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For Jess. Thanks for not murdering me in my sleep. 
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Foreword By James N. Cook
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Has anyone ever bought you a gift that changed your life? 

It happened to me back in the fall of 2010 when my wife bought me my very first Kindle. It was a keyboard model, largely outdated now, but top of the line stuff at the time. My wife knew I loved to read, and she thought a Kindle would be a cost-effective and convenient way for me to indulge my reading habit without further burdening our single, overloaded set of bookshelves. Furthermore, she felt confident that it would give me something to do whilst she watched TV shows she knew I hated. 

And you know what? She was right. 

Her endless re-runs of Will and Grace and Seinfeld no longer irritated me in the slightest. In fact, I’m pretty sure I didn’t even talk to her for a solid three months, engrossed as I was in the wonderful new world of self-published writers. 

I had grown tired of the same old boring, re-hashed, formulaic crap that all the major publishing houses were thrusting upon hapless bookstores, and I was ready for something new. When I discovered the bevy of fresh, original content provided by writers who had until then labored largely in obscurity, it was like the proverbial breath of fresh air. Being the avid reader that I was, I ate it up like a four-year-old at a pixie stick party. 

Noteworthy among those early, hastily bought and rapidly consumed novels was a book by a young independent author from Kentucky. The book was titled, Living With the Dead: With the Spring, Comes the Fall. That young author, as you may have surmised—or as you should know already if you have read his other work—was none other than the scribbler who penned this fine, enthralling volume you now hold in your anxious hands: Joshua Guess. 

When I first became acquainted with Josh’s work, I was a rabid fan of post-apocalyptic fiction and I hungrily devoured anything that concerned zombies and their penchant for bringing about worldwide catastrophes. Now, some of these novels were good, and some were not. In fact, some were such revolting puddles of shit that I was ashamed of myself for being stupid enough to buy them. Others, however, were quite enjoyable. 

Josh’s work fell firmly into the latter category, obviously. If it didn’t, I sure as hell wouldn’t be writing this foreword. 

So what, you may ask, set Josh’s work apart? What lent it a gravity and verve that lifted it above the teeming, unwashed masses? 

For starters, it was not just endless pages of impossibly fit, attractive, scantily-clad protagonists bashing in zombie-head after zombie-head and occasionally making such stupid, boneheaded mistakes that I wanted to gouge out my own cerebral cortex for reading it. (A bit of hyperbole, I know, but it illustrates my frustration with the selection of zombie-lit available at the time.) 

Josh’s work was a stark contrast to the majority of zombie novels out there. It still is. The format and structure of the story allowed him to take his time with it. Do research. Bounce ideas off people. Let others participate. The result of this experiment was a broad, sweeping story spanning a course of years that drew me into a world of hardship, pain, fear, despair, and above all, triumph. It illustrated the dark depths of the human heart, explored the animal nature that lives in all of us, and shined a harsh, unpleasant light on every last one of our society’s vaunted morals. 

As the series went on, it asked the hard questions. Just how far would you be willing to go to survive? What would you do to people who threatened your loved ones? Who stole from you? Who took slaves, and robbed, and raped, and pillaged? What would you do if you had only yourself to look to? No cops, no military, no authorities. Just little old you. 

Well, Josh’s character found out, and he found out in spades. He did it all. He was brave and fought like a lion. He was a coward, and fled, pissing himself with fear. He was wounded, and lay squirming in the darkness trying not to scream from the pain. He built a community, led it, lost his way, and had his status as leader revoked. He let anger make his decisions for him, and the results were often disastrous. 

But through it all, his community survived. Against all odds, they dug in, gritted their teeth, and with their blood, and their pain, and their sheer iron-headed, fuck-it-all stubbornness, they steadfastly refused to go quietly into that good night. Instead, they built a home. A solid, lasting one. 

The Compound. New Haven. And finally, just plain old Haven. 

I followed the story with rapt attention. As I did so, a little voice began buzzing in the back of my head. It whispered, Why aren’t you doing this? Josh was, after all, self-published. I didn’t have any illusions of being as good a writer as he (I’m still not), but if he could do it, why couldn’t I? What was stopping me? Query letters? Bored, uninspired literary agents? Dismissive, domineering publishing houses? 

No. 

Digital publishing had done away with all that. The road was open. All I had to do was walk it. 

So I did. 

Drawing inspiration from a bespectacled, goatee-sporting young fellow from Frankfort Kentucky, I sat down in March of 2011 and started work on the teeming, frothing mess of crap that would eventually solidify into my first novel, No Easy Hope. It did pretty well, so over the next year and a half I wrote two more. It’s been just over eighteen months since my first novel was published, and with more than sixty-thousand copies sold, I’m damned glad I screwed up my courage and took the plunge. However, I never would have done it if not for Josh. 

At some point, the two of us began corresponding. Then we started making snarky jokes at each other. Now we’re bro’s. That’s how things go sometimes. 

I earned the privilege of being let into Josh’s confidence, and was thus one of the first people to learn about Victim Zero. When I learned that Josh was finally, thank the sweet fucking Lord, writing a standalone novel set in the LWTD universe (much less a prequel where I got to find out what caused the colossal nightmare that was The Fall), I was stoked. I knew it was going to be good. It had to be. So imagine my excitement when Josh agrees to send me a beta copy of Victim Zero prior to publication. 

I expected it to be good. I expected it to be engaging, and action-packed, and to draw me in like a brothel to a piss-drunk sailor. I expected to enjoy it. 

What I expected was nothing compared to what I got. 

And now, you get to read it too. Consider yourself lucky. 

Which brings us full circle to my wife, and the fact that she bought me a Kindle. A device that allowed me to discover a talented young writer who was still trying to find his audience, and to draw the inspiration I needed to become a writer myself. Inspiration that led to me having a budding career as an author ahead of me, and a far brighter future than I ever could have hoped for. And now, as an anemic attempt at repayment, I’m asking you to do the same for him. 

Take a chance. Lay down a few bucks and buy this book. Trust me, you won’t regret it.

After you’re finished, when you’re pissed off that the sequel isn’t available right goddamn now, maybe you can tell a friend. Leave a nice review. Share it on whatever social media site du jour you fancy this week. Josh is a great guy, and a great writer, and if there is anyone who deserves a chance to do this writing thing for a living, it’s him.  

So buy it. Read it. Enjoy it, and most importantly, share it. 

You’ll be doing me a favor if you do. 

––––––––
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James N. Cook. 

Charlotte, North Carolina

June 3, 2013
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Prologue
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The end of the world started on a fishing boat. 

That was not the primary mission of the boat; it was a science vessel. Though the men and women who worked its decks pulled fisherman's hours and suffered the same weather, their purpose was fundamentally different. One group sails to eat, the other sails to know. 

The boat should have been at its current location a day before, but harsh seas and high winds kept her anchored longer than anticipated. The marine biologists aboard and their many student researchers discovered the delay to in fact be a lucky break—the algae bloom was spectacular following the churning of the sea in storm. 

For hours they hauled small pots of water, a cycle repeated until the tanks were full of iridescent blue-green algae. Then the plastic containers finished their last trip into the sea, were cleaned and stowed, and the vessel turned toward home. A day late but richer for the potential in their discovery, the crew celebrated with cold beer and fresh-caught fish grilled on the main deck. 

It would be years before they learned of their part in the end of the world, innocent and small as it may have been. Lost among the understandably more vital news of the day, no one connected the suicides of one tenured professor and two of his former students. By the time anyone could have connected their research to that day on the boat and the haul they brought in, it was far too late. At that point the world had fallen too far for anyone to care.

But that was later. After it all happened. 

This is the story of how it began.
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Part One: Chimera Rising

[image: image]


The dews drop slowly and dreams gather; unknown spears

Suddenly hurtle before my dream-awakened eyes,

And then the clash of fallen horsemen and the cries

Of unknown perishing armies beat about my ears.

From “The Valley of the Black Pig”, by William Butler Yeats
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Chapter One
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Kelvin McDonald, who was only called by his rightful first name when some woman or another in his family was angry, sat in his office long after his staff went home for the day. It had been seven years since that last trip before being awarded his doctorates; seven years of constant research into the strange organism he'd drunkenly dubbed Chimera on a night out with his team members. 

The world hadn't really been a different place then, but looking back on how much of his life changed from that day, it seemed like someone else had lived it. He had entered college at sixteen, sought after by every university with a science program to speak of. Full scholarships offered and finally accepted, Kell found a home at Stanford. He remembered those first few days on campus; a tall and gangly black kid, too young to need a shave more than every third day, southern accent not thick enough to get him laughed at but always present and commented on by the west-coast cast of characters around him. 

His first few days were hard, but in the biology department he fit in for the first time. The memory of discussing microbiological theory and favorite research papers with peers sharing his excitement was a treasured one. Like an heirloom, Kell took it out often. It was polished and beautiful and sharply detailed. His first few days at Stanford were a major turning point in his life. 

At twenty-six he went on that trip, ten years of hard work that would have been twelve or thirteen if not for his brilliant mind and perfect recall. Before his next birthday he was awarded those sheepskins; one specialized in microbiology, the other in genetics. Kell had always suspected the initial months he'd dedicated to studying Chimera had played a part in the decision to grant his doctorates. It wasn't a secret the faculty wanted him on staff as a researcher. Indeed, it worked out that way. 

A year later Stanford was made an offer it couldn't refuse. Kell didn't know how much money exchanged hands, but the biotech company that bought out every scrap of Stanford's research into Chimera, Sinclair, was international and enormous. A few years before they'd been hit with a lawsuit decision that required a hundred-million dollar payout, and the company hadn't hesitated. 

The only catch to the deal was that Kell came with it. The man who lived and breathed Chimera would have to leave his home of more than a decade. 

Kell agreed with the proviso that if he were so vital to the company that they wouldn't buy the research without him attached, he got to choose where he did his work. 

The office he sat in, with only the recessed lights burning, was the place he'd settled after leaving the university. An hour and a half north of his home, the Cincinnati division of Sinclair Global was his. Entirely his—no other work went on in the subdued building. 

The phone on his desk rang, and Kell answered. 

“Kelvin McDonald,” he said. 

“Doctor McDonald,” the voice on the other end replied. “This is Jim Mitchell. You were told to wait for my call?”

Of course I was, you idiot. Why else would I be here an hour late?

“Yes, sir,” Kell said. 

“Good, Good,” Mitchell said. “Let me tell you what this is all about, then. You've been working on Chimera variants that repair nerve damage, correct?”

Kell inhaled sharply. “Yes, that's right, but—”

Mitchell cut him off. “And how would you categorize the success of those variants, Dr. McDonald?”

“I'd call them good, so far,” Kell said. “But in need of a lot of work.” He made an effort to keep his voice even, calm. Mitchell was a vice-president.

“Is that so?” Mitchell asked. “I think you're being modest, Doctor. You've been testing the variants on primates for months now, haven't you? With a total success rate?”

Kell fought the urge to grind his teeth. “Yes, but there are concerns. Chimera is extremely difficult to control. It evolves within a subject. In lower order test subjects, there were always mutations that created unexpected results.”

“But not undesired results?”

Kell snorted. “You're pushing for something, Mr. Mitchell. I won't sit here and explain the complexities of Chimera. You want to tell or ask me something, and you want to hear that I'm confident about where our research stands. Why?”

Mitchell paused for a moment. “I think you are confident, Doctor. I also think you're being overly cautious. Aside from one incident last year, my understanding is the Chimera organism has given overwhelmingly positive results. I want to know your opinion on moving to human trials.”

Kell didn't hesitate. “It's an incredibly bad idea. Not only will we not be eligible for clearance on that for several years, but Chimera seems to be more active in more complex life forms. As you pointed out, last year we lost sixty-seven mice in less than an hour. That was due to a mutation, and all those animals died from a single test subject being introduced to the population. I'm sure you read the report, sir, but if I feel my position is more grounded in reality it's only because I was cleaning out the shredded corpses of more than four dozen mice. I saw that with my own eyes, touched it with my hands.”

Mitchell cleared his throat. “So you're telling me you are absolutely opposed to human trials?”

Kell felt relief wash over him. “Yes, sir. I am. Even if we could get clearance, this organism is simply too dangerous and our understanding too limited. I've been working with it for seven years and even I have barely scratched the surface. As quickly as Chimera evolved in that single mouse, it did so four times as fast in our primates. In humans the generational changes would be at least as quick and not necessarily for the better.”

There was a long silence. Kell began to think Mitchell had ended the call, but caught the faint sound of the other man breathing. 

“That's very unfortunate, Doctor McDonald. Because Sinclair Global received a special dispensation for human trials three months ago, and half a billion dollars in DARPA backing to escalate our research.”

Kell swore. Loudly. 

Mitchell chuckled nervously. “Understandable reaction, but you're going to like this next part even less. Tomorrow you'll be receiving a visit from some workers who will be installing a basic isolation unit in an unused section of your lab. You see, Dr. McDonald, we've had our Boston lab working with the primate variants for six months, and the first human subject began trials three weeks ago. There have been...complications. And we need your expertise.”

Kell's free hand gripped the edge of his desk so hard he felt the heavy wood creak. “How long until this patient arrives, if I may ask?” Kell said with icy formality. 

“Oh, he'll be there in about six hours, actually. We're sending him in a temporary unit housed within a shipping container. Transitional staff will stay with him until you arrive at work tomorrow morning. Then he's all yours.”

Kell pinched the bridge of his nose and for the first time in his life wished he'd gone into mathematics or physics or wizardry. Something harmless.

“Yes, sir,” Kell said. “I'll be here.”

––––––––
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Karen was already in the shower and baby Jennifer in her crib, when Kell finally made it home. Kell thought about slipping behind the curtain to join his wife but reconsidered when he remembered her habit of keeping a loaded .38 on the towel rack next to the tub. One break-in was enough to teach her caution. 

Instead he stood over his newborn daughter and watched her sleep for a while. She fidgeted, tiny hands grasping and flexing as she did the baby equivalent of chasing rabbits. Strange how a person only eight weeks old could change everything about a man. Kell became interested in biology from sheer wonder as a child. Some people looked to the sky in awe at all the things that vastness contained, but he was always fascinated by the mysteries found in the smallest parts of living creatures. 

Every cell a puzzle, every strand of DNA a conundrum waiting to be tinkered with and explored. 

Yet here before him lay an enigma even he couldn't wrap his mind around. He and his wife made love, and then followed the meiotic dance that created an entirely new human being. It was so simple, so basic, yet that one primal act of creation moved forward with time to make his daughter. She would be her own person in the end, a collection of small mysteries of her own. 

Feather-gentle, he ran a finger over her fine hair. 

“She's been sleeping for an hour,” Karen said from behind him. 

The tendon in Kell's jaw twitched, his only sign of surprise. Five years together had given his wife a good working knowledge of his reactions. It was a game of hers, to constantly try to get more than an involuntary twinge from him. Karen sometimes called him 'Buddha' for his unshakable calm. 

If only she could have seen him a few hours before. 

She put a hand to the back of his neck, using him as a fulcrum to pull herself high enough to kiss his cheek. He trembled as she did it, the stress of the day finally becoming too much. 

Karen put a hand on his shoulder lightly and turned him to face her. She wasn't short, but even at five foot eight she had to crane her neck to look him in the eyes. Hers were hazel flecked with gold, a striking match to her deep tan skin. Her mother was from South Africa, her father American but ethnically Indian. Both of them were lawyers, and their beautiful daughter, she of the almond-shaped eyes and wavy black hair, had followed in their footsteps. 

“What's wrong?”

Kell considered the question much longer than absolutely necessary. It wasn't that he didn't trust his wife—she was a lawyer, after all, and knew how to keep confidence—but she also knew about non-disclosure agreements, of which he was under at least half a dozen. Beyond that, the work he did was cutting-edge and frankly dangerous to know about. 

So, he compromised. 

Kell sat on the edge of the bed. “I can't tell you the details, honey. But basically I've been put in a position where I had to choose between letting someone else deal with a complicated problem they might screw up, and taking it on myself.”

Karen nodded as she sat next to him in her fluffy red bathrobe. “I assume that this has to do with your research?”

Kell nodded. “Of course. Sinclair has always wanted me for only one reason.”

She put a hand on his leg. “You've always been able to trust your staff with tough problems. What makes this one different?”

“This time there could be...larger implications. You know I've always been strongly against creating potential weapons or pathogens. That's not what I'm dealing with, but a screw-up could be just as bad. Maybe worse.”

Her fingers tightened on his leg. “And you think you're the right man to fix it?” 

Kell nodded again. 

Karen gave his leg a slap. “You're damn right you are. No one has been working on this as long as you. Your own professors handed Chimera over to you when they couldn't figure it out. You're not just the right man for the job, baby. You might be the only man for it. If safety and diligence is important here, I can't think of anyone on the planet better suited to the task.”

Kell smiled at her, but it was weak. Which led her to slap him on the back of the head. It was gentle. Mostly. Then she pointed a finger in his face, and he knew she was getting serious. 

“Look, Kell. Just because I've been on maternity leave and not carrying around a metric ton of stress doesn't mean I'm gonna let you get away with self-pity. You might be in a tough spot, but you didn't make it. You got handed a mess; you know you're the one who should clean it up. Not because you made it, but because anyone else runs the risk of just screwing it up worse.”

She leaned over and kissed his shoulder. “So stop moping about it. That's not going to do you any good. Sleep on it, deal with it, then move forward. It's not like you have any choice.”

“I know, Karen, I just worry that...ah, Jesus it's hard to even explain without telling you everything.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don't need details to know you shouldn't be worrying yourself to death over something you have to do and can't change. Maybe me saying that won't make it better, but I promised your momma I'd set you straight for the rest of your natural life. You knew that when you signed the papers, and look; you managed to live with that decision just fine.”

Kell couldn't help laughing. He snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her close. Her lips tasted like raspberries—her favorite lip gloss. She must have put it on as soon as she hopped out of the shower. Though he'd fallen for her hard many years before, it was small gestures that kept him falling in love in little ways every single day. It got him through the lonely nights when she was stuck at the office. It kept his hand steady and mind sharp when dealing with potentially dangerous organisms with a penchant for unpredictable mutations. 

“You're right, of course,” Kell said, running a hand over his shaved head. “I'll get on with it. I'll probably bitch about it for days, but you're used to that by now. And let's face it, you aren't going to divorce me over that. You only do what Mom tells you because she makes you dinner twice a week. You won't give that up.”

She poked a finger into his slight paunch. “Well, one of us could suffer without for a while.”

Laughing, he slid his own hand under her robe and across the damp skin of her belly. 

“Maybe I could do with a little exercise instead,” he said. 
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Chapter Two
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The next day Kell arrived at a scene of chaos barely held together by a small blur that eventually resolved itself into his chief associate researcher, John Leibowitz. The tiny man, barely over five feet, had four years on Kell but not a gray hair to be seen, a fact Kell noticed and grieved over every time he saw the man. It was criminal that his own hair had receded so far that shaving, his last resort, had been the only option. Small Jewish men approaching forty should not beat him in the hair-growing department, much less look like a scaled-down George Clooney. 

“Kell, we've got some serious fucking problems going on,” Leibowitz said as he approached Kell. 

“And a lovely morning to you as well, John. Please, don't beat around the bush. Tell me how you're feeling today.”

John only flashed a half-smile, totally unembarrassed. That was something Kell had always liked about him, ever since grad school; the man was utterly unapologetic about his reactions. He said what he thought with no filter, and no matter how brutal the honesty people seemed to like him for it. Proof of concept that a loveable asshole is preferable to a sweet liar. 

“Did you know about these guys coming in here to set up an observation and isolation suite? And that there's some guy out in a trailer waiting to be brought in? What the hell is going on?”

Kell did his best to calm the room, but stopped short of giving them the details. He was normally very forthright with the team, but Mitchell had been clear about keeping the situation as quiet as possible. Kell compromised.

“Everyone,” he said a few minutes later when the team had gathered in the conference room. “You know we're bringing someone in for observation. For today that's all I can tell you. John is going to be in charge, because I've been asked by the VP of the biomedical division to do the initial assessment myself. I'll be in and out all day, doing the grunt work I pay all of you so well to do for me.”

There was a wave of quiet laughter. Smiles. Good, that would make the pill easier to swallow.

“I know this is weird and completely out of line with our routine, but this got dropped in my lap less than a day ago. Nothing I can do about it, nothing you can do about it, so we have to just get to it.”

Someone in the back started asking a question, but Kell raised a hand to cut him off. “I can't talk about it more than that, and I honestly wouldn't have time even if I could. I'll fill you in as soon as I'm told I can, but for right now I need to make up for twenty minutes of missed time with the patient. Go on about your business.”

The team was reluctant to leave, but John stepped up and shooed them away. “You heard the man, people. I'm in charge. All the women put on low-necked shirts. All the men stop being prettier than me so I've got a chance to snag a date.”

People left the room laughing, and for that alone Kell could have kissed John Leibowitz. Happy employees were less likely to go home and complain about the secrecy at work. That was a headache all of them could do without. 

Kell made his way down to the parking lot and over to the isolation container. A door at the end of the thing opened, and a pair of men came out to greet him. Both wore plain clothes, but while the one who carried a clipboard stuffed with papers was clearly a doctor or scientist of some kind, the other had the unmistakable bearing of a military man. The earpiece and gun bulge only added to the impression. 

The man with the clipboard reached out a hand and shook with Kell. “Doctor McDonald, it's an honor to finally meet you. I'm Greg Cramer. I run the Boston division of the Chimera project.”

Kell's fingers went limp. “You'll have to excuse me, Doctor Cramer, but until yesterday I didn't even know there was such a thing. My understanding was that Chimera was only being studied here.”

The second man spoke up. “We deliberately asked to keep the projects separate, Doctor. Your hesitance about moving forward with Chimera was well-known by your superiors when we approached them about this step in the project.”

Kell took in the other man. About six feet tall and dark-skinned, shoulders squared back but with the relaxed posture of a man ready for stillness to flow into violence at a moment's notice. There was an air of professional calm about him. Kell was used to being the unnaturally calm one in the room. 

“And who are you?” Kell asked. 

“You can call me Jones. I'm the liaison between Sinclair and DARPA.”

Kell nodded. “You're military?”

Jones gave him a small, humorless smile. “Let's leave it at my name. Knowing more is beyond your pay grade.”

Kell snorted and turned back to Cramer. “Tell me about this subject, and why you had to bring him here.”

Cramer and Jones led Kell inside the container, and Cramer proceeded to tell him everything he wanted to know, in excruciating detail. 

The entire time, Kell's fingers dug into his own crossed arms. First in anger, then as the conversation went on, in fear.

––––––––
[image: image]


An hour later, Kell stepped through the inner door and closed it behind him. There was no hiss of pressurization—this wasn't a sealed room. Before him sat a young man wearing khaki pants and a faded olive shirt. Between the two of them a plexiglass wall stood, pocked with fist-sized holes at regular intervals. 

The young man, whose name Kell now knew to be David Markwell, looked healthy. Far healthier than a man suffering from the aftereffects of a ground-zero IED explosion should. David glanced up at Kell as he pulled a chair next to the isolation booth, goggling at the size of his visitor. 

“Hello, David,” Kell said. “I'm Kelvin McDonald. I'm going to be taking care of you for a while. I'd shake your hand, but—” he gestured to the plexiglass, “you can see that might have to wait a while.”

The younger man gave a nervous smile. “Nice to meet you. Are you going to fix me?”

Kell considered his words carefully. “That's the question, isn't it? I want to help if I can, but you need to understand that the...treatment you received in Boston isn't even experimental yet. You're the first human being to undergo it.”

David's face darkened. “This is because of my fucking dad.”

“What do you mean?” Kell asked. 

The young man frowned. “My father is a senator. He was against me going into the service, and when I got hurt he had me shuffled around to find the best specialists.” David looked up at Kell. “You read my file?” 

Kell nodded. “Quickly, and Doctor Cramer gave me a report.”

David ran his hands over his face. “You know, then. Nerve damage, paralysis in my left arm. I was going to be crippled for the rest of my life. Then dad tells me he can get me into early trials of this experimental new treatment. Says it might completely restore function. How could I say no to that?”

“I broke my arm when I was twelve,” Kell said. “I remember not being able to bend my elbow, barely able to grab things with the fingers on that hand because of the cast. It drove me crazy waiting for so long to be able to use it again. I can't even imagine looking at a lifetime of it.”

Kell leaned forward and ran a hand over his smooth scalp. “I won't lie to you, David. There's a chance I can undo what's happening to you, but it could mean going back to that. It could mean spending your life with that damage.”

David frowned. “What do you mean? How can you undo someone healing?”

With a sigh, Kell flopped back in his chair. “I'll explain it to you if you're willing to listen.”

“I'm all ears,” David replied. 

“I'll keep it as simple as I can, but the first thing you need to understand is what you've gone through hasn't been a treatment with medicine. It's a life form, an organism called Chimera, that I've been working with for a long time now. I'm the world's only real expert with this organism, and seven years of study later I barely understand anything about it.”

David paled and motioned for Kell to continue. 

“Chimera,” Kell said, “is the strangest thing I've ever seen. We don't understand how it could have evolved. It's a single-celled parasite that contains vital sequences of DNA from hundreds of species of plant and animal. When it doesn't have a host, it's just this inert, lifeless cell. Sort of like a virus. It attaches to a host and grows, like a bacteria, but the structures it builds inside the host are closer to fungal growths.”

“Jesus Christ,” David said, his voice cracking. “That's inside me right now? Why the hell would my dad do this to me?”

Kell raised his hands to calm the other man. “It's not quite as bad as it sounds. Chimera acts like a pathogen, but in most of our experiments the results are positive. We're pretty good at splicing and altering Chimera to do very specific things. When we first discovered it, the host it was attached to was algae. The algae in question were healthier than they should have been. They processed carbon dioxide at increased levels, were resistant to drying when we took them out of the water. 

“After studying Chimera we learned how to alter it. In some animals it showed a remarkable inclination to increasing muscle mass, brain function, and in the case of our recent primate trials, nerve conduction.” Kell gave his patient a significant look.

“There are risks, however. Chimera mutates and spreads to other bodily systems at random, but more often than I've been comfortable with. In the primate trials, a dozen rhesus monkeys with various types of nerve damage or central nervous system disorders were treated with a Chimera variant of my own design. All twelve of them resumed full and normal function within two months. The organism didn't repair the damage, precisely; it copied the function of the remaining normal nerve tissue and took over the job in the places where normal function wasn't possible.”

Realization dawned on David's face. “You're saying that if you clear this stuff out of my system, you'll be putting me back to where I was. That this Chimera stuff is doing the job of my nervous system for me?”

Kell nodded. “Yes. It's possible the organism has actually repaired the damage, but I wouldn't bet on it. I assume the people in charge of your treatment didn't explain your symptoms to you at all?”

David shook his head. “No. I told them what was going on. My breathing felt different all of a sudden, I was breaking things I tried to pick up, I stumbled more and seemed to lose coordination. A day later they'd scanned and poked every inch of me, and I was on my way here.”

Kell sighed again and scrubbed his hands across his face. “I don't want to scare you, David, but you need to understand why those things are happening. Cramer and his people sent you here because they don't know how to deal with what's happening to you. Chimera gave you normal function again, but it didn't stop there. The version you were treated with wasn't the latest iteration of my design. It was an older copy, one that was known to mutate. The reason you're feeling so different is because Chimera has spread through your entire body. Your muscles are functioning at a higher level, as is your breathing. You keep breaking things and falling because you're trying to do things at your old level of strength and function. Your body is capable of more, now.

“I know that sounds like a good thing, but you should be aware the last time I saw these results, the test subject eventually turned uncontrollably violent and infectious, and killed every other subject in its community.”

Kell stood, stretching his back. “I can show you the video if you like. It's fairly gruesome, seeing that mouse and his little mouse friends murder each other. But one way or another, I need to know what you want me to do. Because this could end badly either way. Think about it, David. Think about it very hard.”
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Chapter Three
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Five weeks later, Kell stumbled on the way to the shower. He caught the edge of the door frame and glanced at the ground to see what it was he tripped over, but the floor was clear. 

It wasn't conscious, the understanding that came over him. There was no logic to it, no process his mind followed. More than a month of working with David Markwell made him highly sensitive to the man's symptoms. 

No, Kell thought. No, I just tripped. It can't be.

Shower forgotten, Kell dove into clothes and exploded out the door. Thankfully Karen had already dropped Jennifer off with his mother for the day on her way to the law firm. He needed to get to work now.

He fumbled the keys and had to calm himself to get the door open. Kell kept a tight rein on his movements. It wouldn't do to overcompensate on the road and wreck before he could confirm what, in his heart, he already knew. 

He ignored the staff clamoring for his attention as he came into the office. He made his way to the isolation suite where David Markwell waited, as always, behind his plexiglass walls. The shipping container was long removed, of course, and David's suite contained all the equipment Kell would need to study the effects of Chimera on his subject.

Today, that subject happened to be himself. 

David was sleeping when Kell came in, but his mad dash to power up the mobile MRI and x-ray machines woke the other man.

“Kell? You're here early. What's going on?”

Working furiously, Kell ignored his patient. He and his team had developed several fast-and-dirty tests over the years to check for the presence of Chimera in a subject. The easiest required a blood sample, which Kell drew from his forearm. 

A few added reagents later, and his fears were confirmed. 

“Kell,” David said. “Kell, what's happening, man?”

“Son of a bitch,” Kell spat. “It's airborne.”

Kell heard the younger man gasp. “You don't mean...I did this?”

Bent over on his stool, head in his hands, Kell shuddered. “No, David. You didn't do this. I did. This is all my fault.”

Kell heard a muffled thump and looked up. David had fallen back on his cot, looking dazed. Their eyes met, and every conversation between them over the previous five weeks seemed to rush between them at once. 

“Do you think what happened with the mice is going to start happening to people? How far do you think it's spread?”

Taking stock, Kell leaned back in his chair. “I don't know, but I everything I've seen while I've been studying you suggests Chimera can't overwhelm a person's brain. It's passive in that respect. The difference between a mouse and a human being is significant enough that I'm not terribly worried about that aspect. What concerns me is that it mutated to become airborne. This thing has been known to become virulent like any disease. The wrong mutation could turn it into something that could make AIDS look like a bad cold.”

David took that better than he would have a month before. Daily conversations with Kell had given him a decent understanding of what Chimera was capable of.

“Kell, you have to tell people. If you have it, then other people probably got it from you. It could be all over the place by now, couldn't it?”

Kell stood. “Yes, it could. I need to make some calls.” He turned to David and crouched by the plexiglass, one hand flat against the plastic. “Please don't talk to anyone about this. Not the techs who'll come in here later, not your father. I need to get this handled through the right channels. If anyone finds out you know this, it could be very bad for you.”

David's expression hardened. “It sounds a lot like you're threatening me.”

Kell leaned his forehead against the barrier between them. “No, I'm trying to warn you. I've spent the last month trying to figure out how to reverse what they've done to you without costing you the use of your limbs. I don't want this to come down on you, too.”

The younger man hesitated, then nodded. “I'll keep quiet.”

Kell left. He took out his cell phone and started to dial Karen, but stopped. Instead he walked down the street to a deli where he ate lunch regularly, often bringing sandwiches back for David, and asked to use their phone. He dialed his wife's direct line and she picked up on the first ring. 

“Karen McDonald,” she said.

Mouth dry, it took him a moment to speak. “Karen, you need to go home. Right now.”

“Kelvin, what's wrong? Is it Jennifer?” she asked with panic in her voice.

“No, the baby is fine. Listen, don't ask questions. Go home now, pack up food and clothes. Pick up the baby. Call my parents first, have them pack up what they need, and you take all of them out of town. Go somewhere north, get a hotel room, and wait for me to call your cell. I'm probably just overreacting, but I can't take the chance.”

“Oh, god,” she said. “This has something to do with your work, doesn't it?”

“Karen, you know I can't tell you anything about that. Just do what I'm asking. I'll call you in a few hours. But you need to go now.”

“I'll be on my way in ten minutes. Just call me as soon as you can. I love you, baby.”

Kell choked down the lump in his throat enough to say, “I love you too.”

He hung up, thanked the man behind the counter, and began the short walk back to his office. He dialed the number Agent Jones had left for an emergency, and was surprised to reach the man directly. 

“Jones,”

“This is Kell McDonald, from—”

“I remember you, Doctor McDonald. You're calling my direct line, so I assume there's a problem. Best not to talk about it over an open line. Are you in your office?”

Kell said he wasn't, but would be in a few minutes. 

“That's fine. I'll be calling in ten minutes. Is there anyone else I should bring in on the call?”

Kell thought about the possibilities for a moment, and knew he couldn't give specifics without a secure line. But Jones had to understand the potential for disaster. 

“I can think of a few,” Kell said. “You'll want to find the best epidemiologist you can. Then the director of the CDC. You also might want to get in touch with the president.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the line. “Of the United States?”

Kell nodded, though the other man couldn't see it. “Yeah, that's the guy.”

––––––––
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The conference call began with a simple statement from Agent Jones, introducing Kell to the listeners. Then Kell got introductions in turn. 

“Doctor McDonald, on this call you'll be speaking to Rick Jacoby, the director of the CDC, Miguel Pena, the head of epidemiological study with the World Health Organization, and The President of the United States. You have ten minutes.”

Kell took a drink of water before he began. He couldn't let his voice give out on him, nervous or not. 

“Gentlemen, I won't need ten minutes. It isn't enough time to explain the science behind what I'm going to tell you. Jones and his people working with our lab can do that. What I need you to understand are the consequences of our work here. 

“Early this morning, I confirmed at least one case of an experimental organism known as Chimera having undergone a mutation. This organism has an inordinately high mutation rate and can become fatally pathogenic in a single generation. In the small scale this is uncommon; however, Chimera is now airborne and every host represents the potential for a new instance of mutation. The literature we've collated regarding Chimera over the time we've been studying implies strongly that the organism can and will assume control of the host in some higher-order life forms. I believe this isn't as much a worry for the present. Recent observations of a human test subject suggest Chimera cannot override the consciousness of a human host.

“That being said, every person infected with the organism now acts as a closed environment in which it can multiply and evolve, cut off from outside factors. The chances of any one person being the catalyst for such a mutation is low—the organism by default parasitically attaches to a host and alters itself to the host biology—it can't be understated how dangerous a mass outbreak of Chimera infection can be. All it will take is a single person being overrun, and Chimera will go from harmless benign parasite to pandemic of global proportions in a matter of days.”

The pause was pointed. Kell expected argument or disbelief, but only heard silence. He wondered if  the men listening to him had been briefed in the short time before the call. They must have been, not to question his assessment or express outrage. 

It was the president who broke the silence; a voice so well-known that even a simple sentence was enough to identify him to anyone who might have been listening. 

“What do you recommend we do, Doctor McDonald?”

It was a completely surreal moment for him. Kell was utterly without response for a time. “Mister President,” Kell said. “I'm a researcher. I experiment with genes and record my results. This morning when I woke up, I couldn't have imagined a situation where I would even be having this conversation. I'm a regular guy. 

“But I'm the person who knows this thing better than anyone. I wish I could tell you this will all work out, but the truth is that without some clever solutions and a lot of luck, we're facing a problem more serious than you can imagine. I can start work on a variant strain of Chimera as soon as this phone call is over, one that might be able to stop the threat before it can blow up. But aside from that, there's nothing any of us can do. I am infected. My staff is being tested now, but chances are nearly a hundred percent that this has been spreading from us to other people for weeks. We don't know what the incubation period is between contact and full dispersion of the organism inside a person, but I wouldn't put it at more than a month. That's a lot of time for something that replicates every half an hour or so.

“My suggestion, Mister President, is to let me get to work and start having the CDC check to see how far this thing has spread.”

“Doctor McDonald,” the president said, “you'll have whatever resources you need. You're our point man for this. We'll take care of everything else, sir. Just find a solution.”

There was a click, and Jones came back on the line.
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