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Dedication




To my son Timothy, who spent countless hours, over the


years, discussing Dan Tesson with me.


We all want a better world for our children.


Wisdom is knowing that they are the ones who will


shape their world.











  
  
Prologue




The snow had begun piling up by the time they reached the center of town. It crunched beneath their shoes as they walked through Lafayette Square. An ominous silence hung over the area. The lights on the White House burned as bright as day. 

They veered slightly left and headed toward the northeastern entrance.

As they approached the gate, four Secret Service agents stepped forward and opened fire.

The encounter ended predictably. The four agents lay dead in front of the entrance.

As Dan and Jon entered the grounds, occasional bursts of gunfire echoed through the night with some as powerful as .50 caliber rounds. Each burst usually lasted only a shot or two before falling silent.

About halfway up the circular drive, Dan stopped and stared at the building before him.

Jon stood a few steps behind, waiting and watching.

Dan thought about everything that had led to this moment. It wasn’t as if he could turn back now. The world had already seen every move he made coming here. By now, images of the sleeping soldiers up north were likely circulating everywhere. Most people probably believed they were dead.

What gave him pause was not fear.

It was doubt.

Doubt that what he was about to do would achieve the results he longed for.

The governments of the world had grown so corrupt—so consumed by power and money—that they had lost sight of the people they were meant to represent and protect. Dan had kept those people firmly in his mind.

It was for them, not for himself, that he stood here.

He turned and looked back at Jon.

“I guess there’s no reason to delay any further.”

Dan turned again and walked to the top of the circle. Off to one side he noticed cameras and members of the press gathered together.

He smiled and waved.

“Good evening,” he said in a loud, friendly voice. “I’ve come to speak with the President.”

An unexpected barrage of automatic gunfire erupted and lasted five—maybe ten—seconds.

Dan and Jon stood tall, clearly unarmed. The press had scattered, retreating toward the building or flattening themselves against the walls. A few lay face down in the snow.

“Well,” Dan said after a moment, trying again, “hopefully that’s the end of the bloodshed for tonight.”

The press slowly and nervously stood.

One man called out, “Are you here to kill the President?”








  
  
Chapter 1. LUNCHTIME AT DENIGENS




Asmall bell tinkled as the restaurant door opened. It was lunchtime, and the place was packed. 

The three friends made their way to a table in the corner and sat down.

“I think you went too far in your interview last night,” Tom commented as he settled into his seat with Dan and Jennifer. “Don’t get me wrong—you were brilliant. It’s just… well, you know how management is.”

“Can you blame them?” Jennifer asked. “I mean, really, Dan—have you forgotten you work for a defense contractor? You can’t go on television making wild allegations about the government and expect it not to upset some powerful people in the company. Over in sales I deal with our customers all the time, and image is very important. Yes, you need a good product, but you need a rock-solid reputation as well. When your employees are as vocal about criticizing the administration as you are, it reflects on the company.”

Dan smiled.

He had worked with Tom and Jennifer for eight years. They occasionally went to lunch together and had become close friends over time. Their lunch conversations were rarely what anyone would call normal. The company bred workaholics. They walked fast, talked fast, and ate fast. There was always another meeting, another project to finish, or another crisis threatening production.

Today was no different. They had half an hour to grab something at the café across the street from the plant and get back to work.

“Why are you smiling, Dan?” Tom asked.

Just then the waitress approached the table. She was young, thin, and relatively new. They had seen her the week before, but today her face carried an expression that bordered on fear under the pressure of the noontime rush. She stood there for a moment, seemingly gathering her thoughts. Her curly hair hung over her eyes like coiled springs of gold.

“Welcome to Denigens,” she said unconvincingly, digging through her pockets for an order pad and pen. “Can I start you off with something to drink?”

“Three Diet Cokes. And we’d like to order right away—we’re a little short on time today,” Tom replied, taking charge of the situation.

He was convinced the waitress was completely disorganized and already suspected she would mess up their order.

“I’ll have the Cobb salad, blue cheese dressing on the side,” he continued, turning toward Jennifer. “Jen?”

“Minestrone soup and a hard roll,” she said with a friendly smile.

“I’ll have the Thai chicken wrap,” Dan added.

The waitress nodded and hurried off, taking several steps away from the kitchen before realizing she was heading in the wrong direction.

“Honestly, why do they hire people as dizzy as that to work in a restaurant?” Tom fumed.

Dan chuckled. “She’s going to spit on your food if you keep it up.”

“I doubt it,” Tom blurted. “In fact, if she even remembers where we’re sitting, I’ll be surprised. Anyway, we were talking about your interview—or rather the fallout from it. Has anyone in management said anything to you?”

“I got a few icy looks, but no direct comments,” Dan replied. “I know I’m taking a risk expressing myself. I’m supposed to be the good little corporate drone—do as I’m told, be thankful I have a job, and not stir the pot. But that’s not who I am. I’ve always been outspoken about things I think are important. I’m careful not to claim something is true when I don’t have proof, so I make it clear it’s my opinion or theory. And I always tell people—especially the media—that it’s my personal opinion, not that of my employer.”

“Still, people aren’t fair,” Jennifer said. “If you anger the wrong person—someone with a different political inclination than you—you could end up stuck on some meaningless project… or worse, looking for a job.”

“Anything’s possible, I suppose,” Dan said thoughtfully. “But I’m good at my job, and I make money for the company. So at least up until now they’ve tolerated me.”

The waitress returned and nearly dropped the drinks in Jennifer’s lap.

“Have you decided what you’d like to eat?” she asked, once again searching her pockets for a pen and order book.

“For God’s sake,” Tom exclaimed. “You took our order a few minutes ago. We’re really in a rush, and I’d like to have some food before I go back to what’s going to be a very long afternoon.”

The waitress looked as if she might burst into tears. Dan shot Tom a reproachful look.

“I—I’m…” she began.

Jennifer gently cut her off.

“Forgive him. He’s an idiot. Do you have our order, or would you like us to go over it again?” she asked calmly, smiling at the young woman.

“I’m sorry,” the waitress said, regaining some composure. “I’m new, and there’s a lot to remember. I already turned your order in when I was getting your drinks.”

She hurried away.

“That was really inconsiderate, Tom,” Dan said. “Even for you. If you’re having a bad day, that’s no reason to take it out on her. How would you like to be in a completely unfamiliar setting and have someone go out of their way to make you feel even more uncomfortable?”

“Okay, okay,” Jennifer said quickly. “We’re all on edge. It’s been a difficult week, and the last thing we need is to start taking it out on each other. Let’s change the subject. I was watching the news last night, and they said two more people on the East Coast have come down with bird flu. I’m beginning to get worried.”

Tom rolled his eyes but said nothing. He was feeling a bit chastised and did not want to say anything that would draw any further retribution from his friends. 

Dan, however, looked suddenly energized.

“Funny you should bring that up,” he said. “I got a letter last night from The Journal. They accepted one of my articles for publication. It just happens to be about the bird flu.”

“Let me guess,” Tom said dryly. “You think the media is blowing it out of proportion to keep people from focusing on what’s really important in the world.”

“Tom, I’m impressed,” Dan laughed. “You’ve been paying attention. There may be hope for you yet. You’re partly right. The media latches onto stories like this to distract people from the real issues. If they really wanted viewership, they could run stories about gas prices, inflation, or the number of dead in our ongoing war in the Middle East. Instead they focus on things that scare people and pull attention away from issues people might actually change if given the chance.”

“Dan, people watch what interests them,” Jennifer said. “The media is just giving them what they want so they can boost ratings.”

“I don’t know, Jen,” Tom replied. “Have you noticed how our three local news channels run the exact same stories at the exact same time? They could at least present them in a different order so it wouldn’t be so obvious.”

He shrugged.

“Sometimes I feel like looking for the great Oz behind the media curtain.”

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing,” Jennifer said. “Are you starting to buy into Dan’s conspiracy theories?”

Dan said nothing. He was enjoying their banter.

“It just seems strange,” Tom continued, “that three supposedly independent news stations would run the same stories in the same order. Maybe Dan is becoming an influence on me. I looked it up—all three are owned by the same company. Now I’m not a conspiracy guy, but it does look odd. Competition is healthy. Once everyone is on the same side, it isn’t really competition anymore.”

“Well, whatever it is,” Jennifer replied, “it can’t be better than truly independent news.”

“Tom, you’ve renewed my faith in the American public,” Dan said. “I couldn’t agree more. I’ve believed for years that the information coming from the news is tightly controlled. People watch it thinking they’re getting the truth—something close to what really happened. But they aren’t. The news has become centralized. It’s now a tool to manipulate… to sway—”

He caught himself.

“—public opinion.”

Just then the waitress returned with their food. She had the order correct but placed each dish in front of the wrong person. She smiled proudly, clearly pleased that she hadn’t dropped anything.

“Can I get you anything else right now?”

“No, thank you,” Jennifer said warmly. “This will be fine.”

After the waitress left, they exchanged plates with a quiet chuckle.

“I’m glad you two find this amusing,” Tom muttered. “Service in this country has gone to hell.”

“So,” Jennifer said, “what is your article about?”

“You’re not going to take me seriously,” Dan replied, “but I’m convinced the bird flu is a manufactured virus.”

Both of them raised their eyebrows.

“The government took the virus from the 1918 Spanish flu, mutated it, and has been preparing to release a new strain. This is the beginning of biological warfare.”

“You mean the government wants us all to get a bad cold so we stay home from work and foreign workers take our jobs?” Jennifer mocked.

“I knew you wouldn’t take me seriously,” Dan replied calmly. “But I thought you’d know your history. Between 1918 and 1919, somewhere between twenty-five and one hundred million people died of the flu. That wasn’t a bad cold. One in three people became sick. Some countries lost a fifth of their population. People would contract the disease and become incapacitated within hours. Many died the next day. The first groups drowned in their own fluids from pneumonia, while later victims died from secondary bacterial infections.”

“Can we not talk about disturbing and graphic medical disasters while we’re eating?” Tom groaned. “Besides, we have antibiotics now.”

“Wrong,” Dan said. “Antibiotics don’t fight viruses. They only help with secondary infections. I think they’ve created a flu virus worse than the one from 1918. One that is more deadly.”

“But why would the government want to kill people?” Tom asked.

“If you manufacture a virus,” Dan replied, “you understand it completely. You can create vaccines—several of them. One that works well and another that barely works at all. Then you decide who receives which vaccine. You decide which populations survive and which don’t. Maybe the rich get the real vaccine because they’re the ‘cream of the crop.’ Or maybe they get the weaker one because they’re harder to control. Either way, someone still has to take out the garbage—and it probably won’t be someone with a Ph.D.”

He leaned back.

“Control. It’s all about control.”

Tom and Jennifer had stopped eating.

They stared at Dan in disbelief.

The restaurant around them remained loud and chaotic, but their table had fallen into an uneasy silence.

Jennifer finally spoke slowly.

“Dan… have you lost your mind? You can’t possibly believe what you’re saying. That would be like—like genocide. Not against a specific ethnic group… but genocide all the same. No one would do that.”

“No one?” Dan asked quietly.

He began listing examples from history—Nazi Germany, the Khmer Rouge, Bosnia, Rwanda, Bangladesh, Sudan, Ukraine, Armenia, even the smallpox blankets given to Native Americans.

“We’ve been killing one another since the beginning of time,” he said. “Just because something is horrible doesn’t make it impossible.”

He paused.

“And when something like this happens, who do you think suffers most? The poor. The people living paycheck to paycheck. Minorities. People without health care. The system doesn’t treat everyone equally.”

“O.K.,” Tom said finally. “Suppose you’re right.  They get to weed out those they deem undesirables, but why would they want fewer people? Wouldn’t more people mean more workers and more economic growth?”

“Good point Tom,” Dan replied. “But the world population has become too large to sustain. Many studies say the ideal population for Earth is about one billion people. Imagine a stable world—enough food for everyone, everyone earning roughly the same amount, all dependent on the system.  Their needs anticipated and their fears carefully managed, so they remain dutifully productive while quietly generating wealth for the few who run everything.”

Jennifer frowned.

“In this world you’re imagining, no one goes hungry, everyone has a job, and everyone is taken care of?”

Tom shrugged.

“Sounds like capitalism to me.”

“Capitalism where five out of six people die to create the system,” Dan said quietly.

He leaned forward.

“Would you really give up your freedom to choose for a system where someone else decides how you live, how many children you have, what career you pursue, and when you die?”

“You make it sound oppressive,” Tom said. “But what if it eliminated poverty, war, pollution, and disease?”

Jennifer nodded slightly.

“Short of killing eighty percent of the planet, it almost sounds like you’re describing a utopia.”

Dan stared at them.

He was stunned.

People had died defending freedom; freedoms his friends now seemed willing to barter away for comfort.

He slowly closed his jaw.

“I’d rather be a dead eagle that lived free than a live one in a cage cared for by its masters.”

He stood up.

“If people are really that willing to surrender their freedom, then my article probably won’t matter much.”

He paused.

“And I refuse to believe the end justifies the means. Each of us is responsible for the end, the beginning, and everything in between.”

He glanced at his watch.

“It’s time to get back to work.”

They walked back to the building in silence.

Their conversation had stirred deeper emotions than any of them expected. The wind had picked up, and a storm seemed to be moving in.

As they entered the building, Dan’s boss was waiting for him.

Robert looked uneasy and hurried toward them the moment he saw them.

“Good luck,” Tom said quietly as he and Jennifer peeled away.

“Hello, Robert,” Dan said cautiously.

“Dan,” Robert began, clearly flustered. “The phone has been ringing since just after you left.”

Robert had been Dan’s supervisor for several years. He was of average height, in his mid-fifties, with a stomach you could bounce a quarter off. He cared about his employees but kept a professional distance so he could remain objective.

Dan had never seen him this rattled.

“The first call was from the state police,” Robert continued. “They wouldn’t tell me much, just that they needed to speak with you urgently. Then the FBI called. And five minutes ago, the CDC called saying you had to be located immediately.”

Dan’s unease grew.

He still had no idea what any of this had to do with him.

Robert finally reached the point.

“Dan… something has happened to your family.”

He paused.

“I think they’re sick. They need you to go home immediately.” 








  
  
Chapter 2. A TARGET ON HIS BACK




Dan walked briskly toward his car. He was upset, mostly because of the way his boss had told him he was needed at home. If Robert had sounded calm, Dan might have taken the news lightly. After all, what he had said was vague at best. 

Dan shook his head and pulled out his cell phone. He had been ushered out of the building so quickly that he hadn’t even had time to grab his things from his office. He hit speed dial for his house as he climbed the steps to the second level of the parking garage, trying to remember where he had parked that morning.

Executives had assigned parking. The rest of the employees—the ones who actually did the work—were left to fend for themselves. It wasn’t that Dan wanted a space a hundred feet from the entrance as much as he wanted a space that was his. If it were assigned, he would always know where to find his car. It would also save time in the morning if people knew exactly where they were going to park.

What drove Dan crazy was how people circled endlessly waiting for the closest possible spot, as if walking an extra fifty feet might kill them. That was why he always parked in the last row at work and took the first available space at the supermarket, no matter how far it was from the entrance.

There was no answer at home.

“She must be somewhere,” he muttered.

He tried her cell phone while fumbling with his keys. His car was a small blue Honda. He had chosen it because it got the best gas mileage of any conventional engine vehicle. His commute had been eating away at their finances before he finally decided to buy something more economical.

Fuel costs had quadrupled over the last decade. Meanwhile, inflation was supposedly rising only three or four percent a year—just like his raises.

The only problem was that food, fuel, and services had skyrocketed far faster than that. Somehow those numbers never seemed to make it into the official inflation calculations, even though they determined how much money was left at the end of the month.

Still no answer.

He pulled onto the expressway just as a light rain began to fall. No messages. No calls. His worry began to grow.

It wasn’t entirely unusual. His wife always had her cell phone when she needed to reach him, but she was far harder to track down when he needed her. She was a busy woman—a dentist—and he usually defended her when friends commented on it.

But today was her day off.

And he needed information.

A knot began forming in his stomach.

It was probably nothing. It usually was. Still, the possibilities gnawed at him. He and his wife had built a good life together. They had two children, a comfortable house, and a steady plan for the future—saving, paying down bills, moving forward like any normal family.

His family had a normal life.

Dan did not.

In his late thirties, he had been wrestling for years with the question of meaning. Was this really all there was? Work, bills, routine? There had to be something more to life—something that made living truly worthwhile.

“Shit,” Dan muttered suddenly.

A driver had cut him off while trying to exit the expressway from the center lane, nearly driving across his hood to do it. The jolt snapped him back to the present.

This was going to be a long drive home.

He tried calling the house again. Then his wife’s phone.

Still nothing.

In the distance lightning flashed.

Five minutes from home, his phone rang.

He answered immediately without checking the screen.

“Becca?”

“No, Mr. Tesson. My name is Höllewarth. I’m afraid I have some bad news. Your family has been infected with bird flu. Your… chickens spread the illness. I need you to return to your home immediately.”

“I’m already on my way,” Dan said sharply. “Who are you? And how are you involved?”

“The name is Höllewarth, Mr. Tesson. I will explain everything when you arrive.”

The call ended with a click.

Shock, fear, and anger wrestled inside Dan as he drove. The trip suddenly felt endless. He tried to imagine what could possibly have happened in such a short amount of time.

He had seen his family less than six hours earlier. None of them had shown the slightest sign of illness.

And now they were supposedly too sick to answer the phone.

Worse, strangers were involved.

As he rounded the final bend toward his house, his heart skipped.

Maybe twice.

Flashing lights filled the street. Police tape blocked the road. Neighbors stood in clusters watching while people in inflated biohazard suits moved around the property, assembling what looked like human-sized plastic tunnels.

At least two local news vans and three national network trucks were parked nearby. Cameras were rolling. Satellite antennas pointed toward the sky.

The Tessons were private people.

This felt like a massive violation of that privacy.

Dan drove as close as he could, parked, and hurried the rest of the way through the rain. A reporter nearby was broadcasting live, explaining that a local family had become infected because they kept chickens on their property.

According to the report, the chickens had died after spreading the H1N1 bird flu to the family.

Idiots, Dan thought.

There is no such thing as bird flu—not the way they think.

Naturally occurring H1N1 wasn’t that dangerous. But someone could create a more virulent strain and pass it off as bird flu to infect people and reduce the exploding population.

He ducked under the police tape and started across the lawn toward the front door.

A police officer grabbed his arm.

“You have to stay behind the barricade.”

“I don’t think so,” Dan said coldly. “This is my house, and I intend to find out what’s happening to my family.”

As the argument escalated, a man in a dark suit approached from behind and placed a hand on the officer’s shoulder.

“I’ll take over, officer.”

The officer looked ready to arrest Dan, but when he turned and saw the man behind him, his expression changed instantly.

“Yes, sir.”

He released Dan’s arm and walked away.

Dan stared after him.

Who was this man that local police obeyed him without question?

He wore no identification, but there was something about him that sent a chill down Dan’s spine.

“I’m Mr. Höllewarth. We spoke on the phone.”

Over his shoulder, Dan noticed three people in biohazard suits emerging from the backyard, each carrying a dead chicken.

“What the hell are you people doing to our animals?” Dan demanded.

“Please, Mr. Tesson,” Höllewarth replied calmly. “I’m sure you don’t want to cause a scene.”

“A scene?” Dan snapped. “Have you looked around? You’ve already created one.”

Then his mind snapped back to the most important issue.

“Where is my family?”

His voice was calmer now, but far more dangerous.

“Your family, Mr. Tesson, is perfectly safe… for now,” Höllewarth said with a faint hint of menace. “I will answer your questions while our medical staff examines you. Please follow me.”

He turned and walked toward a large van without looking back.

Dan stood frozen for a moment, furious about everything happening around him. Then he followed. At the very least, he intended to get answers.

Inside the van, three medical technicians prodded and examined him while Höllewarth spoke endlessly about flu pandemics and the need for swift government response in emergencies.

Rain hammered against the van’s roof, making it hard to concentrate.

Without warning, the woman beside him jabbed a needle into his triceps.

Dan spun around in shock.

Too late.

The injection was already finished.

Something had been pumped into his bloodstream.

“Thank you,” Höllewarth said calmly.

The three medical workers exited the van.

Höllewarth sat down across from Dan.

“You’ve been a thorn in this administration’s side for far too long Mr. Tesson,” he said coldly. “There are things in motion that you cannot begin to understand. You are nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing. Did you really think we would allow you to interfere?”

Dan felt the room spinning.

“Do you really think we would allow you to get in the way? We could kill you and your family as easily as exhaling,” Höllewarth continued. “But this method will be far more effective. The flu you so loudly claim does not exist will take care of you. And it will serve as a useful lesson for provocateurs like yourself.”

Dan’s dizziness deepened.

This wasn’t the kind of dizziness that comes from stress or fear. This was physical—something moving through his body.

Höllewarth’s voice began to sound distant and metallic.

No virus works this fast, Dan thought.

I’ve been drugged.

His vision darkened around the edges. Panic surged as he slipped toward unconsciousness.

The final words he heard were:

“The Secretary of Defense sends his personal regards.”

Lightning flashed.

Thunder crashed.

Then everything went black.
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