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Dedication

 

To My Son

Three Years since we Lost you

Not a day Goes by when I Don’t miss you

I love you
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Prelude: Year 2241
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MARVIN GRIFFEL ENTERED THE ROOM, aware of the man in the bed, though he kept his eyes averted. He didn’t know what he expected, but somehow, he found it difficult to look at Gerald Lane. He’d always found it difficult to be in hospitals since Holly, and to look at someone in a hospital bed was awkward for him now. It was doubly difficult here since he was so filled with repugnance for Lane, he had no desire to look at him. It also made him wonder why he had come. Probably a morbid curiosity.

He wrinkled his nose slightly, the antiseptic smell making him almost want to gag since he had nothing else to focus on. He was conscious of the other man’s scrutiny and tried to guess what he must be thinking. He caught sight of his own reflection on the glass panel behind Lane, and he knew that his appearance probably did nothing to commend him or to inspire confidence. 

He was of medium height, but he was too thin and stood hunched all the time these days. At the thought, Marvin hunched even more as if to make himself even less noticeable. He had been told variously that he was handsome and that his face was pleasant to look at, but he could only see the bags under his eyes, and that he looked as tired as he felt. His brown hair was cut short, surrounding his scalp in tight curls that looked like someone had shorn him. He looked down, not wanting to look at what was essentially only the shadow of the man he once was. 

Not that it mattered. He didn’t really need to make an impression on a criminal awaiting trial, did he? Of course, he didn’t, which was why he hadn’t bothered to change from his ratty jeans and old shirt. He also knew his jacket had discolourations on it, and his shirt too was stained from the chemicals he worked with in his lab. He had no idea what Lane wanted, but he was wary and he wasn’t keen on making any kind of good impression on him. Marvin clasped his hands in front of him, and his eyes kept darting around the room, though he saw nothing.

When Lane had called him the first time, Marvin had refused to respond, but Lane had kept calling him. Marvin had stopped answering his calls, till finally he got fed up, and answered. Lane had been desperate, begging him, and somehow, though every instinct of his had wanted to say no, he hadn’t, agreeing to visit him here.

Lane sat up, gasping slightly, his hand groping for the switch that would lift the top part of the bed upright. His movements were slow and Marvin wondered with a kind of detached curiosity what was wrong with him.

“I thank you for coming, Mr. Griffel,” he said once he was upright. “Please sit down,”

Marvin sat down, his eyes meeting the other man’s briefly before shifting again. “I don’t know what you want with me, Lane.” He was confused, though he hid it, using an impatient tone. “Whatever it is, please make it quick.”

Lane took a slim device from the bedside, swiped his finger across, opened a page, and handed the device to his visitor, his movements slow, and so uncoordinated that he nearly dropped the device. “You’re the author of that article, I believe.”

Marvin looked at the page. He was surprised. How had Lane found this anyway? “Yes, but I wasn’t aware that it was read by anyone. The journal itself is obscure, and I am even more so. Why are you showing this to me?”

“Be that as it may, I found it. Probably because I was desperate.” Lane paused. “In that article, you talk of a treatment to my condition.”

Marvin looked up sharply, before looking away again. “Ashkii’s disease? So, that is what you have. Do you? Forgive me, but you don’t seem to be in any pain.” The reason for the painfully slow movements became obvious now, and Marvin could have kicked himself for not recognising it earlier, but it had just never crossed his mind that Lane could be fatally ill, especially since the government had kept it quiet, not giving out reasons for why Lane was in the hospital.

“They’re giving me pain killers in larger doses, more frequently. I’m far too gone now,” Lane said quietly. “The treatment you describe—the drug you developed—is my only remaining hope.”

Now that he was looking, Marvin could see that Lane was in the final stages. That explained all the tubes that protruded from the various parts of his body. Then, Lane’s words penetrated.

“But–” he stopped, and then said, still not looking at Lane. “It is true that the drug could help you, if it existed. I’m still in the process of developing it. I did explain that in my article.”

“That article is five years old,” Lane said sharply. “Am I to understand in five years, you haven’t managed to create a viable drug?”

Marvin’s shoulders squared and his lips compressed. When he spoke, it was with suppressed fury. How dare this man judge him! What did he know of what this disease had taken from him! “I’m not a rich man, and I’ve no funding for my research. I’m forced to do it in the time I can spare from my job!” Even if he had developed a drug, he wouldn’t be giving it to Lane, but that was something the other man didn’t need to know.

Lane frowned, “So, you’re saying there is no drug.”

“None that will do you any good,” Marvin said dismissively.

“But there’s something.”

Marvin was surprised Lane caught on to that. “Well, yes, I suppose you could say that, but it’s not ready, and I don’t think that it’ll do you any good.”

“But it could.” There was desperate hope in the voice, and Marvin found himself responding to it, his tone softer than he intended as he said,

“Look, I can’t just administer something which even I’m not confident about. It slows down symptoms in the earlier stages, but as far gone as you are, I don’t know what it’ll do. It’s too risky.”

“Under normal circumstances, I would agree,” Lane said with a grimace. “But do you know how long the doctors have given me? They say I could die within days. Even if your drug doesn’t help, I don’t think I’ve anything to lose.”

“Perhaps.” Marvin was thoughtful and he spoke slowly, “But I stand to lose a lot. I could go to prison, if it ever came out that I did something so unethical. What I’ve developed can’t even be called a drug yet. It is only a compound, and I don’t think I dare test it on even an animal, let alone a human being.” Not even if that human being was Lane, though he didn’t speak that thought out loud. Besides, even if the drug were viable, it was possible it would not do Lane much good. It might arrest the disease, but reversing of the effects was a long process, and Lane would be in a courtroom for his trial long before that, so, even if he lived, it would be as someone without use of most of his body and its functions.

“I’ll sign whatever is necessary to absolve you of blame.” Lane sounded uncertain, but Marvin wasn’t.

“You’re a dying man, and a desperate one, not to speak of, a prisoner.” He waved his hands, as he spoke. “Whatever you sign will have no validity. You know that as well as I do.”

“No one need find out you did this,” Lane said eagerly, “As you said, I’m a dying man. I can make a request that my body shouldn’t be autopsied after death, and under the circumstances, it is likely to be honoured. I’m also prepared to pay you.”

Marvin was surprised, though not happily. “I won’t deny that I need the money, but . . .  I just . . . it doesn’t feel right.” It didn’t. Lane’s money was blood money, and worse, it was the blood of children. How could he just take it?

“Look, I’ve nothing to lose from this and everything to gain. A day or two either way is not going to make any difference to me. I’m prepared to pay you any amount irrespective of the result of this.” Lane’s voice was shaking slightly despite the bravado of his words.

Marvin was silent, as he looked down at the floor. It looked pristinely white, but he could see that there was some discolouration here and there if one looked closely.

Lane spoke again. “Please. Please help me.” The desperation was there in the voice again, and Marvin tried to rally his defences against it.

“A man like you . . .” he said. “Why should I? This is what you deserve.” 

In fact, it was better than what he deserved. What Lane deserved was to be tortured to death. Marvin knew first-hand what it meant to lose a child, but at least he’d had time to get used to the fact that he was going to lose Holly. He couldn’t even imagine what it would mean to a parent to have their child ripped away from them so violently and so suddenly.

“If you came here in the expectation of hearing a confession or a justification–” Lane began then stopped and began again stiffly. “I ask only this. How many police officers did you see on your way to my room? How many are there outside right now?” He made a vague gesture towards the door with his face.

“None.” Marvin’s tone was equally stiff, and he sat rigidly on his chair now. What did it matter if there were police officers outside or not? Lane was guilty. Everyone knew that.

“Even they accept that I’m a dead man.” Lane’s tone was bleak.

“Maybe. But it doesn’t change the fact that you’re a criminal, a murderer, a . . .” Marvin struggled for words to describe how vile this man that lay before him was. “And even if I give you this compound, even if it works, what difference does it make? You’ll be going back to prison, to face your trial and possibly a death sentence . . . Isn’t this better?”

“We do not know what the future will bring, do we? I may be going to jail and I may be facing a trial, but the outcome is not certain, is it? This is a chance I’m prepared to take.” Lane didn’t sound too sure, though, his voice wavering as he spoke. He paused, and was silent for a moment before he said. “I know that you think me a monster, but let’s not go into that, because I’m certain that it has nothing to do with anything. You’re a scientist, and I’m offering myself as a test subject and giving you an opportunity to further your research.” He sounded strange, and Marvin realized that Lane was choking on tears. He kept his face averted, disgust coiling in his gut, as Lane continued. “You chose to try and develop a cure for Ashkii’s, knowing you’re never likely to get any funding considering the rarity of the disease. This must mean a lot to you. And . . . this compound or whatever . . . it means a lot to me.” His voice was a whisper now, and even more desperate than before. “Please . . . please help me . . . this is my only chance . . .”

“Fifty million credits,” Marvin said suddenly. He looked at Lane for the first time as he talked, a defiant look in his eyes. “Fifty million and I’ll do it.” He spoke the words in a rush, as if he wouldn’t be able to say them if he didn’t get them out all at once.

He hated it, hated that he felt a twinge of pity for the desperation in Lane’s voice, that it reminded him too much of his own desperation when he’d begged the doctors to save his Holly’s life, hated that Lane had been able so easily to bribe him, but he did need the money. Without it, he would never be able to develop a viable drug, not if he lived to be a hundred, but with it, he might actually be able to devote all his time to his research, to upgrade his lab, to not have to wait to save enough money to buy the chemicals he needed.

Lane nodded, as he picked up his device again, not without difficulty, fingers moving slowly over the screen. “Give me your hand with the chip.”

Marvin opened his mouth as if to say something. He was completely nonplussed. He had not expected Lane to agree to the price so quickly. Then he closed his mouth, and his jaw set stubbornly as he held out his left hand to Lane. Lane’s touch was gentle, his skin feeling papery, as he struggled to use his device to scan Lucas’ wrist and the chip under his skin.

Lucas’ eyes darted around the room once more, as he tried to ignore the swell of pity he felt once more. There was still a faint smell of antiseptic in the room, but his nose no longer wrinkled at it. The room itself was bare and impersonal. Except for the bed on which Lane lay, there was only the chair on which he sat and a bedside table. There was a small monitor near Lane’s bedside which monitored his vitals and temperature, and there was a small tube from it to Lane’s right arm to administer drugs and vitamins at the correct times and other tubes to drain away the excrements and excess fluids from his body. 

There was a glass panel behind the bed which was probably there for monitoring purposes. That brought another problem to mind. Lane was still under constant surveillance. Marvin’s eyes drifted to Lane’s form and drifted away just as quickly. He did not want to feel sorry for Lane, but the pale man who could not move without difficulty, whose lips turned white from pain every now and then, who had tubes sticking out every which way and who was dressed only in a standard issue hospital robe was a far cry from the clever criminal whose photographs and videos were on all galactic media as the architect of the tragedy.

“There,” Lane said. “The amount is transferred.”

Marvin suppressed the impulse to check as his phone chimed.

“That surveillance monitor,” he said.

“You do know who I am, don’t you?” Lane asked. “That monitor will show the police only what I want them to see.”

Marvin digested this in silence. He should not have been surprised. Lane was the best at what he did, illegal as it was. With a device in his hands, even in his deathbed, he probably wasn’t able to resist hacking into and disabling the surveillance in his own room. He wondered how Lane got his hands on a device. Probably he had bribed one of the hospital staff. He seemed good at that. 

“How do you know I won’t just go away and not come back? How do you know I’ll actually administer the compound to you?” Marvin was curious more than anything. He and Lane were strangers, and how could Lane be certain he would come back?

“I don’t,” Lane said. “But I’m desperate. I choose to trust you. I have money. It signifies little right now.”

“What if,” Marvin cleared his throat. “What if someone starts looking into it after you’re dead?”

“I’ll draw up a legal document which we’ll both sign. It’s something that’ll say that I’m paying you this money to further your research, and considering what I’m dying of, no one will question the reasons behind it.” There was some relief in Lane’s voice now.

Marvin rose, and Lane pressed the switch that lowered the bed to a supine position again, placing his device near his head. Marvin stopped at the door, and turned again to look at Lane. Lane’s eyes were closed, and Marvin could just make out the bluish tinge on his eyelids. Lane was right. He had very little time left.

Marvin was frowning as he left the hospital. He wasn’t happy, despite all Lane’s assurances, and the very physical presence of the money in his account. What if the compound worked after all? There was the fact that Lane would be going back to prison and possibly to his death, even if he got well, so perhaps he shouldn’t be worried of the repercussions if the compound did work. 

He shook his head, a wry smile twisting his mouth. The chances of the drug working were less than one in a billion. That was not something he needed to worry about. Lane had no partners, no family, and no one who was likely to question the donation he made to find a cure for the very disease that killed him, not even if Lane didn’t get around to draw up and sign a document like he had said. He only wished it was in him to simply walk away with Lane’s money, but that was not him, and would never be.

He hurried to his lab near his house. It was only a shed, made of wood and metal, but it was large and well-lit. He spent all his time in there these days, sleeping on the couch in the corner. He went out only to go to work and to eat. As he measured out the compound, poured it into a vial, and placed it into a container specifically designed for it, he was again assailed by doubts. What if someone found out? It was highly risky, administering it to a prisoner, and even more so when said prisoner was in the hospital, but it was even riskier to get Lane discharged, even if it could be arranged somehow.

Marvin had little hope that the compound would work, but he couldn’t be certain that it wouldn’t speed up Lane’s death. It was untested after all, and he couldn’t predict any adverse reactions. Hell, he didn’t even know if Lane was allergic to any of the components; he hadn’t asked nor looked at the man’s medical history. He was conscious of how unethical it was of him to use Lane as little more than a guinea pig, but the man had offered, and he was a murderer. Yet, that didn’t mean that if Lane died anywhere but in the hospital, questions wouldn’t be raised. If his own role came out, especially considering the money Lane had transferred, it was possible that he would be facing some serious charges.

However risky it was, he had to administer the drug while Lane was in the hospital, and just hope that it would not react with any of the drugs he was already taking. After all, there was no in person surveillance on Lane’s room now, the video monitoring was disabled, and even the nurses and doctors never came there unless absolutely necessary. Since Ashkii’s was 100% fatal, no one would question it even if Lane developed some reaction to the compound and died quicker than expected.

Marvin suffered no qualms about the possibility that he might be killing Lane faster. Despite what Ashkii’s had taken from him, he felt very little sympathy for Lane. In fact, if he thought the compound had any chance of success, he might have refused Lane outright, and walked out. It probably wasn’t something to be proud of, that he’d stayed talking to the man just because he was curious, that he hadn’t minded stringing him along, but Marvin felt no shame. He knew well that his compound would not work, which was just as well, for Lane really did not deserve to live. With the money that Lane gave him, he would finally be able to develop a viable drug that would help someone else. It might be blood money, but some good would be coming out of it. No other child would die like Holly did, in so much pain while her organs failed one by one.

A smile was tugging his lips as he entered the hospital for the second time that day, but the smile slid off his face and his heart rate sped up as he saw a policeman standing near the reception. He averted his face and walked quickly to the lift. Entering, he said, “Sixth floor,” and the lift shot upwards. He exited the lift cautiously and sighed in relief as he found that the corridor was empty of anyone except hospital staff and a few visitors. He strode purposefully towards the room at the end of the corridor. 

 


One: Year 2938
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GEORGE SAT DOWN WEARILY on his bed. He had attempted, as had Zain and Amir, to find Alexander, but to no avail. The bastard was just too good at hiding. They had even tried to track him using Quinn, but somehow every blood and DNA detail that Quinn had were erased from his memories. Lucas had had a sample of his blood, but Lucas was in Thaxter’s custody. He must have proved more resilient that they had thought, because there were no more new Elite yet. 

They had shifted to another of Alexander’s safe houses after Lucas had been surrendered, just to be on the safe side. It was more spacious and convenient, but George still slept in the room he had shared with Alexander. The scientists were still attempting to find a way to either escape Cynfor or to save the planet when Aitheras finally imploded. George divided his time between searching for Alexander, keeping up with whatever was happening with Thaxter using his old contacts and spending time with Alexander’s babies. Isabel hadn’t gone in for any genetic manipulation to change their appearances, and Julen had Alexander’s eyes while Diego had the rest of the face with Isabel’s eyes. It hurt to spend time with them, but someone had to since their father wasn’t around. 

In spite of everything, George held on to hope. Perhaps Alexander would come back after all. It was pathetic, the way he clung to hope, and the way he still wanted him back. Had he so little self-respect and self-worth? Alexander didn’t deserve him as Amir and Zain never failed to tell him, though George was getting a bit tired of it. Did they understand so little? George wasn’t pining over the man who had left him. He was grieving, sure, but it would pass. It had to.

Strangely, Nolan was the one George found himself spending more and more time with. He didn’t know if Nolan was over his own feelings for Alexander, but whatever that was, Nolan at least understood what it meant to love Alexander. And what it meant when that love wasn’t returned, because that was the one thing George was in no doubt about any longer. If Alexander loved him, he wouldn’t have left as he had done, no matter what. 

“You know we can use the babies’ DNA to track him,” Isabel had told him one day, but George had shaken his head in negation. By that time, he had stopped his frantic search and had accepted that the man wasn’t coming back. Yet, his heart wanted to say yes.  

“He doesn’t want to be found,” George said quietly. “And what if we do find him? None of us have the power to bring him back.”

The first time they knew Alexander still had access to Quinn was when Quinn had delivered a warning about a mission they were planning, giving them details that could only have come from Alexander’s mysterious informant. It was heartening in a way, but also concerning to Zain and Amir.

“He knows everything we do,” Amir had muttered. “And we don’t even know where he is. Since he left me Quinn, the least he can do is to leave him alone.”

It was amusing almost, and George refrained from pointing out that if Alexander hadn’t interfered, their mission would have gone sideways. Zain and Amir were disquieted, but it gave wings to George’s hopes. 

Soon, it had become a regular occurrence, with Alexander through Quinn warning them when they were about to do something dangerous, and giving them enough details to modify their plans. George looked forward to those warnings. They reassured him that Alexander was free, and it reminded him that the man was still invested in their cause, despite how he had left. That flimsy contact felt like a tether that still linked him to Alexander, and George’s heart couldn’t suppress the hope each gave him. 

George’s phone beeped. It was Daniele. 

“Ready?” he asked.

Of course. George nodded at the hologram. “Just give me a minute to get a coat. It’s freezing outside.”

They were going to get supplies. Today, it was him and Daniele. They no longer went to get supplies without using simulators and the DNA masking solution Lucas had developed, its formula stored in Quinn’s memory so they could make more of it if necessary. They also went to get supplies every day, two people in the guise of a couple. The synthesiser was all very well, but sometimes they needed more than that, and though Quinn would get them almost all essentials, it made them feel normal, to go shopping and to just go outside for a bit.

Daniele was someone George couldn’t get a read on yet. The former assassin spent most of his time with his sister, but of late, he had been spending time with Isabel too, cooing to the babies. Somehow, it upset George to see him with the babies despite the fact that he was good with them. He swallowed his resentment, though. What right had he over them anyway?  If Isabel didn’t mind, why should he complain? 

George buttoned up his coat and pocketed his phone before joining Daniele. Quinn transported them to the supermarket. 

“I’ll grab the food,” George said. “You get everything else.”

As George waited for the food aisle to appear, he looked around. There weren’t too many people in the line behind him, only a tall man who made his breath catch for a moment. There were some more people waiting for the alcohol aisle, and a couple in the clothing queue. Daniele was alone in the toiletries line. Was it the cold, or was the business bad? 

Shops never actually went out of business, because if it came so they couldn’t sustainably run themselves
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