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  NOVEMBER


  



  Prophets and Thieves


  



  



  



  “It happened that a fire broke out backstage in a theater. The clown came out to inform the public. They thought it was a jest and applauded. He repeated his warning. They shouted even louder. So I think the world will come to an end amid the general applause from all the wits who believe that it is a joke.” 


  



   Soren Kierkegaard, Philosopher


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Day 1


  Tuesday, November 5th


  



  The White House


  11:22 p.m. on Election Day


  



  * * * BREAKING NEWS  * * *


  



  “…As the bloodiest Election Day in American history comes to a close—flakes of blackened ash still drifting downward onto Houston sidewalks amidst the devastation—we can now project the winner in the race for U.S. President to be—”


  



  Silence seized the Oval Office, so abruptly Quinn Hamilton nearly dropped her computer tablet. Her eyes swung from the television above the white marble fireplace where a portrait of George Washington once hung, to the TV remote mute button clenched by the president’s campaign manager. Arnold Krause stood so close to the TV the reflected glow of the ‘BREAKING NEWS’ banner dripped crimson across his sweaty forehead.


  “Those damn Texans screwed us!” Krause snarled, coarse black hair bristling like the raised hackles of a bewildered English bulldog.


  President Ambrose Gentry halted his pacing mid-stride. Wavy, alabaster hair flowed over a cauliflower ear, a remnant of his early days as a professional boxer half a century earlier.


  “Stubby, you know how I feel about blasphemy.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, it’s just—”


  “Too soon, father,” Baxter Gentry jumped in. Long, spindly arms spread across the couch to anchor a lightbulb-shaped skull that jiggled back and forth like a bobblehead doll. Words shot out of his mouth in a jittery, staccato burst. “Not even nine o’clock on the West Coast…still votes to be counted…millions of them.” As the director of the Centers for Disease Control, Baxter had a significant stake in his father’s winning reelection.


  The elder Gentry stepped out from behind the Resolute desk, which had served U.S. presidents since 1880. Head tilted toward the muted television, his seventy-two years lay exposed in folds of wrinkled skin bunched under tired eyes like the rings of an old tree trunk.


  “According to them, it is over. For me.”


  Standing alone by the door, the room’s only other occupant cleared her throat. Attorney General Alicia Cummins approached the president.


  “Perhaps, sir, it’s time we discussed your concession speech.”


  He swung his head around. “What?” A single razor-sharp word.


  Quinn shook her head in warning.


  Cummins was a brave soul, but her reading of the atmosphere inside the room was dangerously off.


  At six-foot-four, the president towered over the tiny woman, her fragile figure barely held erect by a gnarled Hawthorn walking cane. The buttons on Gentry’s too-tight waistcoat looked ready to burst. As did the man himself.


  “This is your fault,” he snapped. “Did I not order you to expose that wretched whistleblower?”


  Forced against one of the two couches, Cummins wagged a bony finger at him like a teacher admonishing an overly obtuse student.


  “Nonsense. Your fate was sealed, sir, the moment the blood of a thousand innocent people in Houston was splattered across America’s TV screens. What did you think would happen? Your venomous rhetoric—”


  “How dare you!” The president thrust a clenched fist upwards with Biblical force, his voice deep and dangerous. “Do I lack madmen that you have brought this woman to behave as a madman in my presence?” He swung his arm down, inadvertently knocking loose her cane, and she toppled backward over the couch like a gymnast in a backflip gone wrong.


  Her head struck the sharp edge of the coffee table with a sickening crack. She slumped to the floor, unmoving.


  Quinn leapt from her chair and bent to the fallen woman, holding a clean tissue over the deep cut on her forehead.


  Time seemed to stop.


  The attorney general’s breathing came in shallow gasps, her face painted a ghostly pallor.


  “Ma’am, can you hear me?” Quinn asked.


  Cummins’ eyes fluttered open. After a moment, she nodded, grimacing in pain.


  The president wrinkled his nose at the yellow stain spreading down the woman’s beige pantsuit and turned to his campaign manager. “Stubby, don’t just stand there. We need to fix this. The election—”


  “Election?” The flickering anger Quinn had suppressed all day caught fire. She jumped up.


  “Are you insane?” She pointed a bloody hand toward Cummins. “Fix that!”


  President Gentry stumbled backward as if bitten, bumping into his desk, but Quinn wasn’t done.


  “People are lying dead on the streets of Houston, and all you can think about is an election?”


  He didn’t answer, perhaps because no one had ever spoken to him like that.


  Silence fell over the room, save for the steady tick-tock of the antique Spencer grandfather clock.


  Gentry’s son, Baxter, stared at Quinn as if expecting her to suddenly burst into flame.


  A sharp groan sounded as the injured woman tried to lift her head.


  Quinn rushed back to her side.


  Cummins squeezed her eyes shut and reopened them. She looked up, her voice shaky. “I’m okay, dear. Could you help me stand?”


  Quinn did so, gently wrapping the attorney general in her overcoat to hide the stained pantsuit.


  “You should take her to the infirmary,” Arnold Krause said, his sharp Brooklyn accent cutting through the charged atmosphere. He turned to the president. “We need to buy some time with the press, sir.”


  “What would you propose we do?” President Gentry asked, his eyes focused on Quinn.


  Quinn knew she had crossed a line that offered no safe retreat. But she had to try. “Perhaps, sir, I could make a brief statement after—”


  “Am I a dog, that you come at me with sticks?” Gentry shouted, banging his Bible on the desktop.


  With dismay, Quinn recognized the curse as her likely notice of termination. She stooped to pick up Cummins’ fallen cane.


  “Wait!” the president said, holding up a hand. “You wish to help? Have the kitchen bring up some leftover fried chicken from dinner and a pitcher of iced root beer. We still have work to do.”


  Quinn felt a spark of hope.


  “Then clean out your office,” the president said.


  She could only nod.


  I guess forgiveness is not on the menu tonight.


  Numb, she led the injured woman out of the Oval Office, arm around her for support.


  Cummins squeezed her hand. “He’s upset, dear. Once he thinks about it, he’ll realize he still needs you.”


  “I’m more worried he’s going to blame you for his defeat,” Quinn said.


  The attorney general’s smile was faint but defiant. “He may be looking for a scapegoat, but it won’t be me.” She pulled the bloody tissue from her forehead and winced. “This is my get-out-of-jail-free card.”


  “If you go public, he’ll claim it was an accident,” Quinn said.


  Cummins shook her head. “Trust me. He won’t risk it.”


  A six-foot-tall monolith of a man came striding down the hallway toward them, his neatly trimmed stubble of gray hair sitting atop a square block of a head. Jackson Lassiter’s jaw was clamped tight.


  Quinn tightened her grip on the attorney general’s arm.


  He’s heard about Texas.


  The White House chief of staff stopped short when he spotted Cummins’ bloody forehead. “Alicia, what on earth—”


  “I’m fine, Jackson, just a bit light-headed. Would you mind walking me to your office? This young lady has an errand to perform for the president.”


  Lassiter stared at the sheath of voting updates he had been sent to retrieve, now worthless. “Of course.”


  But as he took her arm, Cummins leaned back to Quinn with a whispered voice. “As for that scapegoat? Don’t let it be you.”


  Quinn held onto that thought, watching them disappear around the corner before slipping outdoors to the West Colonnade, the only way to the central kitchen without passing through the press room. A light sprinkling of frost shimmered in the floodlights, a harbinger of winter. Shivering without her overcoat, she stepped quickly to the Executive residence, where a lone Secret Service agent stood in the hallway. He nodded as she pushed through the swinging doors to the kitchen. Quinn stared as a white-jacketed steward approached with a tray of celebratory champagne flutes.


  Where in the world is he going with those?


  She moved aside to let him pass and tumbled backward onto the hard tile floor.


  The cause of her fall stared back at her with coal-black eyes, still as a statue.


  A man she didn’t recognize trotted over and fed the dog a tiny cocktail sausage, scratching him behind the ears.


  “Are you okay?” he asked. The stranger appeared to be in his late thirties, a shade under six feet tall.


  “I suppose so, thanks.”


  “I was talking to my dog.” He was squinting under the bright kitchen lights, the shadow of a grin hidden beneath a scraggly three-day beard.


  Quinn placed her hand under the dog’s narrow, tapered muzzle, and he responded with a gentle lick.


  “You’re a Belgian Malinois, aren’t you?”


  “You know your dogs,” the stranger said. “His name is Tango. I’m Ethan, in case you’re curious.”


  “I’m not.” She rose to her knees, and the dog sat up to face her with an outstretched paw. She laughed for the first time all evening, giving it a firm shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  He was a lean, muscled creature, the color of washed-out tan, with a black mask and sharply pointed ears tilted forward. His coat held the healthy sheen of a well-cared-for animal.


  In contrast, his master wore faded jeans and a navy blue tee shirt peeking through a worn leather jacket. His unwashed, dirty blond hair was tied back into a ponytail.


  “Sorry if you’re offended,” he said, noticing her look. “I just got off a plane from West Africa. It was either a shower or picking up my dog.”


  “How did you even get in here?”


  Ethan grinned. “A friend left the door unlocked. Perhaps you know him. Baxter Gentry.” That took Quinn aback. “Anyway, the kitchen staff was nice enough to feed us. We were leaving when you dropped in.” He handed her a damp dishcloth. “Did you know you’re bleeding?”


  She looked down at her hand. “It’s not mine.”


  “I’d hate to see the other guy.” His cobalt blue eyes held an unnerving intensity. It reminded her of Grant and how much she still missed him.


  Oh, no.


  It hit her with the force of a mule’s kick. With the president’s election defeat, her plan for her husband’s redemption was now as dead as he.


  “You look like you just saw a ghost,” Ethan said.


  She ignored his helping hand and stood, brushing dog hair off her tan slacks. He was taller than she first guessed, perhaps an inch over six feet. Slimmer than Grant, his shoulders hinted at a more muscled torso. Quinn felt a flicker of guilt for comparing the two, irritated as he sized up her lean runner’s build.


  No, he’s nothing like my husband.


  As if sensing her distress, Tango rolled onto his back, tongue hanging out in a goofy smile. As she bent down to scratch his tummy, her phone pinged with a text from Jackson Lassiter. She stared at it, confused.


  The clatter of dishes startled her, and she looked up into the stranger’s stare.


  “Bad news?” he asked.


  “I have to go.” She brushed past him to the door.


  “Maybe your next job will require less hypocrisy,” he said.


  That stopped her. “What do you mean by that?”


  He grabbed a glass of champagne from a nearby tray and raised it in a toast. “Mark Twain once declared, ‘If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.’ This administration seems to have forgotten that. Not that it matters now.”


  “Are you calling me a liar?”


  “I don’t even know who you are.”


  “Quinn Hamilton. White House press secretary.”


  His laughter followed her out the door.


  



  * * *


  



  When President Gentry first proposed hiring a former investigative reporter with a problematic past, Jackson Lassiter had been skeptical. The retired Army general believed that the thirty-four-year-old Midwest farmer’s daughter, with her rust-colored, shoulder-length hair reminiscent of his youngest child, lacked the experience to handle a predatory press that had driven her predecessor away a month before Election Day. He could not have been more wrong.


  Armed with a freckled, freshly scrubbed innocence, Quinn Hamilton had quickly earned the praise of a cynical pressroom with her blunt honesty. Jackson grunted.


  Impressive, given Ambrose Gentry’s aversion to it.


  He hurried to her as she entered the small anteroom adjoining the James Brady Press Briefing Room.


  “You need to get in there before Krause says something we’ll all regret.”


  “Sir, ten minutes ago, the president ordered me out of the White House.”


  “That’s who just told me to find you. Look, you’re good at this. On his best day, Arnold can’t hide his disgust for the media.” He held out the computer tablet she had left in the Oval Office. “You need to read this.”


  Quinn’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the words on the screen. “I thought I was clear when I took this job. I won’t lie.”


  “POTUS believes it’s true. That’s all that matters.”


  Quinn hesitated before accepting the tablet, adopting a neutral expression as she walked to the press podium. Her candy red blouse blended in patriotic harmony with the matching white Doric columns and navy blue walls that served as its backdrop.


  Jackson was certain she had planned it that way.


  Arnold Krause was yelling at a reporter. “Ask that again, Stan, and I’ll pull your damn press pass!” The campaign manager jumped as Quinn placed a hand over the microphone and whispered in his ear. He opened his mouth to say something, then turned and stomped away.


  Immediately, multiple hands shot into the air, shouted voices, all variations of the same question.


  “Will President Gentry be appearing tonight?”


  “When is he planning to concede?”


  “Has he called Governor Packard yet?”


  Quinn raised a hand. “Slow down, everyone. I have a brief announcement to make.” She looked again at the words on the tablet.


  Jackson frowned, unhappy with his part in this charade. The reporters screaming for answers were unaware Hamilton was being held hostage to a lie.


  She read the statement, rushing from the podium as the room erupted in pandemonium.


  A lone reporter pushed forward. Bella Sampson, the woman most responsible for Ambrose Gentry’s political death, brushed past the surprised chief of staff, tapping Hamilton’s shoulder.


  “Quinn, can you tell us if the president—” Bella lurched backward as the press secretary’s head swung around.


  “Dammit, I forgot his fried chicken!”


  Day 2


  Wednesday, November 6th


  



  



  Georgetown, Washington, D.C.


  6:56 a.m.


  



  Dogged by the demons inside her head, Quinn pushed her body to the limit, leg muscles burning as she sprinted forward. Her heart pumped in perfect rhythm with her footfalls, mind gloriously free of everything but the steady three-beat cadence of inhale…inhale…exhale. She ran hard, crossing an imaginary finish line to the silent cheers of empty stands. Bowing her head in triumph, she soaked in the familiar rush of runner’s euphoria. Slowing to a brisk walk, Quinn stepped off the newly refurbished track at Duke Ellington College, deserted this chilly early morning.


  It was a quick jog back across the park to her townhouse. She couldn’t help but smile when she spotted her morning newspaper jammed into the mouth of the stone lion guarding her front gate. Six years ago, the Federal Bureau of Investigation had transferred Grant—his star fast rising—from New York City to agency headquarters in the nation’s capital. House-hunting landed them at this quirky two-story townhouse in Georgetown, its twisting brick chimney jutting upward like a finger in the face of the staid Washington, D.C. establishment.


  It was love at first sight.


  Those had been happy years, with her husband’s burgeoning career in the International Corruption Unit of the FBI and Quinn a rookie investigative reporter for a global news organization. To the great surprise of their friends, her rural Midwest conservatism and his Ivy League liberalism managed to coexist in a town where politics usually ruled the day. It didn’t hurt that Grant possessed an uncanny ability to diffuse the rare argument with an endless supply of corny jokes she couldn’t resist.


  At least until the last week of his life.


  She opened the front door to a pile of unopened mail competing for attention with the jumble of empty takeout food containers littering the dining room table. A vacuum cleaner stood nearby, upright and ashamed. It didn’t matter, as there were few visitors these days. Her husband had been the glue that held their close-knit network of friends together. She had kept the creaky old house for the sweet scent of Grant she couldn’t forsake, but as the years passed, even that had faded, leaving only musty emptiness.


  God, I’m three cats away from a cliché.


  After a quick shower, she returned to the front parlor and curled up on the overstuffed loveseat they used to share, armed with the newspaper and a cup of coffee. The editorial in the conservative Washington Observer screamed out in defense of Ambrose Gentry’s claims of election fraud. She knew better. And yet she had stood at the podium last night and read the president’s statement without question.


  With Jackson Lassiter’s text telling her to stay home today, she wondered if her acquiescence had been enough to keep her job. She stared at the printed words without really seeing, her coffee growing cold. The wind came up, chattering against the single-pane windows like a garrulous game show host, and her glance strayed to a photo of Grant. Blue-green eyes sparkled under thick black eyebrows, his knowing smile mocking her.


  Enough already.


  Quinn retreated up the creaky stairs to the bedroom. A soft patter of raindrops against the window followed the distant rumble of thunder. She surveyed the motley collection of stuffed animals littering her bookshelves, all gifts from her husband. Most men gave their wives flowers, but not Grant.


  “Sweetheart, flowers are temporary,” he would say. “A good stuffed animal will last forever. Like our love.” It was classic, corny Grant. She retrieved her favorite as the others stared back in silent condemnation and curled up in bed beside a giant rabbit named Monroe. After searching the contacts on her cell phone for that of her brother-in-law, Quinn composed an email, pushing SEND before she could change her mind. That done, she turned on the television for the liberal news slant from Bella Sampson, her once friend, now adversary.


  



  “…Ambrose Gentry has announced through social media that he does not plan to invite Conrad Packard to the White House to discuss the transition to a new administration. This rejection may play well to Gentry’s hardcore base of supporters. But his shabby conceit does not change the fact that the former Virginia governor—now projected the winner by all major news networks—will be the next president…”


  



  Less than a minute later, Quinn’s phone pinged. It was a text from Jackson Lassiter, ordering her back to the White House. She shut off the TV and put down the mug.


  I guess I’m still employed. Lucky me.


  



  Atlanta, Georgia


  8:25 a.m


  



  The brief message Annie Hudson received last night provided no information on today’s expedition beyond the requirement for tropical dress. Still, she had a pretty good idea of where they were going. Working in the Epidemic Intelligence Service at the Centers for Disease Control, Annie led an elite team of first responders tasked with investigating emerging disease outbreaks.


  Donning her standard uniform of olive green tee shirt, tactical camouflage vest, matching cargo pants, and combat boots, she brewed a strong cup of tea, wishing once again her system would tolerate coffee. But caffeine gave her the shakes, a no-no for anyone in this business.


  Ten minutes later—her thermos packed in a waterproof backpack equipped with emergency gear and a tiny tin of chili peppers—Annie grabbed her car keys, a last glimpse at the bare walls of the spartan apartment she had inhabited for six years.


  Someday, I need to make this place look like someone actually lives here.


  It was a short drive to the Dobbins Air Reserve Base north of Atlanta, the guards at the front gate motioning her through to the assembly point where the rotund form of her superior was standing under the wing of the C-17 Globemaster transport jet chatting with the crew chief. It surprised her to see him here. Doctor Charles Kamper was a Nobel Prize laureate for his work in synthetic biology and one of the foremost microbiologists in the world. However, his work for the CDC rarely happened outside the laboratory. She took a sip of hot tea to ward off the chill and grabbed her backpack, waving to get his attention.


  “Is it Panama?” she asked.


  He nodded to the chief in friendly dismissal. “Good morning to you too, Annie.”


  “Sorry, boss, I’m a little amped up on tea.”


  He smiled at their inside joke. “How many times have I told you to call me Charlie? Although boss makes me sound tough and manly.” At five-foot-six inches tall with a gut he couldn’t hide and a substantial white-tinged beard, Annie’s superior looked more like Santa Claus during the off-season, but she was careful to keep that thought deeply buried. “As for your question,” he said, “the answer is yes.” 


  “So the rumors of a new flu virus are true?”


  “Panama’s government insists the local media has exaggerated the danger. They claim to have contained the outbreak, but the data I’ve received from the Pan American Health office in Colón suggests otherwise. I’ll provide more details once we’re aboard.”


  “You’re going with us?”


  Charlie was wearing a worn safari jacket replete with ever-present food stains. “Relax. It’s your mission. I’m just along for TIS. You know how temperamental it can be.” Kamper had been involved in the original design of the Transport Isolation System. Engineered in response to the 2014 African Ebola outbreak, the CDC deployed the containment unit to carry patients exposed to High Consequence Infectious Disease on the large cargo planes of the U.S. Air Mobility Command.


  “Who are we bringing back?”


  There was a loud squeal as a white CDC van braked to a sharp stop before them. Maggie Salazar hopped out with her usual bounce, longish, chocolate brown hair tied into a ponytail. Back from maternity leave with a new baby boy, she was that rarity, a seasoned epidemiologist who was bilingual. Second-in-command, she was also as close a friend as Annie would allow.


  Doctors Ray Gill and Jacques Pinerette exited next, locked in one of their endless arguments on sports. They were the most competent medical epidemiologists she knew, internationally respected for their excellent diagnostic skills, but the longtime colleagues disagreed on everything unrelated to medicine.


  Lilly Kekoa, their risk communication specialist and newest addition, wedged herself between them, laughing. Her slim, five-foot-four figure looked petite against the taller men. She would provide a critical buffer between the team and any inquisitive media types who might tumble to their mission.


  As the team waited for the go-ahead to board, Kamper’s ancient flip phone rang. His frown grew deeper as he listened to the voice on the other end.


  He slapped it closed. “That was our director. Baxter has ordered you to return no later than tomorrow. He thinks this is a waste of CDC resources.”


  “Ordered me back?”


  Charlie replied, “He’s forbidden me to go. Says I’m too valuable.”


  “And?”


  He rubbed his beard, grinning. “I hung up on him.”


  It wasn’t until the loading was almost complete that a classic cherry red 1964 Ford Mustang convertible came skidding to a stop in front of the hangar. Preston Lively had arrived, last to the party as usual. Despite looking like a teenager still waiting for his first shave, the thirty-year-old was an experienced laboratorian. His job would be to analyze the disease specimens inside their mobile lab. He hopped out of the car and, running a hand through an unruly mop of blonde curls, flashed a thumbs up.


  “Glad you could make it,” Maggie said.


  “It’s too darn early!”


  “Death tolls on its own schedule!” the other scientists yelled back in unison.


  Annie joined in the laughter as they climbed aboard the giant aircraft.


  Strange how I feel most alive when investigating death.


  



  Panama City


  12:06 a.m


  



  Three hours later, Annie’s CDC team touched down at the Panama City International Airport, spreading their gear in a neat line on the tarmac under a blistering eighty-degree sun.


  But no one was there to meet them, and the promised transport to the infected village was nowhere to be found. Charlie disappeared into the terminal in search of answers.


  When he didn’t return immediately, an impatient Annie started the brief without him.


  “Once our hosts get their act together, our destination is Kankintu. It’s in a pretty isolated region of the country, which might work to our advantage. The government believes that’s where the outbreak originated. Given the quick turnaround, Preston will stay here with the mobile lab. Lilly, you’ll also remain in case the local media discovers we’re here.”


  Both executed mock salutes.


  Annie saw her eagerness reflected in the faces of her team. “Listen up, people. We have zero idea what’s happening inside that village. Treat this as your worst nightmare until we learn otherwise.” She grabbed one of the large orange duffel bags sitting at the bottom of the Globemaster’s loading ramp. “We’ll be wearing the new prototype biohazard suit from the Mannheim Virology Institute, complete with an internal cooling system. It will prove useful in this heat.”


  They gathered around while she showed how it worked. That completed, she resumed her pacing.


  Annie was about to send out a search party for her boss when a government sedan pulled onto the tarmac.


  Charlie exited, looking unhappy. He pointed to three carnival-colored machines landing on the tarmac not far away, raising his voice over the loud whup-whup-whup of the rotors.


  “That’s our transport. With no military resources, Panama’s ministry chartered tourist helicopters to fly our team. But the pilots refuse to land inside the quarantined area, so we’re on our own once we get to the Cricamola River.”


  Annie wasn’t surprised, having experienced this before.


  We take the risks, and they’ll take the credit.


  “Everyone, grab your gear,” she said, holding her safari hat against the turbulence kicked up by the spinning rotors.


  It was a brief thirty-minute flight; the helicopters touching down in an open field near the riverbank’s edge. Maggie jogged off in search of a boat while Annie assembled the rest of the team.


  “Ray, you’re in charge of blood sample collection. Jacques, we’ll need a rough history of the spread of infection. Maggs can be your interpreter for villager interviews. But remember, extracting the patient is our number one priority. Everyone, grab something to eat. We could be here awhile.”


  She was right. It was another hour before Maggie returned, giving her a thumbs up. The scientists lugged their gear onto a decrepit-looking fishing boat with El Pecador stenciled on its stern. Tattered rope nets hung over the side, barely covering the rust-streaked hull.


  The bearded captain leered at Annie as she climbed aboard, doffing his worn captain’s cap in an exaggerated bow.


  Annie grabbed her friend’s arm. “This is the best you could do?”


  “We’re lucky I found anything,” Maggie said. “People around here are spooked. They call this virus ‘el demonio.’ The demon.”


  “Why did this guy agree to take us?”


  “The usual. Money. Plus, I think he likes you.”


  “Are you kidding? He named this broken-down barge The Sinner.”


  They were soon on their way, the engine belching bilious black smoke as they slowly chugged upriver. A humid curtain of air lay draped over them like a thick cotton blanket in the rainy season’s last gasp.


  Annie joined Ray Gill at the bow, swiping her bandanna across a damp forehead. “Whew, it’s hotter than a Carolina Reaper.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “It’s a chili pepper, Ray. I always carry a tin with me.”


  “Strange choice for a snack.”


  “They’re not for eating. It’s my reminder to stay away from spicy foods.”


  He gave her a puzzled look, but didn’t pursue it further.


  Something large slithered into the water ahead as they passed under the dense foliage of the triple tree canopy masking the overhead sky. The going was too slow for her liking. She was ready to find out the truth behind this demon virus.


  “My dreams of becoming an Army Ranger were dashed in a place like this,” Gill said, breaking into her thoughts. She looked at the six-foot-tall scientist’s trim figure, trying to imagine his twisted black ponytail pruned to a military buzz cut. He winked at her, and she felt a little lurch in her stomach.


  If only we didn’t work together.


  “I didn’t know,” she said.


  “No one likes to include failure on their job resume. Besides, it was a long time ago. After two weeks at the Jungle Warfare School on the island of Oahu, I was ready to change professions. To avoid places like this.”


  For the rest of their trip, they spotted little evidence of life besides a troop of white-faced capuchin monkeys foraging in the forest along the river. Their boat slowed as the village came into view, its shoreline dotted with a brightly colored mix of steep-pitched thatch and metal roofs. A simple wood dock jutted out from the grassy riverbank.


  “The captain says the water here is too shallow for the engine,” Maggie said. “Someone needs to get out and pull us the rest of the way.”


  With her clothing sticky from the oppressive heat, Annie didn’t hesitate to remove her boots and jump into the warm, waist-deep water.


  Ray handed her the line. “Make it quick. My Spanish is poor, but I think I heard the word ‘crocodile.’”


  She gestured rudely with one finger but waded quickly to the dock with the bowline.


  A woman wearing a colorful dress of purples and pinks with a wide-brimmed straw hat came striding down the chiseled stone steps toward them with a baby balanced on her hip.


  “Greetings. I am Regional Leader Mica Carlitos. I was told you would be coming.”


  Annie held up a hand to stop her. “Please don’t be offended, but we must wear full protective gear until we can assess the situation.”


  “Of course. I will wait for you at the top of the steps.”


  Ten minutes later, everyone but Charlie was outfitted in their bright orange bio-suits. Annie suggested her boss abandon his struggle to adjust his suit and remain on the boat, but he refused.


  It was another five minutes before Ray and Jacques signaled Kamper’s readiness to proceed. The team climbed the steps, walking in single file behind their guide along a narrow stone path. Carlitos handed off her baby to another villager, the woman looking bewildered as the alien invaders passed. They halted at a giant rusted tractor engine in the village square. Despite Charlie Kamper’s presence, this was Annie’s command, and he knew it. He stayed silent as she dispersed the other scientists to their assigned tasks.


  “If you follow me,” Carlitos said to Annie and Charlie, “I will take you to the clinic.” Reaching the top of a small hill, their guide pointed out the pillars of smoke rising in the fields.


  “We were told we must burn the carcasses of the pigs and chickens to prevent further infection.”


  “I couldn’t help but notice that no one is wearing protection,” Annie said.


  “The disease has passed, taking the dead with it,” Carlitos said, her voice flat.


  Ahead stood a single-story building with a faded green metal roof. Someone had clamped shut the horizontal bands of jalousie louvered glass wrapping the structure. “I will leave you now,” Carlitos said. “Please let Doctor Peter know we are all praying for him.”


  The overhead fan in the empty lobby cast flickering shadows across the damp, recently scrubbed tile floor. A gray-haired woman sitting behind a simple wood slab perched atop two scratched file cabinets was scribbling on a yellow notepad. She wore a wrinkled nurse’s uniform, any reaction to her spacesuit-clad visitors hidden beneath a stained facemask. They followed her down a short hallway to a darkened room, narrow streaks of sunlight peeking through slits in the lowered blinds.


  “It’s okay, Giselle,” came a raspy voice from the single occupied bed. “I am awake.”


  The nurse pulled open the mosquito netting and placed a straw against her patient’s swollen, parched lips, checking his temperature and blood pressure.


  As soon as she finished, Annie stepped forward. “Dr. Chu. We’re from the CDC, here to take you home.” She was glad the protective hood hid her expression. The doctor’s head looked like it had been buried in an angry beehive. Arms hung limply outside the thin white sheet, covered in an ugly purple rash. His skin was cracked with blood blisters, not unlike those she had seen with Ebola victims.


  “I imagine I must be a dreadful sight,” Chu said. “I fear you’re too late, but I thank you for coming.” He gagged, bending over the bed to a metal pan on the floor. It passed, and he sagged against the crushed pillows, sunken eyes peering out at them from tiny slits buried in his swollen flesh. “Sorry,” he gasped. “I believe I have pneumonia, but without X-ray equipment, I can’t be certain.”


  Charlie swayed back and forth, unsteady on his feet. For all his brilliance, the nature of his scientific research confined him to pristine laboratories of polished steel, where he observed viruses at the microscopic, not human, level.


  Annie tapped him on the shoulder. “Boss, we need to help the doctor into the mobile containment stretcher for the trip back to the TIS. Would you mind asking Ray and Jacques to assemble it?” He nodded and left the room without a word.


  Annie had been on the ground when the plague resurfaced in Madagascar in 2017 and during the 2019 Ebola outbreak in the Congo, so she was no stranger to the agony those deadly viruses could inflict.


  This doesn’t look like any bird flu I’ve ever seen.


  “Doctor, I’m going to administer a morphine drip to ease the pain.” She lifted the sheet to reveal a naked body covered in open sores.


  “That can wait,” he said. “First, I must share what I know.”


  Annie nodded, reaching into a protective pouch for a small recording device.


  Chu spoke in short bursts, every sentence an effort. “It began slowly. A villager showed up at the clinic complaining of fever, dry coughing, and muscle pain. Within two days, I had a dozen new patients presenting similar symptoms. At first, I thought it was the seasonal flu. But I realized something else was happening when it advanced to facial swelling, blisters, rash, and eye infection. There was one common denominator. They all owned chickens or pigs. I sent an urgent message to the health ministry in Panama City with my suspicion that this could be a version of the bird flu. A full day passed before I received orders to destroy all livestock.”


  The doctor paused, his breathing ragged. “I distributed the limited surgical gloves and masks I had on hand to those who had volunteered to carry out the order. They were careful, but cases continued to show up even after we had killed the animals. Most were people in their early twenties or younger. I administered what little oseltamivir antiviral I had on hand, but it had little effect. Respiratory distress grew worse, and without ventilators, many of those infected died. I ordered every healthy villager to isolate inside their huts and radioed the ministry with an urgent plea for aid. Mica was notified last night that the CDC was coming.” Chu shut his eyes, mouth pinched tight as a spasm shook his body.


  “Perhaps we should continue this later, Doctor.”


  “Please, this is important.” Annie had to lean in to hear his whispered words. “Forty-eight hours ago, I started experiencing symptoms. I estimate an incubation period of two to five days.”


  “Where are the other patients, doctor?” She looked at him, saddened and stunned at what the virus had done to him in such a short time.


  “After I became ill, the elders decided they would take anyone else who showed signs of infection to the next village for treatment. As it turns out, I was the last to be infected.” He shut his eyes. “Our last patient, a young child, died early this morning.”


  The door opened, and Ray and Jacques wheeled in their portable stretcher with its plastic protective bubble. The two men gently lifted Chu from the bed.


  “You should never have supervised the destruction of the animals,” Annie said.


  Chu gripped her gloved hand with surprising strength. “You don’t understand. I was nowhere near when it was done.”


  Ray and Jacques looked at Annie but said nothing. They zipped up the transparent containment sleeve before wheeling it outside. Charlie was waiting there, raindrops streaking his plastic visor like tears.


  “We’ll meet you back at the boat,” Ray said.


  The clink of metal against stone made her turn. A young, bare-chested man dug his shovel into the loose gravel while a woman knelt and gently placed a tiny bundle wrapped in a blanket into the grave. There were several fresh mounds in the small cemetery, each marked by a simple wooden marker. Annie wanted to scream at the unfairness of it.


  “Dammit, Charlie, they lied to us! This is no ordinary flu. Human-to-human transmission? There’s no telling how far this has spread.”


  When he didn’t answer, she turned.


  The scientist was on his knees, hands clutching the throat of his suit. Annie immediately bent to his oxygen pressure valve. It was almost at zero. His mouth was wide open as he gasped for air.


  She pressed her facemask against his. “Stay with me, boss!” She looked around, but the others had already disappeared from view. There was no time to waste. She ran to the couple in the cemetery, gesturing toward the fallen scientist.


  The man seemed confused, but the woman grabbed his arm. Together, they lifted Kamper into their wheelbarrow, sending it careening around the curving path through the village.


  Ray saw them first. He ran back and picked up the thrashing scientist, lifting him into a fireman’s carry. They reached the clearing at the water’s edge, and Ray set the limp body on the ground. Already halfway out of her bio-suit, Maggie threw the medical bag off the boat. Ray grabbed the disinfectant and sprayed Charlie’s suit.


  “Get his helmet off!” Annie shouted. But the seal wouldn’t disengage.


  “Mannheim won’t like this,” Ray said, using his multi-tool to rip the suit’s fabric. He yanked off the plastic hood. Charlie’s eyes popped open, and he gasped, sucking in the fresh air.


  Annie helped him sit up, and his breathing slowly returned to normal.


  “You used up your oxygen supply faster than expected,” she said, “probably because you were breathing too fast. The oxygen low-pressure warning alarm must have malfunctioned. I should have been paying closer attention.”


  “No, it’s my fault,” he croaked. “I could have compromised the entire mission.”


  Ray lifted him to his feet. “You’re both wrong. Accidents happen.” He picked up the ruined bio-suit and left them to walk to the boat.


  Annie stared back at the village. “This is bad, Charlie. We need to alert the president.”


  “I agree, but given how cowed Baxter is by his father, we’ll need someone else to get us into the White House.”


  “Don’t bother asking me to contact Quinn Hamilton,” she said. “I doubt she would even take my call.”


  “That won’t be necessary. I have a better idea.”


  Day 3


  Thursday, November 7th


  



  



  Channel Islands off the coast of California


  6:09 a.m.


  



  Lieutenant Commander Carter Hamilton stood on the catwalk wrapping the bridge of the USS Aurora, absently chewing on a protein bar. It was a poor substitute for breakfast, but his too-snug uniform provided a stark reminder his glory days as a lean, six-foot-three linebacker for the Naval Academy were long past. All that remained from those years were two bad knees and one failed marriage.


  He smiled.


  Well, not entirely true.


  Carter was the executive officer on the newest of the Navy’s twenty-first-century Independence-class littoral combat ships, and a sweet thing she was. The Aurora’s unique trimaran hull design could produce a top speed of over fifty knots while drawing only fifteen feet of water. Early this morning, the latter had taken on critical importance when an alert forest ranger stationed on the westernmost Channel Island off the California coast spotted a large vessel run aground on its shallow reef. They had received orders to investigate after a helicopter out of the U.S. Naval Base in San Diego identified its markings as those of the People’s Republic of China.


  After supervising the Textron Aerosonde unmanned aerial vehicle’s catapult launch, Carter descended to the Combat Information Center amidships below the flight deck.


  “Good morning, sir,” Chief Petty Officer Garrett said, his stance as rigid as his bow-legged wrestler’s frame would allow. “You’re just in time.”


  Moments later, the UAV operator’s voice came through the speaker. “Green Crown, this is Echo 1, checking in on station, overhead the target at Angels 5. Initiating digital uplink, advise good rover.”


  Green Crown was the call sign for the air traffic controller aboard the Aurora.


  The petty officer sitting at the air traffic control terminal looked at the flat screen to confirm the video feed from the UAV. “Echo 1, Green Crown. We have a good handshake. Maintain Angels 5 for now.”


  Garrett turned to Carter. “We’ll relay these images to the bridge, XO, as soon as image enhancement and analysis is complete.”


  “Thanks, Chief.” He left the CIC and climbed off the bridge to the starboard wing station, watching as the Aurora’s sharply pointed bow sliced through the smooth seas with lethal elegance. He glanced aft at the thirty-foot plume of water spewed from the twin gas-powered jets. Rainbow-colored against the glistening Southern California sunrise, it reminded him of the fruity popsicles of his summer youth.


  On cue, his stomach rumbled in sympathy.


  Or maybe it was in reaction to the message he had received last night from his sister-in-law on the ship’s dedicated email server. Like most in the country, he had watched on TV two nights ago as Quinn Hamilton delivered the president’s shocking message of election denial. Even after four years, Ambrose Gentry’s name made Carter’s stomach churn with the sour taste of rancid butter.


  The steel hatch to the bridge opened, and Captain Dora Hahn walked onto the open platform to join him. She straightened her blue camo cover against the brisk wind and looked up at him from her full height of five-foot-three, squinting against the rising sun. “What are you thinking, XO?”


  “Frankly, captain, it makes no sense. The Chinese must be aware they are violating maritime law by intruding into U.S. territorial waters without permission. Yet no response to any of our radio calls.”


  Hahn raised her binoculars. “Hopefully, the UAV images will clarify the situation.”


  “Either way, ma’am, we’ll know soon enough. Radar estimates we will be in visual range any time now.”


  The captain squinted against the bright morning sun. “I’m worried about the crew, Carter. Most of them are mere children. The Navy designed this sea trial as a training exercise for their shiny new toy, not to confront a hostile foreign vessel.”


  “They’ll be fine, captain. Chief Garrett has worked them long and hard.”


  The bridge horn sounded as the Aurora swung around the southern tip of San Miguel. Even without binoculars, they could both see something was wrong. Ahead lay the six thousand ton ship, its bow canted at an impossible angle, the rusted bottom of its hull exposed to the rocky beach. Flecks of sunlight reflected off the large white radar domes arranged along the ship’s superstructure. There were no signs of life.


  Hahn waved for Carter to follow her inside.


  “Captain on the bridge!” announced Lieutenant Cole Foster. Serving on his first cruise, the officer of the deck’s boyish, clean-cut features belied the sharp intelligence behind his keen, gray eyes. At his signal, the Aurora’s radio operator again attempted to hail the stricken vessel.


  “This is the Navy warship USS Aurora on guard. Unknown vessel near the San Miguel coastline, please acknowledge and identify yourself. Over.”


  Hahn slid into a seat behind the wrap-around cockpit as the two helmsmen deftly manipulated the twin joysticks that steered the ship. “Status, Lieutenant?”


  “We have the enhanced UAV feed, Captain. It looks like everyone on the ship is dead.”


  A lookout on the port side called out to Foster. “Sir, I see something on the beach.”


  Carter peered through the powerful bridge telescope at the shoreline a thousand yards away. Dozens of figures lay scattered among the rocks, none of them moving.


  Lieutenant Foster turned to Lieutenant JG Larisa Jeffries, the Combat Systems Officer stationed in the integrated combat center to his rear. “CSO, prepare for hostile action. Chinese spy ships carry minimal armament, but if something happens, we will have little warning.”


  “XO,” Captain Hahn added, “proceed with all haste to launch the RHIB. Orders are to approach with caution and assess the situation, but not board without further instruction. No one gets jumpy, understood?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Carter said. Hahn knew this was now Lieutenant Foster’s show. He was the quarterback, and she was the coach. But the captain wanted to ensure Carter relayed her message to the Marine Corps Fleet Antiterrorism Security Team on board for this training exercise.


  Don’t cause an international incident.


  The sailor flicked a switch, and moments later, the ship’s speakers blared.


  “SET MODIFIED CONDITION ZEBRA. REPEAT, SET—”


  Carter didn’t hesitate, clambering down from the bridge past sailors racing to dog watertight hatches and secure shut-off valves. By the time he reached the cargo bay, the Marines had already prepped the Rigid Hull Inflatable Boat for launch. He pulled Sergeant Orrin Saxon aside and quickly explained the captain’s concerns.


  “Understood, sir,” Saxon said. He ordered his six-man team into action. Crew members lowered the ramp and detached the cable fasteners, sending it motoring away, its bow riding high on the waves.


  Carter returned to the CIC as the Aurora’s automated alarm sounded. 


  “Three contacts incoming,” the radar operator said. “Bearing two-seventy, thirty miles, two thousand feet, bogey.”


  “Identification?” came Lieutenant Foster’s voice over the intercom to the bridge.


  “Negative sir. Radar shows a speed greater than Mach 1.5. Profile matches cruise missiles.”


  The response was immediate.


  “GENERAL QUARTERS!” blared the ship’s speakers. “ALL HANDS MAN BATTLE STATIONS!”


  Foster’s voice followed, crisp and calm. “All hands, cruise missile threat detected.”


  “CIC, this is the bridge,” crackled Ensign Jeffries’s voice through the radio. “Deploy countermeasures. Find me a target for the SeaRAMs.”


  “Bridge, CIC wilco,” came the reply. “Initiating countermeasures. CWIS systems online and standing by for target intercept.”


  There was a loud thump as the two short-range Mark 36 SRBOC mortar launchers fired metallic chaff into the sky.


  “Helm, engines full ahead,” Foster commanded. “Prepare to execute evasive maneuvers.”


  The Aurora pitched sideways with the violent turn, and Carter was forced to grab a stanchion for support. The Navy had designed this vessel to survive through stealth. Even a partial hit by a single missile could be their end. The ship shuddered as the Close-in Weapon System activated, engaging the inbound weapons.


  Explosions rocked the ship.


  Carter stared at the UAV images on the monitor in the CIC as a massive fireball shot into the sky.


  “Missiles missed us!” the young radioman’s voice yelled.


  He was wrong. Plumes of ugly black smoke billowed outward across the water toward their ship. The air crackled as sparks of fire punctured the darkness like glowing fireflies. As the sky cleared, the images showed a Chinese ship whose back was broken. Fractured, burning chunks of the ship’s aft deck disappeared beneath the waves in slow motion, leaving an amputated stump of raw steel. 


  Carter grabbed a pair of binoculars from a nearby sailor and searched the empty sky.


  We weren’t the target.


  “SECURE FROM GENERAL QUARTERS,” Lieutenant Foster’s voice came through the ship’s speakers. “XO, REPORT TO THE BRIDGE.”


  Carter reached the upper deck in record time.


  “XO, you have the conn,” Hahn said. “Notify Fleet Command San Diego of the attack and our intent to return to port with all urgency. Sergeant Saxon radioed they are returning with a survivor from the ship. As I speak fluent Mandarin, I’ll need to interview him.”


  “Only one, ma’am? They must have a crew of over a hundred.”


  “That’s not the strangest thing, XO. I believe those missiles were Chinese.”


  



  



  The White House


  11:45 a.m.


  



  The public knows it as the White House Situation Room. However, its official title is the John F. Kennedy Conference Center, named after the president who ordered a central crisis center created after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961. The 5,000-square-foot intelligence management hub is buried in the West Wing’s basement.


  Quinn entered the recently renovated main conference room—its oblong-shaped mahogany table and black leather chairs surrounded by wall-mounted TV monitors—and took her seat, careful to avoid the cluster of uniformed military huddled together. Across the table sat CIA Director Abbott Tusker in whispered conversation with Secretary of State Horace Ginger. Quinn was unsure why she was there, but Jackson Lassiter’s text had been clear. Attendance was mandatory.


  Secretary of Defense Amos Barnwell spotted her and left his hushed conversation with Head of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Rico DeMartini, dropping into the chair beside her.


  “I’m surprised to see you here, Quinn. I heard they banned you from the White House.”


  “Just a time-out, I guess, sir.”


  Barnwell’s attempt at a smile seemed more ferocious than friendly. It reminded her of her father, gone now. Tom Myers had hidden his deep compassion for others beneath a stern disposition.


  With a compact, stout build and a polished bald head the shape and color of an ebony bowling ball, Barnwell’s stone-faced demeanor was as intimidating as the endless rows of military ribbons on the crisp, dark olive uniform jacket he once wore as a Four-Star Army General. He was that rarest of flag officers, appointed secretary of defense without the traditional seven-year cooling-off period. More than one staffer had joked that Congress had granted Barnwell a waiver during his unanimous confirmation because senators were too terrified to vote no. Having traded his uniform for a three-piece suit, the former general was no less intimidating.


  It was another five minutes before Horace Ginger and Homeland Security Secretary Edgar Quoyle strolled into the room together, well past the meeting’s scheduled start.


  Barnwell grunted. “Civilians.” He spit it out like a curse.


  Quinn was spared the need to respond by the president’s arrival. His campaign manager, Arnold Krause, and White House Chief of Staff Lassiter trailed close behind.


  Gentry sat at the head of the conference table, the presidential seal on the wall behind him. Motioning for everyone to sit, he turned to DeMartini. “Let’s get on with it.”


  The admiral, his lean, ascetic face dominated by a predatory beak of a nose perched above thin, colorless lips, nodded to a technician, and a digital map of the Channel Islands appeared on the oversized TV monitor at the front of the room.


  “At approximately zero eight hundred this morning, the USS Aurora came into visual range of an unidentified craft stranded on the island of San Miguel, twenty-six miles off the California coast. As they approached from the southeast, the ship’s radar detected incoming cruise missiles from the west. Aurora’s captain took defensive measures, but it appears the only target was China’s ship. The vessel was destroyed, and all indications point to a submarine launch. The only logical country of origin is China.”


  President Gentry pulled at his mustache. “Why would the Chinese destroy their own ship?”


  “I believe they didn’t want us to board it, sir,” Abbott Tusker said. The CIA director removed his dark glasses, swinging sightless eyes around the room. America’s most famous spy spoke in a low, raspy voice, his vocal cords permanently damaged in the same field operation two decades earlier that had resulted in his blindness and deeply scarred face.


  “The sole rescued sailor confirmed his ship to be a Type 815 Dongdiao-class intelligence-gathering vessel,” Tusker said. “These ships possess sophisticated technology. Not to mention whatever data they had stored from their deployment. According to the surviving sailor, the crew fell ill from a virulent flu-like virus a few days after the ship’s passage through the Panama Canal. By the time the ship reached California, those infected lacked the strength to shred documents. I suspect the Chinese felt the risk of an international incident was a reasonable gamble to prevent a detailed ship inspection.”


  Admiral DeMartini shook his head. “I find it difficult to believe any naval officer would order the death of his crew over secret papers.”


  “Unless they were already dead,” Defense Secretary Barnwell said. “The Aurora captain reported seeing dead bodies on shore before the missiles struck.”


  “There’s one more item of interest,” CIA Director Abbott said. “We know they transported a sick crew member off the ship several days before they realized their danger. He may have transmitted the virus back to China. Perhaps they don’t wish it known how serious this is.”


  The president snorted. “That’s absurd. Who dies from the flu?”


  Quinn watched as all eyes turned to the CDC director.


  Baxter Gentry licked his lips. “This is no ordinary virus, sir. The Pan American Health Organization requested we investigate, and I sent a team to Panama yesterday. They discovered—” His words slammed to a halt at his father’s menacing expression.


  “That doesn’t concern me,” the president said. “How did we not know anything until the ship ran aground?”


  It was Amos Barnwell who answered. “Although vessels over three hundred tons engaged in international voyages must carry an Automatic Identification System to prevent dangerous collisions, it appears they illegally switched off their A.I.S. transponders before approaching the coast.”


  The president turned to his secretary of state. “Horace, what are you doing about this?”


  Ginger’s head popped up from the yellow notepad he was studying, his shriveled face the same shade of gray as his wispy hair. An ill-fitting, baggy brown suit hung on his skeletal frame. It was uncharitable, but to Quinn, the octogenarian looked like a corpse who had walked out halfway through his own embalming.


  His words dripped out like molasses, delivered in his native Arkansas drawl. “Sir, it’s a bit of an, uh, awkward situation. We have issued a, uh, letter of condemnation to the Chinese ambassador asking why they undertook this unprecedented—”


  “A letter? Horace, they just launched missiles a few miles off the U.S. coast.”


  “The Chinese government has, uh, yet to claim responsibility for the, um, attack.”


  Amos Barnwell came to Ginger’s defense. “Until a forensics team can investigate the wreckage, sir, we have no proof it was a Chinese attack. Even then, we may never know for sure.”


  “Horace,” the president said, “I want this brought to the U.N. Security Council. They must condemn the Chinese.”


  “Excellent thought, sir. I’ll, uh, place a call to Ambassador Sullivan after this meeting.”


  “Good, that should suffice. Is there anything else before we adjourn?”


  DeMartini and Barnwell exchanged identical looks of surprise. It wasn’t like Ambrose Gentry to let something like this go.


  “Sir,” the secretary of defense said, “under the circumstances, shouldn’t we—”


  “I’m confident Horace can handle this,” President Gentry said, smiling at his secretary of state.


  Quinn wondered about Ambrose Gentry and Horace Ginger’s curious relationship. The retired investment banker had almost single-handedly bankrolled Gentry’s initial foray into politics. The plum job of secretary of state had been his reward. Yet despite Ginger’s disastrous tenure, the president continued to show a warmth toward him that was absent from his dealings with anyone else, including his own son.


  Gentry’s campaign manager, Arnold Krause, stopped typing and looked up from his laptop, his eyes, nose, and mouth crowded so tightly together they seemed a mere afterthought.


  “Sir, if I may. This Chinese incident could offer us an unexpected opportunity to divert attention from the election.”


  Barnwell’s mouth puckered as if sucking on a sour slice of citrus. “This is not a time for political games, Arnold.”


  “Everything comes back to politics. That’s why the president invited me to this meeting. I need not remind you that the military serves at his pleasure.”


  Barnwell leaned forward, his expression fierce. “In that case, perhaps we can also arrange a minor land war for you. Or are you looking for something more splashy?”


  “Enough,” Gentry said. “You’ve made your point, Barnwell. Gentlemen, keep me informed of any fresh developments.”


  Everyone stood, but POTUS waved Quinn back down as if she were a disobedient pet. “Hamilton, you stay.”


  The defense secretary hesitated at the door. “I’ll be outside in case you need me for anything,” Barnwell said.


  Quinn was sure Amos meant her, but the president didn’t notice.


  “You are friends with Samantha Arden, correct?” Gentry asked when the Barnwell was gone.


  The abrupt change of subject caught Quinn off-guard.


  “She’s the best attorney in the country for election fraud litigation,” Krause added. “Her substantial legal experience could come in very handy right now. If she’s on our team.”


  The president leaned in closer. “We need you to reach out to her.”


  Quinn said, “I haven’t spoken to her in years, sir. Not since she left Washington. I don’t think—”


  “Talk to her,” Gentry said. “This is a matter of national security. I won’t take no for an answer.” He slid a scribbled note across the table to her. “One more thing. I want this out to the press.”


  “Are you certain you—”


  “That’s all, Hamilton.”


  She rose from her chair.


  I wonder if it’s too late to quit.


  



  * * *


  



  “…President Gentry has responded to the ship sinking off the coast of San Diego with a harsh Biblical quote: ‘My hand takes hold on justice, I will render vengeance on my adversaries.’ White House Press Secretary Quinn Hamilton attempted to downplay the president’s angry rhetoric, but it’s difficult to imagine the Chinese government viewing this as anything other than a blatant threat against their country…”


  Day 4


  Friday, November 8th


  



  



  The White House


  8:30 a.m.


  



  Quinn finished the press gaggle at the White House to review POTUS’s daily schedule and leaned back in her chair, eyes closed, imagining the president tied up and gagged. The smooth, elongated curve of the black walnut desk in her West Wing office had been designed as a buffer between the press secretary and these off-the-record briefings with reporters. Still, it had not protected her from getting grilled with questions about Ambrose Gentry’s late-night internet fury toward China. By the time the reporters left, her early morning headache had morphed into a minor migraine.


  The ping of a new text interrupted her reverie. Senate Majority Leader Esther Berryhill wanted to meet. Quinn popped a couple of aspirin and fingered a terse reply before grabbing her coat for the fifteen-minute walk to the U.S. Capitol. Halfway there, her phone buzzed with a call from her former brother-in-law, Carter Hamilton. Ordered to Washington for a debriefing at the Pentagon on the Chinese ship bombing, he had texted last night with a surprising invite for drinks today. She held the phone to her ear to block out the traffic noise.


  “Quinn, I have to cancel,” Carter said, no preamble. “The Navy’s keeping it under wraps, but the sailor we rescued infected Captain Hahn and two Marines before anyone realized he was sick. Command has confined the entire crew to the base until further notice. It’s a complete mess.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’ve shown no symptoms, but the doctors insist on more tests. They’ve jabbed me with so many needles I may die of blood loss before they decide I’m healthy enough to leave.”


  Quinn didn’t trust him. Carter had always acted as if he were invincible. She worried it would cost him someday.


  “Listen,” he said, “about your email. You’re always welcome at the ranch. I’m just surprised, you know. It’s been almost four years.”


  “It seemed like the right time. But I doubt Truman agrees. He hasn’t replied.”


  “Tru doesn’t answer anyone’s emails, texts, or calls, for that matter. If he has something to say, he’ll say it to your face.


  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  “He’s still my little brother. If he causes any trouble, he knows it will mean a whoopin’.”


  When Grant was alive, Quinn had witnessed a few of the Hamilton brothers’ skirmishes. They looked brutal, but hugs and laughter always followed.


  “What about you? With everything going on with your ship—”


  “I’ll be there. They’ve delayed our redeployment until this virus thing gets sorted out. As soon as they clear me, I’m heading to the ranch.” There was some commotion in the background. The voices became louder, more insistent. “Hold on a minute,” Carter said.


  Quinn stopped walking, not sure if he was talking to her.


  When he came back on the line, his voice was choked. “Hahn just died. Can you believe it? From the damn flu.”


  The phone clicked off.


  She stared at it in disbelief.


  Dead. In less than twenty-four hours? What is this thing?


  A passerby bumped into her, cursing her back to reality.


  Quinn was going to be late for her meeting. Grateful for flat-heeled shoes, she jogged the rest of the way to the Capitol. Bypassing the public gallery overlooking the Senate, she quickly climbed the stained marble staircase to the third floor, where senators escaped to unmarked hideaways between votes.


  Inside the ornate office that once belonged to Senator Edward Kennedy, Esther Berryhill stood alone at the tall, arched window, the Washington Monument in the background. “My dear, how kind of you to come. I must apologize for the last-minute request.” She laced her Southern nasal twang with false folksiness. Berryhill’s silver hair framed an unremarkable face, save for a prominent nose tilted upward and puffy lips painted bright red to match her cashmere sweater. Combined with large round eyes and arched pencil-thin eyebrows, she reminded Quinn of a Galapagos batfish.


  “No trouble at all, ma’am. How can I help?”


  The senator gestured out the window to the tapered obelisk, standing like a lone sentinel against the gray skies. “Do you know why our Washington Monument is two different colors?”


  Quinn closed her eyes for a moment, finger to her temple. “If I remember my history, wasn’t construction halted for twenty years because of lack of money? After the Civil War, they brought stone from separate quarries to complete it.”


  Berryhill clapped her hands in delight. “Bravo! That’s why you are the perfect person for the job you hold. You understand the connection between history and politics.”


  Quinn kept her expression neutral.


  Nope. Just the curse of an eidetic memory.


  “How can I help you, senator?”


  “Arnold Krause informs me you’ve been avoiding his calls. Not that I blame you. A most disagreeable man.” She squeezed Quinn’s hand. “Call that attorney friend of yours. Explain President Gentry needs her. I’ll take care of Arnold.” Berryhill steered her toward the door. “Come, walk with me. I’m on my way to the press gallery.”


  The senator set a brisk pace past portraits of obscure politicians long dead staring out from the mustard yellow walls of the narrow hallway, stopping at the winding stair. “It must be stressful defending POTUS against the daily attacks of those horrible newspeople.” She leaned closer, eyes boring into Quinn. “But when I watch you on the podium, I can’t help but wonder if your heart is truly in this.”


  “If the president is unhappy with my performance—”


  “You miss my meaning, dear.” Berryhill waved her arm as if swatting away a bothersome fly. “Conrad Packard is undermining our democracy by insisting President Gentry concede before we possess all the facts.”


  A staffer came running down the hall, waving to gain the majority leader’s attention. “Excuse me, ma’am, but Governor Edwards is on the phone for you. He needs to—”


  Berryhill’s smiling facade dropped for an instant, her ugly stare sending the poor young man scurrying away. Her gaze returned to Quinn, a mother counseling a wayward child, smile firmly back in place. “What if Congress had known the new stone for the Washington Monument would age to a different hue? Would they have deprived us of a masterpiece? No one knows the future, my dear. Do your job and let history’s judgment wait.” She took both Quinn’s hands in hers. “I know from bitter experience that this town can grind you up and spit you out if you’re not careful.”


  With that, she turned and descended the stairs, the sharp click of her heels an effective exclamation point. Quinn flashed back to Carter’s admission of his captain’s death.


  The senator’s threat was obvious.


  But there are worse things than losing my job.


  



  * * *


  



  “…Senate Majority Leader Esther Berryhill just finished meeting with reporters inside the Capitol Rotunda to address what she called flawed election results. She applauded Texas Governor Edwards’ announcement of an emergency elections integrity operation into a suspected voting miscount after the horrific terrorist attack in Houston. If the estimate of seventy-five thousand lost votes for Gentry is true, this would be more than enough to counter Conrad Packard’s current margin of victory…”


  



  Alexandria, Virgina


  5:01 p.m.


  



  Ahead, three steeply pitched slate roofs stabbed upward into a gloomy, mushroom-gray sky, announcing Quinn’s arrival at Sinclair Hamilton’s fortress of burnt red brick. Navigating through naked chestnut trees twisting back and forth in the blustery winds, she stopped her Jeep inside the cobblestone courtyard, parking between two bulky, black government sedans. Hooded parka pulled tight against the sting of icy air, she hurried up the steps past twin tall Corinthian columns guarding the entry.


  Her father-in-law answered the doorbell himself, wearing a pin-striped three-piece suit and signature bowtie. He was thinner than she remembered.


  They stared at each other, neither speaking. The text she had received from him earlier offered no explanation for this meeting. It had been almost four years since they had last spoken.


  A loud burst of laughter broke the spell.


  “A dinner with friends I couldn’t reschedule,” Hamilton said. He led her through the living room, past the closed doors to the dining room. The home’s traditional decor had been scrapped since Quinn’s last visit, replaced with a tortured geometry of contemporary chrome set against a stark background of black and white. Twisted pendant-mounted light fixtures hung from the ceiling above her like coiled snakes.


  It seemed an accurate reflection of Sinclair Hamilton.


  Quinn entered the study with an involuntary shiver, the memory of her last time here still raw. Spread across the far wall was an audiophile’s dream, the amplifier’s exposed tubes glowing as Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ played on a polished aluminum turntable.


  Her host lowered the volume before settling into a Lord Raffles armchair, a gift from his days as ambassador to the Court of King James. She saw him eyeing her faded jeans with distaste. Despite the offer of a chair, she remained standing.


  “Why am I here, Sinclair?” Her use of his first name was deliberate.


  “What did that witch Berryhill tell you?”


  “Is that what this meeting is about?” Quinn asked, incredulous. “I thought you might finally apologize for what you did to Grant.”


  The light above his desk highlighted the glistening sweat on his forehead and the dark shadows under his eyes. “Shouldn’t it be you who asks for forgiveness?”


  “I knew this was a mistake.” She swung around to leave.


  “Wait!” Hamilton muffled a fit of coughing. “Don’t leave. Please.”


  She turned back in surprise.


  That’s a word I’ve never heard him use.


  He dabbed at his chin, a dribble of blood escaping his white handkerchief. Seeing her look, he said, “A small ulcer. It’s of no consequence. This is.” He slid a manila folder across the desk. Quinn hesitated before fingering it open.


  



  Under the procedures outlined in 50 U.S. Code 3033, I wish to bring to the attention of the chair of the Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence for the House of Representatives an urgent concern that occurred during my official duties. I was a witness to the President of the United States…


  



  She lurched backward. “How did you get this?”


  “My dear, I am the director of the FBI. Besides, thanks to your friend Bella Sampson, the entire world now knows about the ‘Chinese Memorandum.’ How that fool Ambrose Gentry put in writing his plan to bribe China with new oil leases in the Gulf of Mexico, something they were desperate to gain. How he asked the Chinese to announce a false investigation into Conrad Packard for illegal private trade deals with that country’s food producers that would have bankrupted thousands of small American farmers. It was a lie, but Gentry didn’t care. Not only did China refuse, but the offer of oil leases—devastating to the Texas economy—infuriated voters in that state when Sampson made this public. Thanks to an anonymous government whistleblower, Gentry’s chance at reelection vanished. It’s all in here.” He tapped the page, a long fingernail scraping across a single name. “Only the whistleblower’s identity remains a secret.”


  Quinn smothered her shock. “If the president learns—”


  “He will use it to destroy me, painting himself as a victim of unfair persecution. But that is of little concern. What matters is his plot to steal the election.” The man’s thin, vulpine nose pointed down to a white-bearded chin, shrunken lips parted in a sneer. “Gentry must be stopped, and you are perfectly positioned to learn his plans. With your help, I can—”


  “You want me to spy for you?” She was dumbfounded. “After you refused to defend your own son against all the spurious lies?”


  “This may be difficult for you to comprehend, but in the larger scheme of events, Grant was simply collateral damage—”


  “Ambrose Gentry destroyed his reputation!”


  The man’s eyes blazed. “And you? He might still be alive if not for you.”


  She clapped back, her anger giving her strength. “Do you think I haven’t relived that moment every day since? That I don’t carry a heavier load than anything you could add?”


  “You have been hiding for four years. Why return now if not for revenge?”


  “That’s your thing. I simply want justice.”


  The old man sneered. “Regardless of what you choose to call it, you can’t do it alone. Eventually, you’ll have to trust someone—”


  “You?”


  “Why not? I can’t change the past, but if Ambrose Gentry prevails, there may be no future. Don’t you understand? We’re talking about the end of democracy.”


  “And you’re the only one who can save it. How noble.”


  Hamilton sighed.


  “Despite everything,” he said, a note of sadness in his tone, “I hoped you might reject the messenger but accept his message.” The old man bent his head. “That’s it, then.”


  Quinn waited, but he had nothing more to say.


  She left, closing the door to the study, careful to avoid being seen by his guests. Outside, the wind shrieked, rain pelting her face as she ran to her Jeep. She slammed the door and started the engine, flicking on the heater and wipers in one fluid motion. As she backed out to leave, there was a loud crack, and a thick tree branch fell across the driveway with a heavy thud, blocking her exit. Her cell phone pinged with a new text. It was from Alicia Cummins.


  “LETTER OF RESIGNATION IS ON THE PRESIDENT’S DESK. BE CAREFUL WHO YOU TRUST.”


  Quinn looked up through the rain-splattered sunroof.


  Okay, I can take a hint.


  She hit the call button on her dashboard-mounted cell phone. The woman who answered sounded unsurprised.


  “Funny. I was just thinking about you,” Samantha Arden said.


  Quinn experienced an unexpected flood of emotion. Sam had abandoned the capital shortly after Grant’s funeral—shocking Georgetown University, where she held a tenured faculty position—to move to a cabin in the Montana wilderness. They hadn’t spoken since.


  “How’s your book coming?” Quinn asked, aware of the rumors that Arden was penning an exposé on dirty Washington politics.


  “You didn’t call to ask me that, did you? Not after all this time.”


  Quinn heard the judgment in her voice. She shifted into four-wheel drive and drove over the fallen limb with a satisfying crunch.


  There was no easy way to say this. “I need your help. How would you like to be the acting United States Attorney General?”


  The silence stretched out so long she wondered if Sam had hung up.


  “Ambrose Gentry’s going to fight this?” Arden asked finally. “Of course he is,” she said, answering her own question. “And he’s ordered you to bring your old friend into the fold, right?”


  “He seems convinced Conrad Packard is trying to steal the election.”


  Sam’s laugh was harsh. “Hold that thought.” A refrigerator door slammed shut in the background. Quinn heard the clink of a beer bottle being opened. “That’s better.”


  Another long silence.


  A sudden burst of wind blew the Jeep sideways, and Quinn struggled to regain control, grateful traffic was light.


  “Gentry is the criminal,” Sam said. “Trust me, I speak from experience.”


  To say Samantha Arden had followed an unconventional career path would be an understatement. Raised by a single father, she was only a teenager when he died while robbing a bank. Left broke and homeless, Sam’s attempt to follow his criminal ways resulted in her conviction for attempted theft at twenty-one. After serving eight years in a Maryland state prison, Sam pursued a law degree, eventually becoming an acclaimed law professor. It had made the national news. But it didn’t come close to capturing the full contours of the woman.


  Quinn said, “You are the most honorable person I’ve ever met.”


  “Once, I would have argued the same about you.”


  There was a flash of brake lights ahead, and Quinn gave a savage downward tug on the gearshift.


  She took a deep breath.


  Keep your cool.


  “In case you forgot, Sam, I lost my husband twice. First, he died. Then he was dishonored. Ambrose Gentry can change that. Perhaps it was naïve, but I thought if I pretended to help him, he would return the favor and exonerate Grant.” It wasn’t a complete lie.


  “You want me to pretend as well? That’s a dangerous word.”


  The silence dragged on, the only sound that of the pounding rain on the Jeep’s hard shell roof.


  “Sam, are you still there?”


  “It would mean working for a man I didn’t even vote for. Besides, correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t Gentry already have an attorney general?”


  “Cummins’ resignation will be announced tomorrow,” Quinn said. Flashing lights circled a motorcycle lying crushed under the bumper of a large pickup. She averted her gaze.


  “Uh, the president knows I’m gay, right?” Sam asked. “I mean, the guy’s a devout Christian.”


  “He’ll overlook that if you can swing the election in his favor.”


  “I think he’s unhinged,” Sam said, “but I’ll meet with him. For Grant, not you.”


  “Thank you. That’s all I can ask.”


  There was a chuckle on the other end of the line. “I guess this means I have to get civilized again. You know, shave my legs and wear girly clothes.”


  Quinn laughed despite herself. “Listen, I appreciate your willingness even to consider this. Just one suggestion. When you meet the president, perhaps you shouldn’t mention you didn’t vote for him.”


  Day 5


  Saturday, November 9th


  



  



  “…Chinese Ambassador to the United Nations Zhau Yong appeared before an emergency session of the Security Council this morning to apologize for his country’s violation of U.S. territorial waters. He insisted they did it only to protect American lives from a highly contagious virus. Despite admitting an unfortunate set of circumstances has led to its transmission back to China, the diplomat attempted to reassure the audience his government would soon have the outbreak contained…”


  



  A Virginia suburb outside Washington, D.C.


  1:14 p.m.


  



  The teenager pushed her wheelchair down the basketball court, braking to a stop just outside the three-point line. Rickety wood bleachers shook with the foot-stomping glee of a hundred crazed parents as she waved her arms for the basketball, long ponytails swinging back and forth. Players fought for control as their tilted wheelchairs banged against each other, a teammate finding her as time wound down to zero. A defender knocked her arm as she launched a high, arcing shot toward the basket. The ball spun around the rim, circling once, then twice, before rolling to the floor to an equal mix of jeers and cheers.


  The game-ending horn blared, and an angry Quinn marched straight for the referee, his whistle silent in the face of a blatant foul.


  Her star player intercepted her. “Let it go, coach,” the girl said. “Winning is great, but if you are going to do something in life, the secret is learning how to lose.”


  “You’re throwing my favorite Wilma Rudolph quote back at me?” Quinn asked, laughing, as the teen wheeled over for a group hug with her teammates. She watched with wonder.


  I love these kids.


  The gym emptied, and Quinn was left alone to gather the litter of wayward towels. She was about to leave when the double doors to the outside swung open, leaking bright sunshine onto the sweat-stained parquet floor. A foursome of burly men entered, their dark suits, sunglasses, and earbuds a dead giveaway as to the identity of the woman who followed them. Not that Quinn needed the extra clue.


  Hayley Langford looked remarkably relaxed for someone who had just gone the distance in the undercard to the ultimate heavyweight fight for the country’s leadership. Standing tall in a tan blazer with matching tailored slacks and a white silk blouse, her high cheekbones and delicate features appeared more suited to amiable royalty than a hard-edged politician. Langford’s lanky, six-foot figure glided across the hardwood floor with the confident stride of a seasoned athlete returning home.


  The fifty-eight-year-old stooped over to pick up a loose ball, holding it out to Quinn.


  “What do you say?” Her voice was husky from the strain of campaigning.


  Quinn took the basketball, spun around, and lofted a shot. It fell well short of the rim.


  Whoops.


  “I guess I’ll stick to running,” she said.


  Langford offered a slight smile, her pale, oval face framed in a carefully coiffed pixie cut of silvery hair. She remained a legend at the University of Texas after leading their women’s team to consecutive NCAA championships, eschewing a lucrative professional career to attend medical school. A decade later, frustration with what she considered a broken healthcare system led her to trade in her stethoscope for a successful run for Congress. A rapid rise as an advocate for universal healthcare followed, ending in Conrad Packard’s surprise selection of her as his running mate. It was a shrewd political move, and Quinn wasn’t alone in thinking it had won Packard the election.


  “It’s great what you’re doing for these kids,” Langford said.


  Quinn shook her head. “No offense, ma’am, but you have it backward. May I ask why you are here?”


  “We need to talk, and the White House certainly isn’t an option.”


  The Secret Service agents took the hint, moving out of earshot.


  Langford bounced the basketball a few times. “Conrad and I believe something happened on that Chinese ship that turned it into a kill zone long before those missiles hit. How does a bird flu with limited human-to-human transmissivity in Panama wipe out an entire ship’s crew in days? And now it’s spreading like wildfire in China.”


  “Their government insists the outbreak is under control,” Quinn said, choosing her words carefully.


  “They’re lying. Our sources confirm the virus has already penetrated the highest reaches of their leadership. When that information becomes public, it will rock the international financial markets. China needs help from our president, not threats.”


  “Respectfully, ma’am, how does that concern me?”


  “You need to convince POTUS to stop the fear-mongering.”


  “You realize I’m only his press secretary?”


  “I know he watches every minute you’re on TV and sees how good you are. You tiptoe on the tightrope of truth against the high wind of his lies. All without a net.” She spun the basketball on her finger as if to make her point. “How you’ve kept the respect of a room full of world-weary cynics while working for the most dishonest president in history may be the greatest balancing act I’ve ever seen.”


  Quinn was uncomfortable with this conversation. “It doesn’t work that way, ma’am. He wouldn’t listen to me even if I agreed with you.”


  Langford’s restless chestnut eyes roamed the gym before settling back on her. “Then go public.”


  She bounced the ball to Quinn, who gripped it hard. “And be branded a lunatic? What good would that do?”


  “Speak out, and every journalist in America would pounce on the story. I understand if you’re worried about your job—”


  “Excuse me for saying so, but this sounds like you are playing politics. Destroying the credibility of the White House helps your boss. You will have an opportunity soon enough to implement whatever measures you feel are necessary.” Quinn dropped the ball and watched as it rolled away before turning back to face Langford. “That starts on Inauguration Day. Until then, I’m sorry, but it’s President Gentry’s game.”


  Langford sighed. “For the record, you’re mistaken. ‘First, do no harm’ is the oath I took as a doctor long before I entered politics. Okay, we’ll do it your way. I just hope we make it to Inauguration Day.”


  The Secret Service detail surrounded Langford in a protective cocoon as she left the gym, a reminder of how toxic the country’s political climate had become.


  Quinn walked alone to her Jeep and began the drive home. But bothered by how the meeting had ended, she ignored the exit off Interstate 395 and continued to the capital.


  Arriving, she found a small but spirited crowd outside the fence of the White House waving signs of protest. The heavy winds from yesterday had disappeared, replaced by the warmth of an exuberant November sun. It seemed a likely contributor to a mood more festive than furious.


  A Capitol police officer waved her through the roadblock to West Executive Avenue Northwest, transformed into a glorified parking lot in 2017 for the Secret Service and senior White House staff. From there, it was only a short walk to her office. The West Wing hummed with activity despite it being Saturday.


  Back at her desk, Quinn turned on the news. Yesterday’s coverage of Captain Hahn’s death had already vanished, like a vivid nightmare upon awakening. Instead, plastic-faced pundits pondered a new onslaught of juicy sound bites on the election that the president had provided during the previous night.


  Quinn decided to wander to the media office behind the briefing room. Most press secretaries avoided the place like the plague. However, as a former reporter, she found casual off-the-record chats helpful in gauging the mood of the world outside of Washington’s political bubble. Reporters would badger her with good-natured questions, and she would answer them with fresh-baked cookies from the White House kitchen.


  But as she left her office, loud voices reverberated down the corridor in the opposite direction, and curious, she turned around. She slid unnoticed into the Roosevelt Room through the open doorway at the rear. Baxter Gentry was standing at the foot of the long conference table, his drawn-in cheeks looking like they had been squeezed in a vise.


  “Meetings with the president do not happen without my approval!” he shouted.


  Quinn recognized the object of his anger. Charles Kamper, famed scientist and New York Times best-selling author, held an expression halfway between innocence and irritation.


  “Under the circumstances,” Kamper said, “don’t you think urgency should take precedence over protocol?”


  The CDC director blinked at the rebuke. “I do not. You took a terrible risk bringing the infection into the country. If it somehow gets loose, Americans could die.”


  The woman by Kamper’s side jumped up, almost toppling her chair.


  Annie Hudson?


  Quinn hadn’t seen her former roommate since college.


  “Let me remind you, sir,” Annie said, “Doctor Chu is an American. He has been selflessly treating rural villagers in Panama for over a year.”


  Baxter held up his hand for her to stop, but she ignored him.


  “We owe it to him to save his life. And the world-class medical facilities at Paxton are his best chance.”


  “That’s quite enough, Hudson.”


  “No, sir, it’s not. You need to listen. This brave man can provide us with a critical baseline for this disease—”


  “Sit down and shut up!” the CDC director roared.


  Annie looked ready to launch herself across the table before dropping back into her chair.


  Reminded of her former roommate’s quick temper, Quinn was impressed violence had been averted.


  Kamper took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I suggest you curb your tongue, Baxter, or you can explain to your boss why your head of research for infectious diseases quit the CDC during a potential worldwide pandemic.”


  Baxter Gentry’s sallow complexion flushed crimson, but he dropped into his chair, lips pinched shut.


   Kamper waited a moment before continuing. “Doctor Chu was both right and wrong in his diagnosis of the disease. Correct that the villagers had been infected with an unusually contagious avian flu, but mistaken that it was the reason for the many fatalities. Testing of the doctor’s blood at Paxton Medical Center showed the presence of a bacterial infection in addition to the avian flu. Psittacosis, or parrot fever as it is commonly called, was the cause of the many deaths because it was not treated promptly with antibiotics. I believe that somehow the bacteria infected the farm animals already carrying a mild avian flu. That’s why Kankintu seemed disease-free when we arrived. The deadly bacteria died with the slaughtered livestock, and the avian flu, while contagious, proved to be mild in its symptoms. With the strict quarantine of the rural villages, further spread to the larger population centers has been avoided, and thankfully, there have been no further outbreaks among ship crews entering the Panama Canal.”


  “So it’s under control?” Baxter asked, his voice almost a whisper.


  “Too soon to say,” Kamper said. “Doctor Laghari is better equipped to answer that. He’s a virologist with the Mannheim Virology Institute in London and an expert on containment protocols for infectious diseases.”


  The man beside Annie leaned forward, and Quinn was rocked by a second shock. Those ebony eyes, the olive complexion, and aquiline nose. She’d seen that face once before.


  The night her husband died.


  “You’re worried about China, aren’t you?” Quinn asked, making her presence known.


  Both Annie and Laghari’s eyes widened with sudden recognition.


  Laghari was the first to recover. “Quite right,” he said in a clipped Oxford accent. “My sources there believe the government is under-reporting cases of a much deadlier form of avian flu. That the contagion is spreading so rapidly compared to Panama is very concerning.”


  “Unfortunately,” Kamper said, “without access to China’s data, we don’t know what we’re facing.”


  The CDC director shook his head. “You’re all overreacting. In the unlikely event it reaches here, I’m confident we can stop it from spreading.”


  Annie dropped her head to the table in exasperation.


  “That’s it!” Baxter yelled. “I’ve had quite enough of your insolence! This meeting is over!”


  Everyone stood as the president strode into the room, Jackson Lassiter and Arnold Krause trailing behind.


  “Why all the yelling?” the president asked. “We could hear you from the Oval Office.” He acknowledged Quinn’s presence with a polite nod.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Baxter said, “but I just found out members of my staff barged into the White House to meet with you without my knowledge.”


  Lassiter reached over to grip Kamper’s hand, a rare smile supplanting his usual hangdog expression. “Good to see you again, Charlie.” He turned to the president. “I invited them, sir. Charlie and I worked together at the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases at Fort Detrick too many years ago.”


  “Is this about that new China flu?”


  “A virulent virus, sir,” Kamper said. “Without an aggressive strategy to prevent its entry into the country, it could kill hundreds of thousands, possibly even millions.” 


  Ambrose Gentry tucked his hands in his pockets, thumbs protruding, frowning. “I’m sorry, but I have bigger issues to consider.” 


  Seeing the silent plea in Annie’s eyes, Quinn remembered something Hayley Langford had told her. “Sir,” she said, “perhaps you can use this to your political advantage.” 


  Lassiter said, “Now is not the time—”


  “Maybe we should let the young lady speak,” Arnold Krause said.


  Quinn said, “Reporters have been all over me trying to learn the details of today’s press conference. Their stories that you are challenging the election results are already written. What if we trip them up and change the headline?”


  “What do you suggest?” the president asked.


  “Offer humanitarian aid to help China with its outbreak. The newsroom expects a combative president. Instead, they get an act of true statesmanship.” 


  She stopped, worried she was laying it on too thick. 


  But the president’s campaign manager jumped to her support. “I think she has something there, sir,” Krause said. “It will steal the news cycle away from the election.” 


  Gentry stroked his mustache, his dour look dissolving into a broad grin. “I like it. I’ll enjoy tripping up those sanctimonious bastards in the press.” 


  Quinn suppressed a smile.


  I guess blasphemy is only evil when it’s uttered by someone else.


  She felt confident that her gambit would work. The news was like chewing gum; quick to lose its taste. Reporters wouldn’t hesitate to spit it out for a new, tastier tidbit.


  Thanks to Langford, I’ve just handed Gentry a fresh wad of gum.


  Gentry’s chief of staff took this as his cue. “I believe we’ve heard enough,” Lassiter said. “Thank you all for coming today.”


  The CDC director remained behind as the others left the room. 


  “Thank you for bringing this matter to our attention, Baxter,” the president said, “but we won’t need you for this.” Dismissing his son’s bewildered look, he addressed the others. “Why don’t we meet upstairs in the residence? Hamilton, you too. Say ten minutes?”


  Lassiter’s cell phone rang, and he excused himself.


  Krause followed behind.


  Left alone, Quinn thought back to the meeting.


  Aadi Laghari.


  After all this time searching for Grant’s secret informant’s identity, he had just shown up at the White House. She was still searching for Laghari’s contact information at the Mannheim Institute when Lassiter returned, signature frown back in place.


  “The president is ready for us.”


  They took the family elevator up to the private residence. Its doors opened onto an expansive central gallery. The baby grand piano sitting to one side, flanked by an array of antique furniture, gave it the feel of a nineteenth-century inn. Except with Ambrose Gentry’s wife rarely in the capital, this grand hotel had but a single guest.


  They entered the empty Game Room and Lassiter walked over to the pool table, sliding his palm over its worn surface of tightly woven worsted wool. “Abraham Lincoln said the game of billiards was ‘recreation to the otherwise fatigued mind.’”


  A toilet flushed in the adjacent lavatory, and the president emerged, wiping his hands on his gray slacks. He gestured to the heavy black leather punching bag in one corner.


  “I prefer the saying, ‘You never lose until you actually give up.’”


  “Mike Tyson?” Quinn asked.


  Gentry grinned. “Very impressive, young lady. As was your idea to help China. Esther Berryhill thinks highly of your press briefings. Not that I watch them, you understand.”


  Quinn looked down to hide her smile.


  Sure, and pigs don’t like mud.


  “Thank you, sir,” seemed a safer response.


  The president pulled the white cue ball from the corner pocket and sent it ricocheting around the table. He looked up as a Secret Service agent ushered Rico DeMartini into the room.


  “Ah, perfect timing,” Gentry said, waving him forward. “I took the liberty of adding another guest to our little meeting. Admiral, it would seem the USS Aurora needs a new captain.”


  The head of the Joint Chiefs’ look of confusion mirrored Quinn’s. “Sir?”


  “I think Lieutenant Commander Hamilton would make a perfect choice.” The president turned toward her. “Wouldn’t you agree, young lady?”


  Quinn wasn’t sure how to respond.


  This feels like a carrot or stick moment.


  DeMartini answered for her. “I’m sorry, sir, but that’s not how the Navy works. It can take weeks to assign a new captain. The young man is likely headed for command at some point. But this soon?” He shook his head. “There is a precise protocol—”


  “Am I not the Commander-in-Chief, Admiral?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Then it’s settled. I am certain he will make a fine choice.”


  Quinn waited for Lassiter to speak up, but his lips were clamped as tight as a bull rider’s grip.


  “That’s it, then,” Gentry said. “I need to prepare for the press conference.”


  Quinn kept her face averted as she followed the others out of the room. On the elevator down, no one spoke. Gentry’s reference to Esther Berryhill made it clear. His offer to Quinn was the carrot, and the senator’s threat was the stick.


  And I am the donkey. Great.


  



  * * *


  



  “…In an unexpected move, President Gentry has announced a plan to provide humanitarian aid to China in response to their virus outbreak, despite what he called that country’s recent unprovoked aggression toward the United States. Asked how he arrived at such a decision, the president quoted the Bible, saying, ‘A man’s discretion makes him slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook a transgression…’”


  Day 6


  Sunday, November 10th


  



  



  “…The World Health Organization has issued a travel advisory for the Far East after reports surfaced that the outbreak of a new strain of bird flu had reached Beijing. Despite this, the Chinese government has rejected the U.S. aid offer, citing Ambrose Gentry’s repeated provocations. During his guest visit sermon at the United Life Church in Alexandria, Virginia, a visibly frustrated president responded with a telling quote from the Old Testament, proclaiming, ‘His anger was kindled, and fire from the Lord blazed among them…’”


  



  Washington, D.C.


  4:30 p.m.


  



  America’s greatest president peered out with eyes of Georgia marble as Quinn climbed the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. She didn’t look down, despite knowing the blood of her dead husband had long since washed away.


  Annie Hudson waved to her from the landing below the larger-than-life statue where they had agreed to meet. Clad only in a lightweight blue denim jacket, the CDC scientist stood over the etched inscription commemorating Martin Luther King’s 1963 speech, in which he uttered those immortal words, ‘And the truth shall set you free.’


  The irony wasn’t lost on Quinn. “It’s been a long time,” she said, “but the years have been kind to you.” It was true. Slender and almost as tall as Quinn at five-six, Annie possessed a narrow face highlighted with beautiful pear-shaped eyes and the flawless dark skin of an Afro-Panamanian.


  “And I can see the ah-shucks, dimpled smile, and those surprised eyes of sage still work for you,” Annie said. “That was a pretty neat magic trick, turning that disaster of a meeting into aid for China. Even if it ended up being rejected.”


  “I had to do something,” Quinn said. “I saw where that famous temper of yours was heading.”


  “You’re supposed to be the fiery redhead, but I’m the one who almost flattened that smug bastard Baxter.”


  Back in college, Annie’s classmates viewed her as combative, aloof, and unfeeling toward those whose feelings she hurt. Quinn knew better. Born inside the American Embassy in Panama, Annie was the illegitimate daughter of a minor diplomatic staffer. Wanting nothing to do with either mother or daughter, he arranged their immigration to the United States. When Annie’s mother died of a misdiagnosed virus, the five-year-old was dumped into an uncaring foster care system. School became her refuge and salvation, eventually leading to a full scholarship at Georgetown. Behind an unconscious and untouchable beauty was Annie’s personal war against disease and what she saw as its root cause: man’s stupidity. They were thrown together as freshmen, sharing little in common. Despite this, Quinn eventually penetrated the wall her roommate had erected against being hurt again. They became the best of friends.


  “What’s the deal with the president?” Annie asked, shivering in the stiff breeze. “Does he really intend to weaponize a deadly virus for political gain?”


  “Let’s get inside,” Quinn said. She jogged up the remaining stairs past a crowd clicking cameras in a mad rush to beat the approaching dusk.


  Annie caught up to her, panting. “Still the dedicated college track star, I see.”


  “I wish.” Quinn waited until a chattering group of foreigners passed. “To answer your question, everything Ambrose Gentry does is for political purposes. Let me ask you something. How worried should we be about China’s outbreak?”


  “Aadi thinks it may already be too late to contain it.”


  “That sounds ominous. Where is he, by the way? You said he was coming with you.”


  “Strange,” Annie said. “He seemed willing enough. Then, an hour ago, he texted me from the airport, saying he needed to return to London immediately. I gave him your number. What’s that about, anyway?”


  “It’s personal. He knew Grant.”


  Annie put a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God, I’m so stupid. I completely forgot when I suggested we meet here.”


  “Forget it,” Quinn said, and switched to a safer subject. “Did you know Congress debated between building a simple log cabin and a giant pyramid before settling on this design for the memorial?”


  “My God, do you ever forget anything you’ve read? I was so jealous of you in college.”


  “That’s a joke, right?”


  Annie had graduated at the top of her class and accepted an internship at Stanford University School of Medicine. After Quinn’s wedding, they lost touch, each buried in their burgeoning careers.


  “I guess you’re wondering why I wanted to meet,” Annie said. “Charlie believes we’re seeing an antigenic shift in the H5N1 virus.”


  “A what?”


  “It’s a process where two or more different influenzas combine to form a new strain. It makes sense. The traditional farming method in Panama provides the ideal conditions for the H5N1 bug to transition from birds to humans. Both human and bird viruses can co-infect the same cells in a pig. Once that happens, they split apart, exchange genetic material, and replicate. The scientific term is reassortment.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Think of it this way,” Annie said. “A villager working in the fields is suffering from the common flu. He sneezes, and a pig inhales droplets containing the human virus. Meanwhile, wildfowl and seabirds—natural carriers of avian influenza—are drawn to the nearby pond, where they shed the virus in their feces. The domesticated chickens grazing beside the pond drink the water, and the pigs eat their droppings. Voila, a new strain emerges. The bacterial infection that surfaced in Panama is no longer the issue now that the infected animals have been destroyed. The virus mutation is the real danger.”


  Quinn thought about what Langford had said. “What about China?”


  “That could be a second antigenic shift. It would explain how the virus may now transmit more easily from person to person. But we need the data from China to prove that’s what’s happening. It’s why Charlie pushed so hard to get the White House meeting.”


  “The Annie I remember always had a backup plan,” Quinn said.


  “Our esteemed CDC director has ordered me to testify before tomorrow morning’s Congressional Subcommittee on Labor, Health, and Human Services. Some politicians are angry that we brought an infected doctor back to the U.S. for treatment. I’m sure it’s Baxter’s punishment for going off on him yesterday.”


  “It’s no joke,” Quinn said. “You and I know the CDC’s recent rash of lab accidents hasn’t engendered confidence in your protection protocols.”


  “Do you see me laughing? I’ve witnessed firsthand what this virus can do to the human body.” Annie pulled a cell phone from her jacket, scrolled to photos, and held it up. “That’s the infected doctor we brought home.”


  Quinn gasped, pushing it away. “Horrible.”


  “China’s mutation could be worse.” Annie leaned in closer, lowering her voice. “Someone has to convince the president we need China’s help.”


  “I’m your backup plan?”


  “I saw what happened in that room. Gentry listens to you. Please, we can’t do this without your help.”


  Quinn grimaced.


  Get in line.


  “Sorry, but I need this job. Pushing POTUS on China is the surest way I know to lose—”


  With no warning, Annie staggered backward into the marble pillar, sliding to the floor. Quinn blocked the tourists aiming their cameras toward them and pulled out her phone to call 911.


  “Put that away,” Annie gasped. She struggled to her feet, taking several deep breaths to steady herself.


  “Are you okay?” Quinn asked, suspecting the truth.


  “Forget about me. What happened to you? The clock is ticking on this virus, and you’re worried about your job?”


  “It’s hard to explain. I—”


  “Forget it. Sorry I wasted your time.”


  Annie turned and hobbled away, holding her side.


  Quinn wanted to go after her but remained stuck in an invisible limbo as her friend disappeared down the monument steps.


  The same ones that had killed Grant.


  Her phone buzzed, reminding her that she was late for her next meeting. She hurried to the street to catch a cab.


  Luckily, it was a brief ride to the historic Townsend International Hotel. Upon arrival, she rushed through the lobby to the famed Huntington Lounge, a traditional watering hole for Washington, D.C. politicians since Abraham Lincoln’s time.


  Honest Abe is certainly keeping close tabs on me today.


  A single chandelier dangled above the circular bar from a ceiling of gilded gold. Plush hunter-green velvet curtains hung across the windows as if to prevent too much light from intruding into the intimate space where it was said secrets were the house specialty. She spotted Samantha Arden sitting alone in a high leather chair at the bar. Her flowered Hawaiian blouse clashed in kaleidoscopic contrast to the room’s dark walnut paneling. As usual, Sam’s frizzy brown hair was on a frantic search for a brush. Other than the pronounced laugh lines at the corners of her mouth, the fifty-year-old seemed unchanged from her days as a freshman political science teacher at Georgetown.


  Two events transpired that semester that had forever changed Quinn’s life. Seeing her struggle in class, Professor Arden asked her brightest student to offer his services to Quinn as a tutor. It didn’t work. At the end of the term, Sam suggested Quinn consider switching to journalism for her major.


  Three years later, Quinn graduated with honors and married the tutor.


  Grant Hamilton.


  Sam saw her and stood up. Quinn reached down to hug the shorter woman, holding on for long moments. Her former friend pulled back first, the hazel eyes behind her tinted wire-rim glasses unreadable.


  “You look tired, but somehow no less beautiful. And disgustingly healthy. Still running?”


  “Only in circles.”


  Sam pointed to the leather counter stool next to hers. “I’m sure you’re anxious to hear how my interview went. But first, I need a refill.” She held up her empty glass to the bartender.


  It arrived, and Sam took a sip of her lemon drop martini. “Washington’s still good for something.”


  “Your meeting?” Quinn prompted.


  “Bizarre is the only way to describe it.” Sam gulped down the rest of her drink and waved for another. “As I walked in, Jackson Lassiter, Amos Barnwell, and Baxter Gentry stood in a line like prisoners facing a firing squad. The president jammed his finger at each, calling down hellfire on the Chinese government. It was a level of invective I haven’t heard since my prison days.”
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