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PROLOGUE


The last thing Eddie Gostowski was thinking about on Thursday evening, the twenty-second of May, was that he was going to die.


For the first hour or so of his 11 P.M. to 7 A.M. shift as a security guard for the NYISO power distribution giant, he had been thinking about the Yankees, and wondering if they had enough pitching to win the American League East Division again. For the second hour, he had debated whether to buy flowers or candy this year for his beloved Mary’s sixtieth birthday.


Eddie had been patrolling this particular control facility for most of the eleven years the New York Independent System Operator had been in existence, and nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened – absolutely nothing . . . not once. He understood his job and he understood what was at stake should the NYISO somehow shed its entire load at once – a massive blackout of almost indescribable proportions, engulfing everyplace from Albany to New York City and Long Island. It was his job, along with others in the chain of virtually fail-safe checks and balances, to ensure such a disaster never occurred.


But nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened at his control facility – absolutely nothing . . . not once.


As he had every night at this time, Eddie set a timer for fifteen minutes and prepared to take a nap. But first, one last check of things. It took him a few seconds to realize that several of his gauges had gone out of whack. The unmanned substations serving Marcy to Albany and Albany to Leeds had gone off-line.


Curious.


Eddie began ticking off all the possible explanations for the weird happening, and came up with little. If the gauges were right, and there was no way they could be, there was no longer any power going to the capital district, which surrounded and included Albany.


Still more bewildered than alarmed, Eddie moved to his left. His equipment told the same story for other substations. Dunwoodie to Long Island and Ravensbrook in Queens had also been tripped. Goethals and Farragut, controlling the power to large portions of New York City, was down as well. Assuming the readings were all correct, the whole system was unstable, and the largest city in the country was on the verge of something massive and horrible.


Eddie’s first move was a call to the nearest manned station 150 miles north in Albany. Seven rings and an answering machine.


Even an explosion at the facility in Albany would not cause this sort of power loss. Since its inception, NYISO had been closing loopholes in its system to the point where an almost inconceivable number of events had to occur simultaneously to cause any major degree of problems.


But incredibly, those events were happening.


As far as Eddie could tell, his control station was now the only thing standing against a blackout that would engulf most of eastern New York including Long Island and the five boroughs of New York City.


He raced to the phone, got the emergency number of the FBI from a chart on the wall, and began dialing.


That was when he felt the point of a knife press against the back of his neck.


‘Set the receiver down, sport,’ a man’s husky voice said in an accent that sounded British.


The knife point felt as if it were going to slice straight into Eddie’s spine.


‘P-please. That hurts.’


‘What’s your name, sport?’


‘Eddie. Eddie Gostowski. Please.’


‘I’m going to lower the knife, Eddie, but unless you do exactly as I say, you’re a dead man. Got that?’


‘Yes.’


‘I SAID, HAVE YOU GOT THAT?’


‘Yes! Yes! Now pl—’


‘Okay, sport, we don’t have much time. You’re going to turn around and look me in the eye. If you fuck with me in any way, any way at all, I’m going to slit your throat. Is that clear? Okay, now swing around.’


Eddie did as he was ordered. Towering above him was a man – six foot three, maybe more, with shoulders that seemed to block out the room. He was dressed in black – watch cap, jeans, and a turtleneck – with black greasepaint covering his face. His eyes were dark and cold. In his hand was a bowie knife – broad and curved at the tip – ten inches long at least.


Behind the man and to his right, arms crossed, feet apart, stood a second man in identical dress and greasepaint.


As frightened as he was, Eddie couldn’t get the notion out of his head of the disaster that would ensue should the brownout that was already in effect be allowed to progress. As if responding to his thoughts, the big man placed the tip of the bowie knife beneath Eddie’s chin and lifted his face up.


‘No arguing with me now,’ he said. ‘I want you to use whatever you have here to trip this unit off-line.’


‘But—’


The huge man drew the razor-sharp blade across Eddie’s gullet like a violin bow, slicing open a shallow gash from one side of his jawbone to the other.


‘I said don’t argue with me, sport! Now, do as I tell you and you won’t be hurt any more. Mess with me and you’ll die in pieces, and we’ll still find the trip switch to take this place off-line.’


He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and passed it to Eddie to stanch the flow of blood.


Shakily, Eddie crossed to the adjacent room, hesitated, and then threw the trip. Instantly, the substation went black. Moments later, a generator kicked on and the lights returned.


‘Anything else we need to do?’ the big man asked the other.


‘All four teams have reported in. No problems at all.’


They motioned Eddie back into the control room and down onto his chair.


‘That your emergency line, sport?’ the man asked, gesturing to a red wall phone.


‘Yes,’ Eddie managed, continuing to put pressure on the gash. The handkerchief was sodden with blood.


‘Is it monitored?’


‘Yes, but with the blackout I’m not sure anyone is there.’


‘I’m sure this call will be recorded, though, right? I said, “RIGHT?”’


‘R-right.’


‘Okay, then. This the number?’


‘Yes . . . Yes, sir.’


Only then did Eddie realize the man was wearing latex gloves.


The intruder fished out a sheet of paper from his back pocket and unfolded it. Then he dialed. Eddie could hear the taped message go on. At the beep, the man held up the paper and read, with some unevenness, what was typed on it.


‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Then God said, “Let there be light.” Now, Genesis has taken that light away. This is the beginning.’


‘Okay, sport, you’ve been a big help – a real big help.’


‘Thanks,’ Eddie said meekly.


The man turned to go. Then, with a sudden, vicious backhand swipe, he slashed the huge bowie knife through Eddie Gostowski’s throat.


‘Maybe I should have told him that sometimes I can’t be trusted,’ he said.




CHAPTER 1


DAY 1
8:30 P.M. (EST)


‘Madam Speaker, the President of the United States.’


At the words from the sergeant at arms of the House of Representatives, the audience rose to its feet as President James Allaire entered the House Chambers to thunderous applause, mixed with cheers. Allaire glanced at the two Secret Service agents stationed opposite each other just inside the entryway, standing as straight and still as the black and gold Ionic columns dividing the wall behind the tribune. Sean O’Neil, head of the presidential Secret Service unit, shadowed Allaire as he glad-handed his way down the long, royal-blue-carpeted corridor.


The president’s heart responded to a rush of adrenaline as the clapping neared the decibel level of a jet engine on takeoff. He stopped every few steps to shake hands or exchange modest embraces with men in dark suits wearing carefully chosen ties, and with impeccably dressed women who smelled of exotic perfume. Ahead of him, he could just see the nine justices of the Supreme Court, and the five members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


Allaire sensed O’Neil move a step closer behind him as a congressman from Missouri exuberantly pumped his hand and then shouted, ‘Go get ’em, Mr President! You’re going to wow ’em tonight!’


That’s right, Allaire thought. I am going to wow them.


There had been many occasions during the beginning of the first term of his presidency when Dr Jim Allaire privately wondered about a decision he was forced to make. The weight of a single act, benign as it might at first seem, often carried with it surprising ripples and unintended consequences that added to his graying hair and the crow’s-feet at the corners of his gray-blue eyes.


However, delivering the first State of the Union Address of his second term was not one of those moments of self-doubt. He had won reelection by a fairly wide margin over Speaker of the House Ursula Ellis, and now, despite lingering sub rosa enmity between the two of them, it was time to cast aside politics and get some business done.


For the past hour, Allaire had paced inside the office of the minority leader of the House, sipping Diet Pepsi and having makeup reapplied for the cameras, all while trying to contain his nervous energy. The feeling he got before a speech of this magnitude reminded him of his days playing quarterback for the Spartans of Case Western Reserve, where he also earned his M.D. degree.


Between his college football career and years spent working as an internist at the Cleveland Clinic, Allaire had learned the importance of balancing confidence with a respectful fear of failure. Viewed as a man of the people, the genuine caring that had made him a respected physician contributed to his consistently elevated job approval rating as president. With the world’s problems getting progressively more complex and domestic terrorism on the mind of every American, the people needed a leader they could believe in – a man of poise and dignity in whom to invest their trust. Tonight, Allaire vowed to reaffirm that he was that man, and to give them a speech they would all remember.


The president reached the podium, where his head speechwriter, visibly more nervous than he was, had placed two leather-bound copies of tonight’s carefully guarded address. He turned and presented the first copy to Vice President Henry Tilden in his capacity as president of the Senate, and then the other to Ursula Ellis, who strained to maintain eye contact, and whose handshake held all the energy of a mackerel on ice. The president stifled a grin, although he suspected Ellis knew what he was thinking – fifty-three to forty-four – the margin by which he had beaten her in the election.


Allaire had practiced the speech dozens of times and could probably have delivered it flawlessly without the aid of the transparent teleprompters set on either side of his lectern. The crowd kept up its applause. With the American flag serving as his backdrop, he faced the people and waved his appreciation. Then he set his hands on the sides of the podium as a signal he was ready to begin. His eyes met briefly with those of his wife of twenty-seven years, the much-loved first lady, Rebecca Allaire, and next to her, their only child, Samantha, whom he still could not believe was a senior at Georgetown, already set for Harvard Law.


The clapping continued. Speaker Ellis rose from her chair and banged her gavel several times. At last, a profound hush fell over the seven hundred in attendance.


On the cornice overhead, the clock read exactly 8:00 P.M. Allaire’s thoughts flashed on the motto inscribed in the frieze – IN GOD WE TRUST. It was a running joke about doctors that their M.D. degree really stood for M. Diety. Allaire had a deep faith, and had never felt comfortable with the notion of physicians as gods. But he did know that at that moment, he was closer to being God than any doctor had ever been.


Thanks to the recurring deadly attacks by the apparently domestic group calling itself Genesis, the first order of business for the night had to be terrorism. People were on edge. The four attacks orchestrated by the group had been bold, ruthless, arrogant, and very dramatic. Still, there had as yet been no demands made – only the damage and the deaths. He was going to start strong with a warning to Genesis, whoever they were, of American solidarity, and a promise that their capture and successful prosecution was the top priority of his second term.


Allaire had been assured by Hank Tomlinson, chief of the fifteen-hundred-officer Capitol Police force, that security for tonight’s speech was the most extensive ever, employing state-of-the-art magnetometers, camera after camera, and manual bag checks in addition to advanced X-ray screeners. Now, it was up to the president and his speechwriters to convince the American people that they were as safe and secure in their homes and personal lives as those here with him in the Capitol of the United States.


Allaire’s speech materialized on the virtually invisible teleprompters.


‘Madam Speaker, Vice President Tilden, fellow citizens: As a new Congress gathers, I am reminded of and humbled by the sacred honor you, the American people, have invested in all of your elected officials. So, before I begin tonight’s State of the Union Address, on behalf of all who have been blessed with your trust, I want to offer my bottomless thanks for another term of what my father would have called good, steady work.’


Allaire paused, waiting the perfect number of beats to let the laughter subside before resuming. It was a strategic opening that he had argued for with his speechwriters, all of whom felt it important to start on a more somber note. As usual, he was right. The State of the Union was a wonderful opportunity to showcase his humanity, in addition to imparting to the electorate his resolve and courage to do what was right and necessary.


‘But with this responsibility comes great challenges that we must strive together to overcome. Our economy is growing stronger now, but there is much to be done. Unemployment is at its lowest level in more than a decade. Slowly, we are winning the war against poverty. Our optimism that we as a people can master any difficulty and achieve unparalleled peace and prosperity throughout the world has never been greater, and the state of our union is strong.’


Allaire beamed as those on both sides of the aisle, and in the gallery, rose to their feet as one, cheering loudly. He could hear whistles over the applause, and hesitated long enough to draw in a slow, deep breath. The next several crucial minutes of his speech would focus on international and domestic terrorism. The crowd settled down. Allaire scanned their faces. He would know when they were ready for him to resume.


As a dense silence enveloped the room, the president suddenly heard a disturbing noise – a popping sound, immediately followed by something that, to him, sounded like the plink of breaking glass. The sound came from somewhere in the crowd to his right. Allaire and many others turned and watched as California Senator Arlene Cogan opened up the purse that she had stowed beneath her chair. Instantly, a thin, white mist wafted out from within it, covering her heavily made-up face like a steam bath. Within seconds, Cogan and those nearest to her began to cough – and cough vehemently.


Allaire immediately gave a prearranged signal to the coordinating technical director, ordering the man to implement antidemonstration procedures and shut down the network pool controlling all television feed from the Capitol.


Murmurs from among the crowd escalated as another pop occurred across the chamber from the first, followed by another, and another, each accompanied by the breaking of thin glass, white mist, and more coughing. The murmurs gave way to shouting. Another briefcase and a purse were opened, releasing identical thin clouds.


‘Don’t open it!’ someone hollered.


‘I can’t breathe!’


‘For God’s sake, that’s you! That’s your pocketbook!’


‘Get out of here! Let’s get out!’


The popping and breaking glass continued.


Two more . . . three . . . four . . . five.


Allaire could see that mist was even arising from some bags that were unopened. He quickly counted fifteen plumes scattered about the room, maybe more.


‘Do not open your briefcase or purse!’ Allaire shouted into his microphone. He slammed his open palm on the podium. ‘Everybody, please remain calm!’


Secret Service agents rushed the stage and quickly surrounded him. They attempted to escort him to safety, but he struggled against them and continued to call loudly for order. At that instant, Allaire caught sight of something on the two teleprompters in front of his podium.


His blood turned cold.


The speech, which seconds ago was easily legible in fourteen-point Helvetica font, had disappeared from the screens. In its place were three lines of text. Allaire’s breathing nearly stopped as he read the message.


On THE FOURTH DAY


God created the sun, the moon, and the stars.


And Genesis released WRX3883.




CHAPTER 2


DAY 1
9:10 P.M. (EST)


WRX3883.


Jim Allaire knew immediately what had happened. Genesis had struck a mortal blow at the government of the United States and at the very heart of the country. Every soul in the U.S. Capitol building, including himself, the vice president, and nearly the entire line of succession to the presidency, was in danger. If there was to be any hope of averting an even more unprecedented disaster, he had to take control of the situation. He felt his chest tightening and wondered if it was just fear settling in, or something far more horrific – something in his bloodstream, already at work, attacking his body.


WRX3883.


For a moment, the magnitude of the evolving crisis held Allaire immobile. From his vantage point on the rostrum, he could see that panic had already begun to overtake many of the seven hundred who had gathered for his address. Self-preservation was replacing civility. Men and women alike, some of whom he had known for decades, were shoving their way toward the exits, some of them viciously. Job one, Allaire decided, would have to be to secure all the doors.


In the center row of the balcony, Rebecca and Samantha stood immobile, side by side, looking down at him. Even at a distance, he could make out the pallor in their faces and the fear in their eyes. Before he could act, though, several agents took him by the shoulders and began moving him away from the microphone. Others stepped in and began helping to guide him toward the rear emergency exit.


‘No!’ Allaire shouted. ‘Tend to the doors! The doors!’


He could see, to his horror, that people were already nearing the exits from the chamber, and he knew they would all have to be brought back in, by force if necessary. Several more agents arrived.


They’re just trying to get me to safety, Allaire told himself. But they don’t realize that there is no place safe to go.


There wasn’t time to explain.


Allaire twisted his body hard to the right, breaking the hold of the agent positioned directly behind him, while simultaneously seizing the lapels of another agent’s suit jacket. He pulled the man to within inches of his face, making certain his orders would be heard over the escalating din.


‘Call and get the exits out of the chamber secured right now! Lock them down!’


‘But sir, we need to evacuate.’


‘Listen to me! Nobody is to leave this building. Absolutely nobody! Get everyone who leaves the chamber back inside right now. It is life and death. Do you understand?’


‘But—’


‘I said, do you understand?!’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Then I want guards posted at every exit. Shut down the elevators to the gallery level, and block those doors as well. Have guns drawn if need be and use them if you have to. Nobody gets out. No exceptions.’


‘But sir. . .’


‘Dammit, do it now or go sit down!’


The president’s face was flushed. He could feel the arteries pulsating in his neck. The agents guarding him peeled away, as if from a football huddle. Chief agent Sean O’Neil was just a few feet away, barking orders into his radio.


‘Sean,’ Allaire said, motioning the man closer, ‘we’ve got a lethal situation on our hands. A virus. Get three of your guys to the press gallery and confiscate all cell phones, pagers, and anything that might record or transmit. Use force if you have to. Tell them I’ll explain soon.’


O’Neil hesitated, a shadow of doubt darkening his face.


‘Mr Pres—’


‘Don’t challenge me, Sean! Move now!’


The cries of those in flight intensified as Capitol Police and Secret Service agents moved into position and began the difficult task of herding them back inside the House Chamber. Allaire estimated that no more than twenty-five or thirty had actually made it out the doors to the vestibule. His wife and daughter remained in front of their seats, two of the few who weren’t in motion. Then he saw Rebecca cough several times. Further down the row she was in, a congressman from New Hampshire was also coughing.


Allaire searched for the plumes of smoke nearest to his family, but by now, the mists had almost totally dissipated.


I am responsible for this, he thought, forcing his way back to the rostrum. I should never have allowed it to happen.


‘You can’t block these exits!’ a senator’s familiar voice boomed. ‘Let us out!’


‘They can’t do this!’ a woman cried. ‘They can’t trap us in here like this!’


‘What the hell is going on?’


‘I won’t go back in there. I won’t!’


Sweat, something Allaire had felt certain would not be an issue tonight, cascaded down his brow, stinging his eyes, then salting his lips.


‘Mr President—’


Allaire turned toward the voice, which came from the center aisle, along which, just a few minutes ago, he had made his grand entrance. The architect of the Capitol, Jordan Lamar, a portly African American man, was pushing toward him through the dense crowd.


‘Mr President—’ Lamar called out again.


Allaire motioned for the man to hurry. Together on the rostrum they were joined by Hank Tomlinson, chief of the fifteen hundred men and women of the Capitol Police force.


‘What the devil is going on, Mr President?’ Lamar asked. ‘We’ve got to get you out of here.’


‘I’m not going anywhere. No one is. Now, listen. I need every person back in his original seat immediately. Make sure every door leading to the outside is sealed. No one gets in and no one gets out. I mean no one.’


It was hard to hear over the clamor behind them in the main chamber and a story above in the gallery. Now there were also some shrieks as word spread that the ways out were being sealed.


‘Sir, I don’t understand,’ Tomlinson said. ‘What’s happened?’


Allaire struggled to maintain his composure – seldom a difficult task for him. Behind and above the Capitol Police chief, he could see that Rebecca and Samantha, along with some others, had instinctively sat back down.


‘I’ll tell you, Hank. I’ll tell everyone,’ Allaire said. ‘First, though, we need order in this room, and we need it now.’


‘But how. . .?’


Allaire had heard enough. Gripping Tomlinson firmly by the lapel, he pulled the man close to his body, distracting him long enough to extract the officer’s gun from his shoulder holster. Allaire had learned how to fire the semiautomatic SIG P226 as part of Operation Keepsake, a long-standing Secret Service program. As an emergency security precaution, Operation Keepsake was designed to impart Special Forces combat training to the president of the United States, or as he was commonly referred to by the agents, the POTUS. Before Tomlinson could react, Allaire raised the gun high above his head.


Four shots, fired in rapid succession and amplified by the sound system, exploded from the black-steel barrel. The discharges echoed deafeningly inside the enclosed chamber. Plaster from the ceiling where the bullets struck dropped onto several startled attendees. Silence quickly followed. Allaire wasted no time taking advantage of the change. He grabbed the microphone, turning up the volume until he heard feedback.


‘This is the president of the United States. Please return to your original seats – precisely your original seats. I am commanding the military, the Secret Service, and the Capitol Police to see to it that there are no further attempts to leave this building. All exits have been secured. Right now, I need each and every one of you to sit down at your original seat immediately. You must be seated exactly where you were prior to the disturbance. This is a direct order from your president. As soon as you are back in your seats and have quieted down, I will explain what is going on.’


At first, only a few dozen seemed to be responding. Then Allaire dispatched two more shots, and within half a minute, nearly all the seats were filled. The few who refused to comply with the demand were roughly deposited in their places by the nearest soldier or policeman.


Allaire’s eyes swept across the rows of dignitaries, many of them among the best and the brightest his country had to offer, many of them his friends, all of them now in grave danger. Rebecca and Sam were together in the seats his staff had earlier reserved for them. For a moment, Allaire held his wife’s desperate gaze. Then he mouthed the words I love you and touched his finger to his eye, and next to his heart, before pointing it at Sam. It was a sign of affection they invented when their daughter was a child. She and her mother, in return, made the same gesture to him. Allaire could not think of a time that he loved them more.


As the president panned the faces in the crowd, a single thought would not let go. Never had he seen so much fear.


And yet, the seven hundred had no idea just how afraid they really should be.




CHAPTER 3


DAY 1
9:30 P.M. (EST)


Allaire stood with his hands pressed firmly on the lectern, trying to construct what he was going to say and how he was going to say it. His eyes, nearly unblinking, gazed forward. His mouth was dry. He had always loved being a physician, but after fifteen years as a practicing doc, he felt as if he wanted to do more, and turned to politics. How many times over the years before he left medicine had he sat with patients and given them the horrible news that barring a miracle, they were going to die from their illness? He used to feel that, because his sensitivity and empathy were genuine, he was reasonably effective at it.


Not this evening.


The crowd’s attention remained fixed on him. The anxious quiet was beyond tense, interrupted only by scattered volleys of coughing. Allaire knew it was time. These people wanted – needed – explanations, but he felt strongly that if he disclosed the whole truth about the virus, there would be no way to contain the ensuing panic.


‘What’s happening?’ a man suddenly shouted, preempting Allaire from the gallery.


‘Does this have anything to do with Genesis?’ a second man called out.


‘Yes,’ he heard his voice say with forced calm. ‘Yes, unfortunately, it does.’


The first act of terror for which Genesis had taken credit was the Great New York Blackout, eight or nine months before. THE FIRST DAY, the terrorists had labeled it in a call to the FBI. God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and Genesis said, ‘Let there be darkness.’ Something like that. Three men were brutally murdered during the sabotage of several substations, and another hundred people were estimated to have died as the result of the three-day power outage. No demands were made by Genesis.


THE SECOND DAY, creation of the sky, was marked by an off-hours explosion that destroyed a wing of the San Diego Air and Space Museum. Three killed – hundreds if the blast were six hours earlier. Again, no demands.


Also no real suspects, despite the most intense FBI/CIA/ATF investigation since 9/11.


THE THIRD DAY, just two months ago, represented the creation of dry land and the bringing forth of plants and fruit-bearing trees. On it, the spectacular all-glass National Horticultural Building was leveled by a powerful blast, killing twelve and injuring fifty more.


Now, more than seven hundred, including Allaire himself and his wife and daughter, had their necks in a noose.


It was THE FOURTH DAY.


Without warning, the president coughed.


His chest tightened as panic washed over him. He risked a peek at his palms, praying that no red blotches or discs would be there. Is it happening already? No, his palms were unmarked and unremarkable. He let out a relieved sigh, which the microphone broadcast to all. Just a tickle in his throat. For now, just a tickle.


A woman, seated in the gallery, dead center to the president, stood up, clutching the hand of a boy no more than thirteen years old, whom Allaire presumed to be her son.


‘Are we in danger?’


The president inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.


‘I don’t have enough information to answer your question at this moment. It is possible,’ he went on, choosing his words carefully, ‘that we might have been exposed to a pathogen – a virus. As a protective measure, until I have more information, I am asking that everyone stay calm, and more importantly, that everyone remain seated. I will speak more precisely about the situation when I have discussed what we know with my advisors. Until then, as your commander in chief, I have ordered the security forces here to use any measures necessary to keep you in the room and in those seats. Now, please be patient. I must review these developments with my advisors.’


At that, a dozen or so people leapt up and began shouting questions at once. It was Georgia senator Saul Kennistone who caught the president’s eye. Kennistone opened his mouth to yell something at him, but a sudden, body-shaking fit of coughing choked back the senator’s words.


So, it has begun, Allaire thought.


His concern must have shown.


‘Why is he coughing?’ someone shouted. ‘Is that the virus?’


As if answering the question, several people around the chamber joined in the chorus of dry, hacking coughs.


‘We are investigating,’ Allaire said over the noise. ‘That is all I can say at the moment. Now, please, in addition to my Capitol Police Chief Tomlinson, Agent O’Neil, and Vice President Tilden, the following are to come to the podium immediately for a briefing.’


The president summoned White House Chief of Staff Megan McAndrews; Department of Defense Secretary Gary Salitas; Health and Human Services Secretary Kate Broussard; Homeland Security Secretary Paul Rappaport; Capitol Architect Jordan Lamar; and Admiral Archibald Jakes, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dr Bethany Townsend, Allaire’s personal physician and longtime family friend, was the last one called forward.


The room erupted again in an anxious commotion, punctuated by continued sporadic coughing. Those occupying the floor area, reserved for officials from the Senate, House, Supreme Court, the president’s Cabinet, and diplomatic corps, obeyed the president’s edict and remained seated. Those individuals the president had called forward stood and made their way to the rostrum.


People in the upper gallery sections, however – those now-unlucky souls who had scored a coveted ticket to the State of the Union Address, as well as members of the press and broadcast network teams – were less compliant. Not a mass exodus, Allaire observed, but enough people to draw his attention decided to head toward the exits. The president watched with irritation and immense sadness as people were forcibly turned back by the guards stationed at all the doors. One particularly aggressive man, clawing at a uniformed security officer, was whipped into submission by the butt of a pistol.


Allaire gripped Sean O’Neil by the shoulder.


‘Sean, please clear the area around us.’


O’Neil engaged three agents to back people away from the group. Then he quickly returned to the POTUS’s side.


‘We’ve got to make sure nobody leaves the House chamber,’ Allaire said urgently.


‘We’re doing that, sir.’


‘No, I mean make absolutely sure.’


‘Sir?’


‘Dammit, Sean—’ The president quickly composed himself and leaned forward to whisper, ‘This virus is viciously contagious. If it gets out of here, there’s no telling what might happen. Have your people and the other guards immobilize anybody who tries to force their way to the outside. Use whatever restraints and force are necessary.’


‘Yes, sir.’


O’Neil, tall and lean, and emotionless in every way except for the alertness in his dark eyes, delivered the president’s directive via secure radio. Allaire returned to the lectern. He leaned forward until his lips brushed against the metal mesh of the microphone.


‘Ladies and gentlemen. Please settle down. Please. Quiet down this instant!’


It took several additional calls for quiet before the room settled into an uneasy silence. All eyes were now directed upon him. Allaire made a furtive glance toward his wife and daughter. In seconds, the concern etched across their faces forced him to look away.


‘I must be very clear,’ he said. ‘Until we know more about what we may have been exposed to, I cannot allow anybody to exit the House Chamber. I promise to share what information I have as it becomes available. For now, I’m requesting your cooperation.’


‘And what if we don’t!’


The unidentified man shouted his thinly veiled threat from somewhere in the upper gallery.


‘What we’ve been exposed to could be highly contagious,’ Allaire’s amplified voice boomed out. ‘Until we have more information, I cannot risk a public health crisis. To ensure public safety, I’ve authorized the use of extreme measures against anyone who attempts to exit the building. That is a nonnegotiable order from your president. Now, please, you must excuse me. I’ll return shortly with additional information and our proposed next steps after I speak with my staff.’


Once more the room erupted into chaotic chatter. White House chief of staff, intense, intellectual Megan McAndrews, was the first to approach.


‘Mr President,’ she whispered, ‘you neglected to include the speaker of the house.’


McAndrews tilted her head in a nearly imperceptible gesture toward Ursula Ellis, in her seat atop the tribune.


‘If I didn’t call somebody,’ Allaire said, with an edge, ‘either I don’t need them, or I don’t trust them.’




CHAPTER 4


DAY 1
9:45 P.M. (EST)


Ursula Ellis assumed Allaire had included her among the high-ranking officials he had summoned to meet with him. It took some time for her to realize he had not. Perhaps she had misheard over all the commotion, she wondered – either that, or the president’s gunshots had temporarily impaired her hearing.


Vice President Henry Tilden sat beside Ellis on the rostrum. He was a tall, gangly oaf of a man whom Ellis knew would never make anyone’s list of the most intellectual politicians in the land.


‘Henry, did the president include me?’ she leaned over and asked.


‘I don’t think so, Ursula,’ Tilden said, pushing himself up from his seat and carefully avoiding eye contact. ‘But I wasn’t listening that closely. Please, excuse me now. I’ve got to go.’


Yes, of course, you go, Ellis thought. Go be the good lapdog that you are.


Ellis remained seated in her designated chair, looking, she sensed, regal and composed. She had been a fourteen-point underdog when she won the nomination to oppose Allaire. A throwaway, many political pundits had called her, persisting with that notion even when she had shaved a good chunk of that lead away by the time of the election. One more month and she would have caught the bastard, she had thought over and over again.


One more month.


She concentrated on maintaining an appearance of composure. People were looking. Allaire had been an idiot firing that gun the way he did. She needed to appear above it. Many out there had to be aware of the slight the man had just delivered to her. She needed the power brokers and the doubters to see a woman impervious to the chaos engulfing them – a true leader, fearless in the face of impending disaster.


Ellis glanced sideways at Allaire. The sight of him churned her stomach. Perhaps now the American people would see past the smoke and mirrors of their so-called leader. Perhaps they would see that for all his cries for cooperation and unity between the legislative and executive branches, when push came to shove, the speaker of the house was being left on the outside looking in.


Well, fine, she thought. While he was slinking away to meet with his yes-men, she was where it really counted – with the people. Sooner or later that snub might prove to be Allaire’s undoing. Those waiting for him to handle whatever was going on had to have seen how his color had gone pale; how sweat dripped a rivulet of makeup down his Botox-stiffened face; how his hands shook. The man oozed weakness and uncertainty.


The moment the election results were in, the moment she had conceded, Ursula Ellis had begun thinking about the election four years from then. She had checklists in her study of her possible competition, within her party and Allaire’s. None of them was all that formidable. Privately, her advisors questioned whether this might be the time for her to step back from politics and resign her seat in Congress to gather up and re-form the scattered pieces of her campaign team. But she had the foresight to anticipate a virtual dead heat for control of the House, and had chosen to run for reelection to her seat while campaigning against Allaire. Now, here she was, elected in her district by a landslide, and back as speaker.


She had been guided in her decision to keep her seat by a persistent inner voice telling her the time was not right to pull back. That gentle voice, which had led her so unerringly in the past, made it clear that God had plans for her – plans to lead the country. She simply had to stay in the limelight.


Allaire surveyed the chosen ones. He looked as if he were about to faint.


This is it, Ellis thought. Whatever was happening, the president was not equipped to handle it. Sooner or later, he was going to slip – to make a profound error in judgment. And when he did, she would be ready to step forward. In truth, she felt certain her rival was misreading the situation altogether.


First, though, before she could stand in opposition to the actions he intended to take, she needed information.


Allaire was the consummate conniver. What was he up to this time? Was this some sort of demonstration – a test, like the civil defense interruptions on the radio?


Did he really believe that seven hundred of the most powerful and influential Americans were being affected by some virus?


If there was any truth at all to what he was claiming, then people needed medical evaluation and attention – food and water, not threats and isolation. But odds favored that the whole thing was some sort of scam. Allaire’s leadership skills were fraying. Hers were sharper than ever. If there really was a virus, she had the intelligence and charisma to bring the people together.


It was God’s will that she was in this spot at this moment.


Ellis observed that none of the president’s trusted advisors now gathered at the lectern showed any physical effects from whatever had been released by Genesis. None, that was, except for the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Archie Jakes, who was trying unsuccessfully to suppress his near-constant coughing. Where had Jakes been sitting when the vapor released? It would be interesting to find out – possibly very interesting.


Her body tingled with what she playfully described to her staff as her ‘Spidey Sense,’ a little surge of neuroelectricity that helped her distinguish information which had value from that which did not.


Her aide, Leland Gladstone, was a badger on any task. He needed to search out other coughers in the chamber and figure out where they had been sitting during the little explosions. Child’s play for the man who would have been her chief of staff in the White House, and who still might have a shot at the position if things went her way.


Ellis then turned her attention to the more pressing matter at hand. Something tremendous had just occurred inside the House Chamber – her chamber, she might remind Allaire. Election opponents or not, the speaker of the house should have been a part of any closed-door briefing.


She rose and smoothed out the creases of her form-fitting black skirt. She was a trim, attractive brunette, who had once been the homecoming queen at Mississippi State. Careful not to call excess attention to herself, she approached the president, who had his back turned to her.


‘Mr President, excuse me?’


Allaire continued his exchange with Gary Salitas.


‘Mr President, can you give me some idea what’s going on?’


Allaire either ignored the question or simply did not hear it over the swirling commotion. Ellis felt a rush of anger, which she quickly parried. She was not accustomed to being ignored by anyone, the president included. Allaire continued on, as if unaware of her presence, now speaking in a hushed voice to his chief Secret Service agent, Sean O’Neil. Ellis strained to pick up some words, but could not.


‘Mr President, would you like me to join the team for the briefing?’ she said, louder than before.


This time, Allaire turned.


‘Ursula. I’m glad to see you. Are you okay?’


‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. Thank you. But I’d like to participate in the briefing, Mr President . . . That is if you need me.’


‘No. I need your leadership here in the chamber. I’ll keep you informed as things develop.’


Which means you won’t tell me jack shit, Ellis thought.


Allaire had turned and resumed his dialogue with O’Neil.


Ellis stood behind the president, burning with hatred.


‘You okay?’


Gladstone had materialized beside her. Thin and dark haired, with ice blue eyes that at times gave Ellis the shivers, the man embodied what every congressional leader sought in an aide – charm, good looks, and a wobbly moral compass.


Ellis led him away from Allaire and the others.


‘I’m POed,’ she said finally. ‘How should I be?’


Gladstone patted his jacket pocket.


‘Well, I assumed you would want the location of the explosions. So far I’ve pinpointed seven of what looks like a total of fifteen or sixteen broken glass containers. I should have the rest of them in a little while. Then, assuming you want me to, I’ll start filling in the seats around them.’


‘Absolutely. As usual, you are well ahead of the game.’


‘From what I can tell so far, there’s no pattern.’


‘There’s always a pattern, dear Leland. Sometimes not so obvious, but there’s always a pattern to everything. Finish filling in that seating chart, but keep your two-way radio handy. Until this situation is resolved and we are all outside waltzing down Pennsylvania Avenue, we’re going to be mighty busy.’


The speaker’s aide headed toward the gallery while Ellis maintained her position not far from where Jim Allaire was about to retreat for the meeting with his group of sycophants. The discomfort on the man’s face was a tonic. She started imagining herself sparring with him, boxing gloves on, bobbing and weaving, searching for an opening. What she needed most now, to inflict some real damage, was information. And as the president turned to go, she realized where she could find it.


Quickly moving to the right side of the group, she slid her hand around Sean O’Neil’s arm and pulled him back toward her.


‘I don’t have time to talk, Madam Speaker,’ he said. ‘The president needs me.’


‘If I need you, Sean, and I do, you will make time for me.’


O’Neil hesitated, and then allowed himself to be led to a spot where they would not be overheard.


‘What do you want?’ he asked in a pressured whisper.


‘Simple. I want to know what the president says in that briefing you’re going to.’


‘It’s classified. If you’re not there, you can’t know.’


Ellis smiled again and her thin lips disappeared inside her mouth.


‘We both know that’s a bad strategy, Sean. I am the speaker of the house. The American people will expect me to know what’s going on. Allaire is playing politics at a time of national crisis.’


‘You should take that up with the president, then.’


Sean turned to leave, but Ellis caught him by the arm.


‘Suppose I also take up what you and that darling young White House intern were doing in the Lincoln Bedroom while the first couple was away on vacation. I’m sure the Allaires would love to see the security videos – especially the part where you so skillfully and lovingly snorted some sort of white power from between the sweet thing’s breasts.’


O’Neil went pale.


‘How. . .? How did you. . .?’


‘Eyes and ears, my love. I use my eyes and ears – and some well-placed friends. In fact, over the years we’ve been working for the American people, I’ve collected other useful tidbits about you, as well. The nasty custody battle with your ex over baby Duncan, for instance. How do you think this sort of revelation will help your chances, dear Sean, let alone your career?’


O’Neil looked away.


‘I’ll get you what I can,’ he muttered.


‘You’ll get me what I want, Sean. Is that understood?’


O’Neil turned without a reply and rushed ahead to catch up with the president. Ellis watched until the group had disappeared through a guarded exit.


Third.


The word echoed in her mind. She was third in line to govern the most powerful nation on earth. And all of a sudden, the two above her seemed to be on very shaky ground.




CHAPTER 5


DAY 1
10:00 P.M. (EST)


Allaire led his team past the Secret Service agents guarding the mahogany double doors located directly to the right of the rostrum. The corridor, accessible only to members of Congress and their staff, had reinforced walls that dampened the din from within the House Chamber.


Near the end of the passageway, the president used a keycard to unlock another wooden door. Sensors detected movement inside the pitch-black room, and turned on several banks of overhead fluorescent lights.


Allaire proceeded to a keypad on the right-hand wall. Punching in his code, he waited for the hydraulics to engage. In seconds, the wall opposite him slid noiselessly downward and disappeared, revealing the Hard Room. The array of communication equipment – satellite phones, wall-mounted monitors, radios, printers, radar imaging systems, and laptop computers – gave him a brief flare of confidence that his government possessed the power to prevail against any adversary. Then he reminded himself that this was no ordinary adversary – this was WRX3883 in the hands of depraved killers, and at this moment, nothing existed inside this room, or any other, that could defeat that combination.


The large conference table in the center of the room would serve as their briefing area. Two Cabinet secretaries – Salitas and Broussard – took their seats, along with Allaire’s physician Bethany Townsend, the vice president; uniformed Admiral Archie Jakes (the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff); the head of the Capitol Police force, Hank Tomlinson; Architect of the Capitol Jordan Lamar and White House Chief of Staff Megan McAndrews. O’Neil, square-jawed and swarthy, remained standing against the back wall.


‘Where is Paul Rappaport?’ Allaire asked.


‘Paul is at home in Minnesota, Mr President,’ McAndrews said, ‘tending to his daughter.’


Minnesota. Allaire groaned. He had personally approved the trip.


‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’


For this year’s State of the Union Address, Paul Rappaport was the so-called designated survivor.


No State of the Union Address, inauguration, or other momentous occasion occurred without there being a DS – referred to by some as the Doomsday Successor. The DS was the only one of the fifteen Cabinet members officially in line to succeed the president who was deliberately not in the vicinity of Washington, D.C. He or she was chosen for the job by the military through the President Emergency Operations Center, or PEOC – the same unit with operational control of the Hard Room.


Given that every member of the Cabinet wanted to be near the POTUS during major events, the chosen DS, usually at or near the bottom of the chain, had no desire to be the one selected. Paul Rappaport’s appointment, however, was a logical one – one that the former governor had actually requested.


Not only was the Homeland Security secretary a logical choice, being the most recently established Cabinet position, but just a week earlier, Rappaport’s daughter’s condo had been broken into and ransacked while she was in the shower. Stolen were her purse, wallet, laptop computer, iPad, cell phone, silverware, and jewelry. Even worse, the president had been informed, her underwear had been removed from her bureau drawer, cut up, and spread out on her bed. The daughter, Renee, had a history of profound anxiety and depression, and suffered a breakdown as a result of the invasion. She had just been discharged after several days in a psychiatric hospital, and was at her parents’ place.


Allaire imagined that the flamboyant, furiously patriotic Rappaport, protected by a small detachment of Secret Service agents, was with his wife and only child at the moment, watching what had been the president’s address, and still unaware of how close he suddenly was to history.


‘Sir, I respectfully suggest we get on with this briefing,’ said Gary Salitas, Allaire’s closest friend in Washington.


Allaire perked up. He had been quiet too long, lost in thought as the weight of evolving events descended upon him.


‘Yes, of course, Gary. Thank you. Sean, can you give me an update on the mobile device roundup?’


The Secret Service agent stepped away from his position against the Hard Room wall.


‘Agents are collecting them as you ordered, Mr President. It’s a difficult assignment, though, as you can well imagine. Many of those out there aren’t used to being told what to do. I doubt the press people are being forthcoming in handing over all the phones they have. We may have to resort to searching them.’


Allaire sighed. The most probable scenario, and an alarming one at that, had word already spreading to the outside world via text messages, phone calls, broadcasts from network and cable television operators’ mobile units from outside the Capitol, and transmissions via the Internet – all reporting something epic happening at the State of the Union, but nobody knowing exactly what. Speculation would spread quickly to every country in the world, from major cities to any remote village with even the slightest bit of communication technology.


Crisis at the Capitol.


It was likely that CNN’s producers had already ordered the graphics.


The best Allaire could hope for would be to slow the spread of information and misinformation until he could work out a strategy as to how it should be presented and disseminated, and how to prevent the reaction that would ensue from any perceived lack of leadership.


He looked over at Salitas for suggestions.


‘We need to think bigger, Mr President,’ Salitas, a graying MIT grad, said. ‘We should disrupt all communications – cellular, landline, Internet, TV broadcast, for say, a five-mile radius around the Capitol.’


‘Can we do that?’


‘We can try.’


‘And still allow me to broadcast to the people?’


‘With any luck.’


‘Do it.’


Salitas crossed to the communications center at the far side of the room and began making calls.


‘Okay, it’s time,’ Allaire said. ‘I’m going to brief you all. Soon I’ll share this information with the other victims out there.’


‘Victims?’ HHS secretary Kate Broussard asked.


‘Yes, Kate. Victims. That’s what we are now. All of us.’ He described the message on the teleprompter. ‘Assuming the exploding glass containers in those bags and briefcases contained aerosolized WRX3883, we must consider that every single person inside the Capitol tonight has been exposed or will soon be exposed to one degree or another.’


‘What on earth is WRX3883?’ Broussard said.


‘It’s a biological agent we’ve been tracking for some time now.’


From his position across the room, Salitas’s eyes narrowed. He gave what Allaire took to be a look of warning.


‘Whose biological agent? Are we talking Al Qaeda?’ Admiral Jakes managed to ask between sudden spasms of coughing.


‘No. Genesis has taken credit for this one. It’s a virus we know about, though. Apparently they stole it.’


‘Why weren’t we made aware of this before? What does it do?’


‘I’m sorry, Archie. I chose to keep all information about the virus in house until we knew more of what we had. The microbe was ours. It was initially developed at Columbia University in New York. We took it over and were working on it at a Level Four containment facility in Kansas. About nine months ago, I pulled the plug on the project. Apparently, Genesis found a way to steal some.’


‘Well, now that it’s been released, how real is the threat to public health?’ Broussard asked.


Once again, Allaire and Salitas exchanged minuscule glances.


‘This is a flu variant,’ Allaire said. ‘It . . . um . . . attacks respiratory functions much the same way a flu virus would, only more rapidly.’


Broussard, a Ph.D. in immunology, frowned.


‘So this is like weapons-grade flu?’ she said. ‘That’s impossible.’


‘It’s not a type A flu virus, specifically,’ Allaire said, assuming Broussard would know that type A influenza was the only one of the three classes of the virus that had ever caused a pandemic.


Vice President Henry Tilden spoke for the first time.


‘What can we expect? Symptoms? Spread? Outcome? Is this like SARS?’


Tilden, a former senator from Alabama, had come close to defeating Allaire in the primaries before his first election, and had been appointed as his running mate as a political concession to Southern conservatives. He was respected for his laconic wit and his cool under fire, but like most of the vice presidents before him, had all but disappeared from sight during his first term.


‘I don’t know, Henry. I intend to contact our experts at the Centers for Disease Control.’


Hank Tomlinson, the sturdily built Capitol Police chief, pushed himself to his feet.


‘And just how did somebody manage to sneak this virus inside the Capitol and detonate fifteen weapons?’ he asked. ‘There was only one entrance open, and we had our most sophisticated screening equipment in operation. In addition, we did an inspection of every bag or briefcase.’


‘Well, Hank,’ Allaire said, ‘as head of the security unit here, that’s something I expect you to figure out.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Tomlinson muttered.


He took his seat and kept his eyes fixed on his hands.


‘We’ve got to tackle this like any crisis situation,’ Allaire said, ‘and that means first things first. I promise you, we will overcome this challenge. And we’ll do it together.’


‘What do you need us to do, Jim?’ Tilden asked.


‘While we’re in this waiting game for data about the virus, we need to focus our efforts on two fronts: people and communication. The perception that the entire U.S. government is in imminent danger will send the global economy into a tailspin. We need to minimize that as much as possible.’


‘What do you suggest?’


‘Craft a message, Henry. You can use my speechwriters if you need them. Let the world know that we’re going to be okay, but until we’re absolutely sure there is no immediate public danger of the virus spreading, we’re going to err on the side of caution. You can say there was an exposure to a highly contagious pathogen. But our microbiologists are hard at work identifying it, and breaking it down. Let the people know that we’re going to be okay, but we need time to complete our thorough assessment.’


‘Got it,’ Tilden said, seeming actually buoyed to have been given the responsibility.


Allaire watched as the man furiously wrote down notes.


‘Work with Megan on this, Henry. Let me read what you have when you’re ready. We’ll use Connie Lawson from NBC to break the story. She’s got the right demeanor to keep facts ahead of emotions.’


Admiral Jakes raised his hand.


‘Mr President, I will mobilize—’ He stopped to cough – deep and wet.


‘—mobilize the military,’ Allaire finished for him.


Jakes, in his mid-sixties, looked gray and almost glassy-eyed. Broussard and McAndrew, seated on either side, subconsciously slid their chairs away an inch or two, and glanced over at him with mixtures of apprehension and revulsion. Allaire nodded at Salitas, who ended a phone call and brought the admiral a cup of water.


‘I want to divide everybody out there into three groups. Each group will be relocated to a different room within the Capitol complex to facilitate resource distribution. Admiral, I would like you to be the leader for the C Group. You’ll mobilize in the Senate Chamber and set up operations there. Assign the other chiefs to help with each group, and also the Capitol Police.’


‘Who will be in my group?’ Jakes asked.


‘Gary and I will personally oversee the group designations. We’ll need a little time to complete the list.’


Uneasy looks were exchanged. Allaire sensed the team thought his chosen task was unbefitting a president in the midst of a crisis situation. But they could not know that at the moment, the assignment he had given to himself and Salitas was the most important of all.


‘What should we do in the interim?’ the admiral managed.


He coughed again. A sheen of perspiration had materialized across his forehead.


‘Make a list of supplies you think you will need,’ Allaire went on. ‘Kate, I’d like you to lead Group B and Henry will take the A Group. A Group can stay in the House Chamber, and we’ll move people assigned to Group B into Statuary Hall. Confer among yourselves as to what you think we’ll need for a twenty-four to forty-eight-hour stay. Enlist help from the rest of the Cabinet and anyone else you wish. Megan will act as my liaison. I’ll leave it up to you to work out bathroom usage, but it’s important that we don’t mix the groups as we move people around.’


‘Why is that?’ Broussard asked.


‘For inventory control, Kate. We’ll manage our supplies by group size and we don’t want people thinking they can freely migrate between them.’


The Health and Human Services secretary did not look as if she were buying Allaire’s plan any more than his explanation of what they were up against.


‘Yes, Jim,’ she said through nearly closed lips.


Sean O’Neil was instructed to mobilize the Secret Service agents to maintain security.


‘Report back to me as you make progress. Megan, please make an announcement that in twenty minutes I’ll address the House Chamber. At that time I’ll give an update on our status and share our plans to take care of everyone while we’re sorting things out.’


The White House chief of staff nodded.


‘Jordan and Hank, stay here for a few minutes. You, too, Doc. The rest of you have your assignments. Stay calm, delegate to others, and remain in control of the situation. You are the leaders here. I expect you to lead. Good luck.’


With the press of a button, the hydraulics concealing the Hard Room kicked in and opened the wall.


Gary Salitas remained behind as well, though he had not been asked. The room emptied out, and the hydraulic doors closed. Those asked to remain took their seats again.


The president sighed, then inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.


‘Well, my friends,’ he began, ‘I need to start by saying that what I just shared in this room is not exactly the truth.’




CHAPTER 6


DAY 1
10:05 P.M. (EST)


Angela Fletcher had ridden only half of her daily ten miles on the stationary bike when the high-def broadcast of the State of the Union Address on her new Sony went dark. Using the remote, she switched channels on her cable box, but got the same black screen on all the networks. Other channels, those not broadcasting the president’s address, seemed to be working perfectly. The major networks, however, CNN, MSNBC, Fox News included, were all broadcasting the same thing, which was nothing at all.


From her perch atop the bike, surrounded by a mélange of houseplants, every one of which she could name, Angie turned her set off, then on again, and did the same with the cable box. In that time, the stations managed to display their version of a technical difficulty announcement, letting viewers know they were working on the problem.


Angie hopped off the bike and crossed her airy living room to the kitchen, where she grabbed a bottle of vitamin-enhanced flavored water from the fridge. At thirty-eight, despite her disciplined vegetarian lifestyle and deep knowledge of herbs and nutrition, she knew her metabolism had begun to slow. The changes in her hips told her so every day, even though it was likely that she was the only one aware of them.


The bike and a set of weights were her way of battling back. Best of all, for someone who struggled to sit through most movies, plays, and concerts, the equipment allowed her to multitask to her heart’s content. E-mail and riding. CNN and lifting. Reading and pedaling. Unless she were asleep, at the most five hours a night, she always seemed to be doing something, and something else at the same time. That trait had been a constant source of dismay and even annoyance to her boyfriend, Bill Collins. But had been were the operative words now that Collins was a thing of her past.


On her way back into the living room, Angie grabbed her BlackBerry to check e-mail. Nothing about the loss of signal had arrived in her inbox. Just the usual digital mountain of PR pitches from some of the brightest minds in science. They all wanted the same thing – a story in her paper, The Washington Post, and more important, for the paper’s respected science reporter, Angie Fletcher, to cover whatever latest breakthrough or discovery they felt needed covering.


Angie tried the television again. Nothing new. She had voted for Allaire, as had most of her friends, and like them, she had been looking forward to tonight’s speech. She loved that his background was at least as much about medicine and science as it was about politics. In addition, his oratory skills could make a laundry list sound important, so Angie felt more than a little disappointed to be missing any part of the first State of the Union message of his second term.


Figuring that Webcasts might be working, she used her BlackBerry and tried CNN.com and then her own paper’s Web site. Both ran virtually identical headlines in bold lettering: Broadcast Interruption at State of the Union Address. Utterly curious now, Angie checked, but could not find, any links to a more detailed explanation.


It had been six months or so since she had moved from Georgetown to the refurbished brownstone in the highly desirable Dupont Circle area of D.C. Her neighbor in 2B, the unit directly below her one-bedroom condo, worked at the White House, and Angie considered asking if he had heard anything unusual going on at the Capitol. Instead, she decided to towel off and cab it.


She darted into the kitchen, still clutching her BlackBerry, then suddenly paused to grab a spray bottle from the counter to spritz her herb garden, which seemed nearly ready to harvest, at least the mint anyway. The queen of ADD, Collins had called her, more than once. So what, she thought, racing into the bedroom to throw on a pair of slacks and a bulky fisherman’s sweater.


She hurried back into the living room and over to Horace, on whom she kept her coat, hat, and gloves. The movers had said nothing about hauling an adult human skeleton, but she did notice them exchanging uneasy glances when they unpacked him.


Over the months she had dated Collins, a lobbyist for the insurance industry, he continually found it odd that she had a skeleton in her living room, and that her cluttered bedroom looked like a college dorm. But she assured him that Horace had everything to do with an innate curiosity for all things biological and not some Goth fetish he needed to fear, and that her bedroom was always impeccably neat – just not when he happened to be there.


Collins’s lack of appreciation for Horace should have been a sign right from the start, but he was urbane, witty, and handsome as hell – clearly in the top ten of D.C. eligibles, as her girlfriends had ranked him. That was undoubtedly why she had hung on as long as she did, although ultimately, it was he who had decided they should ‘see other people.’ As tired as Angie was of dating, and as anxious as she was to connect with a mate for life, and as aware as she was of the statistics on maternal age and fertility, the breakup was a two-ton weight off of her back.


She slipped her toasty peacoat off of Horace’s shoulders and grabbed the red wool cap from the top of his stand. There was something going on at the Capitol complex. She could feel it. Her instinct for news was what made her one of the most sought-after reporters at The Post. She understood that any story breaking on Capitol Hill would be covered by the political and national teams, and would probably have nothing to do with her expertise in science and technology. But the thought of missing out on an event unfolding in her own backyard was unacceptable, and the sudden, specific, universal loss of signal from the State of the Union screamed ‘Event!’


Having decided to spring for a cab, she was searching for her purse underneath the piles of stuff on her kitchen chairs, when her phone rang. She frowned at the name on her caller ID. Before she met Bill, it had been John Davis, chief of staff to one of the more powerful congressmen on the Hill. Davis had pursued Angie with such intensity that it made her at first uninterested and soon, uneasy. He had not called since her last plea just a few months ago that as nice as he was, it simply wasn’t going to happen between them – especially since she was dating someone else. She let his call go to voicemail.
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