom, and most of the directors’ offices, including Jack Nichols’s. One light could be seen in the laboratories on the two middle levels. The only glow on the ground floor came from the reception atrium, and Jasmine Washington’s deserted Information Technology Section, which continuously processed data from GENIUS subsidiaries around the world. As happened prior to Christmas the small ward in the Hospital Suite on the ground floor was empty and in darkness.

At the time Tom Carter and Jasmine Washington were attending Olivia’s wake there was no human presence on the GENIUS campus, save the two guards in the main gatehouse and the two who manned the CCTV monitors in the atrium of the pyramid.

However, on the second floor of the glass pyramid, in one section of the Mendel Laboratory Suite, a mind was at work. This mind belonged to an entity called DAN, so named by one of its creators from a simple anagram of the acronym for deoxyribonucleic acid: DNA.

In 1990, based on conferences held in the eighties, the most significant scientific undertaking since the Apollo space program was initiated: the Human Genome Project. Its objective was simple: to identify each and every one of the hundred thousand or so genes that form the blueprint of a human being, by decoding the three billion letters of genetic program in mankind’s DNA. Initially led by James Watson, the co-discoverer of the structure of DNA, the Human Genome Project spanned the globe, with scientists of all nationalities showing an unprecedented level of cooperation. But by the mid-nineties, despite making major progress, rival groups began to patent the genes they found, and the vital spirit of cooperation broke down.

In early 1989 Dr. Tom Carter had independently developed the concept of an instrument, half computer and half microscope, that could read DNA straight from the chromosomes in a body cell—much in the same way a checkout scanner reads a bar code. He had perfected the theoretical process by early 1990, but needed more computer power than currently existed to make his concept a reality. In that same year while delivering a lecture at Stanford he had met a young computer sciences student obsessed with protein-based processors. That student was Jasmine Washington. Within nine years they had created the Genescope, and succeeded where the world’s scientists had failed, identifying the location and function of each and every one of the 99,966 genes that specify a human being.

One of these Genescopes now emitted a low grumbling noise as its “eye” scanned the three billion letters in the sentence of DNA it was decoding:

“ATG-AAC-GAT-ACG-CTA-TCA…” read the “eye.”

DAN, like all the Genescopes at GENIUS HQ, and the more advanced GENIUS Processing Laboratories around the world, was a fourth-generation version. More than adequate for scanning up to fifty samples at one time. However, this evening it was concentrating on one particular body cell.

Small colored lights, the size of cat’s eyes, blinked intermittently on the black sweeping neck that housed the laser-guided electron microscope, or “smart eye.” They signaled that the high-resolution lens was shifting its scrutiny and focus from one magnetized stretch of DNA to another—reading the encoded genes like a multicolored bar code.

The rumbling sound came from the ovoid black box that formed the body of the swanlike instrument. This contained the Genescope’s “brain”: a seventh-generation bio-computer so powerful it was a “virtual mind,” mimicking the neural networks of the human brain. It was literally alive, using a primitive photo-responsive protein, bacteriorhodopsin, which made the logic gates infinitely faster and more robust than microchips. The processing unit could operate a thousand times more quickly than its most advanced electronic rival. As DAN rumbled on, its “virtual mind” was deciphering the data being sent to it by the “smart eye” above—translating the genetic program of one of the organisms that created it. A human.

DAN was one of six in the Genescope facility at the back of the Mendel Suite of laboratories. Along one wall of the facility were eight workstations. Each gleaming white surface was spotless.

Save one.

Here a spent plastic cartridge lay next to a portable microscope, and a pipette stood discarded by a bath of magnetized fluorescent dye and agarose. Nearby, a battery of small Eppendorf tubes rested alongside a glass beaker of water and a cheek swab of saliva on a glass slide—the debris left from a hastily prepared gene scan sample.

The prepping process was standard practice. First, a sample of genetic material had to be obtained: a hair follicle or cheek swab was adequate. A body cell was then isolated under the microscope before being placed in an Eppendorf tube and steeped in a fluorescent magnetized gel. This highlighted the cell’s twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, and dyed each of the four nucleotide bases in the DNA a different color. Finally, the dyed cell was sealed in a bio-sterile cartridge and placed in the breast of the brooding, six-foot black swan: the Genescope that even now was awake, alert, concentrating.

“CAT-ACG-TAG-GAC…” DAN’s “smart eye” read off the spiral ladder of DNA coiled in the cell’s twenty-three pairs of chromosomes; picking off the different colors of the nucleotide bases that formed the rungs; sending the information down its long neck to its brain. DAN’s brain continued to check the order of the letters—each one representing a base: cytosine, adenine, guanine, thymine—and read the genes formed by them. DAN constantly referred to its evolving database and neural net to determine the chain of amino acids being coded for by each gene—ascertaining which amino acids were in the chain, as well as how many and in what order. The “virtual mind,” always learning, could then determine which protein would be created.

Proteins are the building blocks of life. Through them genes instruct every physiological change in an organism, determining which cells form which organs, deciding how cells should divide and die. Through them our genes make hair grow, make stomachs digest food, produce tears and saliva, even decree our natural “death day” as surely as our birthday.

DAN, who was now rumbling so ominously at the end of the facility, was reading the genetic inheritance of the human’s cell sample in its sterile chamber: identifying every physical characteristic from color of eyes to shape of nose; highlighting every strength, from intelligence to athleticism; predicting every disease from cystic fibrosis to cancer. The Genescope was checking for any defects outside the normal tolerances. Making sure there were no spelling mistakes that could corrupt this human’s sentence of life.

Suddenly the tone of its rumbling changed and the cat’s-eye lights on its neck went out one by one, until only the red stand-by light remained. The Genescope had completed its task. It had translated all three billion letters of this particular human’s genome, checking each and every one of her 99,966 genes.

In a matter of hours the Genescope had decoded the genetic sentence of life that defined the human organism known as Holly Carter, and in so doing had read her death sentence.

 

Two hours and thirty-six minutes later the wake was over. Tom Carter had put Holly to bed and now found himself driving Jasmine Washington into the GENIUS campus. The guards in the gatehouse waved him through, just as the headlights of his vintage Mercedes SEL picked up the chrome letters on the black corporate sign:

GENIUS BIOTECH DIAGNOSTICS
 Your Genes. Your Future. Your Choice.

Driving up the frosty drive, he passed the silhouettes of the protein shed to his right and the small fountain in the center of the lawns. Ahead of him the pyramid loomed large. Ignoring the underground parking lot, he pulled up by the main door.

“You still want to go through with this, don’t you?” said Jasmine beside him. “Jeez, Tom, for a smart guy, you can be really stupid.”

He turned off the ignition. “You still don’t understand. This isn’t something I want to do. Christ, it’s the last thing I want to do, but I’ve got to do it. You don’t have to come with me, Jazz.”

“Yeah, right.” Jasmine gave a weary sigh, getting out of the car and slamming the heavy door behind her. “I still don’t see—”

“I’ve told you, Jazz. The glioblastoma multiforme they found in Olivia’s brain wasn’t that different from my mother’s astrocytoma.”

“Okay, so Olivia had a brain tumor, but she’s dead now, and nothing you can do will bring her back.”

Tom shook his head, too tired and numb to argue. Jasmine was brilliant but hated ambiguity. Everything was either black or white, right or wrong—like the binary code that formed the basis of most of her computer language. Even her illogical faith in God was an irrefutable fact as far as she was concerned. Walking to the main glass doors, Tom placed a hand on the DNA sensor and waited for the hiss as the doors identified him and opened.

“At least what happened meant Olivia didn’t suffer for long,” Jasmine said behind him, her voice softer now.

Tom nodded at the two guards and walked across the marble floor, past the IT Section to the bank of glass-fronted elevators. “But, Jazz, that’s the whole point,” he said. “I don’t want to see Holly suffer in the same way my mother did, and Olivia would have done. Don’t you see? We now know that those brain cancers have a complex genetic component. I ducked the bullets which killed Olivia. And I’ve ducked the genes that contributed to my mother’s cancer, because of the healthy set I inherited from my father. But Holly might have inherited a defective set of genes from Olivia and a bad set from my mother—via me. If she has, then I need to know.”

Jasmine fell silent as Tom walked into the elevator and pressed button number 2. The doors closed and as the elevator soared silently past the mezzanine level to the next floor, he watched the atrium and the guards shrink below him. In the quiet he could hear Jasmine’s breathing.

She started to say something, then seemed to think better of it.

“Go on,” said Tom. “Ask it!”

“Okay. What if Holly has inherited the defective genes? What can you do about it?”

The elevator door opened and Tom stepped out into the corridor that led to a secure chrome-and-glass door with the legend MENDEL LABORATORY SUITE—AUTHORIZED ENTRY ONLY etched into it. Putting his hand into the DNA sensor, he waited for the door to recognize him.

“A gene therapy cure’s about five years away. I’ll make damn sure it’s no longer,” he said. “So if Holly does have a susceptibility and it surfaces in her thirties, like her mother and grandmother, then she should be okay.”

The door hissed open and they both stepped through. Lights flickered on automatically as the sensors detected their presence. The tungsten bulbs gave the impression of natural daylight as they walked past the large cryopreserve bank where live tumor samples were stored at temperatures of-180 degrees Celsius. The empty laboratory looked eerie with nobody sitting at any of the workbenches: a pristine sea of white, chrome, and glass. The only sound came from some of the instruments in the center of the workbenches and the low hum of the air conditioning system. Tom strained his ears for the growling sound of DAN, but of course he knew it would be silent by now—its task complete. He could see the doorway to the facility at the far right of the main lab and felt his stomach contract. He had run the test countless times before, but never on someone close to him with a suspected lethal defect.

“But what happens if the prediction’s earlier, Tom? Before the five years?”

He couldn’t answer that. Tom pulled open the door to the Genescope facility, revealing the six towering black swans that seemed to look down on him with malevolent pity. “Come on!” he said. “Let’s see what DAN has to tell us.”

 

Jasmine loved the Genescopes. They were her children. It had been this instrument that had transformed GENIUS from a progressive but medium-size biotech company into a world leader.

The Genescope was so advanced when it had been launched just over three years ago that rival companies had paid to use it rather than lag behind trying to create their own. Jack Nichols had used all his marketing and venture capital skills to ensure that the instruments were quickly licensed around the world through GENIUS-approved laboratories. As Jack liked to say, sending in a tissue sample for gene scanning was now as easy as “sending in a film to Kodak.” Genescopes had become the gold standard for reading human software, and only last year Time magazine had called Tom Carter “the Bill Gates of genetics.”

The Genescopes’ power was so awesome that even Jack was wary of them. On more than one occasion Jasmine had heard him laugh nervously and say: “No fucking robot’s going to tell me my expiration date.” Always out of earshot of clients of course.

Jasmine had been one of the first to run the test on herself. She hadn’t felt particularly scared, but she had been relieved to discover there were no inherited killers waiting in her near future. But now as she followed Tom past the battery of Genescopes she understood Jack’s fear. There was something deeply unsettling about a machine that knew more than you, about you. And tonight, she was frightened of what one of her children might tell her about Holly.

She took a seat next to DAN at the far end of the facility. She could hear a slight hum coming from the round body. The monitor on the desk next to it was dark.

She looked over at Tom. “You sure you want to do this?”

He gave her a tight smile and nodded.

“DAN,” she said into the microphone on the black neck. Not everyone liked the name she had coined, but it had stuck and now they all called the Genescopes DAN.

Like eyes opening, the lights on the neck and the three white lights on the ovoid body came on. Then the hum shifted to a rumbling growl.

“Give me vision,” she ordered.

“DAN, I’m here too,” said Tom.

Suddenly the monitor lit up showing the GENIUS logo of a lightbulb encircled by the spiraling coils of DNA. Beneath it was the corporate motto: YOUR GENES. YOUR FUTURE. YOUR CHOICE.

“Please select menu,” said DAN in a droning monotone, its memory recognizing the voices of its creators. Jasmine had wanted to give DAN a beautifully modulated voice—the technology existed to give the machine any voice they liked. But Tom and Jack had both preferred the unnerving machine to speak in its robotic monotone. Perhaps it helped reassure them that despite the bio-computer’s organic construction the powerful Genescope was still just that: a computer.

“Give me the results menu,” said Tom. Jasmine could see his words appear as copy in the top part of the monitor, verifying that they were being received correctly.

“What is the subject’s name?” requested the polite monotone.

“Holly Carter.” Tom enunciated his daughter’s name clearly.

“Subject found. Please choose between the options highlighted on the screen: Topline Findings. Analysis by Chromosome. Or Detail Gene Search.”

“Topline findings, please.”

“Certainly, Tom.” The PACT menu appeared on the screen as DAN talked them both through it. “You are now in the PACT menu. The Profile selection offers you a general description of the subject based on his or her DNA: color of hair, skin color, eyes, height, etc. The Assets selection highlights top quartile strengths versus standard genome. For example, immunities to disease, intelligence. The Concerns selection shows bottom quartile liabilities or susceptibilities to non-life-threatening diseases. Threats highlights life-threatening defects and is protected against unauthorized access. Please make your selection.”

Tom ignored the first three categories. “Give me Threats, DAN.”

“Personal password, please?”

“Discovery.”

“Thank you, Tom. To release Threats results I need second authorized password, please.”

Jasmine sighed her reluctance before saying: “Tree of knowledge.”

“Thank you, Jasmine. Are you sure you want to go into Threats? Yes or No?”


A pause.

Jasmine looked closely at her friend. Indecision was in his eyes and she could sense his urge to rush out of there and take Holly as far away as possible from the Genescope and its secrets.

“No!” She heard her own voice cut through the motionless air.

“What?” exclaimed Tom.

The lights on the Genescope blinked and the growl changed pitch for a moment.

Tom turned to her; he looked half angry and half relieved. “What the hell are you doing?”

“C’mon, Tom,” she pleaded. “Stop this now. It’s not too late.”

“Please confirm response.” said DAN, its deadpan delivery unfazed.

Another pause. The results just a syllable away. She saw Tom glance uncertainly at her, then back to DAN.

“Yes,” said Tom eventually, his voice barely a whisper. “Show me Threats.”

Jasmine shook her head and studied the image on the screen. DAN’s grumble accelerated and then three numbers appeared on the monitor: 9, 10, and 17.

Something was wrong. The very fact that there were numbers on the screen told her that there were dangerous genetic defects in Holly’s genome. Each number represented a chromosome on which errors lay.

“Serious coding errors exist on chromosomes 9, 10, and 17,” said DAN.

Tom looked pale when he demanded, “Show me 17 first.”

“Certainly, Tom.” The screen changed again and what looked like a multicolored spiral ladder appeared. This was a graphic representation of the dyed double helix of DNA. The heading “Chromosome 17” topped the screen. Beside the spiral ladder were two blocks of letters formed into triples, one depicting a stretch of code from Holly’s genetic sequence and the other the comparable stretch from the national “standard” healthy human genome. A cursor, like a spotlight, appeared next, moving across the screen before zeroing in on a section of the rungs on the spiral ladder.

“Defect evident in p53 tumor suppressor gene on chromosome 17. Maternal copy corrupted and paternal copy prone to mutation,” informed DAN. The screen cursor followed its words, pointing at the mismatched base pairs on the rungs of the ladder, then highlighting the incorrect letters of code in the maternal copy of Holly’s genome.

CAT-ACG-TAG-GAC, it read, the highlighted defects clearly visible.

“What does the p53 gene do again?” asked Jasmine anxiously, more familiar with the workings of DAN than its results.

“It helps repair damaged DNA. A mutated p53 gene is the major precursor of clonal evolution. The process that leads to cancer. But this gene alone doesn’t necessarily mean Holly will get the disease. Plenty of genes are involved in this cancer; that’s why it’s so goddamned hard to cure. To get it definitely she has to have inherited a particular combination of defective genes on both her paternal and maternal chromosomes.”

“So she could still be okay? Yeah?”

Before Tom could answer, the screen shifted to another section of the spiral ladder. This time the heading read: “Chromosome 9.”

“Cluster of genes vulnerable on chromosome 9. Paternal set corrupted. Maternal set missing—cer6 and cer14 at risk—inf19 and inf27 contain reverse code defect.”

Jasmine didn’t need to look at Tom’s ashen face to know this was bad. But before she could consider the implications DAN shifted the screen image again. “Chromosome 10” was the new heading. The Genescope was remorseless in its diagnosis—no tact evident in its toneless revelations.

“Four ras genes on chromosome 10 have gaps in sequence. Mutation inevitable,” droned DAN as if forecasting the weather.

“Jeez!” said Jasmine under her breath.

Tom looked straight ahead and didn’t speak for a moment. “It’s worse than I thought,” he said quietly. “One overall defect is usually harmless. Even aberrations in all three chromosomes can be managed if the individual inherited a healthy set from her other parent. But Holly’s got the worst combination of all. Every genetic accident that could have happened has happened.”

Tom turned to Jasmine, his blue eyes more angry than sad.

She just shook her head, and put her hand on his shoulder. There was nothing she could say.

Tom looked back at the impassive black swan. “So, DAN, you goddamned bastard, what’s your prognosis? What’s going to happen to her?” She could see Tom was stoking his anger, no doubt preferring it to the alternative. Despair was so useless.

“A ninety-nine percent probability exists that the combination of genetic defects in genome of subject Holly Carter will eventually lead to glioblastoma multiforme.”

The two words sounded so much less frightening than “cancer” or “tumor,” more like the Latin name of an exotic rose. But Jasmine wasn’t fooled. As Tom had told her, glioblastoma multiforme was the worst kind of astrocytoma. The most virulent form of brain cancer.

She thought of Holly walking so bravely from her mother’s graveside, all dressed up in her scarlet coat and black furry hat, and she felt an irrational hatred for DAN then. As if it was somehow responsible for the terrible news.

She turned to Tom, who just sat there, his blue eyes blazing with Arctic fire.

“God, I’m sorry, Tom.”

“It’s not over yet,” he said with his customary stubbornness. “There’s still one more question to ask it.”

Of course, she thought, the time horizon.

Despite his anger she could see Tom was almost paralyzed with fear. It took him some seconds to compose himself. Then she heard him demand in a strong voice: “DAN, you cold son of a bitch, assuming most optimistic environmental factors, and best available medical treatments, when will clonal evolution commence? And when will Holly’s cancer reach its fourth and fatal stage?”

There was a momentary pause and the growl of the Genescope deepened for a few seconds.


When DAN gave its verdict Jasmine listened to its metallic words and shook her head. She was proud of her achievements. But at that moment, as she heard the fortuneteller predict her goddaughter’s death, she felt almost ashamed of what she’d helped create.









THREE




The same day
 London

“I am Nemesis. May my sword of justice be keen…”

Scrape went the blade across the scalp.

“May my armor of righteousness be unblemished…”

Scrape.

“And may my shield of faith be strong.”

The cutthroat razor skimmed through the stubbly growth, parting white foam and leaving a swathe of smooth, hairless scalp in its wake. With every stroke Maria Benariac chanted a line from her three-line mantra:

“I am Nemesis. May my sword of justice be keen,” she repeated as she continued her ritual.

When the skin on her scalp felt smooth once more she wiped the mist from the bathroom mirror to check her handiwork. Her striking, intense eyes—one blue and one brown—stared back at her. They were the only features the surgeon hadn’t been able to alter. Turning her head, she noticed the tiny, decade-old scars behind her ears, the last traces from when she had made her once beautiful—too beautiful—face less remarkable.

Maria put the blade beside the sink, next to the tubs of theatrical makeup. Her fingers lingered on the razor for a second, tempted. But as she glanced down at the fresh scars that crisscrossed her right thigh she decided to wait for release.

Turning her naked body, she walked out of the small bathroom into the large single-room apartment that housed everything she owned. Enjoying the feel of the cool polished wood beneath her bare feet, she glanced out of the six-foot picture window. The Thames swirled gray and cold, a hundred feet below her. She walked to the far corner of the warehouse apartment and stood beneath the exercise rings hanging from the high exposed beams.

With a leap, she gripped her sinewy fingers around the rings. Well-muscled forearms tensed as they took up the weight of her body, lifting it high off the ground until the waist was level with the hands, and the elbows locked the arms rigid. Then she extended her legs straight out in front, forming a perfect right angle with her naked taut stomach.

“One…two…three…” she counted under her breath, her eyes fixed on the wall ahead of her. She didn’t pause to rest for a second, as she performed her exercises.

“…Fifteen…sixteen…seventeen…”

With each grooved repetition the only visible signs of effort were the small rivulets of sweat that coursed down her sculptured back, and an almost imperceptible shake of the hands.

“…Forty-eight…forty-nine…fifty.”

Eventually she allowed herself a smile of triumph, and released her grip on the rings. Bracing her legs for the drop, she landed catlike on the polished floor. Barely pausing, she walked over to the full-length mirror and appraised the naked body in her view.

She studied her tall physique carefully: the shaved head, the uncommonly broad shoulders, the powerful arms, the minute waist, the boyish hips, and the long tapered legs. There was no vanity in her gaze, only objective evaluation, as if checking the condition of a valued instrument or weapon. This dawn inspection was no different from that carried out every morning, and today as with most days she was satisfied. At thirty-five years of age there was not an ounce of fat on her body and the muscles were as supple as they were powerful. The only blemishes were the scars: the tiny ones behind her ears, the raised cross-shaped scar on the underside of her right forearm, a crosshatch of self-inflicted cuts on her right thigh, and the two anchor-shaped scars beneath each nipple. These marked where her once full breasts had been removed, leaving androgynous mounds that no longer hampered movement or drew un-welcome glances.

After evaluating her body, Maria Benariac turned and checked her aerie. The tall room on the top story of the old warehouse was a throwback to the late eighties, when young professionals from the City bought up converted properties in the once unfashionable East End because they were cheap and close to their work. But the room was anything but a yuppie pad. An interior designer might have called the space minimalist, but sparse was a better description.

She walked to the panel of four switches by the window.

Click-click. The first naked hundred-watt lightbulb hanging from the ceiling was turned off, then on again.

Click-click. The same with the second lightbulb.

Then the third and the fourth.

Once she was satisfied all were in full working order, she continued the next stage of her daily ritual. Walking around the perimeter of the room she turned on each of the six strategically placed spotlights. When all were lit she walked to the middle of the room and studied the angle of their beams, checking that not one corner of the room was in shadow. She adjusted two of the lamps, and when she was finally satisfied that all darkness had been banished she surveyed the rest of her apartment, reassuring herself that everything was in place.

Moving to the single bed in the corner opposite the exercise equipment, she straightened the crucifix on the wall above her, then genuflected in front of it. Given to her by the Father after he had taken her away from the Corsican orphanage, the wooden crucifix was the only decoration on the pristine white walls.

Next, she ran her eyes over the bookcase. There was only one book on the top shelf: the Bible. On the next shelf were six separate modules of cassette tapes and a Sony Walkman. Five of the modules were labeled with the name of a language, whereas the sixth was marked “Voice Exercises.” The bottom shelf contained an extensive range of reference CD-ROMs. All were in their designated place.

Her gaze shifted to the right, taking in the window, and a simple wooden desk and chair. A laptop computer and telephone sat neatly laid out on the desk, both linked to a separate phone socket in the white wall behind. Also on the desk were a watch and a thin manila folder. On the floor beside it a neat stack of similar, more faded folders, at least sixty tall. All had their corners clipped like expired passports. All except the one at the top. This and the file on the desk were still unmarked and intact. But it was the one on top of the pile that her eyes went to, causing her to sigh.

Next, she did an about-face and let her eyes quickly scan the recess that housed the modest kitchenette, ignoring the adjacent bathroom door, coming to rest on the main door of the apartment. She visually checked all four locks on the steel door, then walked to the vast oak cupboard beside it.

She opened it, revealing its two distinct roles. The lefthand side acted as a wardrobe. Here men’s suits hung neatly from a rail alongside women’s dresses. Above them an array of exquisite human-hair wigs—some short, some long. On the floor, six pairs of men’s and women’s shoes, all the same size, were lined up in regimented rows.

But it was the right-hand side of the cupboard that attracted most of her scrutiny. This was essentially a tool rack, similar to those found on the walls of many a suburban garage. But these tools were not used to perform home-improvement tasks, or to cultivate gardens.

On the top level three knives hung on specially designed pegs. Like exhibits in a museum, they were ordered from left to right in ascending order of size. Although clean and in good condition, the worn handles attested to their frequent use. To the right of this trio was a kukri, the traditional curved knife used by the Gurkha soldiers of Nepal. She caressed each of the knives in turn, thrilling to the keenness of their blades.

Beneath the kukri was a lethal nunchaku: two shafts of wood, each a foot long, linked by a chain. The tip of each pale wooden shaft was heavily stained a deep bloody red. A garrote hung from the same peg like a discarded necktie. On the lower level were three guns: a ceramic Glock 9mm semiautomatic handgun capable of evading metal detectors, a SIG Sauer pistol, and a Heckler Koch submachine gun. At the bottom, lying horizontally in specially designed cradles, were a precision long-range sniper rifle and a pump-action shotgun. Among all these articles were neatly labeled drawers and shelves laden with accessories and ammunition.

Maria ran her hands sensuously over her charges, rubbing away a smear on the barrel of the oily Heckler Koch, and straightening a magazine clip beneath the SIG.

When she was satisfied everything was in order she padded across the wooden floor back to the bathroom. In here she turned on the shower and stood under the warm, steady flow. She took a bar of coal tar soap from the dish and scrubbed her skin till it felt raw. She used the same bar to lather her
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