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PLATH

I should destroy this. There’s no such thing as secure data. Once a thing is written it will somehow escape. But I can’t. I never knew my father wrote anything about himself.

Mr. Stern recovered this from a laptop my father once used. A long time ago, now. Or seems a long time ago to me.

This was his story. Mine, too, though at the time I understood almost nothing of what was happening. But this is how … well, it’s at least part of how everything began.

My father, Grey McLure. Burnofsky. Lear. Even Caligula. It’s all here. And I could trash can it all, wipe it clean. Except that these are my father’s words, and he’s talking about my mother and my brother. And he’s talking about me. And I find now that every word is infinitely precious.

Soon secrecy won’t matter. Soon very little will matter. But love will matter as long as anything. And I loved my dad.

I am Plath. My enemies have come to fear that name, and I revel in their dread.

But once I was just Sadie. Sadie, who loved her dad.





ONE

I am not a brave man.

I am not well armored against fear. Fear now rules my world, or perhaps I should say fears plural, unless you believe that all fears are only one fear, the big one, the fear of death.

I don’t believe that. To me, fear is granular. Fear is specific. Each fear has its own smell and taste, its own picture and face.

The great fear for me now is not death. The great fear is madness. The death of a creature smaller than the periods on this page can drag me down, helpless, like being sucked into a whirlpool.

I fear that madness. I fear it so badly that I shake from it as I write this.

The things I have seen. The things I have seen. And touched, though not with my own hands.

We live in a series of comforting illusions, beginning with the illusion that we are a human; a singular, separate, and discrete object called a human. We say, “That’s a man, or that’s a woman,” and we mean only the parts that are undeniably human, and not any of the bits and pieces that live on or in that human.

We are not, any of us, a singular object. We are an ecosystem. We are a Brazilian rain forest of life.

Some of us may understand this intellectually; we may hear the statistics about how we have more bacterial cells within us than strictly human cells. We may even make a disgusted face when we hear that fact. But that kind of fact? A bit of math? A line of data? That’s nothing to give a sane man sweaty nightmares. That’s nothing to twist his every notion of reality.

There are facts, and there is truth, and the two are not always quite the same. Facts are dry. The truth is sometimes soaked in blood.

My wife is dying. Her name is Birgid. Mine is Grey. Grey McLure.

Our son, Stone, is trying to play the stoic, and maybe he really is able to master his emotions, I don’t know. I’ve never been a great father to him. I don’t know him as well as I should. What is he now, thirteen? Hah, I’m not sure unless I do the math. Yes, thirteen. I should know that.

I’m closer in some ways to my daughter, Sadie. She’s only twelve, on the verge of becoming a woman, an old soul, a smart, perceptive girl who watches her mother waste away and demands to know why.

Why is this happening?

Sadie is angry, looking for someone to blame.

Both kids are old enough to understand about cancer, but their understanding is almost poetic. Cancer as demon. Cancer as foe. But they have not seen what I have seen. They have not touched it. They have not walked on the surface of that tumor. They have not seen the capillaries turning to the tumor like flowers turning to the sun.

The capillaries welcome the tumor, did you know that? My wife’s own body, her own blood vessels, feed the monster within. Like slaves rushing to a murderous master. It’s an act of self-destruction, cancer is. It is the body’s own mindless suicide.

And you may think you grasp that, but like my children, you see it only in the abstract. It’s an idea to you. It’s a dry fact. But it is not yet truth for you.

Walk on the surface of a tumor and then …

I created the technology. I created it, you see, but I am not a brave man and never wanted to use it. I thought it was a job I could outsource. I thought there was time.

My great work. My brilliant work. It opened up a whole new world for me. A world of madness and terror and red, red truth.

“The Armstrongs won’t budge on biological,” Karl Burnofsky said. We were in his kitchen. Burnofsky had a daughter named Carla, a little older than Sadie, younger than Stone, I think. Carla—a terrible name for a little girl, I thought. Karl was brilliant, a true genius. But not very imaginative when it came to things like naming children.

His wife had left him long ago, and he’d raised Carla in his own fashion: a grubby apartment that stank of cigarettes and whiskey. He could afford better; he worked for Armstrong Fancy Gifts, and they paid him well. He just didn’t care.

So his kitchen was a dimly lit maple table like something one’s grandparents might own, and greasy drapes filtering gray light from the air shaft outside, and dishes in the sink and a trash can overflowing with Starbucks cups and takeout containers. The whole place smelled of ashes, trash, and good whiskey.

Despite (or perhaps because of) his bad habits, Burnofsky was all loose skin over jagged bones. Not an ounce of fat. His daughter was pretty without being beautiful and had striking blue eyes. Her father’s eyes, I suppose, though his were bleached-out and bleary. It was impossible to imagine a young Burnofsky. He was probably my age but looked twenty years older. We’d known each other for years, worked together at times.

“There really are Armstrongs at Armstrong Fancy Gifts?” I asked. He’d told me before, but the ins and outs of a company that made souvenir snow globes and such didn’t interest me.

“Oh, there are Armstrongs, all right,” Burnofsky said. He smirked and seemed about to say more, but stopped himself. He lit a cigarette and shoved his chair back so he could lean his elbows on the table. There was a bottle of Macallan 12 between us. Burnofsky always had good booze. “I thought I might be able to get some supplemental funding for your biologicals approach. Not happening.”

I sprang my big surprise on him. “Turns out I don’t need it.”

He had Gandalf eyebrows, and they rose an inch. “You found a financial angel?”

I nodded. “Yep. They’ll own twenty percent of McLure Labs, and thirty percent of Meldcon sales, but they have deep pockets. And they’ll let me buy them out down the road.”

Meldcon was the reason anyone wanted a piece of me. It was a genetically engineered medicine that could be added to other meds to cause them to bind closely with bacteria. It was the next big weapon in the war on bacteria.

Burnofsky seemed irritated by my news and hid it poorly behind a drag on his cigarette. Then he shrugged and poured us each an inch of the Scotch. We drank to McLure Labs and financial angels.

“I have some news of my own,” Burnofsky said. “Looks like I solved the power storage issue.”

At that point we both whipped out our tablets, and the conversation devolved into pure tech-speak. Burnofsky was building something he called a “nanobot,” a very tiny machine he proposed to use in medical research, a tool that would allow us actually to enter the human body without incisions. Sort of like a laparoscopic camera but much smaller and thus able to go places where no long tube would reach. At that point his models were about the size of a grain of sand—bigger than he wanted them to be. Why the Armstrong Fancy Gifts Corporation should be interested in such a thing I did not know. And Burnofsky’s work was not some poorly funded hobby. Hundreds of millions of dollars were being poured into it.

I was naïve in those days. I fell for the innocuous name and never so much as Googled the company. I could have easily discovered that Armstrong Fancy Gifts had gone way beyond the ubiquitous airport gift shop chain they still owned.

“Once we solve the comm issues we’ll have functioning nanobots,” Karl said in summarizing our little kitchen table geek-fest.

“I thought you were pleased with what you’d done on that.”

“Mmm,” he said, nodded, and took a drink. “But I want more range. I want a kilometer.”

That brought me up short. There was no conceivable manufacturing or medical use for nanobots that would require communicating with them over that kind of distance.

“Why so much? Even in some exotic medical application you can always just arm the patient with a signal repeater. A one-meter range would be more than enough. The power demands go up astronomically if you want a one-kilometer range.”

He changed the subject then. And I would have normally reflected on that moment and seen very quickly what was being contemplated. But that was the night I came home late, smelling of smoke and booze, and crawled into bed to find Birgid crying.

That was the night she told me about her lab results.

“Is Mom going to die?” That was Stone’s question.

Sadie’s question was, “How soon will she die?”

Want to know why Sadie posed it that way? Because even then she was a thoughtful person, and she had already absorbed the fact that all of us die. Her question was specific. It assumed death and asked for a date.

Later that night Sadie came to me in my library. Birgid was upstairs getting ready for bed. Stone was watching TV.

“I looked it up on the Internet,” Sadie said.

I didn’t need to ask what she had looked up.

“There are all kinds of treatments. But none of them work, do they?” She was calm. Not emotionless, but calm.

“Not very well, no,” I admitted.

She had just started developing the freckles she would keep from then on. They seemed inconsistent somehow with her solemn expression.

“You have to not worry about me and Stone,” she said. “You just have to help Mommy.”

“I’m going to do everything I can to help Mommy,” I said. “You know, your dad is a scientist. This is what I do.”

That sounded very hollow, and Sadie must have thought so, too, because she ignored it.

“Take care of Mommy,” she reiterated. “I’ll take care of Stone.”

I smiled. “And who takes care of you?”

“I take care of me,” she said.





TWO

After that first trip inside, I couldn’t touch Birgid.

I loved her with all my heart, or at least as much as I am capable of loving anyone, but I couldn’t touch her. I could barely stand to be in the same room with her.

The whole world around me was alien. I was alien. My God, I thought: I must never go inside myself like that, or I wouldn’t be able to go on living.

The disorientation was like nothing you can imagine.

You cannot unsee once you’ve seen.

I wondered if my extreme reaction was unique to me, but my biot tech, Donna, later had the same experience. Worse in some ways. She stopped coming to work, and later, after it all went down and I sent my security chief, Stern, to see what had happened to her, he said he’d found her in her apartment, rocking back and forth and making sounds like a cat purring.

Of course, she had lost her biot, and we didn’t know then what that meant.

Stern reported to me on what he’d found. Her carpeting had all been ripped up off the floor and tossed into her backyard. There was plastic over everything. There was Purell everywhere. She had a box of respirator masks and was wearing two, one on top of the other.

She had wrapped her hands in Ziploc bags secured with duct tape.

She had shaved all the hair off her head, face, and body.

By that point I understood. But it was too late to help her.

My financial angel invested a billion dollars in McLure Labs. They invested in me, in Meldcon, in a promising antiviral agent we were testing, and in the fact that I had attracted half of the best young minds in biotech and genetic engineering.

They knew nothing about the little side project I’d earlier hoped would get AFGC support. I had become fascinated by Karl’s work on miniaturized machines—nanobots. And I began to wonder if a biological solution might not be superior. Not a tiny machine, but a tiny creature.

Needless to say, I had to obscure what I was doing. It is illegal to create new life-forms, new species. And yet, that’s what I proposed to do. It would cost a fortune and take years just to get FDA approval even to begin such a venture, and the oversight and regulation might be crippling.

So I had gone ahead on my own. With every possible safeguard. The new species would be incapable of reproduction: that was the greatest safeguard. Each biot—that was the name I stuck with—had to be grown by man. Grown in a lab. I hoped to program them to perform limited functions—to move within the body and cut away blood clots, for example, or to attack tumors by delivering chemotherapy directly on-site.

I had no idea then what would happen. I will go to my grave saying that I had no idea the goddamned things would be linked to their creators. I had no idea of the madness that would follow.

When I learned of Birgid’s cancer diagnosis, I handled it admirably. I was sympathetic, of course. I made optimistic noises. I talked of fighting it with her. But I am a man of science, so I quickly researched the survival numbers for her particular lung cancer at this particular stage. And the fact is, she would be dead in a year.

She had access to those same numbers, Birgid, and she was not a fool.

“We need to plan,” Birgid said. “For when … The kids, we need to plan, you know.… It’s not fair to them.… Jesus, I never even smoked.”

She didn’t cry. I did.

“I may have a way,” I said. “My God, look what I do for a living, I have the resources.… I can try at least.”

“Try,” Birgid said. But she didn’t believe I could do it. She did not believe I could defeat the tumor before it spread and killed her. She was always a practical person. She was … She was everything that mattered to me in the world.

Oh, that’s a lie, isn’t it? Everything that mattered? My children mattered. But my pride mattered, too, and I would be damned if I’d be beaten by some tumor. I was Grey McLure, young genius, rich, handsome, admired, and this kind of thing didn’t happen to men like me.

The next day I went to the lab and started. I assembled my best and brightest, pulled them off other projects, drafted them into my quest to perfect the ultimate cancer killer: the biot.

We had recently made significant advances in what we inelegantly called “Mix-n-Match DNA.” Using very sophisticated computer programs, we could predict with a great degree of accuracy the results of combining strands of DNA from different animals.

Our first thought experiment was called Merman. It was a reference to the classic movie The Cabin in the Woods. We were able to use Mix-n-Match to combine human DNA with elements of sturgeon and codfish. Of course we didn’t create an actual Merman, but we could have. With a few more tweaks we could have created an actual one, a human/fish hybrid with functioning gills and a fish’s tail. It could have survived in cold water. It would have been mentally impaired and be nearly blind, but still.…

We didn’t. But we thought about it. I remember an after-work party, someone’s birthday, I suppose. I remember sitting at some bar with Donna, Jasmine, and Prim, and talking about it. About the whole playing God, Frankenstein thing. Another few beers and who knows?

Now, though, it was not fun and games. Now I was enlisting my people in a criminal enterprise. They couldn’t resist the lure of the research any more than I could, and the scientists who balked at crossing those lines? I gave them other work.

I was also defrauding my financial angel, who expected me to be doing useful work.

The biot would be useful, if it worked, but useless, too, since its very existence had to be concealed. If it worked, we would have a tool of amazing power … that no one could ever know about.

It was Jasmine who said, “Dr. McLure, could we not give the creature something analogous to a stinger, or snake’s tooth, some capacity to carry a drug or even an acid of some type to use against the tumor?”

And that’s why we brought in cobras to supply us with DNA.

It was then that a couple of things fell into place. Because of course I realized that if the biot could be designed in such a way as to deliver drugs, well, why not actual venom? Why not bacteria? The biot, in short, could be weaponized.

Which I realized in a flash was what Burnofsky must be doing with his nanobots. That was why he wanted a one-kilometer range. It wasn’t necessary if what you were doing was sending nanobots to kill tumors. But it might be very useful if you were sending them to kill.

I invited Burnofsky to dinner.

“Birgid, you are looking beautiful,” Burnofsky said. He took her hand and kissed it, old school, and he made it work. He was a wreck of a human being, but he could elevate his game on occasion. And he liked Birgid. He was jealous of our happiness, but not in any malicious way.

Birgid took his coat. If I remember, this would have been December, just before Christmas. Stone and Sadie had gone to visit their grandparents for a few days.

Carla was not with Karl. I asked after her.

“Oh, she’s actually got a job, believe it or not.”

“A job? She’s just a teenager, isn’t she?” Birgid asked.

“Oh, it’s a little internship sort of thing at Armstrong.”

“Making snow globes?” I asked, trying to sound witty but ending up seeming churlish.

“Something like that,” Karl said. “What smells good?”

Birgid smiled. She had not lost her smile. At this point she’d been through two surgeries and one round of chemo. So her blonde hair was short, having just started to grow back. A close observer would have noticed a hollowness around her eyes. A very close observer might have noticed that she moved with more care than she once had, a physical caution. She was a woman who had learned that the world is not a soft and welcoming place, but a place of sharp edges and petty humiliations.

But still, she smiled.

“I made something I found in a Gordon Ramsay cookbook,” she said. “It’s a sort of shepherd’s pie. Comfort food. As cold as it is, I felt something comforting would be …” She faltered, shrugged, and finished with “… comforting.”

There was a flicker of sympathy in Burnofsky’s rheumy eyes. He knew, of course, that she had cancer. And he knew that I was desperate to use my biots to save her.

We drank some wine. We ate. We talked banalities of politics and sports and some show at the Met and some lecture at the Y. Birgid told a story about how Sadie had fought for the right to say “crap” at school. (Sadie won the point; she usually does.)

Then Birgid grew tired. Her endurance was coming back, but she was still very easily tired. She left the “gentlemen” to our whiskey, like something out of Downton Abbey.

“Why a kilometer, Karl?” I asked.

He nodded. “I was wondering when you’d ask about that.”

“You’re weaponizing nanotechnology,” I accused him bluntly.

He didn’t deny it. He didn’t admit it. He just said, “And you’re violating at least three separate laws, Grey.”

“You know why,” I said. “What you’re doing—”

“Is dangerous?” he supplied. “But creating new life-forms isn’t?”

“They’re neutered, incapable of reproduction,” I pointed out.

“The gray-goo scenario isn’t the only danger,” he countered. The gray-goo scenario was the nightmare scare story of nanotechnology: What if nanotech biots or nanobots were capable of reproducing? Their numbers would grow quickly from a handful to thousands to millions to billions. They would obliterate the planet.

“No, it isn’t the only danger,” I said. “Have you considered the possibility that these things could be used to kill?”

“Crude,” he sniffed.

“Or they could be used to …” I hesitated, seeing anticipation in his eyes. He wanted me to guess.

I frowned. What was he thinking of? What was Armstrong up to? But I came up with nothing and fell back on assassination.

“You can’t let your research be turned into a weapon,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because it’s wrong. Because in the wrong hands it could create chaos. Paranoia.” I waved my hand in the air in a gesture meant to suggest chaos.

“Are mine the wrong hands?” He held out his hands, bony fingers covered in loose parchment skin.

“No one should have that power,” I said, sounding self-righteous.

He leaned forward, and I saw something hard and pitiless in his eyes that I don’t think I had ever noticed before. “Don’t be naïve, Grey. Don’t be a goddamn child, you’re too intelligent for that. No technology stays secret, and anything that can be weaponized is weaponized. Just as your little creations will be.”

“No. They don’t even have the potential for that.” But of course I was already thinking of how we’d given the biots the capacity to deliver drugs on-site. Was there anything stopping us from filling that venom sac with some sort of poisonous biological agent?

My God, we could deliver resistant bacteria … viruses … radioactive isotopes.…

My thoughts, dark and terrible thoughts, must have shown on my face.

“And thus the veil is torn from the eyes of the great idealist,” Burnofsky mocked me.

After that we exchanged the occasional e-mail. But we have met only once after.





THREE

What I carefully did not tell Burnofsky was that while he struggled with his efforts to achieve long-distance nanobot communications, we had accidentally solved the problem.

“Dr. McLure.”

“Yes?”

“Dr. McLure.” Donna. She’d been with me forever, since we were study partners back at Stanford. She was an active type, unlike me, she loved surfing and go-cart racing and even skydived on occasion. She was a perpetually tan, smiling, bright-eyed woman with a first-class mind. She insisted on calling me by my full title and also on my calling her by her first name, as if to emphasize that I was her employer. It made me uncomfortable.

She was an unnatural white that day, though. Her eyes seemed glazed, as if she was drunk, and for a moment I thought she must be. She was panting, as if out of breath.

“I did something I … It was a … Oh, God.”

I had been leaning over to read from a data table on my monitor. I turned to her now, giving her all my attention. “What’s the matter?”

She made a strange face then, somewhere between pride and tears. She was afraid, but not sure if she should be. “I supplied donor cells.”

We were only using donor cells for one thing: as the raw material for biots. Since the human genome was so well mapped, it could now be treated almost as a sort of circuit board—plug in something new, turn off something old.

The donor cells we’d used were all from a tissue lab. The samples came from … well, at that point we didn’t know where the cells had come from. They were just something you ordered, no different than ordering office supplies.

“You used one of your own cells?” I frowned. It was a violation of protocol, but shouldn’t really be an issue. “Why?”

“It was … a hunch. Just a hunch. I wanted to … and, oh, God, it worked!” She bit her lip, looked right at me, and then right through me. “I can see. I can see through its eyes. I’m seeing right now.”

“Are you saying—”

“It’s like picture in picture, but the edges are indistinct. At first I didn’t understand. Then I realized what I was seeing: glass, in extreme magnification. I was seeing through the biot’s eyes.”

I just froze. Part of me was arguing that as her boss, as the one responsible for this company, for this research, for this desperate search for a means to save Birgid, that I should be yelling or disciplining.

But I was never much of a boss. I am a scientist. I have spent my life looking for answers. Well, here was a possible answer. A breakthrough of truly epic proportions.

And part of me guessed that Donna would never have broken protocol except for her desperation to help me save Birgid.

So all I said was, “Show me.”

We ran across the lab, a fact that drew others behind us like the tail of a comet. Donna had the biot isolated and ready to go under the scanning electron microscope.

“We need a test,” I said, looking around me, as if the answer were scrawled on a wall or tabletop somewhere. “We place something in the dish with the biot. Some kind of sample. Something … And we don’t tell you, Donna. A quick-and-dirty single blind. Step out of the room. Go to your office.”

She went, and the rest of the team and I decided to place a bit of tissue sample on the glass dish in close proximity to the biot. This took a while. But finally, we were ready. I dialed Donna’s phone and said, “Okay, we’ve placed an—”

“Mesothelial cells,” Donna said without hesitation. “My God, you would not believe it. You would not believe it.”

We ran to Donna’s office. She was staring into middle space, smiling. Smiling at something none of us could see.

“It’s monochromatic. Just like an SEM. But I can see everything. I can see the clearly delineated cell wall, the nucleus … One of them is in the beginning stage of mitosis. I can see the mitochondria.”

She went on like that for a while, naming parts of the cell as if we were a high school biology class.

“She might have guessed we’d use a tissue sample,” one of the staff, Prim—Dr. Primyantha—said.

“What, I’m cheating?” Donna demanded.

“No, no, no, of course not. But Dr. Prim is right: Let’s try something else, just to confirm for skeptical minds.”

So Dr. Prim went to find something unexpected to place in the dish with Donna’s biot while the rest of us sat or perched and chatted excitedly.

“Jesus Christ!” Donna yelled suddenly, and shot up out of her chair. “Goddamn it! Prim!”

Dr. Prim returned to Donna’s office, and Donna threw the remains of a muffin at him.

“What?” he demanded.

“It’s a fly’s head,” Donna said disgustedly. “It’s as big as a goddamn house, Prim. Have you ever seen a fly face-to-face? It’s the size of a fucking whale!”

“Describe it for the record,” I said.

“I’m not looking at it,” she said.

“Wait. What do you mean, you’re not looking at it? Biot eyes are fixed forward.”

And that was how we discovered that we could do more than see through biot eyes. We could move them. In fact, we could control a biot’s movement as easily as we could move a finger.

In the next week we created two new biots. Dr. Prim had one and his graduate student, Mitch McGovern, another.

Mitch had the same experience Donna described. He had a sort of picture-in-picture view through the biot’s eyes. He could move the biot as easily as he could move his own feet.

We began to test the biot’s capabilities. Its speed and endurance. Its range.

If we had been following a normal protocol, this stage would have consumed months if not years. But I didn’t have a lot of time. Birgid’s health was failing. The cancer was metastasizing, popping up not just in her lungs now but in her esophagus and brain.

The surgeons could remove some of these new tumors, but until the monster in her lungs was killed, the cancer would just keep coming back.

Time was short.

So Mitch’s biot was placed in a human body. We were looking for ways in. Looking for ways to enter the human body safely. Eyes, ears, nose, throat, urinary tract were all suggested. But the most obvious solution was injection close to the site of the tumor.

But first, a human trial, however truncated. One of the lab techs volunteered to be the test body, so to speak. She would have the biot injected into her bloodstream, with hopes that our biot astronaut would be able to navigate to the lungs.

Mitch’s biot was tagged with a radioactive isotope, placed in a sterile solution, and drawn up into a hypodermic needle. Mitch is a funny guy, and a voluble one, so he gave us a running commentary. It was all very strange. He sat on a high stool at one of the lab tables and described what was happening to his biot one floor down.

But very soon the witty banter got a bit strained. It was obvious that the experience was disturbing to him. A ring of sweat spread from his armpits. The description became more disjointed and repetitive.

“It’s like … Fired out of a cannon. Jesus. You feel … Okay, let me try to organize my observations a little better. What I am seeing is a … I don’t know. The context is all, I mean, it’s hard without a sense of scale.”

I didn’t want to press him. I figured he would calm down after a while and become more objective.

“It’s a billion flat little rocks, like I’m in an avalanche. Blood cells. Fuck me!”

“Can you—”

“Like pulling onto a freeway and everyone’s driving ninety.” Then, “Jesus! What is that?”

“What are you seeing?” Donna asked, becoming impatient. “Just give—”

“It’s moving! It’s moving! I mean, under its own power. It’s like … I … It’s like some kind of monster. Hah. I know. But Jesus, if you were seeing it.”

“Mitch, you’re in no danger. Just tell us what you’re observing.”

“I am observing the hell out of something that looks like a very large wad of snot. And it’s moving. It, like, oozes out a string of snot and then starts reeling it back in, and it moves. Like a snail, but not as … Oh my God. It’s a lymphocyte.”

A white blood cell, though they aren’t strictly confined to the blood.

“It’s identified you as an invader,” I said.

“It’s going to kill me!”

“Is it fast enough to—”

“Screw you, snotwad. Hah! I’m way too fast. Something’s on me.”

“The lymphocyte?” Donna asked.

“No, it’s … Smaller stuff, like tiny little gray sponges. Much smaller. They’re like, touching me, then rolling off.”

“Immunoglobulin,” I said. “Antibodies. The immune system is attacking the biot.”

“Okay, now I’m seeing a different tissue. The walls are narrower around me, like a smaller tunnel, like, whoa. Whoa.”

I glanced at the monitor that showed the radioactive tag of the biot against a schematic of the human body.

“You should be approaching the lungs. You’ll be seeing the oxygen exchange. Amazing opportunity.” That from Donna. She was jealous.

But Mitch wasn’t listening. “One of them has me. I didn’t see it. It’s got me. Tendrils like snakes. I … I think it has me good. Shit, here’s another one.”

I bent lower and looked right into his eyes and said, “Hey. Don’t worry about it. We should have expected an immune response.”

“How do I make it stop?” he asked.

I laughed. “I think our human subject has a nice, robust immune system. I’m not sure we would want to stop it. Come on, let it go.”

Let it go.

I was a fool.

“How?” Mitch asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t turn it off, Dr. McLure. I can’t stop seeing. I can’t …”

A cold chill crawled up my spine.

“You’ll just have to discipline yourself not to notice,” I said, knowing it was the wrong answer.

“The lymphocytes may kill the biot, which would solve your problem,” Donna remarked.

That was about three o’clock in the afternoon.

At four the next morning Mitch McGovern leapt from the fifth-floor window of his apartment building in Brooklyn.

The EMTs found him still alive. His last words, as best they could make them out, were cryptic.

“Ripped me apart,” he said. “Oh, God.”

While that was happening, though, I was holding Birgid’s head as she choked over the toilet bowl. She was wracked by violent coughing. The water in the bowl was red.

The noise, or perhaps just some instinct, woke Sadie. She came in wearing a nightgown.

“Go to bed, sweetheart,” I said. “Go back to bed.”

There were tears streaming down my cheeks. I didn’t want her to see me cry. I didn’t want her to see her mother spraying blood like some horror-movie victim.

She ignored me. Sadie did that, back then. Nowadays, too. Instead of leaving she found a scrunchie and used it to gather her mother’s hair into a ponytail.

Then I left Sadie to hold her mother’s head. I went to my library and poured a drink and swallowed it.

Time was running out.





FOUR

“Mommy is going to die soon,” Sadie said.

She had come to me in my library. She sat on my lap. I drank whiskey, moving my arm around her, and couldn’t help but bring the glass close to her face.

I wanted her to leave me alone. I was stressed. I thought I was as stressed as I could be without having a stroke. But at that point I didn’t even know that Mitch had killed himself.

“I’m doing my best, Sadie,” I said.

“I know,” she said. And she wanted more from me, some comfort, some sentiment. Some … She wanted me to tell her it wouldn’t happen. I couldn’t do that. Worse, I didn’t want to because I was suffering, and some dark part of me wanted everyone to suffer along with me.

These are not good things for me to remember. I don’t like the man who sat there drinking whiskey and barely paying attention to his distraught daughter. Ever since then I have tried to make up for that moment and others like it.

I think Sadie has forgiven me. I have not forgiven myself.

“Okay, Birgid, we’re going to give you twilight sedation. You’ll be conscious, though you may fall asleep.”

We did it in my lab. Donna and me, with Marty and Prim helping out. We needed to know if we could reach the tumor. Then we could figure out what to do about it. But step one was to see if we could reach it without being thwarted by the body’s immune response.

“I fall asleep a lot,” Birgid said. “But I’m interested, so … I’ll proba …” The drug hit her, and her eyes fluttered. She tried to say something but ended up just smiling a beautiful, bashful smile.

It tore a hole in me, that smile. I loved her. I didn’t want to live if she couldn’t.

“Did anyone ever hear from Mitch?” I asked.

“He hasn’t picked up,” Dr. Prim said. “He missed football night.”

“You mean soccer,” I said.

“Football,” Dr. Prim insisted. “It is properly called football in the civilized world.” It was an old joke between us.

“Let me send at least one of my biots with you,” Donna insisted.

“You shouldn’t even have biots,” I said, not angry, just making the point that she had gone outside of protocol. So had I, but I was the boss.

I saw through my biot’s eyes. But all I had seen so far was the glass and plastic of the crèche.

“Intubate,” I told Prim.

Prim was the only one with the medical background to perform the procedure. It’s the kind of thing done in emergency rooms all the time, but I was still nervous. It involves using a laryngoscope, a tool specifically designed to guide a plastic tube through the mouth, down the throat and trachea, to the top of the lungs.

Birgid moved restlessly. Normally a person being intubated would be completely out, but that’s a riskier thing. We were not a hospital.

“Relax, sweetheart. Relax, let it happen. You’ve had it done before. Just relax into it.”

She calmed then, and I took her hand and squeezed it.

We secured the tube and began the transfer of my biot to a long flexible probe. We pushed the probe down as far as we dared. An inch is a long way for a biot.

“Can you see anything?” Donna asked me eagerly.

“Just the plastic wall around me.” There wasn’t much of interest in that. I managed the short hop from probe to the tube wall. “Okay, I’m clear.”

I kept my hold on Birgid’s hand as my intrepid biot began to walk toward the lung.

Her breathing was slowed, but it was still a powerful breeze. The biot is low to the ground so doesn’t provide much wind resistance, but still I worried that I’d be picked up like a kitten in a tornado. The wind would be in my “face.” Then it would pause and change direction. I learned to hold on tight when the wind was against me, then race along with it at my back.

I saw the opening ahead.

The very first thing that came to mind was Willy Wonka. I was stepping out of what felt to me like a huge, long tunnel, into an eerie wonderland. We had no color capacity in those early days, so everything I saw was in shades of gray or sepia. But still …

The cells were densely packed, both hairy cells—those with waving cilia like something you might see on a coral reef—and fat round secreting cells that oozed with mucus. There were strands of mucus stretched out like Silly String.

Trapped in the mucus were all manner of exotic particles: dust, pollen, and yes, bacteria, no bigger to my biot eyes than tennis balls.

It was stunning.

“Oh,” I said. “Oh … wow.” Not an original thing to say, but it was beyond words.

Yet I could take thousands and thousands of words to describe the bizarre, disturbing trip I took down the endless black canyons of Birgid’s lungs. The trip from entry point to the tumor was no more than four centimeters, yet it took hours. There were many blind alleys. There was much reversing of course as Donna and Marty carefully mapped my progress. We had realized from the start that getting back out could be a problem. The lung is like a sponge, a mass of air sacs, each expanding and shrinking as breath came and went.

But in truth I can barely summon up images of all the strange wonders. Because my memory is so filled with what happened next.

I found the tumor.

I felt it before I found it. I realize that sounds unscientific, there’s no explanation for the growing sense of menace that filled me with dread as I approached it.

The first sign was a single tendril reaching down one of the vents. It was like a fat, black slug pulsating beneath my feet.

I knew immediately what it was. I knew I had at last seen the enemy.

I followed that tendril. It soon became more than a single tendril. It seemed to spread around all sides of the tunnel, as if I were walking into a snake pit. Soon I could no longer avoid stepping on it.

I became aware then of the capillaries feeding blood to it, fresh, oxygenated blood, the Frisbee-shaped cells pushing their way through translucent tubes to feed the monster.

For monster it was.

I reached a place then where the air sac and tunnel architecture became disturbed and irregular. It looked as if some beast had torn at it. Mucus oozed over ripped edges.

Individual cancer cells, oh, how innocuous they seemed, just lying there. They reminded me of the dried blowfish you find in a cheap seaside tourist shop. They looked almost like toys. Lymphocytes slithered slowly, launching pointless attacks on the loose cells, the cells that wanted to spread throughout the rest of Birgid’s lungs and body.

As I watched I would see them sometimes rise on the eternal breeze, be blown a few feet (micrometers, in reality.) I saw a cell explode under pressure from a lymphocyte. But there were a million more.

I traveled across the ravaged landscape and felt the pulse of a great artery shaking my biot legs, causing the pictures in my head to wobble.

The tumor was wrapped around that artery, and now, suddenly, looking up through strangely open space, I saw it.

“What do you see, Dr. McLure? What do you see?” Donna pressed.

I had stopped narrating. I don’t know how long I was silent. They told me later it was minutes. It might have been hours for all I knew.

“What do you see, Doctor?”

I never answered. I couldn’t answer. I’m a scientist, not a philosopher. There are no words truly to describe what I saw there, looming above me, huge and implacable. Science does a poor job of conveying deep truths. Our vocabularies are dry and passionless.

So I couldn’t answer, because only one word, one ancient and unscientific word could begin to describe the monster that was murdering my wife: evil.

“Do you see over yonder, friend Sancho, thirty or forty hulking giants? I intend to do battle with them and slay them.”

That’s from Don Quixote, the mad knight-errant who mistook windmills for giants.

I was a mad knight that day. I saw the giant and it was no windmill. I attacked it with tiny blades and droplets of acid and I carried the radioactive seeds and shoved them into the tumor.

I watched cancer cells burn and die.

Like Quixote, I attacked. But unlike the great poet knight, I was not mad. I could not deceive myself that I had won.

My creation was small enough to reach the tumor, and too small to kill it. Maybe six months earlier. Maybe if I’d been quicker. Maybe if I’d insisted she go to the doctor months earlier.

Maybe.

A man can torture himself to madness with maybes.





FIVE

I had Birgid’s mother come to take care of her and the kids.

I ran away. I flew to a beach in Mexico and drank tequila. I drank until I passed out. When I woke, I was back in my hotel. Someone had taken my clothes away, and almost the first thing I remembered, just as the blinding pain hit my head, was that I had soiled myself.

A nurse appeared and mutely handed me a pair of vitamin pills and two ibuprofen. I gulped them down with two bottles of water.

Then I fell back onto the bed.

“Who are you?” I slurred.

“Consuela,” she answered. She spoke good but heavily accented English, for which I was grateful. My head was in no shape to form Spanish words.

“Who … Where did … Who sent you here?”

She shrugged. “It was only an e-mail, through our Web site.”

“But someone paid. Someone …”

She shrugged. “I only know one name. Lear.”

I tried to focus on her face, to see whether she was joking or hiding something, but her features would not come into focus. “Mr. Lear?”

She shrugged again. “Mr. or Mrs., I do not know.”

I slept then, and when I woke she was gone. The headache was somewhat less savage, though it lingered like a distant storm that might at any moment blow in my direction.

There were fruit and water on the bedside table. And a typed note. We should talk. Lear.

Even now I won’t speak of that meeting.

But the next day I flew back to New York. In the meantime Birgid had taken a turn for the worse. She was sinking fast.

“Where have you been?” Stone demanded. “You didn’t even answer your phone or anything.”

“I had a last-minute, uh, I had a chance to meet this engineer whom I thought of hiring. For, you know, what I’m trying to do for Mom.”

I don’t know if Stone bought it. Maybe. He’s a trusting kid. But Sadie’s eyes just blazed with contempt. And then, worse by far, she began to look at me with pity.

Birgid was in our bed, gasping for air through the oxygen mask. She saw me and reached out her hand to take mine.

And I couldn’t.

I couldn’t see my wife, my love. I could see only the tumor.

I pretended to believe she wanted a glass of water and fetched it for her.

I could have stroked her forehead. I could have pressed my cheek against hers. I could have put my arms around her. But Birgid was no longer Birgid, she had become the monster that filled my mind and dreams.

Back in New York I realized I had come back within range and could once again see through my biot’s eyes. There was nothing to see, just the crèche where it lay.

But I couldn’t turn off the pictures. I decided then and there to destroy the little beast. I wanted nothing more to do with the nano world.

I would go on developing the technology, Lear had convinced me of that much at least. Lear had torn the mask off Armstrong Fancy Gifts and shown me clearly what my old friend Burnofsky was up to. But I never wanted to use that biot again. Not even to save Birgid.

I couldn’t. As I said: I am not a brave man. The idea of it filled me with bone-rattling fear.

I couldn’t.

I called Donna at the lab to tell her to incinerate the thing.

She picked up and all I heard was a long, awful moan of grief.

“Mom isn’t breathing,” Sadie said.

I hung up on Donna, shutting off her eerie keening, and called 911.

Birgid died that night at the hospital.

We were all with her at the end. Stone kissed her forehead and spilled his tears on her cheeks. Sadie, my tough little girl, sobbed and covered her face with her hands and kept saying, “Mommy, Mommy. I love you, Mommy.”

I looked at the now lifeless body of my wife, my true love, the mother of my children, and all I could see was the tumor. I could imagine now in awful detail the blood cells motionless in suddenly stilled arteries. I could picture the lungs motionless for the first time since Birgid had taken her first breath as a baby.

The tumor was getting nothing now.

And all I could think was: die. Now at last, you fucking monster, die.

Burnofsky came to the funeral. I avoided his gaze. He knew something had passed between us that could not now be overcome. He knew we had become enemies.

He tried to speak to me. I looked through him.

Donna did not attend. She was being treated for severe depression and psychosis following a suicide attempt. On top of Mitch’s suicide, it became painfully clear that we were linked inextricably with our biots. To lose a biot was to lose a part of ourselves. Had Donna been sane enough to follow my order, I, too, would have lost my mind.

In some way that I never understood scientifically, when we create a biot we transfer some part of our soul into it. We make ourselves hostage to it.

I found out later where we had gotten the tissue samples we used to create the first experimental biots. Most were from a small village in the Ivory Coast.

All of those early biots had been destroyed.

The village, thousands of miles away, had succumbed to what the doctors from Doctors Without Borders diagnosed as some form of mass hysteria. Within a few weeks—on days corresponding with the dates when we had destroyed the test biots—seven people in the village had lost their minds and either killed themselves or been killed in the act of committing atrocities.

There was no escaping the biot effect. Distance was no defense. To lose a biot was to lose your mind.

I would never be rid of it.

No one who created a biot could ever be rid of it.

My financial angel profited handsomely when one of our new generation drugs was approved by the FDA. I had money enough to buy back all shares of McLure Labs.

I began to take the business more seriously, and began to groom Stone to take over some day. He was the oldest. He was the more studious. Sadie had never shown any interest in McLure Labs.

We got along well, the three of us. I like to think I became a better father. Birgid’s death had placed the responsibility plainly on me. And each time I joked with Stone or teased Sadie, I knew that my own time might be short. I had to be a father while I could, because we had no way to know when my biot might die and take me down to the desperate place where Mitch and Donna had gone before.

And if that wasn’t my end, well, I knew now that the eyes of the Armstrongs were on me. And I knew now what they were.

Over the next few years I would hear from Lear from time to time. I would be sent bright young people. A strapping, fun-loving British soldier named Alex. A serious young man named Michael. And I would meet the man who even then in those early days answered only to the nom de guerre Caligula.

Lear was forming a small army to counter the Armstrongs and Burnofsky. An army of those willing to risk madness to fight evil.

I had been enlisted in that war. It was a war to save humanity itself from slavery. But for me it was above all a fight to save my children. I would do whatever I had to do to protect them, to keep them safe and apart.

Because I never wanted them to have to hear the word BZRK.
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