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April 14, 2041
Warren Scott approached Room Number Nine with a deep scowl etched on his face. He hated surprises,
which were messy and usually crammed with excrement he had to clean up. He liked order, predictability,
control—that way he avoided all the shit.
The message from Michael had been mysterious at best. He said he had found something shocking and
needed to meet in person immediately. Shocking could mean anything. Warren’s definition of the word was
surely much different from Michael’s. Still, the young man had sounded agitated, so Warren had altered his
scheduled and set up the meeting.
After a few long, angry strides down an empty hallway, he reached his destination. Stained black, the oldfashioned door was made of solid, heavy maple wood, the Number Nine engraved in shiny brass toward the
top. He paused before opening it, glanced at his reflection in the brass fixture, and cursed. A strand of hair had
fallen out of place, which he immediately swept back to its assigned location. He needed a new hair gel; the
Italian one was crap.
He checked the hallway one last time to make sure no one had seen him, turned the brass doorknob, and
opened the door.
Inside the room, Michael sat alone and agitated on the edge of the bed with a tablet computer tossed to his
side. Upon seeing Warren, he stood, relief clearly evident on his face. “Thank God you were able to meet me so
quickly. I didn’t even know there were rooms up here.”
Warren closed the door and studied his face closely, noting the sweat running down the sides in little
rivulets, and the stress lines creasing his forehead and the corners of his eyes. Even in the cool air-conditioned
room, his golf shirt, heavy with moisture, stuck to his body. Slightly overweight, Michael had weak facial
features that his thinning, straw-colored hair only made weaker.
Warren’s employer had paid for Michael’s college education, and still owned the rights to the young
man’s income stream for the next eight years. Michael worked in the technology department. He didn’t work
directly for Warren—no one worked directly for Warren—but he did special projects for him from time to
time. Sometimes Warren paid him for results, a few extra dollars Michael could keep for himself. All in all, he
was a talented person Warren had known for just under three years—talented, but not indispensable. So few
people were truly indispensible.
Warren smiled to put the young man at ease. “Yes, there are ten rooms up here for out-of-town guests.
They rarely ever get used, but can come in handy for a hasty meeting like this one.” He lightly crossed his
arms over his chest. “Now, tell me what you’ve discovered, Michael. It can’t be half as bad as you look.” He
always used first names when addressing people. It gave him power over the person he spoke to.
Michael rose from the bed, started pacing with quick, short strides, and looked toward his feet as he
spoke. “I started hacking into Mr. X’s computer just like you said. It took me some days before I got past the
security, but once I did, I stumbled upon something truly shocking.” He grabbed his tablet and unfolded the
keyboard.
Warren sat stiffly on the bed and waited, his internal clock ticking, and sighed. He glanced at his
handmade Swiss wristwatch. Paper thin, the timepiece had a large white, rectangular face with blue digitally

projected hands, and a narrow platinum band. The thinnest watch ever made, it had cost him an outrageous
sum, held a charge for three years, and kept terrible time. He had an important meeting to attend. He needed
to bribe a state senator and the usual vices—drugs, prostitution, and cash—appeared useless. The man had
integrity, or at least he seemed to have integrity. Warren would break him in the end. He could be quite
creative, if necessary, and he’d never met a politician who possessed true integrity. He’d have a better chance
finding a unicorn.
As Michael fumbled with his tablet, Warren practiced the enhanced breathing methods he’d learned in
yoga. He felt rushed and would rather deal with Michael later, but the young man’s agitation intrigued him.
Michael’s hand shook slightly as he handed the tablet to Warren. Sweat from his fingers lingered on the
edges of the computer as he released it.
An open memo appeared on the screen, as well as a number of supporting documents with tabs behind it.
As Warren started scanning the documents, his eyes grew wide. Few things surprised him, but Michael had
found more than he had imagined he would.
After a few minutes, he placed the tablet on the bed and stared into Michael’s eyes. He took pride in his
innate ability to read people, and what he saw surprised him. Shock and fear lit Michael’s eyes, and maybe
something else, something dangerous.
Michael stammered, “You see, it-it is both great news and terrible news. I-I can’t believe it, but all the
backup documents look authentic. I’m stunned.”
Warren pushed the tablet away from him and calmly asked, “Is there anyway to trace this information to
you? Did you leave a trail of some sort?”
Michael hesitated before he answered. “I left no evidence. If he figures out that the information was
hacked, he’ll reach a server in Singapore and the trail will grow cold from there.” His voice displayed the
confidence that came with expertise.
“Have you told anyone else about this?”
Michael rocked back and forth on his heels with his hands stuffed into his pockets. “No one else, Mr.
Scott. I knew you’d know what to do. You’d know how to make this public.”
The situation isn’t half as bad as it could be.
Warren smiled. “You did absolutely the right thing, Michael. Sit down while I think about the best next
steps. As you said, this is such good news wrapped in an awful secret. We must be careful. It has to be handled
delicately.”
He left Michael sitting on the edge of the bed and strolled to the only window in the room. From here, he
could see the long road leading toward the clubhouse. A few cars were already arriving. Soon, the road would
be full for tonight’s benefit. With his back turned to Michael, he twisted the large stone on his college
valedictorian ring, revealing a small needle on the other side.
Still glancing out of the window, he said, “This discovery might change everything.”
Michael held his head in his hands and stared somberly at the floor. “I still can’t believe it.”
Warren beamed a wide smile at the young man. “You’ve done extraordinarily good work, Michael. You
have performed beyond my expectations.” He smiled again as he slapped Michael firmly against the base of
his neck.
The young man stiffened as the small needle punctured his skin. The ring injected a fast-operating poison
into his bloodstream, and he became instantly paralyzed. The only part of his body that still moved was his
heart.
Warren heard the thump-thump-thump of Michael’s panic.
He gently grabbed the young man’s shoulders and let him fall to the bed. “I’m sorry it has come to this.
You really did achieve so much more than I thought was possible. I’ll have to deal with Mr. X later. I’m sure
you understand.”
The oxygen left Michael’s lungs.

Thump... thump... thump....
Warren moved within an inch of the young man’s face, and waited as Michael’s heart stopped beating, his
face turning a bluish-white color as the life faded from his eyes. He regretted killing Michael, but at least he
enjoyed watching as the man died.
He carefully twisted the ring back into its original position. He didn’t take as much joy in killing Michael
as he usually would have. He did his best to revel in the moment, but without the careful planning and
anticipation, it felt oddly hollow. And he missed the begging. He particularly liked when his victim promised
to do whatever he wanted. He blamed Michael. The young man proved to be selfish in the end.
If he had told me more on the phone, I could have planned better. Pity, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.
Michael had proved himself valuable, but he had left Warren no choice. He wasn’t willing to share this
information, and he’d never let it go public.
He pressed a button on his small cell phone and started talking. “Steven, I need a cleanup crew here at the
club. Come to room nine. It’s one body, and there’s not a lot of time. The place is going to be crawling with
people soon. Pick it up immediately, and make sure it never gets found.”
He disconnected the call before Steven could respond.
Michael was easy, but how am I going to handle Mr. X and this secret?
He hastily checked the room, making sure he’d left no evidence behind. He grabbed the tablet, folded the
device, and put it in his pocket. He didn’t have time to examine it right now, but would study it later tonight.
Now, he needed to disappear and distance himself from Michael and Room Number Nine.
He glanced at his watch and frowned. The state senator would be waiting for him, but he left with a
bounce to his step. He felt surprisingly good as he closed the heavy maple door behind him.

The breeze felt good rifling through Jack’s curly brown hair, a bit of freedom in a confining world. It was
mid-April, but the weather had already turned hot, easily eighty degrees. Each year summer came a few
weeks earlier. The government blamed it on sunspots, but everyone knew it was global warming, and
everyone also knew the government would do nothing about it. Spring had been mostly reduced to something
old people reminisced about after having one too many gin and tonics.
Jack expertly weaved his motorcycle through the rush of lower Westchester traffic. He’d turned eighteen
two months ago, and his mother had somehow saved enough money to buy him the used, bright-red Indian
Chief motorcycle. The bike had a few years on her, but she was in pretty good shape and rumbled powerfully
beneath his long legs. He’d used his meager savings to buy a white racing stripe for the body, but that just hid
some of the scratches and dents. The bike really could use some bodywork and a new paint job, but he needed
to make enough money first, which might take... forever.
The fuel gauge hovered near empty, but he had no time to stop for gas now, given the long line at the
public gas station. Already late for work, he shook his head and motored on. At fifteen dollars per gallon, he’d
find other ways to acquire fuel. Either that or take a lot of buses, and buses sucked. He’d rather hitch a ride.
He twisted the accelerator, passing one of the private gas clubs—no lines and no published prices, but
they catered only to the upper classes, which meant he’d never belong. He pushed the Chief onward, hoping
he’d have enough gas to make it to the club.
The sun had already set by the time he glided the motorcycle through the large metal gates at the Ronald
National Country Club in Chappaqua, New York. He waved at Bob, the head of security for the club, who
manned the gate.
Bob wore all black and carried an AK-47 slung over his shoulder. The assault rifle was an old design, but
reliable and cheap. Most security guards used them, but the private police preferred the new American made
M-18s. Bob resembled a six-foot-tall, heavily-armed refrigerator. He specialized in solving discrete problems
for the club’s privileged clientele. If any of the members had a problem with one of the lower classes, they
spoke to Bob and he “fixed” it for them. He rarely spoke about the private jobs he performed for members.
Only when he was high did he ever talk about his “other” jobs, and then only in the most general terms.
Bob scared the crap out of most people, but Jack liked him. He reminded Jack of one of those new
genetically modified fruits. Once you peeled back the outside layer, you’d find something weird inside. Bob
was certainly weird, but Jack liked weird, so Bob was cool with him.
Jack swung the motorcycle to the back of the main clubhouse, toward the lot where the valets parked the
members’ cars. He parked the bike in a spot as a new BMW convertible screeched to a stop inches from him.
He was in luck.
Julian bounced out of the car, a smirk on his thin face. He limped because his left leg was longer than his
right, and he yelled at Jack, “Hey, you can’t park that piece of crap bike over here.”
“You almost hit me!” Jack groused back. He jumped from the bike, approached Julian with his hands at
his side, palms open, and a sly smile on his face. He towered over his shorter friend. “How about you do me a
favor? I’m a little low on gas, and I’m late. I didn’t have time to wait on one of those lines.”
Julian darted his small black eyes from left to right. As usual, the member parking lot was empty. “You

get me fired from this job, and I’ll kill you.” He reached out his right hand and wiggled his fingers. His lips
turned downward into a frown, but his eyes glimmered. Julian always needed cash. He had a gambling habit,
and he was a horrible gambler—not a good combination.
Jack pressed a twenty into Julian’s outstretched palm: the usual amount to buy his cooperation. “No one
will know.” At least, he hoped no one would find out. He cringed at what he imagined Bob would do to them
if he ever did.
Julian pointed to two dark sedans in the back of the lot. “Use those two. Don’t take too much from either
car. Mr. Cullen owns the black one. He has to be ninety years old and can barely see. Mrs. Torio owns the blue
one. I doubt she even knows what day it is. Both driver side doors are unlocked. Be quick.”
Jack groaned. “I can’t take the gas from Mrs. Torio. She reminds me of my Aunt Jackie. How about the
white Mercedes?” He pointed to the car next to Mr. Cullen’s.
Julian shrugged. “That one belongs to Judge Smelts. Don’t take too much from him. He’ll probably blame
it on communists and start an investigation.”
No one liked the judge. His investigations were notorious. He often locked up good people as communists
or terrorists with only the slightest shred of evidence against them.
“You’re the best. I’ll only be a minute.”
“When you’re done, park that heap of junk in the employee lot, or I’m bulldozing it.”
Jack grinned. “Don’t worry about the bike. It doesn’t take up much space. No one will notice it. I’m late,
and I have to deal with Wendy.” He started up the Chief and swung it toward the two cars in the back. He
leaped off the bike, grabbed a clear plastic hose and a funnel from his luggage compartment, and in a few
minutes, had siphoned off a full tank of gas from the two luxury cars. Once finished, he parked the motorcycle
in the back of the lot, ran toward the kitchen in the back of the clubhouse, and scooted inside.
The kitchen already buzzed with activity, as burners blazed, fans sucked smoke away from stoves, and
workers scurried about in a hectic rush. The sounds of an endless war waged between stainless-steel cookware
and utensils filled the vast room, accompanied by the steady rhythm of knives colliding with wooden cutting
boards.
The club’s three chefs stood out from the jumbled mass of kitchen workers. They were the officers of this
particular army, dressed in all white with large chef hats proudly placed on their heads. Each one knew his
responsibility for tonight’s event.
The head chef, Antonio, carefully watched his team as they prepared the entrées. His face had already
turned bright red as he angrily pointed at one of the assistant chefs, who was pounding chicken cutlets in a
manner not to his liking. He noticed Jack’s tardy entrance and disapprovingly pointed to the clock on the wall.
Very little happened in his kitchen that Antonio didn’t notice.
With a guilty shrug of his shoulders, Jack hustled toward the exit, careful not to interrupt the kitchen’s
rhythm. He burst into the short hallway that led to the dining room, took a quick left toward the employee
bathroom, and as he was about to reach the bathroom door, a shrill voice shrieked, “Jack!”
He didn’t need to turn to realize that the head food coordinator had spotted him. A feeling of dread spider
walked down his spine as, head hung low, he turned slowly, his sneakers squeaking on the tile floor. He’d
hoped to blend in with the rest of the waiters without running into her—a long shot under the best conditions.
Jack couldn’t tell if Wendy was just annoyed or seriously pissed off. She glared at him with narrow eyes
and pursed lips, but she always looked that way. She wore a severe expression on her face like a mask, and
never smiled, unless it was one of the forced grins she felt obliged to flash to members.
Lucky for Jack, she wasn’t his normal boss; she only supervised him when he worked events. He worked
for Blake, the head tennis pro, as an assistant tennis instructor. He only worked events to earn additional
money.
He smiled, tried to add a twinkle to his brown eyes, and flipped on the charm. “You look lovely tonight,
Mrs. Mitchell. I’m sorry I’m a little late, but there was this terrible accident on Route 100. I had to pull two kids

from a burning car. Luckily, I yanked both out before the car exploded, so they’re okay.” He shrugged his
shoulders and attempted his best impression of a humble heroic figure.
Wendy glanced at her wristwatch, and her lips turned down in a disapproving scowl. “You are twenty
minutes late. That will cost you one hour’s worth of pay—I don’t care what Blake says—and next time you’re
late, it will be the last time you work for me. Get changed and report to Section 2, and if you can, limit the
fraternizing to a minimum. This event is important to Mr. Hoffman, and I want everything to go smoothly.”
She shot Jack one last disapproving glare in the form of a dagger that twisted in his stomach, before
spinning in a tight 180-degree turn and crisply walking to the dinning room.
So much for the charm.
Maybe the heroic stuff was a tad too much, but he had to go big. Nothing would have worked anyway;
Wendy was an iceberg. She was supposedly married, but no one had ever met her husband. Much of the staff
believed that, if the unlucky sap had ever existed, she had murdered him long ago, stuffed him into little
plastic baggies, and buried him somewhere on the shooting range.
All the members of the club were supposed to be treated like royalty, but it didn’t take long for the
employees to realize some were more important than others. Mr. Hoffman was close to the top of the list. He
owned a nationwide chain of private hospitals that catered to the super wealthy, which made him special even
at the club. Nonetheless, Hoffman was a staff favorite. He often performed in disguise as Toby Nate Tyler—
aka “TNT”, a bearded country music singer—in the poor sections of town. His best song, Better Pack Your Bags,
My Wife’s Got a Taser was popular in the ghettos. The staff knew his secret, but so far no one had ratted him
out. Often they’d hum the melody to the song when they were near him, and watch as the man’s face turned
red.
Today’s fundraiser benefitted the Founding Fathers’ Brain Cancer Research Corporation, a charity Mr.
Hoffman supported. An extremely aggressive form of brain cancer had been diagnosed in the population ten
years earlier, and since then, it had been showing up with increasing frequency. It typically attacked people in
their early sixties, moving through the body with extreme swiftness. With no known cure, once detected,
doctors couldn’t do much of anything. The government said one in seven was expected to come down with the
disease, but in Jack’s neighborhood, the number was closer to one in four.
He dived into the employee bathroom and quickly changed into his uniform. Alone, he stuffed his street
clothes into his duffel and squeezed it under the sink for safekeeping. He didn’t have time to get to his locker,
and he had nothing of real value in the duffel anyway.
Despite the nastiness with Wendy, he felt good. He had a second job, a secret one working for a rebel
group, and he was close to obtaining some explosive secrets—secrets that could start a civil war.

The soft sounds of jazz welcomed Jack as he swung open the double doors leading to the large ballroom.
The immense crystal chandelier sparkled like the sun. It took six people half a day to polish it like that, but
they had it shining tonight.
Jazz had become very popular among the rich and powerful. No expensive benefit was complete without
a live jazz ensemble, and one could gauge the importance of the benefit by counting the number of musicians
in the band. From the look of the crowded platform where the musicians performed, this benefit was topnotch. Jack preferred the driving beat of the latest new rock, but well-performed jazz involved a certain artistry
that appealed to him, a certain freedom of interpretation that made every song unique.
A new lead female singer, who Jack hadn’t seen before, stood at the front of the stage, a microphone
grasped gracefully in her thin hand. Her long, wavy, strikingly scarlet hair fell well below her shoulders. She
was tall, thin, and young, yet her voice sounded highly polished and expressive as she sung the lyrics to a
popular love song. Ten other musicians joined her on stage, most of whom looked familiar from other
performances at the club. They played everything from electric guitar to the saxophone, but Jack struggled to
take his eyes off the jazz singer. Only when the trumpet took over for her did he break the trance and glide
toward his section.
An all-glass–enclosed greenhouse was connected to the main ballroom and stood opposite the stage. The
dividing wall that sometimes separated the two had been taken away, making the three glass walls and the
vaulted glass ceiling part of the main room. A long table, filled with a variety of appetizers on large white
china serving plates, stood on one end of the greenhouse room, while bartenders manned a wooden bar on the
other end.
Most of the guests had not yet arrived, but the bar buzzed with activity. The men wore finely-tailored
suits, and the women cocktail dresses. Apparently, black was in fashion for the upcoming summer season.
Most of the men looked to be in their fifties or older, while the women in the room appeared at least two
decades younger, on average. Enough diamonds sparkled in the room to fill Jack’s duffel bag.
A few small groups of two or three engaged in intense conversations. Mr. Johnson and Mr. Bennett had a
charged discussion with a third man, whom Jack did not recognize. They both leaned in close and spoke
adamantly to the stranger, who stood silently with his arms crossed.
Jack’s keen eyes moved from group to group, imagining what type of deals they might be hatching.
The business world and high finance was, however, far beyond his reach. His younger brother, Tom, had
a chance to live in that world. Tom had all the brains in the family, and scored high enough on the assessments
to earn an education contract. One day, maybe Tom would be in a room like this as a guest. Maybe, but Jack
couldn’t see it.
Tom’s a science guy. He’d never voluntarily leave his lab for an event like this one.
Luckily for Jack, he’d loved tennis from a young age and had won a few tournaments in his early teens,
though he’d never finished above the semis in the county tournaments. He couldn’t compete with teens who
enjoyed private lessons and unlimited court time. While he had never attracted the attention of a corporate
sponsor to go pro, he’d scored high grades in the one year he spent at a tennis instruction vocational school,
and had more than enough talent to teach. After a few years apprenticing under Blake, he might be eligible to

be a head instructor himself.
A lot of good that will do me, he thought with a smirk. Jobs for tennis instructors didn’t come easy, and he’d
never find a more prestigious place to work than at the club. Besides, he liked his boss. Blake gave him leeway.
Jack started filling water glasses while the smell of the appetizers made his stomach jump. He hadn’t eaten
anything since breakfast except a dried beef stick. One of the perks of working in a large benefit was the
leftovers. At least half of the food prepared for tonight would go uneaten, which the staff would split up
amongst themselves.
The lights flickered on and off, alerting the guests to the end of the cocktail hour and the beginning of the
formal dinner. He glanced over at the band and thought he caught the eye of the redheaded singer.
It must be my imagination. She’s out of my league, although something about her looks vaguely familiar.
He was certain he’d remember if he’d met her before, but....
Probably just my mind playing tricks on me.
As most of the guests filled the main room, Jack spun into action, pulling out chairs, dispensing
compliments freely, and flirting where appropriate.
Once the initial activity calmed down and everyone’s orders had been taken, Mr. Hoffman took to the
stage. He moved stiffly due to a bulging stomach. The lights shone on his balding head and nervous smile.
Jack had seen him perform as TNT and thought he looked more comfortable as the bearded country singer
than the successful hospital executive. Maybe he was meant to be a country singer and this was really his
disguise. He cleared his throat awkwardly, and started speaking about brain cancer research and the need to
find a cure.
At least, Jack assumed he was talking about that. He paid little attention as the words droned on,
preferring to glance at the crowd, checking out the latest styles, and getting a feel for the mood in the room.
People let their guards down when they thought no one was watching them, and Jack could tell a lot from
body language. He had just noticed Mrs. Bennett playing footsie with someone who was not Mr. Bennett,
when he sensed that someone had silently slunk up behind him. Then the unmistakable scent of Heather’s
perfume, musky with a hint of honey, lingered in the air like a sensual cloud.
Without turning around, Jack spoke softly. “Can I help you, Mrs. Benson?” He wanted to keep his eyes
focused ahead of him, but he couldn’t help but take a quick look.
Heather had a thin muscular body toned from many hours at the gym, long blonde hair that didn’t
resemble her natural color, and crystal blue eyes that oozed sensuality upon command. She often wielded
them like sex toys when the mood hit her. She was Mr. Benson’s—an aging media mogul’s—third wife, which
made her dangerous.
According to wide-spread rumors, her family had lost a good deal of money on a business deal that went
bankrupt, and were close to dropping out of the privileged class. Once someone dropped out, they rarely, if
ever, made it back in. The families had known each other for decades, and a hasty marriage was arranged
between the young and beautiful Heather and Mr. Benson, who had recently divorced wife number two.
Heather felt little affection for Mr. Benson, but the deal secured her family’s place in the social structure, at
least for a little while longer.
Jack couldn’t blame her; Mr. Benson was her best option—probably her only option.
She had taken an interest in Jack, scratching a certain itch, part sensual and part dangerous. She liked
things a little dangerous.
Maybe too dangerous.
She was good fun, and Jack hoped to squeeze some secrets from her, but he’d have to end the affair soon.
Not today, but definitely some time soon.
Never content, Heather needed to turn up the heat, and Jack couldn’t afford getting burned playing her
games.
Her breath brushed hot against his neck, and her voice sounded soft and raspy. “I have a problem that I

need you to fix.”
Jack stole another quick glance.
She wore a low-cut sleeveless black dress that ended mid-thigh, and a diamond and ruby necklace that
must have cost a fortune.
She is likely going to be the death of me.
Without looking at her, he whispered, “I’m working right now. Maybe we can arrange something later?”
She slithered closer to him, sliding an inch behind his right ear, her voice so soft he could barely hear her.
“This can’t wait. I have the information you want, and to get it you’ll need to give me something in return.”
She blew hot air into his ear.
His heart pounded and an electrical current surged through his body. Heather knew how to make him
crazy, and he’d been trying to get this information out of her for months. He scanned the ballroom looking for
Wendy.
She wasn’t on the floor, which meant she was probably in the kitchens berating the chefs over something
trivial. The kitchens were good; she could be stuck there for a while.
Still worried about getting caught, he asked warily, “What do you have in mind?”
She sounded impatient, her words curt. “They’re going to play a stupid video. It’s twenty minutes long.
Doug droned on about it at lunch. We have plenty of time, and no one will notice you’re gone. Meet me at the
room if you want those secrets you’ve been pestering me about. If you don’t come, I’ll know you’re not
serious.”
Jack turned, but she was already strolling back to her table.
He smiled. Can’t get off the ride now.
Since no one needed him at the moment, he headed to the now vacant bar where David, his best friend,
worked as bartender.
A few years older than Jack, David had short blond hair with streaks of red mingled in it. He was tall, but
slightly shorter than Jack, tanned, and good-looking. A new female bartender chatted him up. From the way
she laughed and touched his arm, Jack guessed he had made another new friend. They came so easily for him.
Upon seeing Jack, David moved to the end of the bar. “What’s up, bro? Getting tennis elbow filling the
water glasses?” He fidgeted with a small toy umbrella he placed into mixed drinks.
“Not yet, but I need a favor.” They were alone, but Jack whispered anyway. “I need to use the room in a
few minutes.”
David’s face lit up in a wolfish grin. “Man, you’re playing with fire with that one. Are you sure?” He
mischievously popped open the miniature toy umbrella with a smirk.
“Just this last time. She has something I need.”
“I bet.” David slowly brought his right hand down on the bar. “Don’t get caught, bro. You can give it back
to me tonight at poker.” He lifted his hand, and Jack palmed the brass key.
“No worries. I’d never miss an opportunity to take your money. You’re like that goose who lays the
golden eggs, only you don’t have any gold.”
“Maybe someday, bro.”
Jack headed back to his section, and made sure everyone had a full glass of water for the start of the video.
He glanced at the key, with a shiny number nine etched into the metal.

The lights dimmed, and a three-dimensional image materialized on stage. Every top-of-the-line benefit
needed a heart-wrenching, three-dimensional, high-definition video. For an event this important, Mr. Benson
had undoubtedly helped with the production.
Jack searched for Wendy, who had emerged from the kitchen and stood toward the front of the room
beside Mr. Hoffman’s table. She wore a forced smile as she tried to look captivated by the video.
Heather had already left, her chair conspicuously empty next to Mr. Benson, who chatted with the person
across the table from him.
Jack strode toward the rear exit, careful to stay in the shadows. He surveyed the ballroom one last time to
make sure no one saw him by the door. Everyone seemed focused on the video, except the redheaded singer,
who looked directly at him, her eyes curious as he snuck out of the room.
The key felt heavy in his back pocket. No one used metal keys anymore—well, except the club. They liked
the look and feel of the antique things, and old was in right now. No one cared that the keys used the latest
secure magnetic signature technology. They looked old and felt old, and that was good enough for the club.
He had no idea how his friend had stolen a key, but it certainly came in handy. He hustled up the nearest
flight of stairs and headed for the east wing of the clubhouse, toward the guestrooms.
A lush carpet covered the floor, and a white wooden chair rail split the walls horizontally—the top half
beige, the bottom painted a dark red. Pictures of popular politicians hung evenly spaced along the top half of
the hallway. The club featured old drawings and oil paintings of the founding fathers. Every elite club had
some. It would be unpatriotic not to show them. Of course, some founding fathers had mostly been forgotten
and always excluded. No one saw Jefferson anymore.
It’s as if he never existed. Jack only knew about him because his mother had told him stories.
He turned the corner and spotted Heather leaning against a wall, her right leg bent at the knee, a glass of
champagne held lightly in her long fingers. Her blonde hair tumbled past her shoulders, and her eyes
smoldered as she flashed her most seductive look.
I must be crazy!
If they were caught, Benson might divorce Heather, but he’d likely do much worse to Jack. Someone like
Bob would call on him, and the authorities wouldn’t ask any questions when he went missing.
“I thought you were working?” Heather spoke in a sultry voice, licking her candy apple-colored lips when
she finished.
“All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.” He smiled, inserted the key into the lock, and twisted.
When he swung the door open, Heather pushed past him and into the small room. The shades were
drawn, the room dark.
Jack barely closed the door before she shoved him against a wall, and crushed his lips under hers. Her
tongue crashed into his mouth as if it were being chased by the cops and had busted through a barricade. He
tasted fine champagne, and had difficulty breathing as his hands wandered along her back and down her
short black dress to her thighs.
She pushed him away, shoving him hard against the wall, her seductive smile in full force.
Sex with Heather was like riding a roller coaster; he never knew which way she’d whipsaw him next.

“I knew you couldn’t resist me.” She backed up toward the bed, unzipped her dress, and let it fall to the
floor. She wore nothing underneath, leaving her naked except for her diamond and ruby necklace.
Even in the dark room, Jack could tell her body was nearly perfect, and although he knew she’d had some
medical modifications done, who was he to complain?
“Well, are you just going to stand there gawking?” She motioned for him to come closer by bending one
long finger.
As Jack inched close and reached to grab her, Heather pouted her lips and shook her head. He wasn’t
allowed to touch her just yet. She wanted to be in charge, and that was all right with Jack. He liked to play
games.
She grabbed his shirt and yanked it over his head, then smiled again while unbuckling his belt. Having
unclothed him, she pulled him down on the bed on top of her.
Jack was used to the routine with Heather. Sex with her wasn’t about affection or closeness; it was a
purely physical act—like an extension of her workout routines. She probably used sex to hold on to her youth,
something she couldn’t hope to do with Mr. Benson, but whatever the reason, she liked it rough and hard, and
Jack willingly played his part.
He pinned her arms above her head, and the two wrestled around on the bed, a jumble of arms, legs, and
bodies that collided against each other. Tonight, Heather wanted to dominate, so she took control, which was
fine with Jack, so long as things didn’t take too long.
She flipped on top of him and moved to her own rhythm, grinding against him, her eyes unfocused, as if
she’d been transported to some other place or time. She dug her fingernails into his chest and brought a trickle
of blood.
“Hey,” protested Jack.
“Don’t be a baby.” She scratched him again.
“Pizza,” he said.
“What?”
“Pizza is my safe word.”
She laughed. “I don’t do safe words.” She bit him on the ear, drifted back to wherever she went in her
mind, and rode him hard. After an explosion of energy, she rolled off the bed, sweating lightly and breathing
heavily. While Jack tried to catch his breath, she strode to the adjacent bathroom with her dress dangling in her
hand. She reached the door and swung it closed, hard.
The noise rang out in the small room, jolting Jack into action. He touched the lamp on the bedside table
and soft white light flooded the room. He dressed quickly and glanced around the room. The bed was a mess.
Even though no one used the room, he couldn’t leave it in this condition. As he straightened the pillows, his
hand grasped something small and hard. Surprised, he pulled out a small black flash drive.
How did that get there?
Intrigued, he pocketed the memory stick.
Heather emerged from the bathroom, looking fabulous and holding an identical flash drive in her hand.
She tossed it to him. “I think you’ll find what you want on this thing. Doug goes to bed early, and left his tablet
open last night. Be discrete. You didn’t get this from me.”
Jack grinned. “Thanks.”
As Heather reached the door, she spun. “You still owe me, Jack. Next time I’ll expect more.” She laughed
and left, the scent of her perfume still lingering behind in the small room.
Jack glanced at the time on his phone; the entire episode had taken eighteen minutes. He took one last
look around. The place appeared neat enough. He shut off the lamp and hurried out of the room, locking the
door behind him.
He raced down the hallway, down the stairs, took a quick left into the employee area, and charged into
the bathroom. He needed to get his act together before Wendy noticed his absence. Leaning against the sink,

he splashed some water on his face, and straightened his clothes. Checking his reflection in the mirror, he
didn’t like something he saw in his face, a certain hollowness in his eyes.
As he turned to leave, the two flash drives rubbed against each other in his pocket, and he frowned. He
didn’t need both of them, so he pocketed the one Heather gave him and stowed the other one in his duffel for
safekeeping.
Maybe there’s something interesting on it. You never know what people leave around.

Classical music rained down on Warren as sunlight streamed into his bedroom. The shades automatically
parted, the recessed lighting started glowing with the latest natural light technology, and the music from the
hidden speakers slowly grew louder. This morning, “Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in C Minor” woke him.
Warren rotated the classics randomly, never sure what would wake him. He imagined the great composers
created these masterpieces for him. Who else would they have had in mind?
He rolled over and checked the time: eight o’clock. Quite a luxury to linger in bed this late, but last night’s
benefit had run late, and his head ached with the aftermath of a few too many glasses of Scotch. He had been
awake for hours with his eyes closed—he didn’t sleep much, but he liked to lie in bed to sort through his
priorities for the upcoming day. The hangover, however, made his thoughts sluggish, and he felt older than
usual.
He swung his legs out of bed, grabbed a pair of shorts, and opened the drawer to his bedside table. A row
of glistening bottles and syringes twinkled in the light as if smiling at him. He reached for the nearest one,
filled the syringe, and injected the clear liquid in the vein behind his left knee. The injection stung for a
moment, but he had grown used to the feeling by now. As the fluid entered his bloodstream, energy pulsed
and flowed through his body, and he immediately felt twenty years younger, the hangover a distant memory.
He grinned. The fluid was the latest product from a large pharmaceutical company, called Enhanced
Hormone Treatment. The company claimed the treatments froze the aging process, but Warren found that if
he increased the dose, the aging process not only froze, it reversed itself. Energy returned and muscles
regained old form. It was close to a miracle product—a very expensive and exclusive miracle product. The
treatments cost a small fortune, and the drug company assured him that the list of end users would be kept
short. No more than a few dozen people knew about the drug, and it would stay that way. The money he had
spent was well worth it.
He deserved some of the credit for the drug, after all. Few people knew that he pulled strings to reform
the Food and Drug Administration. The only evidence—a framed photograph showing him shaking hands
with a reluctant senator who voted his way on the bill—sat on his mantel. The senator’s fondness for
hallucinogens and abnormally small, red-haired prostitutes, had provided more than enough for Warren to
work with. Warren still sent the senator a reminder each year about the episode. He had leverage and once he
could control someone, he’d never let that leverage lapse.
By helping to enact the Safe Drug Act, Warren had opened up an entire new world of pharmaceuticals
that didn’t need pesky regulatory approval. The government had no place regulating advanced medications
like this one. He could judge for himself what he wanted to do with his body, and restricting people like him
from getting drugs like these would be criminal. Without a requirement for human trials, companies could
churn out the drugs much faster and cheaper.
He stretched as he got out of bed and rolled his neck. The day’s routine started with a few push-ups
followed by stomach crunches—just enough activity to build a light coating of sweat and send the blood
circulating through the bloodstream. He finished strong and padded his way into the bathroom, eager to see
his reflection in the mirror above the sink. Instead of glass, the new mirror was really an ultra thin flat screen
that projected an image from the thumb-sized camera affixed to the wall above it. With a touch of the screen,

he could either zoom in or zoom out the reflection in high-definition resolution.
He liked what he saw. On the other side of forty, his body looked better than anyone he saw in the gym—
a nice six-pack at his midsection, his arms and chest roped with muscle. A few poses for the monitor wouldn’t
hurt; no harm admiring the hard work he had put into his body. He already looked forward to today’s session
at the gym, and his new young female trainer who, Warren was sure, had already started to obsess over him.
He could tell by the way she had been looking at him. All his trainers fell in love with him. It was a curse, as
they always felt so strongly toward him, they moved away just to free themselves of the obsession.
He left the bathroom and admired the rest of his house, a sprawling, single-story, contemporary-style
home. Soaring windows at unusual angles kept the place interesting. The open-spaced layout had few fixed
walls, the three main exceptions being the bathroom, the specially designed media center, and the suite of
rooms in the basement with no windows, which few people even knew existed. Situated high on a hill, he
enjoyed a fabulous view of the Hudson River. Sure, he’d bought the two neighboring houses to tear them
down, but the breathtaking views, particularly the sunsets, made it worth the expense.
With his mood improving, he pulled on a silk T-shirt, wandered over to a small, gray metal table beside
his bed, and sat in the hard, uncomfortable stainless-steel chair. The table and chair were designed by a
Frenchman named Chevalier, or Chastain, or Colbert—he had a hard time remembering who exactly, but he
was sure the designer was well regarded and probably French.
Seated at the table, he opened Michael’s tablet. He’d expected to study it last night, but wasn’t in the
mood after the benefit and the more than a few too many glasses of Scotch. He dismissed the lack of discipline
as understandable. He deserved a little celebratory time after the good work Michael had done on his behalf.
The slight delay in reviewing the tablet would cause him no harm.
He unfolded the computer and powered it up. The initial screen required a user name and password to
unlock it. Warren grinned. The tablet was company-issued and, therefore, he knew the master user name and
password that bypassed the security and opened it.
After typing in Adams and Lexington, the tablet burst to life. The explosive documents remained open, but
he didn’t want to study them yet. There’d be plenty of time for that later.
He found the history function and clicked. A drop-down box filled the screen, showing the latest activities
performed on the computer over the past week. At the bottom of the long list was the opening of the
documents that Michael had showed Warren yesterday. Next up, only five minutes earlier, was something to
do with an external memory drive.
Warren started to see red, his vision blurring as his left eye twitched angrily.
Michael saved the documents onto an external drive minutes before he met with me. Why would he do that? Michael
owed everything to me.
He repeatedly pounded the metal desk with his right arm.
He worshipped me.
He pounded again.
How could he disobey me?
And again.
The treacherous little worm!
And again.
The metal twisted beneath his blows and the tablet jumped to the ground. In a fury, he lifted the table and
bashed it against the floor. The metal dented, and the tiled floor cracked. Out of breath, Warren collapsed into
the chair as the thunder in his head quieted.
One of the side effects of the enhanced hormone treatments was “increased passion.”
So what?
Passion was real. Passion made life vivid, and Warren still had control when he needed it. He kicked the
twisted metal table. He had grown bored with it anyway, and the table was more interesting now. Now he had

made it unique.
No harm done.
Now that his head cleared, he understood what had happened. Michael must have saved the documents
on a flash drive to deliver it to him. No doubt the young man wanted to please him, and wanted to be ready to
hand over the flash drive if required of him. He smiled at his logic—perfect, reasonable, reassuring.
Michael was devoted to me, after all.
With a new sense of calm, he grabbed his cell phone, pushed a button, and started talking to Steven. “Did
you find any flash drives on the body?”
Steven responded in his customary, flat voice. “No, we did the usual search of the body and all the
clothing. We found nothing interesting in any of the pockets or sewn into the seams of the clothes.”
Warren’s knuckles turned white as he grasped his phone hard, his voice almost an inhumane growl.
“How about the room? Did you perform a full search?”
“We did not conduct a thorough search of the room. You told us to take care of the body, and because of
the benefit, we had no time to waste. I thought discretion was more important than to search the room, but
nothing was left in plain sight.”
After a pause, Warren sank back into his metal chair. “Yes, I know there was no time for a thorough
search, but I need you to go back and search the room now. Arrange the access with Bob. You should find a
flash drive, Steven. Michael created it only minutes before I got there, and he didn’t have any other
opportunities to dispense with it. He must have left it in the room.”
He didn’t wait for a response, just disconnected the phone and threw it against the glass wall. It shattered
upon impact. Good thing he kept a few backups.
Passion is good! I feel alive!
***
Every Saturday, Warren spent late mornings at the club’s driving range with the head pro. He detested
the sport, but spent enough time on the course with business associates that he needed to excel at it. Today, he
was working with his driver. The ball wasn’t jumping off the golf club lately, and consequently, he had lost
distance. Nothing enraged him more than being out-driven by his playing partners. To rectify the situation,
he’d already made some modifications to his driver that weren’t quite within the latest PGA rules.
Rules are for suckers.
The results had just started to pay off when his phone buzzed. He stepped away from the hitting area and
took the call.
Steven’s voice came through the earpiece. “We took apart the room. We didn’t find a flash drive.”
Warren kept his voice and demeanor calm. “It has to be there somewhere. Look again.” The passion
started to return in a rush.
“The room was used by some other people during the benefit last night.”
“What are you talking about? Who used that room? That room was reserved for me.” Warren’s vision
turned fuzzy and the noise in his head escalated. He fought hard to keep control, digging his nails into the
leather grip on his golf club.
“A couple must have snuck in to use the room for some intimate moments. We found two sets of prints,
and other evidence of their interlude. It shouldn’t take long for us to identify who they are.”
“This is top priority. Call me back with the names.” Warren disconnected the call.
Whoever used the room must have found the drive. They probably have no idea what’s on it yet. The damage can be
contained so long as we act fast.
He returned to the pro. The tall, lanky golfer had spent a short time on the PGA tour, but never made it
big. He was considered a master instructor, however. In his usual low-key manner, he said, “Now remember,
keep your hands out front and make a smooth turn.”
Warren stared at him with murderous intent and a snarl on his face, causing the pro to instinctively move

back. Warren envisioned rapping the driver around his neck, but addressed the ball instead. He pulled the
club back smoothly, but swung through it with all his rage. He shanked the ball off the hosel and it sliced to
the right, almost hitting the golfer next to him. He laughed for the benefit of the other golfers on the range, and
brought the driver down hard on the pro’s foot with a crunch.
“We are done here!” He stalked toward the golf cart.
Steven had better work fast.
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I’m a killer. No better than a common murderer, and worse, really. More like a serial killer who can’t help himself as
he takes life after life, unable to stop even if he wished he could.
Darian frowned at the corpse on the stainless steel autopsy table. “Damn it, Zeus, I thought you were
going to make it.” His frown deepened until long lines etched into his face. Remorse wasn’t good enough. It
was useless. Pointless, really. Remorse would not bring Zeus or any of the others back.
He glanced at the video projections of Zeus’s brain development. His original brain on the left screen
appeared normally formed and perfectly functional. The one on the right showed Zeus’s brain after he had
injected him. Misshapen and grotesque, it was so overdeveloped it strained against the skull.
Darian shook his head. “Not again. I can’t lose another batch of test subjects.”
“We’re making progress, Doctor Beck. This time, the brain enlargement slowed at the end. With some
adjustments, next time it might stop before....” George attempted to smile, but only the tips of his lips
responded. Twice Darian’s age, he was so optimistic he could see the silver lining in a hurricane, but this lethal
turn of events left even him speechless.
“We’re missing something critical. We need to stop the brain development before it overwhelms the
subject.” Darian peered through the glass wall that separated the autopsy room from the rest of the laboratory.
The remaining five subjects sat perfectly straight and stared mournfully at the glass as if Darian and Zeus and
the table with death hovering above it drew their gaze.
An icy chill tickled its way up his spine. The others had no idea Zeus had died. They were often separated.
To them, the glass wall was a simple mirror. They had no idea—could have no idea—a laboratory sat beyond
the glass, yet he suspected they knew the truth: that Zeus was dead and he the killer.
Darian nodded toward the remaining subjects. “It’s odd that they haven’t eaten their breakfast. It’s
already past noon. They must be hungry.”
Color drained from George’s face. “It’s unnatural for them to stare at the mirror like that.”
Darian pressed a button on a keypad and the one-way glass window turned gray, blocking the other
subjects from view. Led Zeppelin started playing. “It’s just our imagination. Hand me the circular saw. Let’s
hope we can learn enough from Zeus to save his friends.”
George handed him the shiny autopsy tool, but before he switched it on, the lab door swung open and
Brenda Callaghan darted into the room. The normally composed, rather attractive young researcher appeared
ashen, her jaw clenched tight.
“What’s wrong, Brenda?”
“I came as soon as I heard. I’m sorry about Zeus, but there’s something else you should know.”
Darian stared patiently and waited for her to continue. She clutched a thin hospital issued tablet in her
hands. His chest tightened.
“Wickersham authorized EBF-202 to be administered to a new patient. He doesn’t know that Zeus died,
but the injection is scheduled for later today.” She handed Darian the tablet.
Darian narrowed his eyes until they were nothing more than slits. “This is a young patient. How can he
do this? This is my trial! We’re not ready! We’ll end up killing him.” The tablet cracked under his tightening
grip. “I’m going to….” The violent images flashing through his mind came too fast and were too graphic to put

into words. He hurled the tablet across the room and raced from the lab.
Darian hurried toward the elevator, his white lab coat flapping open, revealing a vintage Grateful Dead tshirt, worn blue jeans, and flip-flops. His usually affable face twisted into an angry grimace as he repeatedly
jabbed the call button. He cursed under his breath and shifted his weight back and forth. When the bell rang,
the door swished open, and he darted inside the empty elevator.
“Please hold the doors!” a voice called.
He instinctively thrust out his hand as they began to shut. A young female lab assistant strolled into the
elevator. Her long, pin-straight blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail and swayed as she walked. Her
golden brown tan contrasted with her white lab coat, and her jade eyes that flirted behind long eyelashes. She
smelled like jasmine and vanilla. She must be new, he thought. Perfume was discouraged in the labs, and no one
stayed tan after working the long hours the research facility required.
“Thanks for holding it for me.” She smiled.
“No problem.” Darian tapped the button for the top floor, raised his eyebrows, and glanced at the lab
assistant.
“That’s good for me,” she said.
When the elevator stopped on the main floor to let in three additional passengers, Darian stepped back,
and she slid closer to him. The fragrance of her perfume grew stronger. A current zipped through his body as
he breathed the scented air deep into his lungs.
“My name is Vanessa.” She held out her hand.
Darian squeezed and let go, but her hand lingered for a second longer than it needed to. Electricity flowed
between them.
“I’m Darian Beck.” He had been so angry and preoccupied that he almost forgot to notice that she was a
knockout. Almost, but his eyes wandered to her thin neck and started to wash down the rest of her body when
he admonished himself and pulled away.
The elevator stopped at the fourth floor and let out everyone except Darian and Vanessa. He used the
space to furtively study her reflection off the elevator doors. Her eyes were wide, lips full and red. A small
beauty mark dotted her right cheek, which made her perfectly symmetrical face beyond beautiful—unique.
Vanessa stayed close to his side. A seductive smile snuck across her lips. “I’ve heard your name
mentioned before, Doctor.”
He grinned despite his surly mood. “Only good things, I hope.”
“Mostly.” She winked good-naturedly at him.
When the doors opened, he raced from the elevator, eager to be on his way, temporarily forgetting about
the new lab assistant with the sweet smile and perfume.
The top floor hardly resembled the rest of the research hospital. Gone were the gray tile floors, fluorescent
lights, plain hallways, and metal doors. Dark cherry paneling, antique ink drawings, and white wooden doors
replaced them.
He stomped toward the corner office. With each step he grew more agitated, as if his anger rolled down a
steep hill, gathering intensity as it went. He stared hard at the nameplate on the corner office door—Samuel
Wickersham, PHD – Head of Research—and shoved it open.
The receptionist screeched in surprise at his sudden entrance. She regained her composure and grinned at
him. “I’m sorry, Doctor Beck, but we don’t have an appointment for you.”
“Not to worry, Clair. He’ll want to see me.” He quickened his pace toward Wickersham’s door, turned the
doorknob, and plunged into the corner office.
Wickersham’s cavernous office was larger than Darian’s entire studio apartment. Floor-to-ceiling
windows covered both exterior walls and offered stunning views of New York City. He huffed to
Wickersham’s massive desk. Four inch risers lifted his desk and chair. In reality, Wickersham was short, well
below average, but from Darian’s vantage point, he seemed imposing.

Wickersham immediately raised his left hand with his palm facing Darian, without looking up, as if he’d
been expecting him. Wickersham’s vast oval desk contained only a flat screen computer monitor, a new
holographic video display that was turned off, an old-fashioned intercom box, and a photograph of a smiling
Wickersham with his left arm draped over the Vice President’s shoulders. He told everyone that they were
childhood friends. No one believed him.
Wickersham’s eyes never lifted from his keyboard.
Darian seethed as he watched the snail-like progress of his fingers drag across the keyboard. He balled his
hands into tight fists. Wickersham shifted in his seat, but his perfectly tailored, crisp navy suit moved
seamlessly with him. He paused for a second and gently stroked his dyed blond hair, but not one hair moved.
He used so much hair gel, Darian thought it would take a tsunami to move any out of place.
When Wickersham finished typing, he looked up from the keyboard. Darian couldn’t read his emotions;
Wickersham had injected a river of Botox into his face. It was like dealing with a mannequin.
“Doctor Beck, I didn’t know that we had a meeting scheduled. I imagine you have something important to
tell me. Perhaps you have a breakthrough to report? Please, take a seat.” Wickersham gestured toward one of
the two leather wingback chairs facing the desk, but Darian remained standing.
“We can’t try EBF-202 on a new patient. It’s not ready.”
“I disagree. The drug has shown remarkable potential.” Wickersham crossed his manicured hands on the
desk in front of him. He sat absolutely straight, tried his best to smile, and sighed slightly when the effort
failed.
“The first version of the drug ended up killing all the test subjects.” Darian leaned on the desk, wondering
if he could hurtle it and reach Wickersham’s throat in one leap.
“That was the first version. The second version hasn’t produced any fatalities. I visited all six of our
research subjects last night. They all looked healthy.”
“Zeus died this morning!” Darian glared at him, hoping Zeus’s death would cause him to reconsider, or at
least bother him, but if it did, the head of research showed no signs of it.
“We only started this trial two months ago. Their brains are still developing. The pace has slowed
considerably, but it hasn’t stopped yet. If the development continues, they will all die over the next month.
Plus, their behavior has altered. It’s just not safe! We don’t understand all the ramifications of the drug. We
can’t use EBF-202 on humans. I didn’t go into research to kill people! It’s bad enough the dogs have died.”
Wickersham leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “How did you know I planned
on using a human test subject?”
Darian’s face grew hot.
“I see. Callaghan must have told you. My mistake.”
“That’s not important. EBF-202 regenerates brain tissue, but we can’t control the effects. It will likely kill
anyone you inject with it! We need more time with the animal control subjects.” His anger crested like a wave
headed to shore, and crashed as it mingled with sand and surf and the knowledge that he was helpless.
“This drug will revolutionize how we view the brain. The treatment will not only end Alzheimer’s and
senility, but can increase cognitive powers. The applications are endless, and so are the profits. You’re young
still. You must understand the bigger picture. With your share of the money, most of your educational costs
will be paid off.” Wickersham’s moss-colored eyes gleamed brightly.
Darian’s spirit sank. That look in Wickersham’s eyes meant that he sniffed money, and when he thought
he might get paid, nothing changed his mind. “Did the patient’s guardian sign the consent forms?”
Wickersham tried to smirk, but he gave up under the strain well before Darian could have recognized the
reaction. “You’ve seen the young man’s chart. He’s not going to recover from his head wound if we do
nothing. At least we’ll be giving him a chance to benefit all humankind. Besides, he’s the perfect test subject—
young and strong with a severe head trauma.”
“He still has a fighting chance to come out of the coma using traditional treatments. His guardian should

be told about the choices and the risks.”
Wickersham stood, his head clearing the high back of his chair by an inch. “This is 2041, Doctor Beck. The
law was changed two years ago. Without premium insurance, I can make this decision, and he doesn’t have
the proper coverage.”
Darian’s nails dug into the palms of his hands. “But the Sheppard Group is paying all his bills. They have
the required riders in their insurance.”
Wickersham slithered toward the side of his desk. “Yes, but the tennis instructor is not covered by that
insurance. They’re paying for his costs out of pocket.” Wickersham waved his arms in the air as if he were
conducting a symphony. “This is for the best, Darian. Don’t worry about the ethics. You should stick to what
you’re good at: neurobiology and making friends among the female staff members.”
“Just give me another two months with the dogs. We’ll be in a better place.”
Wickersham stood beside him, his head just inches above Darian’s shoulder despite the man’s ridiculous
platform shoes. “You’ll be fully involved in his case study. Just imagine how much we’ll learn! Think of all the
people he’ll be helping.”
The intercom buzzed. Wickersham might have been the only person alive who still used one of those
things. “Your daughter is here for your meeting, Doctor Wickersham.”
“Great. I’ve just finished with Doctor Beck. Good day, Doctor.”
“His name is Jack.”
“Whose name?”
“The tennis instructor. Your case study.” He had a fleeting fantasy about smashing his fists into
Wickersham’s surgically altered nose, but spun and stormed toward the door instead. He reached for the
doorknob, but the door swung open and he collided with Wickersham’s daughter. Their eyes met.
“Vanessa?”

Thump-thump-thump-thump.
Cooper brushed his fingertips across the smooth, soft flesh of her chest and chuckled. “Your heart is
racing like a small, scared rabbit.”
He offered his brightest smile, and willed his sapphire eyes to twinkle. He used one of his direct
irresistible looks, one that never failed to melt a woman’s heart.
“It’s you, baby. You make me... cr-crazy.” Her lips quivered, and her eyes brimmed with tears. Young and
lovely, her naked form stretched out on the freshly cut emerald grass, which bent against the weight of her
thin body. Her chestnut eyes were wide with excitement, her hair pulled back in pigtails and tied with pink
ribbons. A smattering of freckles playfully dotted her nose and cheeks. She had worked as a waitress before
they met, before he took her away from that life to give her a better one.
“Have you enjoyed spending time with me?” He stroked the cream-colored skin on her upper arm. Goose
bumps sprouted in response.
“Of course, baby. You’re an angel.”
The answer pleased him. He tipped back a crystal wine glass, taking a sip of the 2021 Lafite Rothschild
Bordeaux. He let the liquid linger in his mouth before swallowing. “Some people say superb wine is
determined solely by the conditions in which the grapes are grown. They argue that if the soil content is just
right, and you have ideal amounts of rain and sun, great wine is sure to follow.”
He took another sip from his glass. “I disagree. Without extraordinary vines, truly superior wine cannot
flourish. The same is true with humans. Only those with the proper genetic code can truly be exceptional.”
She stared back with a blank expression on her face.
Cooper shrugged. “It is a trick of fate.” He opened a wicker picnic basket and removed a piece of aged,
sharp cheddar cheese and sliced off two paper-thin pieces. He fed one to her, fingertips sweeping against her
pink lips.
He nodded toward the sky. “It is a near perfect day, and you are almost perfect.”
“I can try to be perfect. I’ll do anything you want.”
He smiled and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “I know you would try, but there are things
you can’t be—certain... deficiencies you cannot overcome.” His smile vanished and his demeanor turned cold
and hard like blue ice.
A singular tear rolled down the girl’s cheek. When she pulled her hand away from him, a jolt shot through
her and she whimpered.
“Struggling won’t help you. The restraints are electrified. If you struggle against them you will only feel
pain—a tremendous amount of pain. And we wouldn’t want that, would we?” The words dripped out of his
mouth like sickly sweet syrup.
“No, don’t hurt me. Please don’t.” She glanced toward an athletic-looking young man standing behind her
tormentor, the only other person in the field. She pleaded at him with her eyes.
The attendant smiled coolly back at her, casual in a plain white t-shirt and blue pants, eyes lit with an
unnatural gleam. He was trim and well muscled, but a softness to his features indicated that he lived a life of
privilege.

“You can call out to Terry if you’d like. You can beg him to help you, but I don’t think your pleas will do
you any good.”
She tried to kick, but the restraint held and jolted her with another blast of electricity. She screeched. Tears
rolled down her face freely now.
“Terry, bring me the case.”
Terry placed a plain wooden case on the grass next to the girl and opened it. He removed a red velvet
cloth and draped it next to her. On top of the cloth he placed a dozen stainless steel surgical instruments.
Cooper’s blue eyes reflected off the stainless steel, creating dozens of sapphire orbs.
The girl turned away.
“Don’t be afraid. I’ll explain each one of these tools to you and what I plan on doing with them.”
She turned her head to face him again. “But why? I did everything I could to please you. I’ll do anything
you want.”
Cooper beamed an angelic smile at her again. “You can’t give me the one thing I need.”
“Just name it. I’ll do it. I can do it!” She gasped between sobs.
“You can never be Maggie.” He grabbed the scalpel, knuckles white with rage.
“No! Please don’t!”

Darian stood stiffly in the open doorway clutching a tablet against his chest. His throat had tightened so
much he had a hard time swallowing.
Jack lay on his hospital bed with a cup of red Jell-O in his hand. His mother sat on a chair beside him
while his younger brother stood nearby observing him carefully. The relief in the room was palpable. Jack had
people who loved him, people who deserved more than this charade.
Jack’s mom glanced Darian’s way and locked eyes with him. She left her son’s bedside, and approached
him warily.
He thought about retreating, but that would be cowardly. He was responsible for Jack now. Turning and
running was not an option.
A bright smile lightened her face as she got close. She appeared decades younger than she had earlier in
the day, before Jack’s eyes had fluttered to life.
“Doctor Beck? I’m Jack’s mother, Maggie. Thank you so much for helping my son. I was so worried.”
Relief rippled through her voice like a breeze through a wheat field.
Darian stammered and glanced toward his feet as he spoke. “He recovered... on his own. He’s a strong
young man.” The truth was useless now.
Maggie shot Darian a piercing look. “I have a feeling there’s more to it than that.” Without warning, she
closed the gap between the two and threw her arms around the researcher’s shoulders.
He stood woodenly, the tablet’s hard edge jabbing into his side.
After a few awkward moments, she stepped back. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes and a slight pink
hue flushed her face. “I’d better go inside.”
He nodded and watched her return to her son’s bedside.
He felt like a thief. Wickersham had injected Jack with EBF-202 two hours after Darian had confronted
him. Two hours. More than enough time for him to have warned Maggie. He could have marched straight to
Jack’s room and given her all the information she needed, but instead, he had studied Jack’s file, paced his
office, and convinced himself that Jack’s best chance to recover was the experimental treatment.
Two days had passed, and he knew he had lied to himself. He wanted to find out if the drug would work.
That desire doomed him, and now he judged himself guilty. His only chance at redemption was controlling
the drug. He had to find an inhibitor to save Jack’s life.
Samuel Wickersham’s Clive Christian knockoff cologne drifted into the hallway like a pregnant rain
cloud, as he materialized behind Darian as silently as a shadow. He slapped Darian on the back.
“Congratulations, Doctor. You’ve saved the tennis instructor’s life.”
Darian glared at his boss while random violent thoughts flashed through his mind.
“You don’t look well, Doctor Beck.” Wickersham’s throaty voice hung like a wisp in the air. “Have you
had problems sleeping? Those dark circles under your eyes don’t inspire confidence. You’re not in the lab
now. You have a patient to take care of.”
The bastard was right. Darian hadn’t slept more than a couple of hours since Jack had been injected, but
he didn’t feel tired. More than enough anger raged through him to power his body—some directed at
Wickersham, but most reserved for himself.

He scanned the hallway, found an empty room across the hall, and motioned for Wickersham to follow.
When the director hesitated, Darian grabbed his arm, pulled him into the room, and closed the door behind
them.
“I lost Lucy this morning,” Darian growled.
Wickersham stumbled backward. “Lucy? Should I know what you’re talking about?” His face was flaccid,
but his eyes brightened with alarm and fear. He plunged his hand deep into his front pocket.
“Lucy is one of our canine test subjects, and Desi has turned violent. He’s never been violent before. The
treatment has changed his personality completely.” Darian’s jaw ached as he clenched it shut.
He had taken Lucy’s death hard. Death was the enemy. It needed to be defeated. Beaten down. Crushed.
Even George seemed depressed when he had to separate Desi from the other test subjects.
“That’s a shame, Doctor. I hope you learn enough from her death to help our new friend.” Wickersham
crossed his arms against his chest.
Darian ran his hand through his shaggy blond hair in frustration. “I need Jack to stay with us so I can
monitor his condition until I think it’s safe for him to leave.”
“That will be impossible, Doctor. As you know, the tennis instructor’s family knows nothing about our
unconventional treatment. We can’t keep him here without arousing their suspicions.”
“I thought you weren’t worried about the legality of the treatment or the family’s reaction.”
“I’m not worried about the law or their little family.” He snickered. “They are a bunch of nobodies. I am
concerned about the Sheppard Group. They’re part owners of the hospital, and I haven’t figured out their
connection to the tennis instructor. Apparently, Charles Sheppard doesn’t play tennis.”
The law was ambiguous. Without the proper insurance riders, Wickersham could use experimental
methods on a patient if the patient was otherwise deemed terminal. Normally, the hospital wouldn’t be
worried about being dragged to court; most patients couldn’t afford the expensive attorneys. With Charles
Sheppard involved, however, the equation changed.
Darian could see the thin layer of concealer Wickersham used under his eyes. I’m not the only one having
trouble sleeping.
Wickersham continued in a softer voice just above a whisper. “If they learn of our treatment, I will deny
everything. As far as the records show, you acted without my knowledge. The consequences would be severe.
You would be taken off the project, lose your license, and maybe serve jail time.” He reached for the doorknob
with his left hand, as though clutching something with his right.
Darian’s face reddened as he spotted what appeared to be a taser in his boss’s right hand. He took a half
step toward his boss. “I’m not worried about myself. I need to protect the patient.”
“Then I suggest you persuade him to help you in an academic study involving head traumas. Have him
come in as often as he will agree. The younger brother is something of a science progeny. His scores on the
preliminary assessment test rival yours. Perhaps he can be useful to you. Otherwise, I’ll make sure that we
acquire the autopsy. Good day, Doctor.” Wickersham opened the door, spun, and left the room without
looking back.
Darian pounded his fist into the wall, scraping his knuckles, but the pain felt good. He deserved pain—
even welcomed it.
He opened the tablet and studied a series of brain scans using the latest neuro-imaging technology. The
first group was a baseline series of Jack’s brain before EBF-202. The next series had been taken after he woke
from the coma this morning. Already, the drug worked its magic. The damaged area was largely repaired, but
a well-trained eye could detect the beginnings of more subtle differences.
What will those changes do to him?
Zeus and Lucy had died, Desi turned violent, and the other dogs acted more somber than before they
were treated, as if they understood more than they could possibly know.
A cold chill crept down his back. What have I done?

Jack swerved his red Indian Chief motorcycle into a spot between a gray Mercedes and a silver BMW
SUV. He pulled off his helmet, and his short curly brown hair fell in tight, untamed circles around his face. He
checked his appearance in the side mirror and traced the thin white scar by his temple with his finger—the
only visible reminder of a dangerous episode four months earlier, when a psychotic businessman had
kidnapped him. He would have died if his younger brother, Tom, hadn’t risked everything to save him—a
debt he could never repay.
He placed the helmet on the seat and instinctively reached for the pannier to retrieve the heavy chain he
used to secure the bike, but stopped mid-step. Who would steal an old motorcycle in a hospital parking lot full of
luxury autos? Besides, his bike was still dented and scratched from when he ditched it four months earlier. Tom
had repaired the engine for him, increasing horsepower and gas mileage, but had no interest in the cosmetic
stuff. Jack hoped to save enough money to fix the bike, but tennis instructors didn’t earn much.
An hour late for his appointment, he ambled toward the hospital as if wading along a sandy beach. He
didn’t want to keep the doctor waiting, but he hated hospitals and doctors, so his legs would only go so fast.
He would have dropped out of the study by now if his mom and brother hadn’t made such a fuss about it.
They were adamant, so he’d relented. It was the least he could do after what he put them through a few
months ago, and if it meant that his mom would sleep better, he really had no choice.
Sweat rolled down the side of his face as the heat rose off the pavement in thick waves. New York suffered
through what seemed like an endless heat wave. Scorching temperatures had soared past 110 degrees for two
weeks straight, as if Mother Nature flipped humanity the bird for treating her so shabbily.
He trudged toward the massive glass and steel facility, t-shirt soaked and blue jeans already stuck to his
long legs. He passed the armed guards and swiped his citizen’s identification card at the reader. The glass
doors swung open with a smooth swoosh, and he smiled as a cool breeze engulfed him.
He took an immediate right and sauntered down the long hallway away from the three patient wings.
Heading to the basement and the research laboratories below ground, he pressed the call button for the
elevator at the end of the hallway.
When he arrived in the basement, Brenda welcomed him with a broad smile and a soft touch on the arm.
“Hi, Jack, you’re a little late today.”
“One of my clients had a heart attack during his lesson. He collapsed right along the baseline. I had to give
him CPR until the ambulance came.” He widened his eyes and grinned, trying his best impression of a
humble, life-saving hero.
“And the time before that you raced into a burning building. Then there was the time a child was
drowning at the pool at the club.” She turned from him and strode down the hallway. “Let’s not forget the
traffic accident where you had to pry open the door right before the car exploded. You live quite the heroic
life.”
She smiled mischievously at him as she brushed back her short, black hair. She had a fair complexion,
bright hazel eyes, and a wide smile that transformed her pretty oval face into something extraordinary.
“I’m sorry, Brenda, the traffic was crazy.”
“I’m sure, Jack. Next time, let us send you a car. Doctor Beck isn’t happy with you driving the bike while

you’re having those headaches.” She led him to the examining rooms.
“You know I only come to see you.”
“You’re sweet, but I don’t think I’m your type.” She chuckled. “Besides, you live too dangerous a life with
all of those fires and traffic accidents you’re saving people from. I would never sleep at night from the worry.”
The hallway stretched out in solid white, as if a splash of color might disrupt the experiments. Research
labs dotted both sides of the corridor, with Doctor Beck’s workspace larger than most.
Jack hesitated at the doorway. “Run away with me! We can make a break for it.” The serious tone in his
voice surprised him as he gently grabbed Brenda’s arm. For a moment, her smile melted away like snow on a
hot day, and the wave of melancholy that replaced it shocked him like an electrical jolt. He recoiled as if the
wave of emotion caused him pain.
Her smile instantly returned. “Maybe next time, Jack. Come on, Doctor Beck is waiting for you.” She
shoved him out of the snow-white hallway and into a world of color.
Vibrant posters hung on the walls, many of them depicting lush Italian and English country sides. The
largest showed Da Vinci’s drawing of a naked male human body—multiple arms and legs stretched out wide
and enclosed in a grand circle.
Darian sat behind a large metal desk with three flat-screen monitors and two keyboards perched on top,
but he examined a color illustration of the brain in an old textbook. He stood and grinned as Jack leaned over
the desk before him, closing the book on the desk as he shook Jack’s hand. “Good to see you.” He wore a
wrinkled U2 t-shirt and jeans.
Jack noticed dark circles under his eyes and stress lines on his forehead that hadn’t been there when he
first met the doctor four months earlier.
“Sorry I’m late, Doc.”
Brenda followed him into the office. “Jack stopped to save a poor helpless child from a burning building.”
“That was last time. This time I had to give CPR to one of my clients who had a heart attack.”
Darian smiled. “Don’t worry about being late. You’re the only patient we’re seeing today. Tell me, how
have you been feeling?”
Jack shrugged. “I feel good, Doc. How about you? You need to escape and do some biking.”
“Why do you say that?”
Jack pointed to his desk. “You’ve had the same six pictures on display since I started seeing you.”
“That’s very perceptive of you, Jack. I haven’t biked outside in four months. The head trauma study is
keeping me busy, but I still have Bessie.” He pointed to a well-used stationary bike in the corner of the lab,
with worn pedals and a slightly tattered seat. “But enough about me. I see you still have sensitivity to light.”
He gestured toward Jack’s sunglasses.
Jack shrugged. “It’s not that bad.”
Darian frowned. “Obviously it’s bothering you a good deal. You’ve got to be honest with me to help with
the study. Tell me about your hearing issues. I can see the ear plugs, so don’t deny it.”
“Okay, you’ve got me.” Jack smiled sheepishly. “Lately everything sounds louder, more intense, as if the
volume on the world has been turned up. I figure that’s a good thing.”
Darian pointed to a couch on one end of the room. Jack sat on one end while Darian and Brenda settled
onto chairs next to him. “And the headaches?”
“They’re about the same. I get a quick flash of pain that goes away in a second or two. I can cope with
them.” The headaches were becoming more frequent and intense, but he didn’t want to tell Darian. He didn’t
want to come for more tests, and he didn’t want his family to know. Tom would want him admitted, and he
had the sneaking suspicion that if he were admitted to the hospital he would never be released. He could deal
with the headaches on his own.
“How about we go through a series of ten math problems before we head to the imaging center?”
“You know, math is not my thing. You should be asking Tom the questions. He’s got the brains in the

family. They’re just numbers to me.”
Darian lowered the clipboard. “How’s your brother doing? I understand ICS gave him an education
contract.”
“The Sheppard Group bought out the contract. Tom’s going to be a star!”
“That sounds great. Have you met Charles Sheppard? What do you think of him?” Darian locked his eyes
on him.
“Tom’s met him a couple of times, says he’s a straight shooter, someone who seems to care about ordinary
people. Why do you ask?”
“The Sheppard Group is a part owner in this facility. I was just wondering. I’ve never met him.” Darian
raised the clipboard. “Give me the first number that comes to your mind. Remember, it doesn’t matter if it’s
correct. I just want the first number that pops into your mind.”
Jack nodded and Darian began. “3,657 multiplied by 876....” The questions became progressively more
difficult. Darian checked off the responses as Jack correctly answered each one.
After the last question, Jack said, “I told you I’m not good at math. Did I come close to any of them?”
“It’s not important whether you got them right or wrong. I just need your first impression.”
Darian smiled and patted him on the knee, but Jack noticed that his shoulders sagged and worry crept
into his eyes like a shadow from a candle. He assumed he had answered them all wrong.
A searing pain burned through his head—another headache. It lasted only a few seconds, but he got the
unmistakable image of a barking golden lab. “Do you have a dog, Doc?”
He looked up from his notes. “No.”
***
Darian glanced at the small refrigerator tucked away in the corner of his lab. He kept one syringe of EBF202 hidden in the back. When they’d first treated Jack, he considered injecting himself as well. If he increased
his own intelligence, maybe he could discover the key to reigning in the drug. Maybe he could save Jack.
Maybe he could be useful.
Maybe, maybe, maybe....
Treating himself would have been too reckless. He had no idea how the drug would affect him, and he
remained Jack’s best chance at survival. If Jack died though, he would have no choice but to inject himself,
because Wickersham would find another patient to test EBF-202 on.
He couldn’t go through this again. He couldn’t fail again. He couldn’t be responsible for someone else
dying. If EBF-202 increased his chances of finding a cure, he would take that bet with his life. This was his
responsibility, his mess to cleanup.
He turned on music from his phone and The Who’s “Tommy” flooded the workspace. Sometimes rock
inspired him—the driving beat, the chords, the emotions behind the music—but this time, the music fell flat as
he studied the new images of Jack’s brain.
It had changed so substantially that if he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn that it was a
different brain altogether. The new video showed a denser brain with more developed creases and wrinkles in
all four lobes, increased brain branching and complex linking between brain cells, and substantially more
activity during even the simplest questioning.
Frustrated, he paced the lab. He had spent the past four months trying to develop an inhibitor for EBF202, hoping to stop it before Jack’s brain developed so much it killed him. If he couldn’t stop the drug
somehow, it would prove fatal to anyone injected with it, rendering it worse than useless.
The growth rate of Jack’s brain had slowed, but it still progressed steadily. Unsure how much longer Jack
had, Darian feared time was running out. Only one canine test subject still lived—Lassie, the golden lab. Her
body had unexpectedly rejected the drug three months ago. She now lived as the key, but Darian couldn’t
unlock the mystery. He groaned, jumped on the stationary bike, and began pedaling. He’d been studying the
dog’s blood for three months now, and nothing stood out as unique or unusual.

As sweat trickled down his face, he looked back at the refrigerator that held the extra dose of EBF-202.
Lassie’s blood contained the secret. Could he find the key before time ran out for both of them?

Vanessa studied Darian from the doorway as he pedaled hard on the stationary bike, sweat soaking his
shirt. He remained a mystery—an exciting, brilliant, funny, slightly dangerous mystery.
Usually, he attracted fun like screens attract dust. At least, he was like that when they had first started
dating. On their second date, they ended up at the boathouse in Central Pepsi Park, where they borrowed
masks from departing revelers, joined a costume party, and stayed until the sun came up. On their fourth date,
they stumbled upon an underground rock bar and spent the night.
The list continued, but had trailed off dramatically the last few months. He worried about Jack, but she
wanted the fun Darian back.
She silently swerved around a chair, slid behind him, and whispered an inch from his ear, “Hello, Doctor
Beck.”
He jumped and almost bolted off the bike. “How did you sneak in?”
She chuckled. “I borrowed a master card key from my father.” She dangled her lab coat in her hand. The
first three buttons of her white shirt were unbuttoned and her dark blue shorts ended mid-thigh, the top snap
undone. She swayed her hips and played with the open collar of her shirt. The room filled with the sweet scent
of her perfume. She knew how that fragrance drove him wild.
“You could have killed me.” He shut off the music and slowed his pace on the bike. “I might be forced to
report you to your father. Breaking into a lab is serious business.” He rolled his eyes and scowled in an
exaggerated show of indignation.
“That would be awkward, Doctor Beck. I’d hate to tell Daddy how you’ve taken advantage of his little
girl.” She batted her eyes and pursed her lips.
He smiled. “I’d be happy to talk to your father and tell him all about us. We’ll have to do it sometime soon
anyway.”
“Not now. He might kill you, and it would be a shame if you died. I have more important things planned
for you,” she said, her voice husky.
He stopped pedaling.
She nibbled his ear and blew hot air against his neck. “It’s already past midnight. I think you should take
me home.” She shot him her best pouting face, full red lips moist and inviting.
“I thought you had left for the day.” He raked a hand through his shaggy hair. “I’d love to go with you,
but I’ve got more work to finish tonight before I trudge home.”
“You work too hard. You need to have more fun.” She crossed her arms and frowned at him as if she were
the parent and he a mischievous boy. “What happened to the guy who stayed out all night?”
Darian grinned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Let’s see,” teased Vanessa. “I’ve heard the stories—the illegal gambling houses, mansions filled with
movie stars, yachts with the rich and famous. Even an unexpected trip to the Cayman Islands.”
“All exaggerations. I’m really a homebody. I never go out.”
“What about the time you ended up in the Knicks’ locker room at Madison Square Garden with two
cheerleaders?”
“Well, that one is true, but in my defense, I have no memory of how I ended up there.” He smiled

sheepishly.
“Come on, Doctor Beck, how about we go for a stroll?” She stroked the handlebars on his stationary bike
seductively.
Darian groaned.
She could tell that he fought with himself. She imagined the war waging in his mind, but his face
narrowed. She had lost this time.
“I can’t tonight. I have a date with the couch.” He jumped from the bike.
“I’m beginning to become jealous of Bessie.” Vanessa waved her hand at the empty office. “George has
gone for the day. He’s probably home with his wife and two kids.”
“George is a morning guy. He’ll be in by the time the sun comes up.” He shrugged.
“I bet he starts every day knowing he’s going to find a breakthrough.” Everyone in the research facility
was familiar with George’s sunny disposition.
“Yes, it’s very annoying.” He frowned and pointed to the video screens on his desk. “The answer is here
somewhere. I just need to find it.”
“Why are you studying two different brains? The one on the left seems normal while the one on the right
is clearly extraordinary.”
“That’s the problem. Both scans come from Jack. The left one is when we first treated him with EBF-202,
and the right is from earlier today. He answered all the advanced math questions correctly during today’s
exam. When I extrapolate that sampling to an IQ, it zooms off the charts.”
“But that’s what’s supposed to happen, right? Your drug should improve intelligence?”
“Yes, but Jack’s brain is developing so extensively, it’s causing pressure against the skull that I can’t stop.
Plus his hearing and sensitivity to light have increased. That’s unexpected, and if those changes could happen,
who knows what else is happening to him.”
He twisted his face angrily as he raked his hand through his hair. “This is all my fault. I’d change places
with him if I could.”
“But you can’t, and this isn’t all your fault. We’ve been through this dozens of times. You can only do
your best for him. Is there anything I can do to help?”
“I’ve got to figure this out.” Darian started walking her toward the door. “This is my responsibility,
although you could tell me what you’re working on. Your team has taken over the entire southern end of the
facility. Security is as tight as Fort Knox.”
“You sound jealous, Doctor Beck. You know Project Qing is highly confidential.” She smiled seductively
and lifted her hand to her open mouth. “Whoops, I wasn’t supposed to tell you the name. I might let
something else slip if you come home with me.”
Darian shook his head.
“It was worth one last shot, but I have something planned for you Friday night. It’s going to be special.
You’ll have no excuses.” She turned and strolled out of the lab, letting her hand linger on the doorframe for a
moment before she left.
“Project Qing,” Darian muttered to himself. “That name sounds oddly familiar. Where have I heard it
before?”
***
Cooper twirled a fine Swiss fountain pen in his hand with one crisp piece of cotton stationary stretched
out before him. He glanced at the latest surveillance photographs of Maggie on his computer screen and
smiled. She would be his. After all these years, she would finally be his.
He had started to write her a letter, but he paused, his imagination whirling with details of a meeting he
would soon have with her. It was a lifetime since he had spoken with her last. She will be so pleased to see me, to
finally realize the happiness only I can grant her.
He’d last seen her in person at her wedding, where he watched her from the back pew and left before the

service ended. She looked happy at the altar, but he knew she was miserable inside. How could she be
anything else—settling for a loser when she could have had him?
It was all so idiotic, so stupid of her to waste those years, but he would give her one more chance at
happiness.
Snap! He pulled himself from the daydream and glanced down at the paper. It had a jagged rip down the
center, and he’d snapped the pen cleanly in half.
---End of Special Sneak Preview of Shatter Point by Jeff Altabef--GRAB YOUR COPY OF THE FULL EBOOK HERE:

SHATTER POINT on Amazon

Many thanks to my awesome publisher, Evolved Publishing. I’m not sure where I’d be without them. And
of course my fabulous editor, Lane Diamond. I’m pretty sure the first manuscript was barely readable until he
got his hands on it and made it sparkle. I can’t thank you enough.
Also, Dale Pease did an amazing job with the cover and the rest of the illustrations. I gave him virtually
nothing to work with and he produced something special.
Lastly, I want to note that the original manuscript for Fracture Point was written in 2010 and born from
the particularly contentious midterm elections. I always meant the setting to be extreme, a warning of what
could happen to us if we didn’t fight for the American Dream. With each passing election, I worry that the
extreme future I imagined in 2010 is becoming closer to a reality. I sure hope the tide changes.
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volunteering at the Writing Center in the local community college. After years of being accused of “telling
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avid Knicks fan, he is prone to long periods of melancholy during hoops season.
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writing for those that like telling stories.
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THE GHOST KING
Red Death – Book 2
Watch for the second book in this dystopian science fiction adventure to release in the spring/summer of 2017.
For more information, please visit the Evolved Publishing website.
~~~
Aaliss and Wilky find themselves in the center of a storm. Hunted by powerful forces, will they survive
long enough to unite the three tribes against the Bloody Wolf Tribe and the Witches of the Red Raven? Can
Wilky find a way to prevent his shocking vision from becoming a reality?
The Ghost Riders hold the key and one will emerge—the Ghost King. But will he be their savior or doom?
~~~
AND....

Be sure to start with the first book in this series, RED DEATH.

GRAB YOUR COPY OF THE FULL EBOOK HERE:

RED DEATH on Amazon
~~~
What happens when everything you believed turns out to be a lie?
~~~
“The Soulless are Not Human.
To Kill in Jacob’s Name is Just.”
– The Guardians’ Sacred Motto
~~~
Every child of Eden fears the Red Death. All those afflicted with the plague die young, their souls stripped
away as punishment for ancient sins long forgotten. Seventeen-year-old Aaliss is a Guardian, a protector of
Eden, but when her rather odd younger brother, Wilky, discovers a cure to the plague, her world turns upside
down.
Branded as traitors, Aaliss and Wilky flee Eden and seek refuge beyond its boundaries and into the land
of the Soulless. Here they find a medieval world filled with witches, magic, and warrior kingdoms run by
Elders only a few years older than her.
Aaliss yearns to return home, but when her heart tugs her deeper into the world of the Soulless, she
questions everything she once believed. Has her soul been taken? Will she and Wilky fall victim to the Red
Death, or might they die sooner in the center of a battle that threatens to tear the Soulless world apart? Or...
might Aaliss finally find, against all odds, what her heart has yearned for all along?
~~~
AND....

Don’t miss the full, multiple award-winning, bestselling YA Fantasy Thriller series, CHOSEN.

GRAB YOUR COPY OF THE FULL SERIES HERE:

The CHOSEN Series on Amazon
~~~
Book 1: WIND CATCHER
Lies. Betrayal. Destiny. A choice that changes everything.
My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I am special. I see visions and hear voices, and I have no idea what
they mean.
When someone murders medicine men in my sleepy Arizona town, I can’t help but worry my crazy
grandfather is involved. He’s a medicine man and more than a just a little eccentric. He likes to tell me stories
about the Great Wind Spirit and Coyote, but none of it makes any sense. I thought I knew the truth, but in
order to clear his name I dive into his alien world and uncover an ancient secret society formed over two
hundred years ago to keep me safe—me! And I can’t help but to start to wonder whether there’s some truth to
those old stories my grandfather has been telling me.
I just want to be an average sixteen-year-old girl, but apparently I’ve never been average. Could never be
average. I didn’t know it before, but I’m a Chosen, and those voices I’ve been hearing... well, they’re not just
“voices.” I’ve started to develop abilities, but they might not be enough. A powerful entity called a Seeker is
hunting me and he’s close—really close.
I thought I knew the answers but truth is, I don’t. Betrayed by those I love, I must choose to run or risk
everything in order to fulfill my destiny. I hope I make the right choice. Don’t you?
~~~
Book 2: BRINK OF DAWN
They walk among us as if they’re gods.
Only we know what they are.
Only we know to fear them.
And only we can defeat them.
My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I barely escaped my sleepy Arizona town alive. A Seeker almost
murdered me. Lucky for me, I killed him first. I thought that was my test—that was my destiny—but it seems
as though fate isn’t done with me yet.
I’m a Chosen, a human-alien hybrid. There are three others like me, each with different abilities. I have to
find them, and all I have to go on is a weird symbol, and a location—New York City. Hopefully my best friend
Troy and I can figure out the rest once we get there.
An alien race is plotting to enslave the world, and only the Chosen can stop them. We’ll have to kill their
leader before he kills us. We’ll all be tested, our flaws exposed. Each one of us will learn what, or who, we
really care about, and we’ll have to decide whether to fulfill our destiny... or run.

Those helping us have told me I’m the Alpha and only I can lead the others, but how can I trust these
people I’ve never met? I don’t know much about my powers or my potential, buy I do know one thing—I’ll do
anything to stop these aliens. I will not give up. Even if I die trying.
~~~
Book 3: SCORCHED SOULS
Survival is not enough.
Alliances will be formed.
Loyalties tested.
A choice made.
My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone and I’m not just a Chosen, I’m the Alpha... and the fate of Earth rests in
my hands.
When I finally met the Prime Elector, he wasn’t anything like I expected. He was supposed to be our
mortal enemy, a monster I needed to destroy to fulfill my destiny, yet he was nothing like that—he’s young,
brilliant, and looks like an angel.
Caught in the middle of a conflict between two ancient foes, which threatens to rip Earth apart, I must do
what is right at all costs. To choose my fate, and Earth’s future, I will need to navigate a new path, form
unlikely alliances, and solve ancient mysteries forgotten for centuries.
Yet I cannot do it alone. Will the other Chosen follow me? Do I have the strength to make the right choice,
or will the people of Earth be enslaved for all time?
~~~
AND....

We hope you loved Fracture Point as much as we did, and that you’ll take a moment to post your heartfelt
review at whatever retail site you purchased it. Your reviews are so important to what we do as a small
independent press, and to our authors, of course.

And... be sure to check out the full catalog of our great Mysteries and Thrillers (just some of which are
pictured) at the link below:
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