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The sea of tranquillity was an eerily still wasteland, a silent crater-shaped outdoor tomb of ashes and stone. Two sets of footprints were etched into the powdery gray soil surrounding the landing site, each one as freshly cut as the day it was made. On the horizon, a curved sliver of the bright earth was rising into the sky, the vivid blue of its oceans a stark contrast to the colorless valley. Hammered into the lunar surface were the sensor rods of a seismometer, a square box capable of detecting the crash of a sea-sized meteor at a distance of fifty miles, and on the far side of the camp, an American flag waving proudly in a nonexistent breeze. The entire site was littered with debris: scientific experiments and the cartons which had carried them, the unused plastic bags used to gather soil samples, and a handful of commemorative trinkets. This equipment, carelessly scattered around an area the size of a baseball infield, had been imported by the astronauts of Apollo 11, the first two humans to set foot on the moon. When they left, they jettisoned everything deemed nonessential for the ride back home. Armstrong and Aldrin had taken one giant step for man, and left behind a ton of garbage for moonkind.


Their decades-old footprints marched fifteen paces out toward the horizon in every direction before turning back to the center of the camp. Seen from high above, they formed a pattern in the sand like a large, misshapen daisy. At the eye of this flower stood the gleaming Lunar Landing Platform, a four-footed framework of tubes and gold foil which looked like a jungle gym on a hastily abandoned campground. Marooned deep in a sea of silence, the spot had the creepy aspect of a long-ago picnic which had come to an abrupt and terrifying end, as if there had been no time for the visitors to pack up their belongings. Only enough time to turn and run for safety. Nothing, not a single grain of sand, had moved in all the years since the earthlings’ departure.


But something was beginning to change. Gradually, an infinitesimal churning began to engulf the area. For many hours, it was nothing more perceptible than the disturbance caused by the fluttering of a moth’s wings at a distance of a thousand paces. But it grew steadily, inexorably, into a tremble. The electric needles inside the seismometer skittered to life. The machine’s sensors shot awake and began to scream their warning to the scientists on earth. But the moon’s extremes of heat and cold had disabled its radio transmitter within days of it first being planted. Like a night watchman with his tongue cut out, the small device struggled hour after hour to sound the alarm as the rumbling grew. A single grain of sand tumbled down the edge of a footprint, then another, and another. As the quaking blossomed into a deep rumble, the stiff wire sewn into the bottom seam of the American flag began to wobble back and forth. The footprints began to shake apart and disintegrate in the vibrating sand.


Then a vast shadow moved across the sky. It passed directly overhead, eclipsing the sun and plunging the entire crater into an unnatural darkness. The moonquake intensified as the thing moved closer. Whatever it was, it was much too large to have been sent from earth.


* * *


The rocky flatlands of the New Mexico desert could feel as alien and inhospitable as the moon. On a dark night when the moon was new, this was one of the quietest places on the planet: a thousand miles of blood-red desert, its clay hills baked hard and smooth. At one o’clock in the morning on July 2, jackrabbits and lizards, drawn by the warmth of the pavement, were gathered on a thin strip of asphalt in a valley where a dirt road snaked its way out of the foothills and down to the main highway. The only discernible movement came from the incredible profusion of insects, a thousand species of them that had adapted to this harsh environment.


Where the dirt road ran up toward the crest of some hills, there was a wooden sign half-hidden in the sagebrush. It read “NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION, SETI.” Those who followed the road—with or without permission—to the top of the rise were rewarded with a spectacular sight. On the other side were two dozen enormous signal-collecting dishes, each one well over one hundred feet in diameter. Precision-built from curved steel beams painted white, these giant bowls dominated a long narrow valley. Because the moon was new, the only light on them was the red glow of the beacon lamps attached to the collector rods suspended over the center of each dish. The beacons were a precaution against curious or hopelessly lost pilots hitting the equipment with their planes and tangling themselves into the steel beams like flies caught in the strands of a spiderweb.


SETI, the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence, was a government-funded, NASA-administered scientific project and the field of giant radio telescopes was its primary laboratory. Far from the noise pollution that blanketed the cities, scientists had erected this mile-wide listening post to search for clues that would help solve a riddle almost as old as human imagination: Are we alone in the universe?


The telescopes picked up the noise emitted by a billion stars, quasars, and black holes, sounds that were not only very faint, but mind-bogglingly old. Traveling at the speed of light, radio emissions from the sun reach the earth after a delay of eight minutes, while those coming from the next nearest star take over four years. Most of the cosmic noise splashing into the dishes was several million years old, with a signal strength of less than a quadrillionth of a watt. Taken together and added up, all the radio energy ever received by earth amounted to less energy than a single snowflake striking the ground. And yet, these giant upturned steel ears were so exquisitely sensitive they could paint detailed color pictures of objects far too dim and distant for optical telescopes to perceive. They twisted slowly in the moonlight like a field of robotic flowers opening to the faint moonlight.


Tucked between these giants was a pre-fab three-bedroom ranch house which had been converted into a high-technology observatory. A skyful of data was gushing down into the telescopes, zipping along fiber optic cable into the house where it was sliced up, sorted, and analyzed by the most sophisticated signal-processing station ever built. All of this technological wizardry operated under the control of a master computer monitoring the entire system, which meant guys like Richard Yamuro had very little to do.


Richard was an astronomer who’d made a name for himself with his work on “the redshift” phenomenon associated with quasars. Six months out of graduate school, he’d landed a position at the prestigious Universita di Bologna in northern Italy. When SETI called two years later to offer him a job, he’d leapt at the chance to exchange his swank downtown apartment for a tiny cabin in the arid backcountry of New Mexico.


SETI was founded in the early sixties by a handful of “crackpots astronomers,” who just happened to be some of the world’s top research scientists. Their idea was simple: radio is a basic technology. It is easy to send and even simpler to receive. Its waves travel at the speed of light, effortlessly penetrating things like planets, galaxies, and clouds of gas without significant loss of strength. If an advanced civilization were attempting to communicate with us, these scientists argued, they would never be able to cross the infinite distances of the universe. The only realistic way to establish communication with earth would be to send a radio message. After years of lobbying in Congress, SETI won the funding for a ten-year exploration of the skies over the northern hemisphere. Under the guidance of NASA, the small staff had set up two other installations, one in Hawaii and the other in Puerto Rico. If intelligent life existed somewhere in the universe, the small band of SETI astronomers were the people most likely to find them.


Richard had pulled the overnight observation shift, which in most jobs would be the least attractive, but among the handful of scientists stationed in New Mexico, it was the most sought-after time to work. At four A.M. the night-watch commander could override the scanning system and use one of the large telescopes for his or her own projects. Which meant Richard still had two hours to kill before he had anything interesting to do. In the meantime, he was brushing up his golfing skills. Going down to one knee, he pictured himself lining up his birdie putt on the eighteenth green at Pebble Beach.


“The entire tournament comes down to this one final shot,” he whispered like a television commentator. “Yamuro’s left himself twenty feet from the hole. Normally, that would be no problem for a golfer of his amazing skills, but he’ll be putting across the roughest, most wicked section of turf, the uneven stretch of green called ‘the walkway.’”


“That’s exactly right, Bob,” he murmured, becoming the second announcer, “it’s an almost impossible shot. The pressure is really on Yamuro at this point. It’s a make or break situation, but we’ve seen him come through situations like this a hundred times before. If anyone can do it, he can.”


At the far side of a room jammed with expensive electronic gadgetry, he’d laid a crinkled paper cup on its side. The golfer got to his feet and took a series of practice swings as the huge imaginary crowd looked on in perfect silence. Then he lifted his eyes to survey the scene. He glanced toward the tall narrow machine nicknamed “The Veg-O-Matic” for its ability to slice and dice the random noise of the universe into computer-digestible morsels. In its place, he saw his family biting their nails as the tension mounted. His mother, a grim expression on her face, nodded her head to show her son she believed in his ability to sink the putt, thereby bringing honor and glory to the Yamuro name. The golfer looked behind him and spotted a familiar face. “Carl,” he said solemnly to an autographed photo of the popular astronomer Carl Sagan mounted on the office wall, “I’m gonna need your help with this one, pal.”


At last, Yamuro stepped up to the ball, brought his club back, then, with a crisp and confident stroke, sent the ball sailing toward the hole. It moved unevenly over the worn spots in the office carpet until it reached the paper cup and clipped the edge of it before rolling off to one side. He had missed the shot! The golfer collapsed in agony to the floor. He had failed himself, his army of fans and, worst of all, his mother. While he was down on both knees, clutching at his heart and trying to find the words which could express his feelings of sorrow, the red phone rang.


The nightwatch commander’s heart jumped into his throat. The red phone was not an outside line. It came directly from the master computer and was the signal that something unusual had been picked up on the monitors. Leaving his club on the floor, Yamuro snatched up the phone and listened carefully to the computer’s digitally sampled voice reading off a string of coordinates. Blinking red lights began erupting all over the main control board.


“This isn’t really happening,” he muttered as he wrote down the time, frequency, and position coordinates of the disturbance onto a pad of paper. When the red phone rang, which it very rarely did, it meant the computers in the next room, the ones sorting through the billion channels of shrill, random bursts of space noise, had detected something out of the ordinary, something with an intentional pattern. With a sense of dread and a rising pulse rate, Yamuro slipped into the chair at the main instrument console and reached for the headphones. He slipped them over his ears and listened, but heard nothing unusual, only the usual hiss and crackle of the universe. Protocol, at that point, called for him to alert the other scientists, some of them sleeping in their cabins scattered around the grounds. But before he became a member of SETI’s False Alarm Club, Yamuro wanted to check it out more carefully. It was probably nothing more than a new spy satellite, or a lost pilot calling for help. He punched some numbers into the keyboard of the computer and took over manual control of dish number one. Reading the input data, the scope swiveled back to the exact position it had been in when the disturbance began.


Then he heard it. Startled by the sound, he jerked backward in his chair, eyes the size of pancakes. Over the usual popping, fizzling background noise, he heard a tonal progression coming through loud and clear. The resonant sound oscillated up and down inside a frequency window known as the hydrogen band. It sounded almost like a musical instrument, an unlikely cross between a piccolo and a foghorn, and vaguely like a church organ in dire need of a tuning. It was like nothing he’d ever heard before, and he recognized it immediately as a signal. Slowly, something like a shocked smile crossed his lips and he reached for the intercom.


Ten minutes later, the small control room looked like a high-tech pajama party. Sleepy astronomers in robes and slippers crowded around the main console, taking turns with the headphones, all of them talking at once. By the time SETI’s chief project scientist, Beulah Shore, came stumbling through the darkness from her cabin, her staff was already convinced they’d made contact with an alien culture. “This is the real thing, Beul,” Yamuro told her.


Shore looked at him dubiously and plopped herself down in a chair below a poster that read “I BELIEVE IN LITTLE GREEN MEN,” which she herself had posted. “This better not be one of those damned Russian spy jobs,” she grumbled as she slipped the headphones on and listened with no visible change of expression. Two things were running through her mind: This is it! We’ve found it! There was no mistaking the slow rising and falling of the tone for anything accidental. But at the same time, her scientific training and her need to protect the project forced her to be skeptical. There was already a buzz of excitement among her co-workers and she had seen the ruinous effects of disappointment set in after previous false alarms.


“Interesting,” she allowed, poker-faced, “but let’s not jump the gun, people. I want to run a source trajectory. Doug, get on the phone to Arecibo and feed them the numbers.”


Arecibo was a remote coastal valley in eastern Puerto Rico, home to the largest radio telescope in the world, one thousand meters in diameter. Within five minutes, the astronomers there had shut down their own experiments and wheeled their big dish around to the target coordinates. On a separate telephone line, high-speed modems transferred the data feed instantaneously. As the results of the Arecibo scope came over the line, the normally polite scientists jostled one another for a first look at the printout as it came spitting out of the machine.


“This can’t be right,” one scientist said, puzzled and somewhat frightened.


Yamuro tore the page from the printer and turned to Beulah. “According to these calculations, distance to source is three hundred eighty five kilometers,” he said in confusion. Then he added what everyone in the cramped room already knew, ‘That means it’s coming from the moon.”


Shore walked over to the room’s only window, pulled back the curtain a few inches and scrutinized the crescent moon. “Looks like we might have visitors.” Then, after a moment of reflection, she added, “It would’ve been nice if they’d called first.”


* * *


Just across the Potomac River from the White House, the Pentagon was the largest office building in the world. The giant five-sided structure was home to the byzantine bureaucracies of the United States Armed Forces and was a small city unto itself. Even two hours before sunrise, when its workforce was reduced to the few thousand souls who pulled the graveyard shift, it was a bustling place. An armada of semis were lined up near the building’s loading docks to deliver everything from classified documents to restaurant supplies, while dozens of trash trucks hauled away the previous day’s mountain of waste.


Speeding across the southern parking lot, an unmarked late-model Ford sedan was headed directly for the building at seventy miles per hour. A second before it rammed into the side of the edifice, it broke into a long skid and fishtailed perfectly into the parking space closest to the front doors.


Seconds later, General William M. Grey, commander in chief of the United States Space Command and head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff came up the steps into the lobby, the steel taps on the soles of his shoes clicking an angry rhythm across the tiled floor. Forty-five minutes earlier, he’d been dead asleep when the phone rang. Nevertheless, the stocky sixty-year-old arrived at the office looking every inch the five-star general, all spit and polish. Without breaking stride, he was joined by his staff commander, Colonel Ray Castillo. The lanky young science officer followed his scowling boss to a fleet of elevators and opened a set of doors with a swipe of his identity card. The doors swooshed open and the two men stepped inside. The instant the doors were closed, the men knew it was safe to talk.


“Who else knows about this?” the general demanded.


“SETI out in New Mexico phoned about an hour ago. They picked up a radio signal at approximately one fifteen A.M. The thing is emitting a repetitive signal, which we’re trying to interpret.” Castillo answered nervously, trying to sound professional. He knew how little tolerance Grey had for sloppy work.


“They tell anybody else? The press?”


“They agreed to keep quiet about it for the time being. They’re afraid of losing credibility if they announce anything prematurely, so they’re going to run additional tests.”


“Well, what is this damn thing? Do they know?”


Colonel Castillo shook his head and smiled. “No, sir, they’re clueless, even more confused than we are.” Grey swiveled his head around and impaled his assistant with a disapproving grimace. The men and women who worked for the United States Space Command, an autonomous division of the Air Force, were not permitted to be confused about anything, not while Grey was running the show. Their job was to know all of the answers all of the time. Castillo winced and studied the stack of papers he was carrying. “Excuse me, sir.”


The doors opened onto a clean white basement hallway. Castillo led the way down the corridor and through a thick door. He and the general stepped into a plush, cavernous underground strategy room, with a big screen computerized map dominating the main wall. Designed and built in the late seventies, the room was a large oval space with the primary work area, sixty radar consoles, sunk three feet below a 360° perimeter walkway. Three dozen high-security-clearance personnel were down in the pit monitoring everything that moved through the sky: every satellite, every reconnaissance mission, every commercial passenger flight, and every moment of every space shuttle mission. In addition, a network of specially dedicated surveillance satellites kept an eye on each of the thousands of known nuclear missile silos worldwide. With its thick carpeting and colorfully painted wall murals of space flight, it always reminded Grey of “a goddamned library,” as he had called it on more than one occasion.


“Take a look at these monitors,” Castillo said, pointing to a row of ordinary televisions tuned to news broadcasts from around the globe. Every few seconds, the picture quality would suddenly disintegrate into a rolling blur, different from any sort of picture distortion they’d seen before. “Satellite reception has been impaired. All satellite reception, ours included. But we were able to get these shots.”


He led the way to a nearby glass table which was lit from below and showed Grey a large photographic transparency. Taken with an infra-red camera, it showed a blotchy, orb-like object set against a background of stars. The image quality was too grainy and distorted for the general to make either heads or tails of it. Several members of the Space Command staff joined them at the table. Grey, the only non-scientist in the group, wasn’t about to start asking a bunch of asinine questions. Instead, he glowered down at the blurry image for a moment before announcing his opinion.


“Looks like a big turd.”


Castillo was about to laugh when he realized his boss wasn’t trying to be funny. He continued his presentation by laying down a second, equally turdlike photo of the object. “We estimate this thing has a diameter of over five hundred and fifty kilometers,” he explained, “and a mass equal to roughly one-quarter of the moon’s.”


“Holy Mother of…” Grey didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you think it is? A meteor, maybe?”


The entire clique of officers glanced around at one another. Obviously, Grey hadn’t been completely briefed about the nature of the object they were looking at. “No, sir,” one of the officers piped up, “it’s definitely not a meteor.”


“How do you know?”


“Well, for one thing, sir, it’s slowing down. It’s been slowing down ever since we first spotted it.”


Grey’s trademark scowl melted temporarily into one of bewilderment as the implications of what he was being told began to register. If it was slowing down, it could only mean the object was being controlled, piloted.


Without a moment of hesitation, he marched to the nearest phone and called the secretary of defense at home. When informed by the man’s wife that he was sleeping, Grey barked into the receiver, “Then wake him up! This is an emergency.”


* * *


Thomas Whitmore, forty-eight years old, was one of the first people awake in a city of early risers. Still in his pajamas, he lay on top of the covers with a pair of bifocals perched at the end of his nose thumbing through a stack of newspapers. It was a sweltering, muggy night in the District of Columbia, and even with the air-conditioning running, he was too uncomfortable to fall back asleep. The phone rang at a few minutes past 4 A.M. Without lifting his eyes from an article about international shipping policy, he reached over to the nightstand, picked up the receiver, and waited for whomever was calling to begin speaking.


“Hello, handsome,” a female voice purred into the phone.


That captured his attention. Recognizing the voice, Whitmore tossed the paper to one side. “Well, well. I didn’t expect to hear from you tonight. Thought you’d already be asleep. How may I assist you?” He smiled.


“Talk to me while I get undressed,” she replied.


“I think I can help you with that request,” Whitmore said, arching an eyebrow. He didn’t get an invitation like that every day. He glanced around the sumptuously appointed bedroom, making sure no one was around except the small figure beneath the sheet at the other side of the bed. Glancing up at the clock, he noticed, “It’s past four in the morning here. Are you just getting in?”


“Yes, I am.” She didn’t sound too pleased.


“You must want to strangle me.”


“That possibility has crossed my mind.”


“Honey, federal law specifically prohibits attempts to cause me any bodily harm,” he informed her. “Why are you so late?”


“The party was out in Malibu and they closed the Pacific Coast Highway. The waves were crashing all the way up onto the highway. They think there must have been an earthquake somewhere out at sea. Anyway—”


“So, what did Howard say?” Whitmore asked anxiously. He had sent her to Los Angeles on a not-so-secret mission, hoping to recruit Howard Story, a super-rich Hollywood entertainment executive with a Wall Street background, to join their campaign.


“He’s on board,” she reported.


“Excellent! Marilyn, you’re amazing. Thank you. I’ll never ask you to do this kind of thing again.”


“Liar,” she crooned with a smile. One of the things Marilyn Whitmore loved the most about her husband was his inability to lie. She shut off the light in her hotel room and slipped into bed. She hated those glitzy West Coast movie people and their lavish garden parties, everyone trying to impress everyone else with their name-dropping and tedious descriptions of their next big project. She’d rather have been in bare feet and jeans hanging around “the house.”


“In that case, I have a confession to make,” Whitmore told her. “I’m lying in bed next to a beautiful young brunette.” As he said this, the small figure on the other side of the bed stirred slightly, vaguely aware she was being talked about. Whitmore pulled back the sheet to reveal the sleeping face of his six-year-old daughter, Patricia, who had graced her pillow case with a tiny drool mark.


“Tom, I hope you didn’t let her stay up watching TV all night again.”


“Only part of the night,” her husband admitted.


Patricia recognized something in her father’s voice and, without opening her eyes, lifted her head off the pillow. “Is that Mommy?”


“Uh-oh! Somebody’s waking up,” Whitmore said into the phone, “and I think she wants to talk to you. When exactly are you flying back here?”


“Right after the luncheon tomorrow.”


“Great. Call me from the plane if you can. I love you. Now, here’s the wee one.”


He passed the phone to his daughter and found the remote control for the television. He turned the set on and surfed through a few channels until he ran across a political talk show, a panel of pundits pontificating on politics. The first thing he noticed was the picture distortion. Every few seconds, the screen split into vertical bars which then rolled and collapsed to the side. Although it was distracting, it didn’t prevent him from listening to the crossfire argument.


“I said it during the campaign and I still say it today,” a bald man in suspenders declared, “the brand of leadership the president provided during the Gulf War bears no relationship to the kind of savvy insider politics needed to survive in Washington. After a brief honeymoon period with the congress, his inexperience is catching up with him. His popularity numbers continue to decline in the polls.”


A woman with smart hair and a sharp tongue waved her hand in the air, dismissing the bald man’s ideas. “Charlie, you remind me of a broken clock—you’re only right twice a day. But this is one of the few times I agree with you. The current administration has gotten bogged down in the swamp of D.C. deal-making. In recent weeks, the president has waded into the murky waters of pragmatic backroom politics, only to find the sharks of the Republican party biting at his ankles.”


Whitmore rolled his eyes at the overwrought prose. “Where in the world do they find these people?” Simultaneously disgusted and entertained, he got out of bed to see if he could adjust the set. As he began working the knobs, the channels began flipping one after the other. He stared at the set confused until he turned around and discovered that Patricia had picked up the remote control he’d left behind. After saying good-bye to her mother, she was hunting for the morning’s first cartoons. Every station had the same picture distortion.


“Honey, it’s too early for cartoons. You need to go back to sleep for a little while.”


“Yes, I know, but…” The little girl paused to think, hoping she might be able to negotiate a compromise. Then she tried a different strategy. “Why is the picture all messed up?”


“It’s an experiment,” her father informed her. “The people at the television stations want to see if they can make little girls watch really boring shows all night so they miss everything fun during the day.”


Patricia Whitmore wasn’t buying any of it. “Daddy,” she tilted her head to one side, “that’s preposterous.”


“Preposterous?” Whitmore chuckled. “I like that.” Nevertheless, he switched off the television and put the remote out of reach. “Get some sleep, sweetheart.” He put on his robe, gathered up his newspapers, and slipped out the door.


In the hallway, a man in an expensive suit was sitting on a chair reading a paperback novel. Startled, he snapped the book closed and jumped to his feet. “Good morning, Mr. President.”


“Morning, George.” Whitmore stopped and handed him a section of the newspaper. “I’ve got one word for you: the Chicago White Sox!”


“They won again?”


“Read it and weep, my friend.”


In truth, neither man cared very much about sports, but both of them paid enough attention to give them something to talk about when they were together. George was from Kansas City and Whitmore from Chicago. Last night’s victory put the Sox half a game ahead of the Royals in the pennant race. George, the Secret Service agent who protected the president from midnight to six, pretended to study the paper until Whitmore was a polite distance down the hallway. He then pulled out his walkie-talkie and whispered a message to his fellow bodyguards, alerting them that their workday had begun.


The breakfast nook was a cheery room decorated with yellow wallpaper and antique furniture collected by Woodrow Wilson in the early years of the century. At the long table in the center of the room was an attractive young woman in a white blouse and tan skirt. Her shoes were sensible and her hair was perfect. She’d already finished her breakfast and was elbow deep in a mound of newspapers and press releases by the time her boss joined her.


“Connie, you’re up early.”


“This is disgusting, reprehensible,” she growled without looking up, “the lowest form of bottom-feeding scum-sucking journalism I’ve ever seen.”


She was beautiful, intelligent, and always ready for a fight. Constance Spano, President Whitmore’s communications director, had started out as a campaign staffer during his very first run for political office and, over the years, had developed into his most trusted adviser. The two of them had reached the point where they could finish each other’s sentences. Although she was in her late thirties, she looked much younger and was a very visible symbol of Whitmore’s “baby-boomer” presidency. She made it her job to aggressively defend her boss against an increasingly hostile and irresponsible press. The object of her wrath this morning was the editorial page of The Post.


“I can’t believe this crap,” she said slapping the paper with the back of her hand, “there are a hundred bills before Congress right now and they devote their Friday op/ed column to personality assassination.” Without looking up, she cleared some room for him at the table.


“Good morning, Connie,” her boss said again pointedly, as he poured himself a cup of coffee.


She looked up from the paper. “Oh, right, sorry. Good morning,” she said before launching off once again on the crimes of the city’s conservative newspapers. “Tom, they’ve spent all week taking cheap shots at your health care and energy proposals, but today they’re attacking your character outright. Just listen to this: ‘Addressing Congress…’” She paused long enough for the butler to serve the chief his omelet. “‘…Addressing Congress earlier this week, Whitmore seemed less like the president than the orphan child Oliver holding up his empty bowl and pleading, “Please sir, I’d like some more.”’” Connie stared across the table, outraged. “Am I missing something here, or is that just old-fashioned mud-slinging?”


Whitmore, an unusual politician, never took the papers too seriously. He left that part of the job to Connie, knowing that before the day was done, she would strike back at anyone who had dared to attack him. “He deserved it,” the president said between mouthfuls.


“Who did? Deserved what?”


“Oliver. A hungry kid asking for a second helping of gruel from the stingy master of the orphanage. I think it’s kind of flattering.”


Connie disagreed. “The point is, they’re attacking your age. Trying to spread the idea that you don’t have enough experience or wisdom. And the only reason it’s working for them is because of the perception that you’ve hung up your guns, set aside your ideals. When Thomas Whitmore is fighting for what he believes in, the media calls it idealism. But lately, there’s been too damn much compromising, too much you-scratch-my-back, I’ll-scratch-yours business.” She shut up and reached for her coffee, realizing she’d overstated her case. But somebody, Connie thought, needed to have the guts to say it out loud.


Whitmore stabbed another bite of his omelet, chewing it thoroughly before he responded. “There’s a fine line between standing behind a principle and hiding behind one,” he said calmly. “I can tolerate some compromise if we’re actually able to get some things done around here. The American people didn’t send me here to make a bunch of pretty speeches. They want results, and that’s what I’m trying to give them.”


As far as Connie was concerned, he was missing the point. Real accomplishments, she believed, weren’t born from a spirit of muddling through. She feared Whitmore was losing his fire, his vision. Until recently, everything about his presidency had been different. They’d campaigned on the themes of service and sacrifice, an “Ask not what your country can do for you…” message that all the experts and operators told them was sure-fire political suicide. They said nobody wanted to hear about doing more and having less. But in Whitmore’s awkward-charming way, he’d made the message real to millions of Americans, and he had easily beaten his Republican opponent. In his first year, he’d introduced major legislative initiatives to reform everything from the legal system to health care to the environment. But for the past few months, the programs had been stalled in committees, held hostage by lawmakers who all wanted something on the side for their districts. Against the advice of Connie and many of his advisers, the young president had spent most of his time and energy shepherding his bills through the process, allowing himself to get bogged down by first-term representatives he could have steamrollered. All of them were willing to cooperate, but only in exchange for one favor or another. In the meantime, his prestige and popularity were down among the voters. Connie considered Whitmore not only her boss, but her friend and her hero. It killed her to see him bleeding from the thousand small wounds inflicted on him by other politicians, and the summer session was only beginning.


“Speaking of getting something accomplished,” Whitmore grinned, showing her the front page of the Orange County Register, “I’ve been named one of the ten sexiest men in America! Finally, we’re getting somewhere on the real issues.” That broke the mood and both of them enjoyed a laugh as they began reading through the article.


They were interrupted by a young man who poked his head in the doorway. “Excuse me, Mr. President?”


“Alex, good morning,” he said to the staffer. “What is it?”


“Phone call, sir. It’s the secretary of defense with an emergency situation,” he reported nervously as Whitmore made his way to the breakfast room phone.


“What’s going on?” Whitmore asked. For the next two minutes, he listened, walking over to the window and peering outside. Whatever it was, Connie already knew from the expression on the chief’s face that it was serious. Serious enough to change the day’s whole schedule.


* * *


One of the amazing things about humanity is how often and how effortlessly we ignore miracles. The strangest, craziest, most sublime things happen around us all the time without anyone taking much notice.


One such miracle used to take place at Cliffside Park in New Jersey. For a few glorious moments every summer morning, as the sun began rising out of the Atlantic, great slabs of light sliced between the skyscraper canyons of Manhattan, mixing with the mist coming off the Hudson. It was a scene made famous on postcards and television commercials, but the men who gathered in the park every morning before dawn almost never gave the sight so much as a quick glance. They were mostly older gentlemen who had come to play chess on the long rows of stone tables near Cliffside Drive. For every man playing a game, there were three others standing about watching. In hushed murmuring voices, they exchanged gossip and news, announced the births of grandchildren and the deaths of long-time friends. Except for their sneakers and sweatshirts, they could have been the ancient Greeks conferring in the agora.


The largest group of these men were gathered loosely around two expert chess players, David and Julius. They seemed to be unlikely opponents. David was tall, gaunt, and intense, with a mop of curly black hair. Although he was in his late thirties, he played with the concentration of a child building a house of cards. His fingers smooshed his face into strange expressions and his long limbs coiled around one another at odd, uncomfortable looking angles. Completely focused on the game, he was totally unaware of looking like a human pretzel. He knew he needed to concentrate if he hoped to beat a wily opponent like Julius.


Julius, on the other hand, had only one way of sitting. At sixty-eight years old, he often said, his ass was too fat to squiggle around like David’s. Once he had plopped himself down, that’s how he stayed. His legs, stuck straight out, were barely long enough to rest his heels on the ground. His meticulously ironed slacks were jacked halfway up his calves, exposing the white socks he didn’t think anyone could see. Under his windbreaker, he wore one of the two dozen white shirts he got from his brother-in-law when he retired from the garment business five years ago: Hey, why not? They fit perfect! To complete his look, the old guy was working a half-smoked cigar around the side of his mouth.


These opponents had faced one another many times, usually drawing a sizable crowd. This morning’s match had begun with a flurry of standard moves until the older man, a speed player, began a blitzkrieg with his bishops. Since then, David had had to think about every move very carefully. Julius, always a showman, went to work on David psychologically, loud enough for everyone to hear. “How long are you gonna take? My social security will expire and you’ll still be sitting here.”


David pulled his fingers slowly across his face. Without looking up, he said, “I’m thinking.”


“So think already!”


Still thinking, David lifted his queen’s knight and moved it tentatively forward. The moment his fingers lifted off the piece, Julius responded like lightning, pushing a pawn forward to challenge. David glanced up for a moment, genuinely puzzled, before looking down to study his options.


“Again he’s thinking,” Julius announced, reaching into a carefully folded paper bag to retrieve a Styrofoam cup full of coffee.


David shot him a disappointed look. “Hey, where’s the travel mug I bought you?”


“In the sink, dirty from yesterday.”


“Do you have any idea how long those things take to decompose?” David reached across the table to take the cup, but Julius drew back, protecting his caffeinated treasure.


“Listen, Mr. Ecosystem, if you don’t move soon, I’ll start to decompose. Play the game.”


Disgruntled, David countered the challenging pawn with one of his own. Then Julius really gave him something to think about. Without hesitation, he slid his queen into the middle of the battle. “So,” the old man leaned in over the board, “if I am not mistaken, a certain someone left a message on your answering machine yesterday.” Julius sat back and took a sip of his coffee. David merely grunted. “Furthermore, I understand that this person is single after an unfortunate divorce, that she has no children, that she has an interesting career, that she’s educated and attractive. All good things.”


“You’re doing it again,” his opponent complained with a growl. At some point, Julius would invariably bring up something uncomfortable, some emotionally-charged issue that made it difficult to continue with the match. David was pretty sure there was no malicious intent, that the old guy was just worried about him, wanted to see him happy. Then again, maybe he was just trying to win at chess. He protected his bishop by advancing his king’s knight.


“So did you call her back I’m wondering,” Julius said, casually advancing another pawn.


“Look, I’m sure she’s a beautiful and sophisticated woman, but she invited me to go country line dancing. I can’t really see myself doing that, and besides, I’m convinced those tight cowboy jeans can do permanent damage to one’s reproductive organs.”


“What, so you can’t even call the poor girl back and spend five minutes on the phone? After she worked up the chutzpah to call you, you can’t just maybe be polite and call her back?”


“Dad, I’m not interested,” David said flatly. “Besides, I’m still a married man.” He held up the wedding ring on his finger to prove his point. He pulled one of his bishops back to safety.


Suddenly, Julius felt embarrassed by the presence of the crowd, the old-timers who were his friends and confidants. They knew the whole sad story of David’s broken marriage and his refusal, or inability, to let it go. He glanced around at them, hoping they’d take a hint and make themselves scarce. Not a chance. They were more interested in the conversation than in the game. As he usually did, Julius went ahead and said what was on his mind anyhow. “Son, I’m thankful you spend so much time with me. Family is important. But I’m only saying, it’s been what, four years? And you still haven’t signed the divorce papers?”


“Three years.”


“Three, four, ten, what difference? The point is, it’s time to move on with your life. I’m serious—this is not healthy what you’re doing.” As if to prove his point, Julius reached across the table and captured a knight with his queen.


“Healthy? Look who’s talking about healthy.” He pointed at the old man’s cigar and coffee. “We’re exposed to so many carcinogens in our environment and you make it worse by—” The frantic chirping of David’s pager interrupted him. He glanced down at the number display and saw that it was only Marty calling from the office for the third time that morning.


“Thai’s about six times they’ve called you. Are you trying to get yourself fired? Or maybe you’ve decided to get a real job.” David moved his bishop to take one of the pawns guarding Julius’s king.


“Checkmate,” he announced matter-of-factly. “See you tomorrow, Dad.” He untangled his limbs, hopped up, and planted a kiss on his father’s cheek, then grabbed his fifteen-speed racing bike.


“That’s not checkmate,” Julius roared, “I can still take your… but then you can… oh.” He yelled across the park as David began to pedal away, “You could let an old man win once in a while, it wouldn’t kill you!” But secretly, Julius Levinson loved the fact that his son could swoop in whenever he felt like it and beat almost anyone in the park.


* * *


A rush hour jam session was underway. Grumbling across the George Washington Bridge, blaring bumper to bumper traffic mingled its noise with the honking and screeching of ten thousand hungry seagulls to produce an early morning orchestral cacophony over the Hudson, the whole mess pouring itself into Manhattan. David, on his bike, shot through the gridlock and hung a hard right onto Riverside Drive. Five minutes later, he turned onto a street full of old warehouses and coasted to a stop in front of an aging six-story brick building. Foot-high stainless steel letters anchored into the bricks spelled out the name of the site’s present occupant: COMPACT CABLE CORPORATION. Outside the front doors, a man with a picket sign was marching back and forth, protesting.


David dismounted and wheeled the bike over to the man. “Still planning to shut us down, huh?”


“You got that right, brother,” the man answered. King Solomon was a slight, hyperalert black man in his fifties. As usual, he was dressed up in a crisp suit and a bow tie. His sign read, “Unchain the Airways, Cable Companies have NO RIGHT to charge you.”


“Haven’t seen you for a couple of months. Everything all right?”


King looked both ways then leaned closer, conspiratorially, “Been at the library, doing research. I found a ton of good stuff for my show.” King had a half-hour slot on the public access channel where he went head-to-head with the giant communications conglomerates like AT&T. In addition, he’d been picketing around town for years, explaining his idiosyncratic theories, a mix of socialism and anarchy, to anyone who would listen. “Hey, Levinson, you got a minute?”


David pictured Marty stomping around the office in a ballistic frenzy over some minor technical glitch, pulling his hair out. “Sure, I got a minute.”


“Okay, the subject is phone calls, but it applies to the legalized extortion of the cable television companies as well, ’cause both move through satellites. Because you guys control these satellites, you can charge little guys like me outrageous prices to do things like watch a football game or make a call to my lady friend who lives in Amsterdam, right? Now the same thing was going on in England way back in the 1840s. The government was trying to regulate communication so they could make extra money. If somebody wanted to send a letter, they had to go to the post office and hand it to a clerk. The farther the letter was going, the more this clerk charged you. Long distance rates, see? The whole thing was so expensive and such a damn headache, nobody wrote letters. Then this one dude came along, I forget his name right now, who figured out all the work, all the labor, was done at the beginning and the end of the process, sorting out and then delivering the letters. All the costs along the way, the shipment, remained the same whether there was one letter or a hundred. So this guy goes to the king and says, ‘This is bullshit, baby. Let’s have one low price for all letters, wherever they’re going.’ The king said okay, and do you know what happened?”


“Everybody started writing letters?”


“Exactamundo, mon ami. All over Europe folks started expressing their feelings and communicating scientific ideas, and shazam! we had the Industrial Revolution. That’s why I’m out here every day. If y’all would quit monopolizing the satellites sent up there at taxpayers’ expense, I could be on the phone to my lady friend in Amsterdam and my show could be seen in China. The common people could have a renaissance, an information revolution. Whaddaya think?”


Somewhere in the middle of King’s speech, David’s pager had buzzed again. This was absurd, even for the eternally panicked Marty. He began to think something serious might be happening. “As usual, King, you’re convincing. Have you ever played on the World Wide Web, the Internet?”


He hadn’t. Didn’t own a computer. David told him where to find a public terminal and suggested that he check it out. It was the closest thing he knew to unrestricted communication. Then it was time to go into work and face Marty.


* * *


Inside the revolving doors was a completely different world. Compact Cable’s front lobby was a graceful, marble and mahogany environment with a ceiling three stories tall. A swank, low-slung reception desk stood in the middle of the room guarding the entrance. With his bike hoisted onto one shoulder, David strolled past the receptionist and into the main office space, a beehive of partitioned work areas with a huge bank of television monitors mounted to the southern wall. The minute he walked in, he knew something big was up. The room was much louder than usual, the activity more frantic. Before he could put down his bike, he was confronted by a one-man electrical storm. Marty Gilbert, a heavyset man with a lascivious goatee, blasted out of his office, waving his arms and shouting.


“What the hell is the point of having a beeper if you never turn the damn thing on?” Steaming mad, Marty stopped in the middle of the room waiting for an answer. He was armed with his two favorite weapons: a can of diet soda in one hand, a cordless phone in the other.


“It was turned on,” David explained matter-of-factly. “I was ignoring you.”


“You mean to tell me,” Marty screamed, “you got every one of those pages and you didn’t call in? Did it occur to you that maybe, just maybe, something critical was going on?”


David was used to Marty’s apoplectic, foot-stomping shit fits. He had one every couple of days and they usually lasted about ten minutes. The man lived in a perpetual state of high anxiety. He was constitutionally high-strung and had compounded his problem by taking on the incredibly stressful job of operations manager for one of the largest cable providers in the nation. His job was, in his words, “to be in charge of every little thing.” In a complex operation like Compact Cable there were a thousand little things that could go wrong, and enough of them did every day to keep Marty hopping from one crisis to another.


This morning’s run-in was a perfect example of why he hated David’s guts and loved him like a brother at the same time. Marty knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that David was the best chief engineer in the country. He was so overqualified for the job, so good at handling all the hypertechnical stuff, that Marty knew he’d never be able to replace him in a million years. David was his secret weapon, the ace-in-the-hole that kept him in front of the competition. Now that he had finally shown up, Marty knew it was only a matter of time before he could phone corporate headquarters with the good news that they were the first ones to restore service to their customers. But it drove him bonkers how flamboyantly casual David was about everything. If he didn’t return phone calls or answer his pager, Marty could huff and puff all he wanted, but there wasn’t much else he could do about it. The quirky technical wizard made his own hours and operated independently of Marty’s control.


“So what’s the big emergency?”


“Nobody can figure it out.” Marty calmed himself with a long gulp of soda. “Started this morning around four A.M. Every channel is making like it’s 1950. Picture’s all messed up. We’re getting static and this weird vertical roll problem. We’ve been down in the feed room all morning trying everything.”


David stashed his bike next to the vending machines in the employee kitchen and was about to head off for the feed room when Marty, expressing his frustration, slammed his empty soda can into the trash.


“Damn it, Marty, there’s a reason we have bins labeled ‘Recycle,’” David said loudly, turning back. The company’s recycling program had been instituted largely due to David’s insistence. He was a one man posse for the eco-police. More disturbing still, when he bent down to fish the can out, he found six more identical cans at the bottom of the bin. Appalled, he asked, “Who’s been throwing their aluminum cans in the garbage?”


“So sue me,” Marty hissed back. Then, before David could launch off into one of his save the earth speeches, his boss took him by the arm and forcibly helped him down a short hallway and through a door marked TRANSMISSION FEED.


Inside were the mechanical guts of Compact Cable. Hundreds of flat steel boxes, signal modulators, were stacked in tall steel racks along the back wall. A long console with mixing and switching panels stretched the length of the room below several television monitors. Taped to the walls were technical charts showing satellite positions, vertical and horizontal transponder polarizations, the different commercial licenses within the megahertz bandwidth and an ancient poster of four hippies in San Francisco with the words “Better Living Through Chemicals” above their heads. And cable. Miles of coaxial cable, the backbone of the industry, snaked off the overhead shelves and ran everywhere underfoot. Like a thousand black asps writhing around an Egyptian tomb, the flexible cord connected every piece of machinery to all the others.


“Okay you guys, make room,” Marty squawked as they came in. “The Amazing Dr. Levinson has agreed to grace us with a demonstration of his skills.” Paying no attention, David walked over to the mixing board where a technician was fiddling with some knobs. The monitor above his head showed a transmission of the Today Show. Like Marty said, the picture was disintegrating into rolling vertical bars every few seconds.


“Looks like somebody’s scrambling our satellite feed,” David mumbled, thinking for a moment of King Solomon marching around outside.


“Definitely,” one of the two technicians told him. “We’re pretty sure it’s a satellite problem.”


“Have you already tried switching transponder channels?”


“Oh, puleeeeze!” Marty howled. He was up on tiptoes looking over their shoulders. “Of course we tried that. What do we look like—idiots? Don’t answer that.”


David pulled a chair up to the control board and sat down. Almost immediately, his long limbs began to coil around one another. “Bring up the Weather Channel.” The technician plinked a command into the keyboard. A text display popped up on the television monitor. “Experiencing Technical Difficulties. Please Stand By.”


“May I?” David asked, moving the technician out of the way, “I wanna try something real quick here.” His fingers whizzed across the keyboard, switching the monitor over to broadcast reception—regular antenna-on-the-roof reception. Suddenly, the Today Show looked fine, then fuzzy, then fine again. “Oh my God, you’re a genius,” Marty gushed, “how did you do that?”


“Not so fast, Marty.” With his legs woven into a lotus position, David hunched over the board working in trance-like concentration. The Today Show was replaced by a computer bar graph. After entering a last few commands, David came up for air. “You’re right, it’s definitely the satellite. That good picture was a local broadcast. I pointed our rooftop dish over toward Rockefeller Plaza. They’re putting out good signal.”


“And what’s this computer caca on the screen? We’re not sending this out to the customers, are we?”


“Will you relax already? No, it’s not going out. I’m running a signal diagnostic.” David studied the test results on the screen, then sat back, perplexed.


“According to this, the satellite signal is fine. It’s coming through at full power. Maybe the satellite itself is fritzing out.”


Turning to Marty, he came up with a plan of action. “I’ll get up to the roof and retrofit the dish to another satellite. You get on the phone and rent some channel space. SatCom Five has plenty of space available.”


A self-satisfied grin spread across the heavy man’s face. He didn’t understand all the technical stuff, but for the time being, he had the jump on David. “Already thought of that,” he announced proudly. “I called SatCom, I called Galaxy, and I called TeleStar. Everybody in town is having the same problem.”


“Everybody in town?” David asked, incredulous. “If those guys are having this same problem, it means the whole country—no, the whole hemisphere—is getting bad pictures.” David thought it over for a moment then added, “That’s impossible!”


“Exactly,” Marty shot back. “Now fix it.”


* * *


CRASH! Miguel sat bolt upright out of a deep sleep and tried to focus his eyes. He had been dreaming a flying dream. A beautiful girl with pale skin and luminous dark eyes had taken him by the hand and showed him how to lift himself into the air. At first he was afraid of falling out of the sky, but once he got the hang of it and the two of them began looping and diving like a pair of dolphins, his only fear was that the girl would disappear.


CRASH!


He pulled back the plastic windowshade. A squad of fearless soldiers, the seven- and nine-year-olds from next door, were shooting it out with squirt guns. They looked like the Ninja Turtles at the OK Corral. Once they were shot, they died in ostentatious flailing body slams against the back of the Casse’s Winnebago.


“Vayanse! Quit hitting our damn trailer!” he yelled. The warriors looked up at him then squealed away as a group, fanning out across the Segal Estates, which is what the owner had the nerve to call this place. An RV campground that had gone downhill, it was now a sort of flophouse on gravel and asphalt. Half of the tenants were Mexican migrant laborers, campesinos, who pooled their money to buy a mobile home so they could bring their families north. The other half were white folks who had “retired” out to the desert. It was half a mile from the highway, and cyclone fencing on three sides separated it from the surrounding alfalfa fields. Miguel, along with his sister, his half-brother, and his stepfather had been renting space at the Estates for about three months. They’d been living in the Winnebago for almost a year.


Two weeks before, Miguel had graduated from Taft-Morton Consolidated High School, but refused to go through the ceremony. He hardly knew any of the other kids and was afraid Russell, his stepfather, would show up and embarrass him. That evening, Alicia organized a cake and soda party for just the four of them. Halfway through it, Russell, who was drinking something stronger than soda, went off on a drunken, teary-eyed speech about how proud he was and how he wished Miguel’s mama was still alive so she could see this. It ended the way so many of their conversations did, in an ugly shouting match with Miguel slamming the door on his way out.


At the front of the trailer, eleven-year-old Troy sat in the “kitchen” slapping the side of the television set. They were about forty miles north of Los Angeles, and the broadcast was being relayed through satellites to improve its signal strength, but it obviously wasn’t doing much good.


“What are you doing?” Miguel hollered from beneath his pillow.


“The TV’s all blurry and messed up.”


“Hitting it isn’t going to help. It’s probably a problem at the station. Just leave it alone.” But Troy didn’t have much patience. When the picture failed to improve after ten seconds, he smacked the set again. Miguel threw back the sheets and came to see what was going on. It was already eight A.M. and he should have been gone out looking for a job by now.


“See?” Troy gestured toward the rolling picture. “Should I whack it again?”


“No, Mr. Kung Fu television repairman, I told you. It’s not the set, it’s the… whatevers, the airwaves.” His younger brother was unconvinced, so Miguel changed the subject. “Have you taken your medicine?”


“I’ll take it later.” Troy was born with adrenal cortex problems, the same condition that killed their mother. He was supposed to take a small dose of hydrocortisone every morning, but because of the expense of the medicine, his family allowed him to skip a couple days a week. As long as he ate right and wasn’t under a lot of stress, missing the medicine wasn’t any big deal.


“Have you eaten anything yet?”


“Nope.”


“Alicia, what are these dishes doing?” Obviously, they were sitting in the sink waiting for someone to wash them. She’d made herself breakfast, leaving the boys to fend for themselves. She was up front, stretched out in the Winnebago’s passenger seat clipping photos out of a fashion magazine. When she heard Miguel yelling at her, she raised the volume on her Walkman. She was fourteen, bored, and developing a gigantic attitude problem. Since her hormones had started to kick in that spring, she’d taken to wearing makeup, skimpy cut-offs and tight white T-shirts, which had become the unofficial uniform among the ninth-graders at her new school.


Miguel came over and was about to give her hell for being so selfish when a red Chevy truck skidded to a halt in the gravel at the end of their driveway. The driver sat inside for a moment angrily talking into a cellular phone. His name was Lucas Foster, a local farmer who had hired Russell Casse to do some emergency crop dusting this morning. Plant-munching moths had invaded the desert croplands north of LA, just in time for the Casses, who were dangerously low on cash.


The farmer stomped up the driveway with a head of lettuce in one hand. Miguel knew his morning was about to get off to an ugly start. He went to the side door and opened the screen. “Good morning, Lucas. What’s going on?”


“Your dad in there?” Lucas Foster, a muscular young man, was steaming mad.


Alicia slipped past her brother out into the sunlight. “He went to spray your fields,” she said. “He left a long time ago.”


“Well, where the hell is he, then?”


Miguel created a story about how Russell’s plane had a mechanical problem the day before, but the other man didn’t let him finish. “It’s one damn thing after another with that jackass. He’s sitting around somewhere with eight hundred dollars of insecticide while these damn moths are eating my crops!” Lucas heard himself shouting and quickly regained control. He was only a couple years older than Miguel and felt sorry for him. Now he was cursing himself for making a business decision based on sympathy for these kids and their crackpot dad.


“Maybe he had to refuel and he’s there now,” Miguel said hopefully.


“Naw, I just called my dad and he’s not in the air,” Lucas replied. “He’ll probably get there about the same time the wind kicks up. Then we’ll have to wait until tomorrow, while these moths eat our entire crop.”


Humiliated, Miguel wanted to crawl into a hole and die. His stepfather, a notorious drunk around town, had put him through some embarrassing moments, but nothing like this. Miguel didn’t blame Lucas for being mad. Behind him, Troy was still slapping the side of the TV. “Troy, stop it!” Miguel warned.


“If he’s not in the air by the time I get back there, I’m going to call Antelope Valley Airport and get somebody else. I can’t wait another day.”


“Yeah, okay, that’s fair. I’ll go out and look for him right now.” He grabbed the keys to his motorcycle and headed out the door. As he walked with Lucas down to the end of the driveway, Alicia called after them, asking Lucas for a ride down to the Circle K Market. “No!” Miguel exploded, wheeling around to face her. “You get in there and make Troy some breakfast before you go anywhere.”


Miguel kick-started his bike, an old Kawasaki, and sat in the driveway wondering where to look first.


* * *


Colonel Castillo and his crew at the Pentagon had determined that the giant object had taken up a fixed position and parked itself less than 500 kilometers behind the moon. As the moon moved through space, the object moved with it, hiding behind the white orb like a shield. After repositioning three of their satellites, U.S. Space Command was able to get a pretty decent look at the object. They had three live cameras beaming infrared pictures of the object back down to earth, where they were keeping it under constant surveillance.


“Colonel!” one of the soldiers called loudly. “You better take a look at this!” Castillo sprinted across the floor and looked over the man’s shoulder at the composite infrared picture. The area under the massive object was undergoing some kind of disturbance.


“Looks like it’s exploding,” Castillo observed.


“More like a mushroom dropping its spores,” the man at the monitor said.


Large segments of the thing were detaching themselves and twirling away into nearby space. After watching the process for a few more minutes, and seeing the way the pieces arranged themselves in a circle, Castillo and the others realized what they were watching. It was time to call General Grey, who’d gone across the Potomac to the White House.


* * *


Connie tried sneaking out the side door of her office, but it didn’t work. Members of her own staff, along with a dozen White House pages, were milling around in the hallway, and they pounced on her the moment she came through the door. Each one of them had a notepad full of urgent questions. All morning the phones had been as hot as teakettles, ringing off their hooks with one heavy hitter after another: senators, foreign ambassadors, queens and kings, Whitmore’s family, network anchors, prominent businessmen that would normally be put straight through to the president. Nobody knew what to tell these people, each one calling with some crisis on their hands.


Connie knew her people needed answers, but didn’t have the time to talk to them. She was already five minutes late for the presidential briefing, something that had never happened before. She’d been on the job long enough to know the best way to handle a stressful situation: wear a charming smile, ignore everyone, and bull your way through the crowd. Fran Jeffries, her chief lieutenant, saw what she was going to do. She stepped right in front of her boss and spoke fast.


“CNN says they’re going to run a piece that the United States may have conducted an open-atmosphere nuclear test at the top of the hour unless you call to deny.”


Connie shrugged, “Tell them to run with it if they want to embarrass themselves.”


Everyone started shouting their questions at her. “NASA’s been up my butt all morning,” a harried aide complained. “Can you read their position statement? It’s short and they need approval.”


“Our official position,” she told him, “is that we don’t have an official position.”


Constance, still smiling, pushed through, focusing on the portrait of Thomas Jefferson at the end of the hallway. When she got there, she surprised them by turning left, away from the stairs, where more people with more questions were waiting. She pushed the button for the old elevator, the clunky antique installed for Franklin Roosevelt.


When Gil Roeder, a top operative, saw she was about to escape, he yelled over the others. “Connie, what the hell is going on?”


Perfect timing. Just as the doors were sliding closed, she tried to look as if her feelings were hurt by the question. “Come on, people. If I knew anything, would I keep you out of the loop?”


Outside the doors, she could hear them answering in unison, “Definitely!”


* * *


In the Oval Office, the president had already called the meeting to order. He sat with his chief of staff, Glen Parness, the head of the Joint Chiefs, General Grey, and Secretary of Defense Albert Nimziki. For very different reasons, Whitmore trusted each of them.


“But I want to remind everyone,” Grey was in the middle of saying, “that our satellites are unreliable at the moment. It’s not clear whether this thing wants to or will be able to enter the earth’s atmosphere. It’s still possible it won’t come any closer. It might not want to deal with the force of our gravity, for example.”


“That’s true, Mr. President,” Nimziki allowed, “this object might, as the commander suggests, pass us by. But our responsibility is to prepare for the worst-case scenario. Having no information, we must assume the object is hostile. My strong recommendation is that you retarget several of our ICBMs and launch a preemptive strike.”


Nimziki was a tall, gaunt man of sixty who had earned the nickname, “the Iron Sphincter.” He was a rarity in Washington, a cabinet-level appointee who kept his job through changes of administration. Whitmore was his fourth president, his second Democrat. He was not a likable man, but when he spoke, everyone felt obliged to listen. Some years back The Post had written about him: “Not since J. Edgar Hoover has a government official amassed so much power without ever having stood for election.” An intensely political animal, Nimziki always managed the appearance of staying above politics. He never let them see him pull the strings. He was, in a word, Machiavellian. His suggestion was precisely the kind of shoot-first-ask-questions-later style of thinking everyone else in the room was trying to avoid.


“Forgive me,” Grey broke in, “but with the little information we do have, firing on them might be a grave error. If we’re unsuccessful, we could provoke them, or it. If we are successful, we turn one dangerous falling object into many. I agree with Secretary Nimziki about retargeting the missiles, getting them set, but—”


Constance came in the door, but stopped short when she saw all the brass.


“What’s the damage?” Whitmore asked her, beckoning her to join the discussion. “How are people reacting?”


“Hello, gentlemen.” She nodded around the table as she took the seat next to Nimziki. “The press is making up their own stories at this point. CNN’s threatening to plug in a segment suggesting we’re covering up a nuclear test. I’ve scheduled myself a question-and-answer session for six o’clock, which should keep them on ice until then. The good news is nobody’s panicking, not seriously.”


Nimziki, impatient with the interruption, spoke across the table to Grey. “Will, I think it’s time for you to contact the Atlantic Command and upgrade the situation to DEFCON Three.”


The others jumped on him at once, telling him that was premature. The majority opinion was that sounding an alarm and causing panic before they even knew what they were up against would be a mistake. Nimziki defended his position, but was eventually talked down. At the end of the flare up, the chief of staff, Parness, was still talking.


“Furthermore, we’re two days out from the Fourth of July and fifty percent of our forces are on weekend leave. Not to mention all the commanders in Washington for the parade on Sunday. The only quick way to call our personnel back to their bases would be to use television and radio.”


“Exactly,” Constance seconded. “We’d be sending up a major red flag to the world.”


The door opened again. One of General Grey’s men, his liaison to the Pentagon, came in carrying a bombshell. “Our latest intelligence tells us that the object has settled into a stationary orbit which keeps it out of direct sight behind the moon.”


“Sounds like it’s trying to hide,” Grey remarked.


“That sounds like good news for the time being,” Parness said, hopefully. “Maybe it just wants to observe us.”


Grey’s liaison wasn’t finished. “Excuse me, but there’s more. The object established its orbit at 10:53 A.M. local time. At 11:01 A.M. local time, pieces of the object began to separate off from the main body.”


“Pieces?” Whitmore asked, not liking the sound of it.


“Yes, sir, pieces,” the man continued. “We estimate there are thirty-six of them, roughly saucer-shaped, and small compared to the primary object. Still, each craft is approximately fifteen miles in diameter.”


“Are they headed toward earth?” Whitmore asked, already knowing what the answer would be.


“Looks like it, sir. If they continue along their current trajectories, Space Command estimates they’ll begin entering our atmosphere within the next twenty-five minutes.”


The president stared back at the young man in the Air Force uniform, dumbfounded and more than a little frightened. For a moment, he thought this must be some kind of joke everyone else was in on, an elaborate piece of theater staged to get a reaction from him this very moment. Then the grim reality of the situation began to sink in. What had seemed so laughable, so far-fetched a few hours before, was coming horribly true. One of the primal fears of mankind, a fear buried under mountains of denial, was coming to pass. The earth was being visited, and perhaps invaded, by something from another world.


Nimziki broke the stunned silence. “Thirty-six ships, possible enemies, are headed this way, Mr. President. Whether we like it or not, we must go to DEFCON Three. Even if it causes a panic, we must recall our troops and put them on yellow alert immediately.”


No one in the room could disagree.


* * *


An alarm went off, a red light flashing in time with a piercing beep. A door opened and the alarm died. David’s arm reached through the door and pulled out his Cup-O-Noodles. It was lunch hour at Compact Cable. David had hardly left the feed room. As if there wasn’t enough equipment in there already, he had gone and retrieved two additional suitcase-sized machines and his laptop computer. They were set upright in the middle of the floor. David was sloppy when he was concentrating. He sat with his feet under him in the chair, elbows between his knees, coiled in concentration. He stared intently at the screen of his laptop computer, watching a visual display that repeated itself about every twenty seconds.


“Hello, you handsome genius.” Marty peeked around the corner, all smiles. “I’m not here to pressure you. I’m just checking to see if there’s anything you need.” Which was, of course, a bald-faced lie. Whenever there was a problem, a mother hen like Marty had to be there.


“Marty! Old pal! Have a seat, relax.”


Marty tiptoed in like a leper trying not to scratch. David had already kicked him out once for looking over his shoulder and asking too many questions. He had promised himself that he wasn’t going to bug David, and for the first ten seconds he didn’t. Then his willpower broke down. “David, tell me you’re getting somewhere. I’m begging. Say you’ve got it figured out.”


“Well,” David said, very leisurely, “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first?”


“What’s the bad news?”


“The bad news is you’re in meal penalty for disturbing my lunch.”


Marty put a hand on his hip and got sarcastic. “Don’t tell me. The good news is: you’re not going to charge me.”


“Actually,” David took a last spoonful of soup, “the good news is I found the problem.”


Marty clutched his heart and took a few deep breaths, hamming it up. “Thank God. Okay, so what exactly is the problem?”


“There’s a weird signal embedded in the satellite feed. A signal within a signal. I have absolutely no idea where it’s coming from. Never seen anything like it. Somehow, this signal is being cycled through every satellite in the sky.


Marty stared back at him, mouth agape. “And exactly why is that supposed to be good news?”


“Because the signal is following an exact sequence, a pattern. So the rest is simple! We just generate a digital map of the signal frequency, then translate it into a binary strand and apply a phase-reversed signal with the calculated spectrometer I built you for your birthday, and bingo, we should be able to block out the overlay completely.”


“Block out the overlay?” Marty looked confused. “Does that mean we get our picture back?”


“You’re quick.”


“Does that also mean,” Marty asked slyly, “that we’ll be the only guys in town who are putting out a clean program?”


“Unless we share what we have learned,” David suggested, angelically. He knew Marty was hypercompetitive with his fellow station managers and would luxuriate, wallow, and bask in this moment of triumph over them.


“Ha-ha, I love it!” Marty erupted with savage glee. “Our secret weapon! The phase-reversed spectrometer calculation analyzer thingee! This is turning out to be a wonderful day.”


* * *


When Miguel finally found him, Russell had sprayed about a quarter of a 1000-square-yard tomato field. A group of field hands was gathered around their cars, unable to work while the spraying was going on. The field was about a mile long and bordered on one side by a row of giant eucalyptus trees that ran right up to the road. Instead of spraying parallel to the trees, Russell was flying straight down the rows and pulling up at the last possible moment, straining the old Liberty engine to clear the tops of the trees. Miguel couldn’t tell if he was drunk or crazy, but if this was like most mornings, Russell was both.


The plane was a gorgeous old de Haviland biwing, a bright red two-seater built the same year Lindbergh crossed the Atlantic. The retractable wings were made of cloth stretched tight over wooden frames. The U.S. Post Office had used de Havilands to open transcontinental airmail service in the twenties. The machine belonged in a Saturday air show, not out dusting crops. It was too heavy and hard to maneuver to begin with, but to make matters worse, Russell had an extra 200 pounds of spray equipment strapped to the back with twine and bungee cords.


As Russell dove over the tops of the trees to begin another pass at the tomatoes, Miguel yelled and waved, calling for him to land. The farm workers understood what the boy was doing and a few of them joined in. The plane’s pilot waved back stupidly.


“Come on, Russell, wake up,” Miguel pleaded. Over the last two years, Russell had been going downhill fast. He was drinking himself to death and losing all sense of responsibility for his kids. He’d straightened up for a while when the neighbors had reported him to the police, who in turn had called in the social workers. He’d always been crazy, but when Miguel’s mother got sick and finally died, Russell had plunged totally over the edge. He’d developed a death wish. Every few days, he’d snap out of it and promise to make a new start. Which meant that Miguel was usually the one left to take care of things like paying the rent, getting Troy’s medicine, and buying the groceries. That was one thing nobody could take away from Miguel: he was responsible. Russell was less like a parent to him than a burdensome roommate.


As the plane circled around for another pass, Miguel suddenly started up his motorcycle and tore straight across the field, uprooting plants and splattering tomatoes as he bounced over the irrigation ridges. He stopped right in the path of the plane, which raced toward him, a white cloud of liquid poison misting out the back. Luckily, Russell saw him in time and shut off the feeder. As he passed, he focused his eyes and saw that the boy was waving him down. He turned around in his seat and smiled to Miguel, raising his thumb to show he understood. He could see the boy was pointing, trying to tell him something, but he didn’t understand until he turned back around in his chair and found himself face-to-face with a picket fence-lined row of hundred-foot-tall eucalyptus trees, and it was way too late to pull up.


“Whoa, Lordy!” he screamed over the sound of the motor. Luckily, for Russell, there was no time to think. Acting purely on reflex, he rolled the plane ninety degrees onto its side and sliced through a narrow gap between trees. He had less than a foot clearance on either side. Rather than kicking himself for being so stupid, or thanking heaven for being so lucky, Russell let out a long, blood-curdling victory whoop, delighted with his own skills.


A few minutes later, the plane coasted to a stop on the remote highway. When Miguel raced up and skidded to a halt, Russell was just climbing awkwardly out of the cockpit. “Did you see that?” he yelled. “That was a damn trip!” He pulled off his leather aviator’s cap and lowered himself carefully onto the lower wing. At fifty-one, Russell Casse looked like a big little boy. He had full, round cheeks and a bush of curly blondish hair. He was large, over six feet tall and broad across the shoulders. Over the last couple of years, his drinking had turned his complexion from rosy to ruddy, and he’d started to develop a gut.


“What the hell are you doing over here?” Although there was a sharp tone to Miguel’s voice, it didn’t penetrate his stepfather’s thick skin.


“I’m bringin’ home the bacon,” Russell sang proudly, “Earnin’ my keep. And, if I do say so myself, doing a pretty fine job of it.”


“This isn’t Foster’s place. It’s the wrong field,” Miguel told him. “You’re supposed to be on the other side of town.”


Russell, still perched on the plane’s wing, took a long look at the field and the farmhouse down the road. “Are you sure?”


“Damn it, Russell. He was doing you a favor. He was just at the trailer asking where the hell you were. And he’s gonna make you pay for the spray you wasted.”


Russell climbed down to the pavement and stood there, a little wobbly, shaking his head. No use in getting upset about it now, he told himself. But this was the first work he’d had all season, and Lucas was about the only farmer in town who was on his side. He looked at his son, but couldn’t think of anything to say.


“Do you know how hard it is to find someone who doesn’t think you’re totally crazy?” the boy hissed. “Now what are we supposed to do? Where are we supposed to go now?”


Russell didn’t have any answers. He badly wanted to promise Miguel things were going to start changing right then and there. But he knew the boy wouldn’t believe him and he wouldn’t have believed himself. So he stood mutely in the center of the road until Miguel kick-started the bike and drove away in disgust.


Russell brought a flask of Jack Daniel’s out of his jacket. He was pretty sure something had just ended. Maybe it was just the end of him pretending to put up a fight. The last few years had broken him. His wife’s degenerative illness and eventual death, the night he was abducted, the news that Troy had inherited his mother’s adrenal cortex deficiency. Screw it. If life was going to be that painful, he didn’t want any piece of it. If it weren’t for his kids, he would have climbed back into the old plane, flown it to its top altitude, then cut the engine and let her freefall back to earth. Instead, he uncapped the flask and took a long swig of whiskey.


* * *


Deep in the desert of Northern Iraq, Ibn Assad Jamal squatted before a small campfire, preparing his morning coffee. A Bedouin, he’d been forced off the land his tribe had claimed as their own for countless generations and had been herded into a squalid, crowded tent city along with several other Bedouin clans. It was still an hour before the first light of dawn, but by force of habit, the whole makeshift village was stirring to life.


He reached into the fire and retrieved his grandfather’s coffee jar, boiling a thick brew of Arabian coffee. As he was waiting for the grounds to settle to the bottom, he heard a single scream pierce the night air. A second later, many people were screaming and calling out in a panic.


Jamal stood paralyzed from the sounds. At the top of the dunes, he saw the outlines of a dozen figures rushing toward him. His first thought was that the camp was being attacked by the army, but as the people came sprinting past him, shouting and whimpering, he saw what they were running from.


“Ensha’allah,” he muttered to himself. He saw something that knocked his knees out from under him. A giant piece of the sky was on fire. A mountain-sized fireball, flaring orange, white, and gray, was plunging through the sky like a flat rock splashing into a river. The fire cast a dark reddish glow on the sand as it sank deeper in the sky. Jamal stared up at the phenomenon for several moments as a pounding terror grew in his heart. Finally, he got back to his feet, stammered something unintelligible then turned to run, screaming just like the others.


* * *


A few hundred miles away, in the approximate center of the Persian Gulf, the nuclear-powered submarine USS Georgia was plowing along the surface of the dark water, its antenna array rotating atop the conning tower. Inside the sub’s radar room, all hell had broken loose. A loud klaxon alarm was blaring, triggered by unusual readings on the radar scopes. Jittery crewmen, who’d been sleeping only moments before, poured through the bulkheads to their combat stations. The sub’s commander, Admiral J. C. Kern, stepped through the forward hatch and yelled over the noise for a report. “Ensign, status?”


A sailor wearing a headset wheeled around in his chair. “Sir, we have a total radar blackout over a seventeen-kilometer area.” The admiral moved to the main radar map and studied the incoming signal. A large portion of the upper screen was blank, but it was obviously not an equipment failure, because the blank ellipse on the screen was moving.


“Admiral.” One of his officers stepped closer. “I’ve ordered a complete diagnostic run. The auxiliary radar units—”


“Sir, excuse me, sir,” shouted another sailor from the opposite side of the cramped room. “Radar may be malfunctioning, but infrared is completely off the map. No reading at all.” He pushed away from his monitor to give Kern a view of the infrared tracking system. The entire screen was a bright pool of red light.


“Lieutenant,” Kern barked, almost amused at the chaos.


“Yes, sir?”


“Get Atlantic Command on the line.”


* * *


The Oval Office was crowded with military leaders and the president’s advisers. Thirty phone calls were taking place at once, but the noise level stayed at a hushed murmur. Extra tables had been carried in and there was a constant stream of foot traffic in and out of the room. The joint chiefs had arrived an hour earlier having recalled the nation’s armed forces. The fleet of nuclear submarines was maintaining launch readiness, and battleships were deployed along both coasts. Civilian advisers had taken over the sofas, and the president sat under the north windows behind Resolute, the impressive desk given to Teddy Roosevelt by the Queen of England. There were also representatives from the Atlantic Command, NATO, and military attaches from the British, Russian, and German consulates.


This impressive collection of decision-makers, one of the most powerful groups ever to assemble at the White House, had adopted a wait-and-see attitude. Many of them had advocated a preemptive strike against the object lurking behind the moon. NASA engineers had been consulted as to the feasibility of sending the space shuttle to attack with nuclear weapons, but, for many reasons, they had eventually arrived at an uneasy consensus not to do so. They waited tensely for the thirty-six segments to enter the earth’s atmosphere. When the line from the Pentagon rang, all the major players in the room fell silent.


General Grey, as commander of the joint chiefs, stepped forward to answer the call. “This is Grey,” he growled into the receiver, his face as expressive as chiseled stone. “Where in the Pacific?” he asked. After listening for a moment, he turned to the president. “They’ve spotted two coming in over the west coast, both over California.”


“Send the plane from Moffet Field,” Whitmore ordered. The plan had already been set in motion. An AWACS aircraft from the facility near San Jose was already in the air, waiting for the order to begin a close-up inspection of the incoming craft.


The door flew open and Connie marched toward the president’s desk. “CNN is doing a live shot from Russia. They’ve got a picture of this thing.”


“Put it on,” Whitmore said, glancing at Lermontov, the worried Russian ambassador. One of the staffers pulled open the armoire doors and switched on the television.


The broadcast was coming live from Novomoskovsk, an industrial town two hundred miles south of the Russian capital. A local reporter stood at the edge of a wide boulevard which ran through the city’s most fashionable neighborhood, shouting over the mayhem that surrounded him. Although it was just past six in the morning, the street was choked with panicked residents, running headlong in every direction. Cars sped past the camera, swerving to avoid pedestrians. The reporters words were being translated by someone in CNN’s Atlanta studio.


“…sightings of this atmospheric phenomenon have been reported here in Novomoskovsk and other parts of Russia. Again, this phenomenon is moving too slowly to be a comet or meteor. Astronomers can’t explain this baffling occurrence.”


The camera then panned away from the reporter and upward. In the distance, it showed the grainy image of a fireball hanging in the early morning sky. As the camera zoomed in, the flame-spitting giant filled the screen, towers of fire erupting in all directions as the surface of the speeding object moved against the sky, its friction burning up huge amounts of oxygen.


Everyone in the Oval Office stared at the television, grimly transfixed by the strange spectacle. The boiling cloud of fire looked like God announcing himself in an old Charlton Heston movie.


“As you can see from our live picture,” one of the CNN anchors broke in, “a sense of panic has gripped the people of Novomoskovsk. We have learned this same type of reaction is happening in all parts of the city. The Russian equivalent of the Red Cross reports there have already been scores of injuries, most of them traffic-related as citizens scramble to get as far away from this strange phenomenon as possible. The situation is even worse in Moscow, where the craft is thought to be headed.”


“Mr. President,” General Grey interrupted, “our AWACS from Moffet Field has an ETA of three minutes with the contact point. We can put a line from the cockpit through this phone.”


“Put it on the speaker phone.” Whitmore saw no reason for the others not to hear the report.


Worried faces gathered in a rough circle around the president’s desk, looking at the phone and one another as the sounds of the AWACS’s cockpit were radioed to the Oval Office, three thousand miles away.


* * *


The plane was flying south, several miles off the California coastline. The AWACS, Airborne Warning and Control System, was capable of scanning a four-hundred-mile area and tracking five hundred enemy planes simultaneously. But the state-of-the-art radar system, like so many of the earth’s communications systems, was malfunctioning.


The calm, professional voices of the aircraft’s crew came murmuring over the phone line. “Radar Two, I’m drawing a blank. Forward radar doesn’t see a thing and side radar is impaired—what’s your status? Over.”


“Absolutely correct, sir. Forward radar is totally gone. We’re flying IMC blind. Over.”


Inside, the aircraft was packed with wall-to-wall computers, instrument banks, radar scopes, and other intelligence-gathering equipment. Technicians in headsets and orange jumpsuits were talking frantically to one another, trying one experiment after another, racing to adjust the navigation systems.


“Little Pitcher,” a voice came over the radio, “we’re tracking you down here at Ford Ord and you’re looking all clear. Are you out of those clouds yet? Over.”


“Negative,” replied the pilot, squinting out the front window, “we still have zero visibility.” A tropical storm had blown unusually far north from Mexico, leaving a thick mass of clouds hanging over the California Coast. “Fort Ord, what’s your best estimate on our ETA? Over.”


“Sorry, Little Pitcher, we just lost our angle. We can’t see you any longer. You’re into the blackout zone on our screens. Maybe San Diego can still see you.”


After a tense moment of silence, a new voice came onto the line. “This is San Diego. Negative on that. We’ve got the same problem. Little Pitcher is inside the disturbance field. Sorry, Pitcher. We’ll stand by.”


Blasts of sunlight came through gaps in the clouds and into the cockpit, only to vanish a split second later. “Ground Control, this is Pitcher. We’re starting to experience general instrument malfunction. Our altimeter and environment controls are gone. We’re still moving through zero visibility and can’t get any kind of reading on what’s in front of us. I’m going to climb a little higher and see if we can’t get clear over the top of this cloud cover.”


“Roger, Pitcher,” came the reply from Moffet Field. “It’s your call at this point. You are totally manual.”


“Don’t climb,” the president whispered. A former fighter pilot himself, he was imagining himself at the helm of the plane, “just keep it level.” But the phone hookup was a one-way transmission.


“That’s looking a little better,” the AWACS reported with relief. “I think we’ve found a clearing.”


Growing louder, a sonic disturbance, the cracking hiss of static interference, growled over the speakerphone. Then, just as the AWACS broke free of the clouds, the pilot’s voice screamed over the noise, “Jesus God! The sky’s on fire!”


In front of him was a solid wall of flame five miles high and twenty miles long, a majestic and fearsome sight. Roughly disk-shaped, it was shedding altitude, dropping down right on top of him. The pilot jerked back on the controls, forcing the plane into a steep climb. But when they came too close to the fireball, the plane suddenly shattered like a lightbulb crashing against an anvil.


There was a sharp crack on the speakerphone before the line in the Oval Office went dead. “Get them back,” General Grey snarled to one of his men, even though he, like everyone in the room, suspected the plane was lost.


The commander in chief of the Atlantic Air Command stepped closer to a stunned President Whitmore. “Two more have been spotted over the Atlantic. One is moving toward New York; the other is headed in this direction.”


“How much time do we have?”


“Less than ten minutes, sir.”


With this news, Whitmore’s civilian advisers began pushing their way through the ring of military men that circled his desk. The first one through was Nimziki. He spoke very precisely in a voice loud enough for the entire room to hear.


“Generals, we must move the president to a safe location at once. Organize a military escort to Crystal Mountain.” General Grey agreed completely. He leaned close to the president’s chair and urged him to move immediately to a secure location.


As orders began to fly around the room, the president reached across his desk and put a hand on Nimziki’s shoulder. The gesture took the secretary quite by surprise. He froze in place, staring at the hand as if at a tarantula. President Whitmore used the moment to confer with his most trusted adviser.


“Connie, what’s your take? Can we expect the same kind of panic here as in Russia?”


“Probably worse than what we just saw,” she said.


“I agree,” Whitmore said. “They’ll start to run before they know which way to go. We’ll lose a lot of lives.”


Nimziki could see where the president was heading. He stepped backward, out of the president’s grip. “Mr. President, you can discuss these secondary matters on the way. But the situation demands that you, as the commander in chief—”


“I’m not leaving,” the president announced.


Nimziki was stunned, as were most of the people in the room. Several top-ranking officers stepped closer to the president, urging him to come to his senses and evacuate to a protected location.


“We must maintain a working government in a time of crisis,” one of them reminded him loudly, making no attempt to disguise his frustration. A dozen men were all shouting at once, concerned for the president’s safety. A pair of Secret Service agents pushed their way close and stood at his side.


With a long, glaring look, the president silenced the room. Slowly, he issued a set of commands. “I want the vice president, the cabinet, and the joint chiefs taken to a secured location. Let’s get you men to NORAD. For the time being, I’m going to remain here in the White House.”


Nimziki bristled, “Mr. President, we all—”


“I understand your position,” Whitmore cut him off, “but I’m not going to add to a public hysteria that could cost us thousands of lives. Before we take off running, let’s find out whether these things are hostile and exactly where they’re headed.”


Nimziki stared icily back at the president. He had hoped Whitmore would be different from the other presidents he had served, that his military training would keep him cool in an emergency. Even though this was a totally new situation, there was still a protocol to be followed. But Whitmore was trying to write his own script. Nimziki still had a few aces up his sleeve, but knew it was too early to play them.


“Connie,” Whitmore continued, “initiate the emergency broadcasting system. I’ll do an announcement as soon as you can set it up. Write a brief speech advising people not to panic, to stay home if possible. Can you do that in twenty minutes?”


“Give me ten,” she said, already on her way out the door.


The joint chiefs were still standing in the office, confused, not quite willing to leave their posts here in what had become the command center.


“All right, people, let’s move,” Whitmore commanded, “I want you to get to NORAD as quickly as possible.” The six generals exchanged glances with their staffers, then began moving reluctantly toward the exits. General Grey broke away from the pack and stood in front of Whitmore.


“With your permission, Mr. President, I’d like to remain by your side.” As chairman of the joint chiefs, it was an unusual request, but given the long friendship between the two men, it came as no surprise.


“I had a feeling you would.” Whitmore smiled. “And you, Mr. Nimziki?” The tall, brooding man replied without hesitation, “NSC directives require that the secretary of defense make himself available to the president at all times.” Then, after a beat, he tried changing tones. “It’s my job to stay.” He tried to make it sound friendly, but it came out like most of the things he said: vaguely menacing.


General Grey turned to Whitmore and asked the grave question that had been gnawing away at all of them for the past hour. “Mr. President, what happens if these things do become hostile?”


Whitmore thought for a second. “Then God help us.”


* * *


Like the cob-webbed entrance to a forgotten tomb, the feed room door creaked open very slowly. David, his mind wandering through some parallel universe, his nose buried in a computer printout, shuffled absent-mindedly into the central office of Compact Cable. The single-spaced print out was sixteen pages in length and contained only one thing: a single, incredibly long number, a continuous mind-numbing strand of ones and zeroes, a binary mathematical representation of twenty minutes worth of the mysterious, disruptive signal. His custom-built phase-reversed spectrometer had done its job. The device had compiled a precise numerical “portrait” of the oscillating frequency and specified the mirror-image signal that could be broadcast to cancel out the interference. Marty was going to be very happy. He could start pumping a clear picture out to their subscribers then get on the phone and taunt the competition. But David wasn’t finished: as soon as he’d figured out a way to block the signal, he started asking himself where it was coming from and what it meant.


He was halfway across the office before he noticed it was empty. David glanced at the wall clock. Way past lunch time, he told himself. Jack Feldin, an old-timer who worked in sales, was at his desk sobbing like a baby into a telephone. In a vague way, David realized something was wrong, but he was so focused on solving the puzzle he ignored everything else. He was an obsessive puzzle-solver, had been since he got hooked on the New York Times Sunday crossword at age twelve. When the “Genius Puzzles” came out in the Mensa magazine each month, he’d plow through them one by one until, an hour or a few days later, he’d cracked them all. This business about the repeating signal in the satellite feed was a real-life riddle David was uniquely qualified to decipher. After all, how many engineers were there with his practical and theoretical skills who could also put their hands on fifty million dollars worth of high-tech communications equipment any time they liked?


He took the pages to his cubicle, slipped a disk into his desktop computer, and brought a sequence analyzing program up on the screen. With a few flicks of his fingers, he created a representation of the transmission. On a hunch, he asked the program if the repetitions of the signal were precisely equal. Negative. It was getting shorter, slowly reducing itself down to nothing. But it wasn’t losing any strength and television reception was in the same sad shape it had been in all day. Curious. Assuming the signal was being sent for some intelligent purpose, why would it fade to zero? Very weird.


It took David about sixty seconds to do the algebra. According to his calculations, the signal would cycle down to extinction and disappear at 2:32 A.M. EST. Okay, he said to himself, so what? Because he’d been locked away in the crypt of the feed room all day, he had no idea where the signal might be coming from. After deciding he probably wouldn’t learn anything else until that night, he stood up and left the cubicle. It was time to deliver the good news.


Marty’s office was, as usual, a disaster area. Yellowing newspapers, take-out lunch containers, extra copies of the latest shareholder’s report, and great heaps of unopened mail were piled on top of overflowing file cabinets. In addition to all the mess, there were five bodies crowded into the room, their attention glued to the television.


David barely noticed them. He did, however, spot the only unoccupied seat and slid into it like someone might beat him to the spot at the last minute. He casually draped a leg over the arm of the chair. It took him a moment to pick up on the mood of frightened anxiety in the room.


“I’ve got a lock on the signal pattern,” he announced, “and we should be able to filter it out.”


“Huh?” Marty realized he was being spoken to. Then, absently, “Oh, good, good.”


“But here’s the strange thing. If my calculations are right, and they usually are, the whole thing’s gonna disappear in about seven hours anyway.” When he didn’t get any reaction, he looked up and said with emphasis, “The signal reduces itself every time it recycles. Eventually, it will disappear. Hey, are you listening?”


“David, my God,” Marty realized, “haven’t you been watching this? This is horrible, David.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Look, it’s right there.”


David wheeled around in his chair and saw a live picture from Australia. A giant plate of fire, fifteen miles wide, was hanging in the sky over Melbourne. David’s first thought was that there had been some sort of ecological disaster, the ozone reaching a critical state of frailty and erupting into spontaneous combustion. But a moment later, he asked the same question everyone had when they’d first seen the thing, “Is there a war going on?”


“They don’t know what the hell these things are,” somebody said. “Atmospheric phenomena is the term they keep repeating.”


“It’s probably some kind of debris from an asteroid,” a coworker suggested. “These things are falling all over the earth.”


“Oh, will you please wake up and smell the coffee,” Marty snapped at the man. “They’ve said it about a hundred times: they’re not falling objects! They’re moving too slowly. And some of them have started moving sideways. They’re flying. They’re fucking flying saucers and this is the fucking invasion of the earth, okay?”


David hesitated for a moment, not knowing whether to laugh or shit his pants. The distressed faces of the others in the room confirmed that Marty was serious.


“Whoa! Wait a second.” David stood up unconsciously waving the idea away. A sharp chill ran up his back, lodged itself in his brain, then erupted into a creepy variety of terror. Marty came around the desk and put a concerned hand on David’s shoulder, then began filling him in on what little was known about the thirty-six “phenomena.”


Suddenly, he pointed at the TV screen. “David, look. Isn’t that Connie?” Following the strictures of the Emergency Broadcast protocol, every channel switched over to a live picture of the White House press room. An attractive woman in a white silk blouse stepped up to the microphone and began taking questions from the press. The sight of her immediately wrenched David out of one drama and hurled him into another, more personal one. The woman was none other than Constance Marianne Spano, his estranged wife.


“…emphasize that so far this phenomenon, while it has disrupted our televisions and radios, hasn’t caused any lasting damage and we have no reason to assume that it will.”


David watched her lips moving, but hardly heard the words. They had spoken only a few weeks before, but watching her now made him realize they hadn’t actually seen one another for a year. Even through all the signal disturbance, he knew she looked different: a little older, a little more polished, and much further away.


“The president is in an emergency planning meeting at the moment, but he wanted me to assure each and every American, as well as all of our allies, that we will be prepared for any possible outcome. The important thing now is for people not to panic.”


A reporter shouted up at her, “Why did you initiate the EBS?”


Connie, composed, congenial, responded. “We have instituted the Emergency Broadcast System. As anyone who has called long distance or anyone who is watching us now understands, we’re getting a lot of interference. The system helps ensure reliable communication links between government and military installations, that’s all.” David was the only person in the world who knew exactly when Connie was and was not bullshitting. She was telling the truth on this one.


“We have a fix on four different occurrences,” she continued, “that will soon appear over American cities. Two are headed toward San Francisco and Los Angeles. The other two are on our Eastern seaboard moving toward New York and Washington, D.C.”


Marty smiled at Pat Nolan, an enthusiastic new employee who poked his head into the office. “You guys, we found an old bomb shelter in the basement of this building. If any of you care to join us down there, we’ve got room for a few more. But I wouldn’t wait too long.” With that, he turned and walked out. Jeanie, one of Compact’s copywriters, bolted out the door after him, trying to beat the others in the room downstairs for a spot.


When she was gone, Marty shook his head. “This is going to get very, very ugly.”


* * *


Burlie’s was a depressing, dilapidated beer joint just across the highway from the tiny local airport. The felt on the pool table was frayed, and the thumbtacked posters of busty chicks caressing power tools hung on nicotine-encrusted walls. Russell Casse was perched on a bar stool, staring at his second scotch and water, waiting for a man to walk through the door and hand him ten thousand dollars.


As soon as he’d landed the de Haviland, he’d gone to the office to find Rocky, the owner-manager of the two-bit landing strip. Rocky was a terrible name for this obese, oily man, so obscenely overweight he looked like a prize hog.


“How much’ll you gimme for that old plane?” Russell asked.


“Ten thousand bucks,” Rocky replied, half joking. Both of them knew an available 1927 de Haviland could probably fetch seventy-five grand.


“All right, I’ll take it,” Russell said softly, “but I need the whole thing in cash. I’ll wait for you at Burlie’s.” With that, he had turned and walked away, knowing Rocky would pour himself in his Lincoln and race to the bank.


But it had been well over an hour since their conversation, and Russell was ready to order another drink, even though he couldn’t pay for the first two if Rocky didn’t show up with the cash. The television set at Burlie’s was switched off and Russell was the first customer of the day. Neither he nor the bartender knew about the catastrophe taking place in the skies around the planet. Nevertheless, the topic of conversation turned to UFOs when a trio of greasy mechanics from the airport walked into the bar.


“Well, well, well, speak of the devil,” said the largest and dirtiest of them. “We heard you had a little trouble this morning, Russ. Went up and dusted the wrong field?” The other two guys cracked up. Russell faked a smile and kept his eyes on his whiskey. “Don’t laugh, you guys,” the big man continued, “it ain’t Russ’s fault. He’s still a little confused from his hostage experience.” Once again, his two pals began to cackle like a pair of hyenas in coveralls.


One of them stopped abruptly and asked, “Hostage experience? What happened to him?”


“Let the man drink in peace, fellas,” said the bartender without much conviction as he slid their beers across the bar. But the leader of the grease monkeys was just getting started.


“You mean he ain’t never told you? Well, a couple years back, our boy here got himself kidnapped by aliens and taken up to their ship. And the little fellers did all kinds of nasty experiments on him. Tell him, Casse.”


“Not today, guys. Okay?”


“He’s not talkin’ now,” the guy brayed, “but you just wait till he has a couple more drinks in him. We won’t be able to shut him up. Hey, Russ, could you do us a favor?” he asked, glancing at his watch. “Would you get stinkin’ drunk before we head back to work?” That brought on another round of laughs from his buddies.


When the bartender went into the back room for something, Russell stood up quickly and started for the door. As he passed the mechanics, their leader reached out and clasped him by the shoulder. In a mocking whisper, he said, “Hey, Russ, tell us the truth. When they took you up in their space ship, did they do… you know… any sexual things to you?”


The blast of laughter that erupted from all three of the airport workers brought the bartender into the front room. Russell, no small man himself, was calmly preparing to knock the mechanic’s teeth down his throat when the long neon lights hanging from the ceiling began to shake back and forth. A deep rumbling noise, growing louder, came through the building’s walls. Beer bottles began to dance across the bar, and the sound of glasses and bottles tinkling against one another grew louder in the dingy barroom. In California, that could mean only one thing: an earthquake.


Their differences suddenly forgotten, the men ran out of the dark bar into the blinding midday glare of the parking lot. Something was wrong. Something about the way the ground was shaking, something about the evenness of the noise. It wasn’t like any tremor they’d experienced before. It was too smooth.


Russell glanced up, but the sun immediately stabbed into his eyes, causing him to look down at the dusty asphalt. The dark border of an enormous shadow moved toward him across the parking lot. As it passed in front of the sun, the men were able to see what was coming. All at once, the mechanics screamed and took off running in different directions.


Russell stood his ground, his hands clenching into tight fists. One of the thirty-six phenomena was rumbling through the air only a mile or so off the ground. He studied the enigmatic pattern of the object’s lower surface, knowing exactly what was happening and exactly who was inside the monstrous rumbling craft: the same frail-bodied, fast-moving freaks who had ruined his life years before.


When Troy was still a baby, and Russell was still in the business of restoring old planes, he’d stayed late at the hangar one night rebuilding an engine. It was a hot July night, so he’d left the rolling doors wide open. All of a sudden, he felt the strength go out of his body. His arms dropped to his sides and the wrench in his hand clattered to the ground. He couldn’t understand what was happening to him, thought he might be suffering a heart attack. His whole body had gone numb, paralyzed, except he was still able to move his eyes.


A noise came from the open doors. Glancing in that direction, Russell saw a strange little figure leaning around the corner. It couldn’t have been more than three and a half feet tall. This creature had a large head like a yellow lightbulb and two black eyes as lifeless as coat buttons. Gripped by a sudden animal terror, Russell struggled against his rigid body, trying to make it run, but his limbs wouldn’t respond. He looked back at the creature peering in at him, and after a few moments, his panic began to subside. All of this is quite normal, no reason to be alarmed, Russell told himself, you will not be harmed. This idea repeated itself continuously in his brain until he realized that it was a message, a form of mind control, being communicated to him by mental telepathy.


The next thing he knew, he was sitting on the floor, leaning against something. The creature from the door was sitting directly in front of him, its sinewy arms wrapped around its bent knees while others, perhaps a dozen of them, flitted in and out of his peripheral vision. They were doing some sort of work, moving with astonishing speed. The creature seated before him continued to cloud Russell’s mind with reassuring feelings. This succeeded in keeping him calm until he noticed something glinting in a narrow container. It was a needle, about six inches long, which was apparently going to be inserted into his skull. As clearly as if it were spoken aloud, one of the creatures told him, There will be no pain, no damage.


At that point, Russell remembered thinking of his family, struggling to form the words that would allow him to beg for his life. Then, blackness. The next thing he remembered was being far out in the desert, lifting off the ground. The landscape corkscrewed away as he lifted higher and higher into the air. Then the floor of a ship closed like an iris beneath him. He was in a small, dingy chamber. The dark walls around him glistened with moisture, creating the sensation of being inside the body cavity of a very large animal. He felt their tiny hands moving everywhere over his body. Only then did he notice he was stripped naked. Again he tried to plead with them, mentally howling to be released.


Then the experiments began. Unable to resist, Russell lay stretched out on his back while they invaded his body with several instruments that resembled medical probes. At some point, he remembered one of them lifting his head and laying it on its side so he could look out a window cut into the bottom of the ship. He recognized the vague outline of hills far below and remembered tears pouring off his face as the experiments continued until the whole side of his head was soaking wet.


He was found the next afternoon wandering through the parking lot of a supermarket ninety miles from the airport, suffering from amnesia. He couldn’t remember his name or his address, and it took him almost a week to recognize his own wife, Maria. When asked what had happened to him, he said that he’d been chasing a brace of jackrabbits through the desert and had gotten lost. It didn’t take him long to figure out this was only a screen memory planted in his mind to camouflage what had really happened.


He never fully recovered. Over the course of the next several months, irritable and depressed, he developed an obsession about reconstructing the events of that night, spending all his money and energy pursuing those fugitive fragments of memory. He put himself in psychotherapy, underwent hypnosis, and traveled to meet others who claimed to have been taken. It was during these months that Maria began to get sick. Her skin turned blotchy and, at night, she’d get terrible headaches that sometimes developed into trembling seizures. By the time Russell looked up from his own problems long enough to realize how sick she was, and drove her into LA for testing, it was too late. The same day she was diagnosed with Addison’s syndrome, an easily treated deficiency of the adrenal cortex, she died in her sleep.


As the vast coal-black ship rumbled past overhead, Russell clenched his fists tighter. He wanted nothing more than to murder a few of the shifty little runts he thought were inside the ship. The object was moving north at about two hundred miles per hour. By the time it had moved past, allowing the sun to beat down once more on the parking lot of Burlie’s, Russell was gone.


* * *


In Washington, D.C., the first people to make a visual sighting of the oncoming ship were the tourists crowded into the observation platform at the tip of the Washington Monument. They began a stampede down the stairwell of the 555-foot structure, trampling everyone who didn’t get out of their way. The first casualty was an eleven-year-old girl visiting from Lagos, Nigeria. Although her father had to shelter her body under his, someone had stepped on her back while her head was resting on one of the steps. She was limp and unconscious when he finally got her outside, the last two people out of the building. The National Park rangers, not knowing they were still inside, had already gone.


The man looked down the grassy hill and saw people running as fast as they could in every direction. In the sky behind Capitol Hill, one of the huge black disks, still trailing wisps of smoke, was looming over the Maryland state line, rumbling closer. In vain, the man shouted to the people running past him, asking them where he could find a hospital for his daughter. No one stopped, or even slowed down.


Thousands of confused visitors were pouring out of the Smithsonian and the other museums lining the mall. As they came outside and saw the disk-shaped gargantuan crawling along the sky, most of them panicked. Great herds of frightened humans were running in all different directions, crashing blindly into one another. Mothers separated from their children stood amid the chaos screaming over and over again the names of the little ones they’d lost. Some froze in their tracks, uttering profanities or calling out the name of God. Here and there, groups of strangers had clustered around trees at the sides of buildings, staring mutely upward. Many others had collapsed to the ground, some praying, others cowering with their arms thrown over their heads. Thousands more, armies of federal employees, came tearing down the granite steps of their workplaces, sprinting, elbowing their way toward the entrances to the underground Metro system. The thing in the sky inspired an immediate, all-consuming sense of dread, an angel of death grinding inexorably closer.


Less than a mile away, at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Whitmore was on the phone with Yetschenko, the Russian president. “Yes, I understand,” he said to the translator on the line with them. “Tell him we’ll keep him informed and that Russia and the United States are in this together.” While his message was being translated into Russian, he looked up at Connie and rolled his eyes. “Okay, and tell him I said good-bye. Das vedanja.”


“What was that all about?” Connie asked.


“I don’t know. I think he was drunk.”


Suddenly the doors flew open and a frightened staffer bolted into the room. “It’s here!” the woman shouted, leading the way to a set of tall windows that opened onto a balcony. Whitmore and Grey shared a look, then stood up and followed the excited woman to the windows.


“Daddy!” Patricia Whitmore came tearing across the carpet toward her father with tears in her eyes.


“You’re supposed to be downstairs,” her father snapped at her. But the next moment, realizing his mistake, he was down on his knees to catch the girl as she threw herself into his arms. Alarmed by the tense mood that had seized the White House, Patricia had escaped from her baby-sitters. Whitmore picked the girl up and carried her to a quiet corner of the office, consoling her.


When he turned around again, he noticed his entire staff standing frozen in place on the balcony. Still holding his little girl, he walked out to join them.


The black mass of the ship was prowling low over the capitol, almost on top of them. Its front edge came sweeping over the Anacostia River, casting a circular shadow fifteen miles in diameter. Unconsciously, Whitmore tightened his grasp on his sobbing daughter, pulling her closer to his chest to shield her from the awesome, terrifying sight. Without realizing it, Connie and the others had taken hold of one another, hands and arms laced together in order to keep their balance and stave off the deep dread the ship inspired. Only the Secret Service agents patrolling the edge of the roof remained detached, focused on the job of protecting their leader.


“Oh, my God, what do we do now?” Connie whispered.


“I’ve got to address the nation,” Whitmore said. ‘There are a lot of frightened people out there right now.”


“Yeah,” she looked at him, “I’m one of them.”


* * *


Having communicated nothing to the people of earth except their arrival, the three dozen ships fanned out over the globe’s most populated and powerful cities including: Beijing, Mexico City, Berlin, Karachi, Tel Aviv, and San Francisco.


In Japan, the citizens of Yokohama had watched the fireball splashing out of the heavens then level off at six thousand feet, a cauldron of boiling smoke. Out of the dense clouds, the clean front edge of the ship came plowing forward. The audacious scale of it staggered the thousands of people watching from the docks, then turned them into a screaming mob as the endless bulk of the ship continued to emerge. It had moved directly over their heads, plunging the great port into a quaking artificial twilight for several minutes until it moved away to the north. It was still visible from the rooftops, hanging in the air forty miles away over the nation’s capital, Tokyo.


In Yokohama’s central train station, the mood had calmed considerably once the object was no longer directly overhead. People loaded down with personal belongings jammed onto the platforms, waiting impatiently for the trains they hoped would carry them off to the safety of the countryside. Transit officials in blue uniforms and white gloves stood on crates above the throng, blowing whistles and urging the crowd to cooperate. Visible through the Plexiglas walls, a battalion of American soldiers from the nearby base were trotting down the street in formation toward an unknown destination. For the moment at least, the evacuation was proceeding in an orderly fashion.


The same scene was repeating itself in cities around the world. One of every five people on earth found themselves trying to get out of the cities, great hives of humanity, only to learn what a tiny fraction of them could be accommodated by all of their roads, trains, and subways. As they stood waiting, sardined onto loading platforms, crowded at bus stops, or stacked into the backs of pickup trucks, they were having the same conversation in every conceivable language: Who or what was inside these gigantic ships, and what were their intentions? Their sinister exteriors convinced the vast majority of people that they had not come for an exchange of gifts and ceremonial handshakes. Still, many remained optimistic. The advanced technology of the ships, they argued, suggested a correspondingly high degree of evolution. Perhaps the extraterrestrials inside were representatives of a higher form of civilization. They would certainly be able to teach us many things about the universe. The optimists compared their situation to that of Stone Age humans on some undiscovered island who looked up and saw an airplane circling overhead. Terrified, they might naturally assume the world was ending when the crew of the airplane was there merely to satisfy their curiosity and thirst for discovery.


Arguments such as these usually led to the depressing admission that humans had never gone anywhere new merely for the sake of curiosity. The people who first populated North America had slaughtered the American Indians. The Spaniards wiped the Incas out with prisons and disease. The first whites to visit Africa were slave-catchers. Whenever humans had “discovered” a new territory, they had turned it into a conquest, subjugating or killing those who were already there. Everywhere, the prayer went up that the newcomers would treat humans in a more civilized way than they had treated one another.


* * *


One of the fifteen-mile shadows swallowed New York Harbor, dimming the Statue of Liberty. It was moving directly toward Manhattan. Sporadic clusters of New Yorkers littered the banks of the Hudson, hundreds of frightened strangers, most of them poor, who’d come to see with their own eyes the grim spectacle they’d spent the day following on their TVs. The mood of hushed anticipation ruptured into a wave of human screams rushing north along the river when the dark ship came into view. Long before the craft’s low rumble could be heard over the growl of traffic, the city’s collective anxiety swelled to a crescendo. Given their visual cue, the riverside crowds bolted off in separate directions, running for home, the subways, their cars, or wherever they instinctively felt they would be safe.


Over the Bowery and Wall Street, the sky disappeared and a bone-rattling vibration began pulsing through Lower Manhattan. Taxi fenders crashed like cymbals. Pedestrians walking along the avenues cleared the sidewalks, hiding themselves in doorways and behind corners when they saw the giant swooping above the city. Everywhere, as car horns blared, people ran out of their houses to watch the ship pass overhead, or ducked into offices and restaurants to get away from it. And everywhere, it seemed, people were screaming.


David’s legs churned through the pitch blackness, taking the stairs three at a time. He came to the top, rammed the door open with his shoulder, and stepped outside. The rooftop lay beneath a web of thick cables connecting the satellite dishes and transmitters with the offices below. A moment after he stepped into the sunlight, it was obliterated. Midtown Manhattan was plunged into the same semidarkness the earth usually experienced during a total eclipse.


“God help us,” David muttered, face-to-face with the low-flying colossus. His first, irrational reaction was to stoop down, physically oppressed by the sheer weight of the thing rolling over him. The underside of the ship was an endless black-and-gray surface stretching away into the distance. Like the computer-designed tread on a knobby tire, it was studded with sharp outcroppings, building-sized projections arranged into complex patterns. Although the thing was well above the city, its overwhelming size was much larger than the island on which David stood. Its western edge protruded well into New Jersey while the other end was still over Long Island. It seemed to be crushing down on top of him, a mosquito facing the front bumper of a semi. Around him, the equipment on the roof began vibrating, adding its rattle to the steady rumble pulsing through the city. He ran to the north side of the building and watched Central Park fall under the blanket of artificial night.


David imagined his father, terrified and alone in his brownstone. He knew Julius would never in a million years abandon his home. He was probably boarding up the windows and barricading the doors, preparing for another Masada. Yet, for some strange reason, the picture in David’s mind changed to Julius calmly playing chess at the kitchen table. He flashed back to that morning’s match in the park and then, all at once, a horrible realization unfolded in his mind. He made the connection.


“Oh my God, the signal!”


* * *


In the middle of the Los Angeles basin, the Baldwin Hills were an awkward mix of derelict oil fields and million-dollar homes. Many of the houses commanded views which stretched from downtown all the way out to the ocean at Santa Monica. Magazines called it the “most affluent Afro-American neighborhood in the country.” Lots of Jaguars and circular driveways. At the top of Glen Clover Drive, sandwiched between a pair of traditional four-bedroom houses, was a narrow piece of property with a bungalow built on the bluff. This red-and-white cottage with a neatly manicured yard featured a redwood deck hanging over the city. The rent was obscenely reasonable, making it one of the best rental deals in all of LA. The tenant was a young woman named Jasmine Dubrow who had moved west from Alabama only two years before.


A minivan pulled into her driveway. Its driver, an energetic housewife, “Joey” Dunbar, unbuckled her passenger’s seat belt and helped him open the door.


“Here’s your key, Dylan,” she warbled.


“Thank you, Ms. Dunbar.” Dylan, Jasmine’s six-year-old son, accepted the house key, then slid down the seat until his feet reached the sidewalk. He was dressed in Oshkosh overalls, Nike sneakers, and a You & I backpack, the fashion statement of choice among the neighborhood’s younger set.


“Everybody say good-bye to Dylan!” Ms. Dunbar chirped. The three kids strapped into the backseat waved over the top of the seat. Dylan could see nothing but their hands, but he waved back anyway. “Remember, tell your mommy you can sleep over next weekend, okay? Bye-bye, I’ll wait for you to get inside.”


A Mercedes-Benz convertible came tearing down the street at fifty miles per hour. It flew over a bump, then bottomed out on the pavement. Joey, outraged, turned to see who was driving like that through her quiet neighborhood and noticed the neighbors standing on their roof looking through binoculars. A busybody, she whipped around the other way to see what they were looking at.


“What? What’s so interesting?” she asked, scanning the block in exasperation. Then she saw the thing in the sky and fell quiet. She stared westward over the housetops, unconsciously baring her teeth. She remained frozen until the squealing of tires broke her concentration. Another neighbor had jerked his car into reverse down his driveway, leaving behind rubber as he sped away around the corner.


Before Dylan was halfway to the house, his baby-sitter hit the gas and fishtailed away, leaving the confused boy staring skyward.


“Mommy, wake up! Look at this,” he cried, coming through the door. Making a bee-line for her room, he jumped on the bed. “Mommy, come outside and see.”


Jasmine quickly covered her naked body with the bedsheet, but remained otherwise immobile. “See what, baby? It’s too early.”


“A spaceship!” Dylan had seen similar situations on cartoons and knew exactly what to do. Wasting no time, he sprinted back to the front windows intending to shoot the thing down.


“What’s with your dog?” a man’s groggy voice asked.


Boomer, Jasmine’s golden retriever, had started barking and whining a few minutes before Dylan came in. After following the boy into the front room, he returned carrying a high-top basketball sneaker in his mouth and deposited the shoe at the head of a large lump under the sheet next to Jasmine. The lump turned over and threw back the cover. “You’re just not gonna let me sleep, are you?”


Steven Hiller, a handsome, muscular man in his late twenties, pushed himself reluctantly into a sitting position and stared back at the excited dog. The sour expression on his face showed he needed another hour of sleep. He and Jasmine had been out late last night, closing down Hal’s Restaurant after hopping between nightclubs.


“He’s trying to impress you,” Jasmine said into her pillow.


Groggily, Steven surveyed the scene around him. Large dolphins splashed and smiled on a poster while several smaller ones, statuettes, were arranged on the dresser and nightstands. A trail of hastily removed clothing led from the hallway to the bed. A framed snapshot of Steve in the cockpit of a fighter jet winked back from the top of the dresser. His and hers robes hung on the hook near the bathroom door. He listened to the dog and the kid in the other room and, for a moment, was surprised to find himself in such a domestic situation. This is the way married people live, he thought. If that same idea had occurred to him a few months earlier, he would have dressed quickly and hit the road ASAP. But now, slumped against the headboard, he only smiled. I think I like this.


He and Jas had been seeing each other exclusively, passionately, exhaustively for half a year, whenever Steve could get into town for the weekend. But he didn’t realize he’d fallen in love with her until a pair of experimental F-19 bombers landed at El Toro Marine Air Base, where he was stationed. Normally, the arrival of such planes would have kept a gung ho pilot like Steve hanging around the base for a chance to fly them. When he chose to spend the time with Jasmine instead, he knew his priorities were changing.


Since graduating from the flight academy, he’d learned to fly every kind of aircraft the service had. When a new airship came through the base, whether it was an old World War II bomber or a highly classified spy plane, Steve always managed to win permission to take her up. On dry weekends, he’d jump in his red Mustang convertible and rip north along the 405 Freeway to LA, his hometown. He’d party all weekend, crashing at his parents’ house, or at one of his girlfriends’ places. He had the reputation of a lady’s man, a smooth operator. Then one night, his parents twisted his arm into going with them to one of their stodgy dinner parties, where, much to his surprise, he became smitten with one of the female guests, the drop-dead gorgeous woman now lying beside him. He turned and examined the perfection of her mocha-colored skin and the graceful way her shoulder curved down to her chest.


Boomer continued to whine. He was whimpering and turning in circles with his tail tucked between his legs. Steve knew there was no use in resisting any longer; he was awake for the day. He stood up and padded into the bathroom. While taking his morning leak, his noticed a tall glass jar set on the back of the toilet. Was it his imagination, or was the bath oil inside vibrating slightly? He knew he didn’t pee that hard. The sound of a low-flying helicopter caught his attention, a Marietta, judging from the sound of the engine. When he was finished doing his business, he looked out the bathroom’s narrow window. He couldn’t see the helicopter, but he got a damn good view of the neighbors. A man and wife ran to their Range Rover, flung a few things into the backseat, then tore off in reverse down the driveway.


“Kinda weird,” he said to his reflection in the mirror. He looked down at the oil in the tall jar. No doubt about it: it was shaking ever so slightly. He stood absolutely still for a moment. Between the gunshots of Dylan’s shoot-out in the living room, Steve thought he heard a low rumbling noise. He hurried out to the bedroom and searched for the remote control.


“Whatcha doing, baby?” Jasmine’s Alabama accent was stronger when she was tired.


“I think we’re having an earthquake and I wanna put on the TV.”


“Where’s Dylan?” Jasmine sat up, suddenly wide awake. “Dylan, come here, baby,” she shouted into the other room. The television snapped to life, showing a local newscaster reading from her notes.


“…through the Southland, but so far there are no reports of injury or property damage. Eve Flesher, a spokesperson for the mayor’s office, issued a statement from the steps of city hall only moments ago urging people not to panic.” As tape of the news conference began to roll, Dylan burst into the room, Rambo-style.


“Hey, Steve!”


“Hey, Dylan!” The men hugged good morning. “What’ve you been shooting at, outlaws?”


Dylan looked at him like he was crazy. “What outlaws? I’m shootin’ at the aliens.”


“Aliens?” Steve and Jasmine exchanged a knowing glance. Dylan had a vivid imagination and they loved encouraging him to spin out his fantasies.


His mother asked him, “Did you get any of them?”


Dylan only stared back at her, perturbed. He was old enough to know when adults weren’t taking him seriously. “You think I’m pretending, but I’ll show you.”


“I’m going to see the space ship,” Jasmine said to Steve as she was being tugged out of the room. “Want some coffee when I’m done?”


“I’m coming, too. This might be a job for the Marines.” On his way to the door, he glanced once again at the television. As they did almost monthly, whenever a small tremor rattled the city, the station cut to a shot of the seismometers at Cal Tech in Pasadena. A true Californian, Steve had learned to ignore earthquakes. But when he switched off the set, the rumbling was still there, growing louder.


Plates crashed to the floor in the kitchen and Jasmine shrieked at the top of her lungs. Steve ran out and found her pulling Dylan away from the window. She was scared out of her wits by something outside. Steve threw open the front door and marched on to the porch, prepared to confront whoever or whatever was out there. Or so he thought.


One of the ominous ships was surging toward downtown like a poisonous thundercloud. On this nearly smogless morning, the Santa Monica and San Gabriel Mountains surrounding the city seemed puny, dwarfed by the stupendous size of the object in the air. The entire LA basin resembled a giant stadium with a mechanical roof slowly rolling closed.


“What is it?” Jasmine called from inside. Steve moved his lips, but no explanation came out. He cleared his head and made a careful observation.


The top of the ship was a low curved dome, smooth except for a craterlike depression a mile across at the very front of it. Jutting out of this hollowed area was a gleaming black tower roughly the size and shape of a skyscraper. It was perfectly rectangular, except where its back wall followed the curve of the depression. The tower was as black as wet tar. Irregularities on its surface suggested doors or windows behind concealing black screens.


The bottom was essentially flat and had a distinct pattern to it. It resembled a perfectly symmetrical gray flower with eight petals. These petals carried a blue tint and ran seven full miles out to the upturned edges of the craft. Seen from a distance, they had the same vein-laced shimmering transparency of an insect’s wings. Each “petal” appeared to be built of eighteen thick slabs, planks laid down in long rows that overlapped to create a jagged surface. Crowded onto them was an array of industrial-looking structures. They looked to Steve like cargo bays, docking equipment, storage containers, observation windows, and other large-scale mechanisms. These structures were not separate pieces bolted individually to the underbelly, but parts of the body, protruding like innumerable hard-edged tumors just below a glistening skin. Further away from him, the eye of the flower was a smooth steel plate with deep lines etched into a simple geometric pattern. At first, he thought these lines might be some kind of hieroglyphic decoration, but when they passed overhead, they looked more like the seams to a set of complicated doors. There was nothing decorative about the ship. It was a floating barge, obviously designed to do a job, not to look pretty.


Steve’s first reaction was revulsion. It was not only the sheer volume of the thing hanging over them, or the instinctual dread of feeling trapped beneath a potential predator. There was also something disturbing about the design of the craft, something built unconsciously into its architecture. There was a sinister, joyless necessity to it that revealed something ugly and starkly utilitarian about the personalities of its builders. As if all the industrial waste ever produced had been mixed together into one vast sludge heap and transformed into this stunning, intricate, terrifying machine. Still, there was a certain dark magnetism about it, like microscopic photographs of fleas or fungus that reveal a certain hideous beauty.


* * *




When David returned to the ground floor, the office was completely empty. The wall of television monitors played for no one. Adjusting the volume on one of the sets, David listened for any information that might confirm or deny his new theory. CNN, still distorted, had pasted together a flashy letterbox logo—a bold graphic that twirled toward the viewer until it filled the screen: “Visitors: Contact or Crisis.” Wolf Blitzer, looking frazzled, was standing in the false night outside the Pentagon.


“Officials here at the Pentagon have just confirmed what CNN has been reporting. Additional airships, like the one hovering directly above me, have arrived over thirty-six major cities around the globe. No one I’ve spoken with here is willing to make an official comment, but speaking off the record, several people have expressed their dismay and frustration that our space defense systems failed to provide any warning.”


A graphic superimposed on the screen. It was a world map showing the locations of the spaceships. David nodded. It was exactly what he had expected to see. He heard a voice coming from Marty’s deserted office and walked closer.


“Yes, I know, Mom. Calm down for a second, will ya?” Marty had crawled under his desk and was yelling into the receiver. When David stuck his head in the doorway and said hello, Marty got such a scare he banged his head hard against the underside of his desk. “Ow! Nothing, I’m fine. Somebody just came in. Well, of course he’s human, Mother, he works here.”


“Tell her to pack up and leave town,” David said.


“Hold on, Mom.” Marty covered the phone. “Why? What happened?”


“Just do it!” he yelled.


“Mom, stop talking and listen. Pack up a few things, get in your car, and drive to Aunt Ester’s. Don’t ask. Go. Call me when you get there.” Marty hung up and crawled out from under the desk. “Okay, why did I just send my eighty-two-year-old mother to Atlanta?”


David was pacing around the cluttered office, thinking. “Remember I told you that the signal hidden inside our satellite feed is slowly cycling down to extinction?”


Marty suddenly recalled the television disruption he’d been so worried about a few hours ago. “Not really. Signal inside a signal, that’s all I remember.”


“That’s right, the hidden signal. Marty, it’s a countdown.”


“Countdown?” That didn’t sound too good. Marty parted the shades and peeked at the dark shape outside. “Countdown to what?”


“Think about it. It’s exactly like in chess. First you strategically position your pieces. Then, when the timing’s right, you strike hard at the opponent’s major pieces. You see what they’re doing?” David motioned toward the television picture of a ship parked above Beijing, China. “They’re positioning themselves over the world’s most important cities and they’re using this signal to synchronize their attack. In approximately six hours, it’s going to disappear and the countdown will be over.”


“What then?”


“Checkmate.”


Marty took a minute to digest the information, then he started having trouble breathing. He opened a can of soda and picked up a phone. “I gotta make some calls. My brother Joshua, my poor therapist, my lawyer… Oh, fuck my lawyer.”


David grabbed a second phone and punched in an eleven digit number he’d rarely called yet knew by heart. While the phone was ringing, every television in the office switched to the same image.


The president of the United States approached the podium in the White House press room, doing his best to project calm and confidence. Everything is under control, no need to panic. While a number of people, including Grey and Nimziki, joined him on the small stage, Whitmore smiled tensely around the room.


“My fellow Americans, citizens of the world, a historic and unprecedented event is taking place. The age-old question as to whether or not we humans are alone in the universe has been answered once and for all…”


“Communications.” The voice on the phone was curt, all business.


“Yeah, this is David Levinson. I’m Connie Spano’s husband. This is an emergency call. I need to talk to her right away.”


“I’m sorry, she’s in a meeting,” the man answered, “can I take a message?”


“No. I need to speak with her right now. I know she’s busy, I’m watching her on the television. This is more important, believe me. Now go get her.” David’s voice was full of command.


“Hold please.”


David turned his attention back to the president’s speech. Connie was standing with a group of people near the stage, just inside the doorway that led into the White House offices. A young man, probably the guy he’d spoken to, came to the door and whispered something in her ear. A moment later she slipped discreetly, professionally through the guarded entrance. David felt a wave of relief. He hadn’t been sure Connie would take the call.


“What do you want?” she hissed into the phone.


Taken completely aback, David sputtered, “Connie, listen, you have to get out of there. The White House, I mean. You have to leave the White House.” Neither of them knew what to say for a second. It sounded like David was rehashing an unpleasant conversation they’d had countless times before. Aware that he wasn’t communicating what he had to say, he bulled forward. “Wait, you don’t understand. You’ve got to get out of Washington all together.”


Connie, angry with herself for leaving the press conference, tried to get off the line. “Thank you for being concerned, but in case you haven’t noticed, we’re in a little bit of a crisis here. I’ve got to go.”


Realizing she was about to hang up on him, David yelled into the phone. “I’ve been working on the satellite disruption all day and I’ve figured it out. They’re going to attack,” David blurted.


The line went silent for a moment. David thought she must be thinking over what he’d said but soon realized she was only covering the receiver while talking to one of her assistants. “They’re going to attack,” she repeated, “go on.”


That made him angry. He was calling to try and save her life, and the last thing he needed was for her to speak to him in a condescending tone. “That’s right, attack,” he said with an edge to his voice. ‘The signal is a countdown. When I say signal, I mean the signal that’s causing all the satellite disruption.” He could sense her impatience. He knew the information wasn’t coming out in order, which only made him more nervous. “I just went up on the roof and it hit me. This morning I… Connie?”


She’d hung up. He hit the redial button on the phone, but realized that wouldn’t do him any good. She wouldn’t take another call. He looked up at the snowy image of President Whitmore.


“…My staff and I are remaining here at the White House while we attempt to establish communication…”


When he heard that, David knew what he had to do. He packed up his laptop and a few diskettes, then grabbed his bike and headed for the door. “Marty,” he called across the office, “quit wasting time and get out of town right now.”


Marty, still on the phone, listened to the end of Whitmore’s address. “…so remain calm. If you are compelled to leave these cities, please do so in a safe and orderly fashion. Thank you.”


* * *


Slam! A taxicab trying to drive along the sidewalk crashed into a delivery truck doing the same thing. David, pedaling furiously, weaved in and out of the thick traffic. Everywhere around him, the streets were in total gridlock. Even when he got onto the bridge, the people crossing on foot were making much better time than the cars.


Fifteen minutes later, he coasted up to a row of tidy brownstone houses in Brooklyn. He swerved at the last second, narrowly avoiding a mattress being tossed out a second-story window. All up and down the street, residents were packing up whatever they could, preparing to evacuate.


He banged and banged on his father’s front door until suddenly it flew open and David found himself nose to nose with a pump-action shotgun. “Whoa! Pops, it’s me.”


Julius lowered the gun, peering both ways down the street and dragging his son through the doorway. “Vultures. They said on the TV they’ve already started with the looting. I swear before God, if they try breaking in here, I’ll shoot.”


“Pop, listen, you still got the Valiant?”


Julius arched an eyebrow, suspicious. “Yeah, I still got it. What do you care? You don’t even have a driver’s license.”


“I don’t need a license.” He looked the old man in the eyes. “You’re driving.”


* * *


Steve stood by the bed, repacking the weekend clothes he hadn’t had a chance to wear. Wearing his officer’s uniform and a cocky grin, his movements took on a disciplined intensity and athletic grace that showed how anxious he was to get back to El Toro and, if need be, teach the uninvited guests a lesson. Jasmine leaned against a wall chewing on a fingernail, visibly upset.


“You could say you didn’t hear the announcement,” she told him.


He just chuckled and kept on packing. “Baby, you know how it is. They’re calling us in, and I’ve got to report.”


“Just because they call… I bet half those guys don’t even show up.”


“Whoa.” He stopped her. “Jazzy, why are you getting like this?” She looked like she was about to start crying, and Steve moved to comfort her. He reached to put his arms around her, but she slapped them away, accidentally knocking one of her dolphin figurines off the nightstand.


“I’ll tell you why I’m getting this way,” she shouted, tearing the curtains back to show him the sky, “because that thing scares the hell out of me!” She slumped against the closet door and let herself slide to the floor.


“Listen to me.” Steve squatted down to face her and picked up the glass dolphin, which was still intact. “I don’t think they flew ninety billion light years across the universe just to come down here and start a fight. This is a totally amazing moment in history.”


It was a corny thing to say, but Steve meant it. He feared nothing. Not in a tough-guy-with-a-death-wish way; he just didn’t understand letting yourself get frightened. He knew lots of people who let themselves be crippled by a thousand small fears, who let fear become a habit. They were so afraid of failure or humiliation or physical pain they stopped taking risks, stopped living large. What he had always admired most about Jasmine was her bravery. Like everyone else, she lived with uncertainty, but never seemed to sweat the little things that kept other people in straight jackets: money, schedules, what other people thought of her.


He reached for her hands again, and this time she let them be held. While they were looking into one another’s eyes, the big question suddenly appeared again. The same one they’d been doing their best to ignore for the past couple months: what they meant to one another and whether their relationship had a serious future. Steve gulped. He had a small box in his pocket that he wanted to take out and show her, something he’d had custom made several weeks ago. His lips tried unsuccessfully to form the words that would let him broach the subject. He wanted to ask her a question, the question. But the consequences of asking would be devastating to his career. So, unable to choose between the two things he cherished most, he executed an evasive maneuver.


“C’mon, walk me out to the car.”


Jasmine was brave, but she wasn’t fearless. She’d been abandoned too many times and lost too much to meet this situation with Steve’s breezy confidence. She felt like she had finally put her life in order, that for the first time everything was working out for her, and now, with the arrival of the ship, it all threatened to come unraveled at once. Intellectually, she knew Steve was under orders to return to the base, and it didn’t mean he was abandoning her. But at the same time, this was a crisis, and Steve’s first move was to pack his bags.


“Can I take this?” He held up the little glass dolphin. “I’ll bring it back, I promise.”


She smiled and nodded. She had no choice but to try and believe him.


* * *


He’d left his Mustang’s top down all night, and when he came outside, Steve found Dylan behind the steering wheel. After lifting the boy out of the car, he reached into the backseat for a bag he’d left there.


“I’ve got something for you, kiddo. Remember I promised to bring you some fireworks?” Steve turned over custody of the package, adding, “But you’ve got to be real careful with them.”


Dylan tore back the wrapping to reveal a bundle of brightly colored paper tubes with sticks attached. They looked like overgrown bottle rockets and the name FyreStix was printed on each one.


“Wow, fireworks!” the boy said in awe, holding the sacred objects out for his mother’s inspection. “Cool big ones.”


Jasmine shot Steve a look: Oh, thanks a lot!


“I was gonna set ’em off myself in the park tonight, but… You’re supposed to plant ’em in the grass, and they shoot off a bunch of pretty colors straight up about twenty feet.”


Jasmine was half listening, distracted by the sight of the huge ship, which had parked itself over downtown LA’s tallest building. Soon after it had ceased to move forward, it started rotating very slowly and the rumbling disappeared.


Steve reached into his jacket pocket and fingered the small box inside. It was hard for him to see Jasmine feeling scared. “I was thinking,” he began thoughtfully, “why don’t you and Dylan pack up some things and, you know,” he looked up and down the street, “come stay with me on the base tonight?” The invitation took Jasmine by surprise. He’d never invited her anywhere near the base and she’d never asked to come. She knew he had good reason for not wanting to be seen with her. Suddenly she was concerned for him. “You sure that’s okay? You don’t mind?”


“Well,” he moaned, “I will have to call all my other girlfriends and put the freaky-deaky on hold till later, but no, I don’t mind.”


She punched him in the arm. “There you go again, thinking you’re all that. Let me tell you something, Captain, you’re not as charming as you think you are.”


“Yes, I am.” He grinned, hopping into the car.


“Dumbo ears.”


“Chicken legs,” he shot back, firing up the engine. Then, after a final kiss, he drove off, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll see you tonight.” Watching them wave good-bye in his rearview mirror, he wondered if he’d done the right thing, inviting Jasmine to El Toro. It was only a compromise solution.


For her part, Jasmine felt elated and terrified at the same time. She and Dylan stood in the street waving until the red convertible disappeared behind the crest of the hill, then looked once more at the slowly twirling cancerous daisy blotting out the sky. She picked up her son and carried him toward the house, snatching the package of FyreStix from his hands. “I’ll take those, thank you.”


“Mom, come on!”


* * *


Julius’s ’68 Plymouth Valiant was in mint condition. He kept it under a tarp inside his garage and most of the miles he put on the car were his once-weekly drives to the grocery. His top speed on the highway was usually a maddeningly slow forty-five miles per hour, even during out-of-town drives, which helped explain why David had never applied for a driver’s license. But, because this was an emergency situation, the old man tore down the highway at the blistering pace of fifty-five. The highbeams of faster cars bore down on them like the eyes of mechanical wolves. Many of these cars were stuffed to the windows with people and suitcases and boxes of food. Some had mattresses lashed non-aerodynamically to their roofs and when they zoomed past, the passengers would all turn and stare at the two men in the midnight blue classic who were tooling along like they were out enjoying a Sunday drive. The faces behind the windows were hardened into masks of fear by the first twelve hours of the invasion.
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