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To my reasons for living—Marcella, Brock, Max, and Jordana


Then war broke out in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him.

REVELATION 12:7–9



PART 1




CHAPTER 1

Kolkata

It was an hour after sunset when the bright orange van carrying Dr. Shakira Khan arrived in front of the India Institute of Hygiene and Public Health in downtown Kolkata.

Khan was displeased.

The travel assistant on loan from the U.S. National Institutes of Health had not counted on the ride from the airport being so choked with traffic, and as a result, Khan and her dream team of scientists flown in from across the globe had suited up too early. They had baked for half an hour inside their biohazard suits as the van inched its way down Chittaranjan Avenue in the sweltering heat of an Indian summer evening. Lumbering in front of their van for the entire trip was a decrepit sewer sump truck that billowed large black clouds of diesel exhaust into their open windows.

Khan sat completely stiff and alert in the front row, eyes moving from side to side as if scanning the scene for danger. She stood up before the van came to a halt at its destination and turned toward the anxious team assembled in their neon-yellow coveralls, arranged two by two in their seats like eggs. The mood was tense.

“Can everyone hear me clearly?” Khan asked.

Heads nodded in the dim light of dusk all the way to the back of the long van.

“Excellent.” She turned to the travel assistant seated in the front of the vehicle. “What is your name?” she asked the young woman, loudly enough for even those in the back to hear.

“Jennifer,” she replied, with a broad, toothy smile.

“Jennifer, you’re fired,” Khan said. “Out of the van now!” She pointed to another young assistant near the front whose name she did not know. “You. Congratulations. You are our new logistics coordinator. This won’t happen again. Anyone else in this bus capable of doing their job, follow me.”

The best public-health-crisis team the Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network could field—at least on such short notice—shuffled through the narrow front door of the van without a word, passing by the former travel aide, who stood in tears. Made up of experts gathered by the World Health Organization and including scientists from seven member countries hosted by the India Health Ministry, the GOARN rapid-response team had been hurriedly assembled to investigate one of the deadliest and fastest-spreading epidemics reported in years.

Leading the effort was Khan, widely acknowledged as the foremost immunologist and contagious-disease specialist in the world. A swashbuckling but brilliant scientist, she was a veteran of high-risk public health investigations involving disease outbreaks of international importance. Her work had taken her to Bangladesh, Sudan, Afghanistan, Kosovo, Ethiopia, Yemen, and beyond. Her knowledge of the field, combined with leading-edge practices she pioneered for WHO, had helped to prevent pandemics of bird flu, SARS, Ebola, and West Nile virus. Over the years, she had saved an untold number of lives and earned numerous international public-health and safety awards.

But her challenge in Kolkata was immense, and she knew it. While the morbidity rates—the percentage of the population affected—for the unnamed disease were similar in scale to those of the Ebola virus, the fatality rates for those infected were not. One-third of those stricken by a recent outbreak of Ebola in the Republic of the Congo had survived. This unidentified disease, which had slowly slithered its way like a snake through both posh and poor neighborhoods in India’s seventh-largest city, had killed every soul infected in its path.

“Dr. Khan, we’re ready for you in the theater just upstairs,” the director of the institute announced as he greeted her in the lobby and grasped her hand warmly in appreciation that she’d arrived. Khan was revered in public-health circles, and her presence meant both expertise and welcome relief. “It will be a comfortable place to brief you and your team. We have tea for you as well.”

“I’m not interested in a briefing, and I’m not interested in your tea,” Khan said. She tugged a well-worn biohazard hood over her head and completely covered her face except for the small glass window that revealed her intense eyes. The nearly twenty scientists and assistants on her team knew the drill and followed suit, pulling on their hoods as well. “Get me to your lab, or get out of my way,” Khan said flatly.

For those detailed to the project who’d gathered from around the world, a few of whom had worked with Khan before, her utter lack of social graces—indeed, her trademark rudeness—came as no surprise. Khan’s team had simply joined a long line of predecessors on previous assignments who had been humiliated, humbled, degraded, demeaned, or debased in her service. Those not around to tell war stories about their treatment by Khan had either quit in fear or, more likely, been caught in her firing line before. Nicknamed “Genghis,” after the bloody warlord of the twelfth century, by those who’d had the displeasure to work with her on previous assignments, Khan was insufferable to nearly every person she met. Blunt to a fault and intellectually overpowering to most, she took no particular pleasure in degrading those in her presence. She simply had no use for most people. She found them to be impediments to progress she could likely achieve more readily on her own.

She was born to a Mongolian father descended from an ancient line of itinerant cattle breeders and an illiterate Hungarian mother who’d fled life on a failing wheat farm. Her most striking feature, beyond her impossibly caustic manner, was her devastating beauty. Like the attractive delphinium that graced the slopes of her mother’s homeland, she was pleasing to the eye but poisonous to the touch. Her hair was thick and jet-black. It surrounded her sun-washed face in jagged edges she trimmed herself, most often arranged to conceal her expressions or block others from her view when she wished. Her wide blue eyes, framed by nomad cheekbones common to the rangelands of Central Asia, were a stark contrast to the rustic desert tan of her face. At thirty-eight years of age, she was as exotic as she was outlandish, and every aspect of her attitude and presence seemed designed to prove it.

When Khan and her team burst into the institute’s laboratory, they came upon a haphazard area filled with tired incubators, refrigerators, centrifuges, and microscopes on a half dozen tables hurriedly arranged in the center of the room.

“Who is in charge of this room?” Khan asked as she strode forward. Her voice was slightly muffled under her thick hood.

“I am,” a young Indian scientist said as he approached to meet her. His tired eyes greeted Khan through his dingy blue mask. It was plain he’d gone without sleep for days. He held out his hand to shake hers but was ignored. “I’m sorry the lab looks a mess, but as you can imagine, we’ve been through a great deal,” he said.

“It’s not a lab,” Khan said, “it’s a disaster. But that’s India for you, is it not?” She looked directly into his eyes and didn’t wait for an answer. “I want to see the specimens you’ve collected, presuming you haven’t lost or destroyed them. Are you capable of that?”

“Dr. Khan,” the lab director replied, exhausted and clearly offended, “we are honored to have you here. But I don’t know that insults are necessary. I’m more than happy to get you what you want without them. If I could first give you an overview—”

“What is your name, sir?” Khan said.

“I am Raj Sen. Dr. Raj Sen. I am the director of this lab.” He rose onto the balls of his feet.

“You are Hindi? Sikh? Whom do you pray to when the proverbial stuff hits the fan?”

“Actually, I am Christian.”

“I have single-handedly saved more people on this earth than your Jesus Christ. If I am to do that here, in this godforsaken place, I need answers—and now. Stop wasting my time and tell me where the specimens are.”

Sen gave her an odd stare and backed away. “They’re here,” he said. He pointed toward a large glass enclosure with several shelves and two six-inch-wide holes spaced closely together. The openings, covered with neoprene seals, allowed safe access to what sat inside. On the shelves in the glass box’s interior sat several dozen petri dishes, each carefully labeled with its contents.

Khan pressed her hood against the glass enclosure and reached her gloved arms through the holes for one of the several specimens inside. She pulled one close to the glass in front of her to examine it.

“You have doctors on staff who have attempted aggressive antibiotic regimens for those afflicted?” she asked.

“That’s correct.”

“Streptomycin, chloramphenicol, tetracycline, gentamicin, doxycycline, and the like?”

“We’ve tried them all.”

“All patients deceased? Regardless of dosage?”

“Yes.”

“Yesterday I was told the number had reached three hundred or so,” Khan said.

“Almost a thousand more since then, Dr. Khan.”

“Accelerating. I will want to examine several of the most recent dead myself. I want only those who’ve succumbed in the past twenty-four hours. I’ll need you to arrange that. No briefings. No tea. Just arrange it.”

“Of course.”

“I see by the samples that there is not a single incidence of flea vomit discovered in any of these.”

“None.”

“This is not garden-variety black plague,” Khan said. “What are you finding?”

Though Dr. Sen’s face was hidden by his mask, Khan could see the fear in his eyes. “From the interviews we’ve been able to conduct in the last twenty-four hours, we’re getting a clearer picture. It appears the disease . . . the disease—”

“The disease what, Dr. Sen? Spit it out.”

“It appears to be running free.”

Khan paused for a moment. “Airborne? Are you suggesting airborne contagion?” Even she appeared rattled.

Sen’s voice began to quaver. “The evidence suggests transmission of all types. Bodily contact, blood, coughing, sneezing, fecal-oral, and, yes, airborne.”

Khan slowly removed her arms from the sterile incubator. “Let me see your slides. I want to see this beast under a microscope myself,” she said.

Sen carefully reached into the glass enclosure, pulled out a small steel box, and led Khan to a large microscope two tables away. He carried the box gingerly. Khan’s entire entourage shuffled forward and leaned in when they reached the table. Sen delicately pulled a single glass slide from among several in the box and stooped over the instrument. He gently slid it into the microscope stage above its diaphragm and turned on the light. He leaned forward, rotated the objective lens to 100X, and adjusted the coarse-focus knob.

“Your eyes might be better than mine,” Sen said. “If you’d like, I can . . .”

Khan could tell he was having difficulty getting a clear view of the slide through his worn biohazard mask. She stepped forward and nudged him slightly away with her hip. Then she leaned in and placed the glass of her own mask directly against the eyepiece of the microscope to examine what she had traveled five thousand miles to see.

“This is absurd,” Khan said. “I’m unable to get a fix on this.”

A trace amount of fog inside her mask from her breathing obscured the target slide. Frustrated, she tore away her biohazard hood and tossed it toward Sen, who caught it with both hands. She set her naked eye against the eyepiece. Gasps came from some in her entourage. The slide she was about to examine contained live bacteria with airborne potential.

She held up one hand in the group’s direction as if to stiff-arm their concern, and with the other hand she adjusted the fine-focus knob of the microscope to her satisfaction.

“I’ve been exposed to more life-threatening viruses than any other living human and survived,” Khan said. She stared through the lens carefully for more than a minute, not saying a word. The room was silent.

As she continued to look into the eyepiece, the cell phone in her pocket rang. Without removing her eye from its focus on the slide, she reached her arm inside her biosuit for its tiny interior pocket, pulled out her phone, and put it to her ear.

“I’m busy,” Khan said. She continued to hold her eye steady on the microscopic scene that unfolded before her. “This is different . . . No. Not one I’ve seen before . . . Way past blood-borne . . . I’m being told it’s airborne . . . You heard me . . . It’s very strange . . . That’s my feeling too . . . Hah! . . . I would try prayer, Mantas.”

With that, she hung up, returned the phone to her pocket, and continued to stare intently at the slide below. Finally, she looked up at the sea of concerned faces in her group, which she seemed to have forgotten. Their looks were locked in apprehension; a few showed signs of dread.

“Come along, now, children,” Khan said. “Let’s examine the dead.”



CHAPTER 2

Kolkata

As soon as Hans Meyer arrived inside the musty library of the guarded compound where the child clone was hidden, he was determined to either fire Ria Kapoor on the spot or choke her to death with his bare hands. He was so furious that he hadn’t yet made up his mind which of the two she deserved.

Meyer, supreme elder of the Demanian Church, had seen incompetence in the senior ranks of his clergy before, but none that equaled the ineptitude Kapoor had displayed in Kolkata over the past two months.

“I left you in charge here for good reason, you damn wog!” Meyer yelled, his synthesized voice rising in anger with the insult. He spoke through a pad held to his throat and attached by a short cable to an electrolarynx speaker, having lost his vocal cords to throat cancer several years before. His pockmarked face was a mess, covered in the adult acne that had plagued him for many years and that became worse during times of stress. “But it’s obvious from what I’ve been told that you’ve abused the special privilege afforded you.”

Meyer watched as Kapoor, homely and overweight, sank farther into the recesses of the sofa from the sheer weight of the slur he’d hurled. She avoided his eyes, stared down at her hands in her lap, and began to shake.

“A thousand pardons, a thousand pardons,” was all Kapoor could say as she nodded her head low with each apology. “God forgive me.”

“For God’s sake, Ria, forget God,” Meyer said, his voice tinny and staccato from the speaker. “Right now, your problem is with me.”

He yanked the padded mic from his throat, set it aside, and flipped hurriedly again through the report prepared by his staff for his interrogation of Kapoor. He tossed it onto the table and fumed. The report was clear: While Kapoor had wholeheartedly adopted Demanian beliefs during her initiation years before, the Demanian intelligence officials’ investigation since her mishaps in Kolkata had revealed something new. Contrary to Demanian practice, she’d nominally remained one of India’s few Catholics, apparently for outward appearances with friends and relatives with whom she’d shared the faith since birth.

Her original interview had revealed that Demanianism spoke more directly to her deep interest in the concept of resurrection than Catholicism ever had, since no faith in an afterlife was necessary. Demanianism’s most fantastic scientific and spiritual precept—that mankind was destined to achieve rebirth through the miracle of human cloning for all those who adopted the faith—offered real and concrete hope to Kapoor. She could improve in the next life what had been a lonely state of affairs throughout her miserable existence in this one. She looked forward to the next, better world she was certain waited for her after the promised resurrection. Her aggressive recruitment of acolytes to the secretive sect and ten years of rapid ascent through Demanian Church hierarchy had provided evidence for Meyer and others that she could be fully trusted.

Meyer reached for a bottle of water on the table. He slowly poured the water into two glasses and offered one to Kapoor. Her hands trembled as she reached for the glass.

“You are EDN-008012,” Meyer said, the pad now back at his throat. He leaned back in his chair as though to give Kapoor permission to relax. He needed to get his anger in check if he was to secure the information he sought from her.

“I am,” Kapoor said. Meyer watched as she tried in vain to force a smile at the supreme elder’s recognition of her special status.

“An honor, Ria. You were singularly chosen.”

Kapoor continued to nod her head but said nothing. She was unmarried and childless, with no prospects of a relationship on the horizon, but God had miraculously smiled upon her. Almost three years earlier, it was her precious donated ovum, Egg #8012, that was the only one among thousands to be successfully enucleated by Dr. François Laurent, chief Demanian scientist. Laurent had perfected the process whereby stem cells could be reprogrammed and fused to form the special embryo, one that had thrived as a fetus and been given life as a human clone the year before. The secret child was the Demanian Church’s—and the unknowing world’s—second cloned infant and single most divine piece of property. Second in that Dr. Laurent had used Demanian resources in a previous experiment to bring his own dead son back to life. Divine in that the child’s DNA was derived from a drop of blood that stemmed from a particularly rare and important historical source, the burial cloth of Jesus Christ, known as the Holy Shroud of Turin.

Meyer rose from his chair, grabbed his voice box by the handle, and moved toward the large window that faced the chaotic street scene below. Antique vending carts of every size, shape, and color were crammed side by side as far as the eye could see. Overflowing from them all was every manner of spice and garment and fresh vegetable to be found. The shouts of the proprietors hawking their wares could barely be heard above the traffic noise. The bustling location—an obscure structure in downtown Kolkata that sat among countless similar low-rise buildings on Kabiraj Row in the heart of the city—had been a perfect hiding place for the child clone, he felt.

“The child is what? Eighteen months old now?” Meyer asked as he stared at a merchant in a brightly colored madras Nehru, selling fried fish and kati rolls from a cart on the corner and arguing heatedly with another man.

“Eighteen months, eleven days,” Kapoor said. She nervously took small sips from the glass in her hand.

Hidden from sight since he had been secreted from Mumbai as a newborn more than a year before, the cloned child slept quietly on the second floor directly below them. He had spent nearly every minute of his life isolated inside the ash-colored building, under the watchful eyes of Kapoor and two nurses who had faithfully served the Demanian Church for years. Knowledge of the child’s presence at the compound had been limited to only a trusted few. Kapoor, instructed to supervise the center, its caregivers, and the child’s well-being, was to report to Meyer at Demanian Church headquarters in Geneva once daily. Rules laid down by Laurent were to be strictly enforced. The infant was not to leave the compound; visitors were prohibited on the second floor; and any unusual activities of the child were to be recorded and transmitted in timely, coded messages according to the protocols established by Meyer, Laurent, and the elders on the sect’s executive committee.

While the child, nearly flawless in features and disposition, had by all accounts developed normally, a series of unusual incidents involving Kapoor’s care of him had gone unreported for weeks. When rumors of the strange events eventually leaked to Meyer and Demanian Church elders, an investigative team was sent to India to assess the damage. The stories they brought back were severely troubling. Meyer had journeyed to Kolkata to verify the incredible reports with his own eyes. And given the disastrous health crisis that had begun to swallow the nervous city, he was also intent on making preparations to move the boy. The child required a safer hiding place in a different country altogether, a place where Meyer could keep him under his own watch.

Meyer turned away from the loud and colorful distractions of the street scene below and stared at Kapoor.

“Tell me about your complaint, this supposed ‘mother’s right of instinct,’ ” he said. The psychological workup on Kapoor was succinct. Meyer knew she’d fallen into the trap of treating the child as though he were her own. He eyed Kapoor as she slowly summoned the strength to respond.

“He was born of my egg. My egg,” Kapoor said flatly, as though she had rehearsed the explanation.

“An empty egg, Ria,” Meyer said. “Enucleated. You understand that, with the nucleus removed, there is not a trace of your genetic code in the boy?”

“Yes, but I—”

“Nor were you the surrogate mother who actually carried the child to term,” Meyer said.

“Yes, but where is she now?” Kapoor asked. A quiet disdain was evident in her voice.

“I would give a fortune to know,” Meyer said. He balled his fingers into a fist.

His people had scoured the world to find Domenika Jozef, the surrogate mother of the child clone. She’d been daringly rescued from the Demanian compound in Mumbai by her lover, Jon Bondurant, following the child’s birth. They both knew too much about Meyer’s cloned boy, and Meyer was desperate to hunt them down before they talked.

“Forget the mother. When did they start?” Meyer said.

“When did what start?” Kapoor asked.

“These incidents. The reason I’m here,” Meyer said with all the patience he could muster. He returned to his chair and stared directly across at Kapoor.

“In my experience,” Kapoor said, “children should take their nap alone. But I—but I—”

“But you what?”

“I guess I was wrong,” Kapoor said as she set her glass down on the table and clasped her hands together. “At least with this child.”

“Tell me exactly what happened,” Meyer said.

“Our vigilance over the boy since he arrived has been constant, including his hours of sleep. We recorded every minute of activity in our logs, as you requested,” Kapoor said. “However, a few months ago, I began to feel that this constant monitoring of my—forgive me—the child, particularly while he slept, was unnecessary. It was plainly intrusive. And it has been a terrible burden on the nurses who must spend long shifts watching him at cribside while he simply sleeps. I thought it a waste of time.”

“Not entirely unreasonable,” Meyer said, coaxing her forward. “Then what?”

“Within about a week of being left to nap on his own, and absent our monitoring, certain, well, certain things began to happen,” Kapoor said. “We were not aware of them at first, but then they were brought to our attention from the outside.”

“Outside? What do you mean?” Meyer asked.

“Each morning, an assortment of birds, mostly crows, often a half dozen or more, could be found lying dead and crushed on the sidewalk outside the child’s nursery window,” Kapoor said. “Mr. Murali, the building supervisor, became very upset. He told us tales of watching these poor birds fly at full speed into the window as though they were intent on breaking the glass. Then, well, there were the dogs.”

“What dogs?”

“Stray dogs. They roam the city in packs like wolves,” she said. “Many come. They hold vigil each night on the street below the nursery window, howling and pacing. Mr. Murali is forced to chase them away quite often.”

“Birds and dogs? That’s it?” Meyer asked. He had been told that she knew more but had refused to discuss it with anyone.

Kapoor hesitated. “The child’s naps during the day, while alone, caused a larger problem,” she said.

“What kind of problem?”

“Several people, well, many passersby—and I know this is difficult to believe—reported spotting the boy . . . levitating inside his crib. Floating above his mattress,” Kapoor said. She looked up at Meyer and locked her eyes with his for the first time.

Meyer leaned forward in his chair. He had expected to eventually hear of supernatural-like signs from the child. “Impossible,” he said as casually as he could in a synthesized monotone.

“Actually, quite possible,” Kapoor said. “His crib sits directly in front of the nursery window, just above street level. If he were levitating, he could be seen easily from the outside.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Meyer said, growing exasperated. “Exactly what is it these people saw?”

“We had not made it a practice to draw the blinds, and many people apparently witnessed his levitation over the course of several days. Larger and larger groups had begun to assemble on the street before we were even made aware. They spoke of the ‘flying child.’ Mr. Meyer, I swear to you, I observed it once myself.”

Meyer closed his eyes and cupped his hands over his face as he envisioned the commotion on the street outside the compound. He was delighted with the reported miraculous capability of the child, but Kapoor’s lack of attention to secrecy and security was unforgivable.

“And then?” he asked.

“The police and a local newspaper were called to investigate. I assure you, Supreme Elder, we acted quickly,” Kapoor said apologetically. “I appealed to their reason. It’s a simple illusion, that’s all, I said. Light from the sun that played tricks on their eyes through the glass. They had to believe me. What else could they do? Since then, we’ve nailed the blinds shut. We’ve moved the crib. The child is monitored during sleep again. We have not seen the levitation since.”

Meyer shook his head. Then he picked up the report and skimmed through it until he found the spot he’d marked. “What is this I hear about the child and his relationship to the death of your nephew?” Meyer asked.

Kapoor appeared stunned that Meyer knew so much. “The nurses have spoken?” she asked.

“We have a number of details from others, not all of them clear,” Meyer said. “I want to hear it from you.”

Kapoor clasped her hands together again, this time as though in confession. She spoke rapidly, as if to rid her mind of the tale as quickly as possible. “I took the child to my brother’s home,” she said.

“You did what?” Meyer shouted.

“It was a special occasion. I—”

Meyer’s face turned redder than usual. “You what?”

“It was a Saturday morning. He had been sheltered indoors for so long that I—”

“You are telling me you ignored the strictest rule, that the boy remain in the compound?”

“It was only a small family gathering,” Kapoor said. “A party in honor of my nephew’s confirmation in the Catholic faith. But it was a mistake, one I will forever regret.”

“Tell me exactly what happened,” Meyer said.

“When we arrived at my brother’s home, we were greeted warmly,” she said. “It was a surprise to many that I had care of the boy. I suppose that some were under the mistaken impression that the child was my own.”

“Yes,” Meyer said. He watched as Kapoor turned her gaze toward the window to avoid his eyes.

“Supreme Elder, everyone at the party who saw the child found him radiant. There were many photos and a great deal of fuss. I suppose . . .”

“You suppose what?”

“I suppose it angered my sister-in-law very much when so much attention was paid to the child. She took me aside as I held the child in my arms. She was furious. The boy had ruined her son’s special day, she said. She ordered me to leave and to take the ‘bastard child’ with me. It was only moments after that when the accident happened.”

The term for the child unsettled Meyer. He wanted to upbraid Kapoor for its use, but he was pressed for time. “The accident?”

“There were terrible screams from the backyard,” Kapoor said. “It’s all such a blur to me now. My brother rushed into the home with my nephew in his arms. He lay there lifeless, bleeding from his skull.” Kapoor stared out the window now.

“What happened?” Meyer said.

“He dove headlong into the empty swimming pool,” she said, shaking her head. “It had been drained of water in the winter several months before. His parents are certain he knew this. My nephew’s friends followed behind my brother in shock. They were screaming. One of them shouted out, and then the others joined in, ‘The water came! The water went! The water came! The water went!’ as though an illusion in the pool had occurred to them all. I don’t know what to say beyond that.”

“And your nephew?”

“He died in his mother’s arms before the sun could set,” Kapoor said. Tears had begun to run down her cheeks.

Meyer shifted uncomfortably in his chair and sat in silence for more than a minute as he considered Kapoor’s story. He took a deep breath. “Now, before I look in on the boy, I’m going to ask you about this ridiculous baptism incident, and I want you to be very specific about what occurred,” Meyer said.

Kapoor took a deep breath of her own. “I realize we do not baptize until age twelve,” she said. “My fear—” Kapoor stopped herself. “My fear was that the boy was vulnerable. That if it was to be ten years before his baptism, it would not be safe. What if something were to happen to the child? So I made arrangements.”

Meyer kicked the coffee table in front of him so hard it toppled the large bottle of water and the half-empty glasses beside it. His speaker tumbled onto the floor. Kapoor sat half-drenched from the explosion before her.

“Arrangements?” Meyer cried out as he righted his machine.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Kapoor responded as her entire body shook with fear. “I made arrangements. Arrangements with a local Catholic priest to perform the baptismal rite. Something to hold him over until the age of twelve, you see?”

Meyer reached for the toppled bottle and heaved it hard, just over Kapoor’s head. It missed her by only inches. When the bottle hit the wall behind her, it shattered and littered the rug with shards of glass. He had tried to retain his composure, but hearing the story directly from Kapoor, whom he had once trusted implicitly, was just too much.

Kapoor stared down at her lap again and pressed forward with her story as though to quickly bury it behind her. “I met the priest with the child along the banks of the Hooghly River not far from here. It was a Sunday morning. There was a problem with the child that morning. I don’t know why, but he was inconsolable. He kicked and resisted every step of the way. The farther we waded into the river toward the priest, the louder he cried. I asked the priest to perform the rites as quickly as possible so that we could return to the center unnoticed. But the baptism was difficult.”

“What exactly do you mean?” Meyer asked.

“When he, the priest, reached the part of the ceremony . . . you know the part I mean. The necessary part,” Kapoor said.

“The necessary part?”

“ ‘Do you reject Satan and all his works?’ he asked. ‘Yes, I do. Of course, I do,’ I said on behalf of the child. But by then, the boy had begun to wail,” Kapoor said. “He turned blood-red. He tried to hide his head under the blanket wrapped about him. Then, as soon as the priest poured water from the river over his head, he writhed in my arms. His breathing stopped for a moment, and he turned a pale shade of blue. His eyes rolled toward the back of his head and showed only their whites. That’s when I knew something had gone terribly wrong.”

Meyer sat stunned. He began to feel sick to his stomach. Something was terribly wrong. The child’s reaction to the sacrament was exactly the opposite of what he’d expected to hear. When he broke the silence, he asked only one last question. “This was on Sunday the twenty-first, about six weeks ago?”

“Yes, it was. Sunday the twenty-first,” she confirmed.

Meyer turned to the back of the report. On the last page was a copy of a frayed newspaper clipping. He quietly read portions of it again. It was a story, dated the day following the extraordinary baptism Kapoor had described, about several mysterious events that had occurred in the city. A Catholic priest had been found dead in his sacristy only three blocks from the Hooghly River, horribly disfigured, cause of death unknown. Found dead in their homes that same evening were the two paramedics who had attended to the withered priest. Yet another person was found dead a day later, this one the coroner who’d reluctantly performed an autopsy on the cleric.

Meyer sat in silence across from Kapoor for five minutes and scratched away at the side of his pockmarked face. Why these incidents had happened after the simple baptism of a child he hadn’t a clue. But he was certain of two things. One was an imperative, the other a mystery.

As to imperatives, it was more critical than ever that he find Bondurant and Jozef. They had to be eliminated, given all they knew, no matter the cost. No one could be privy to the power of the strange child clone until Meyer understood exactly whom his scientists had created and what powers the child might possess. The very future of his church was at stake.

As to mysteries, the stories that Kapoor related about the child clone and what they might mean were terrifying, even to Meyer. Since the ill-conceived sacrament had been performed and the unsolved events of that day had been reported, Kolkata’s Hooghly River had been named by the World Health Organization as ground zero for the spread of the deadliest virus known to man.



Chapter 3

St. Michaels, Maryland

Dr. Jon Bondurant stood on the top step of his shiny aluminum-clad Airstream trailer and looked down. His lean but muscular swimmer’s frame and broad shoulders filled the doorway. He glanced at the delivery boy, who extended two large pizza boxes in Bondurant’s direction. Bondurant lifted the white cardboard lid of the box on top. He felt no rush of heat as he opened the lid, and he looked at the teen in disappointment.

“It’s cold,” Bondurant said.

The delivery boy looked confused as his wide eyes darted about the welcome scene of spring that surrounded them. It was only a week before that winter had shown no sign of letting go.

“I mean the pizza,” Bondurant said as he smiled. He reached into his faded jeans to pay for the pies.

“You know this place isn’t even on the map, mister?” the boy said unapologetically. “I spent twenty-five minutes trying to find you.”

Bondurant’s trailer sat on an abandoned dirt lot at the end of a shady lane by the river outside St. Michaels. It was nestled in a grove of oaks and evergreens, and neither the driveway nor the trailer was marked by an address, for good reason. But Bondurant knew it wasn’t the pizza boy’s problem as to why. At forty-two and wealthy beyond his dreams from the royalties on his bestselling books and the sale of the television rights, he could afford a permanent retreat and a lifestyle filled with so much more than the lot he presently called home. He’d been rushed into retirement a couple of decades earlier than most, a retirement he could thankfully afford. It was true that living on the run and on the road had turned out to be more expensive than Bondurant had figured. He’d done the simple math. Money had never meant much to him before. But at the current burn rate, the millions in his investment portfolio combined with the royalty payments to come could support him and his little family for a hundred years or more. For that he was grateful.

Bondurant warily scanned the lot around them for other signs of life under the canopy of fresh green leaves that had seemed to sprout overnight. He gave the boy two twenties to cover the pizza and a generous tip for his trouble in finding the hideaway. Then he turned and stepped back inside his cozy six-wheeled home. As much as Bondurant wanted to settle in somewhere more permanently someday, a house that could be hitched to a trailer ball and towed at a moment’s notice was unfortunately a real and potentially lifesaving necessity.

“Finally,” Domenika said. She angled gracefully from the tiny kitchen only a few feet away from the trailer entry and reached for the pizzas they’d anticipated for more than an hour. “I’m famished.”

She pressed a warm kiss on Bondurant’s lips and pulled him in close after placing the boxes on the counter. Her green eyes, set in the most angelic face Bondurant had ever seen, captivated him as much as they had the day they’d been thrown together in Italy a few years before. Bondurant playfully reached with his free hand for her long auburn ponytail and pulled it gently downward. The tug on her hair forced her chin up so that her lips interlocked perfectly with his own. He kissed her with considerably more warmth than the occasion deserved.

“Must you?” Father Parenti shouted from the little wooden booth, a small seating area beyond the kitchen. He spied the newlyweds in their warm embrace. “Get a room. Yes, that’s what they say. Get a room!” he protested as he set down the television remote.

Domenika smiled but turned toward the little priest to scold him. “Get a room? This is our room,” she said. She looked out the trailer window and pointed to the miniature mobile home parked just outside that served as Parenti’s own modest home. It sat like a shiny, misshapen drop of dew on the grass, hidden a few yards behind Bondurant’s larger rig. Inside one of its tiny rectangular windows, Domenika could see Parenti’s miniature dog and sidekick, Aldo, mesmerized in front of small TV. “I haven’t seen you in your own room all day,” Domenika said.

“I didn’t want to miss the pizza,” Parenti said. Even at sixty-five years old and balding, he was still strong and spry. He leaped up from the booth and quickly ensconced himself on one side of the small wooden table that served as the Bondurants’ dining room. He was only five feet tall—even after the miraculous healing of his severely deformed hunchback a few years earlier—and Parenti’s feet dangled from the bench where he sat, the floor beneath him just inches out of reach. Bondurant watched as the priest’s eyes grew wide in anticipation when Domenika gently set the pizza boxes before him.

Parenti quickly reached for a large slice where a school of anchovies seemed to swim atop a sea of red tomato sauce. Anchovies were his favorite, to be sure, but he paused to examine the slice warily before he took his first bite.

“Cold. Cold again,” Parenti muttered as he set the slice down disappointedly and looked up at Bondurant. “Just like this godforsaken place.”

Bondurant reached inside the small refrigerator for three bottles of beer and settled into the worn bench across the table from the little priest.

“Don’t start in on me again about the weather here,” Bondurant warned. It was early afternoon on Easter Sunday, a day that had settled on warm. His tan and chiseled handsome face glowed in the light from the sun. “I’ve found most hiding places by their nature tend to be cold, but you get used to them.”

“I still say if Meyer was really after us, he’d have found us by now,” Parenti said. He took his first bite of pizza and started to chew quickly. Bondurant knew the little priest well enough to know a weightier conversation was on the way. “I think it’s something else you’re hiding from,” Parenti said.

Domenika slid onto the bench and sat beside Bondurant. Bondurant watched as she shook her head pointedly at Parenti. It meant she wanted to steer the priest away from the conversational collision he was headed toward, one he knew she wanted to avoid.

“Go ahead, say it, Father,” Bondurant said. He raised his bottle of beer in a toast and then brought it to his mouth. He gulped more than half of it down before he looked at Parenti again.

Bondurant watched as Parenti reached for his own beer. The priest pressed his back against the wall behind him as if to strengthen his resolve for the argument to come. He knew the difficult issue was about to be as squarely on the table as the pizza before them.

“The truth!” Parenti said. “The truth. About the Shroud of Turin! The fact that it’s truly real, and that you know it is.”

“Father Parenti,” Bondurant said, “how many times—”

“It is the burial cloth of Jesus Christ himself,” Parenti said quickly. He’d already finished his first slice. “Your own investigation proved it. You know it. I know it. Domenika knows it. The Church knows it.”

“I’ve said it’s an authentic burial cloth from the time of Jesus Christ. I didn’t say it was—”

The little priest could not help but cut Bondurant off again. “You have the clear evidence, and now the world deserves to hear it from you. But you refuse to budge.”

“I—”

“You refuse to tell them the truth. It’s . . . it’s—”

“It’s what?” Bondurant demanded. He’d developed a sense of patience for the feisty little priest over the years but was wary of being interrupted. He finished the rest of his beer in another single gulp and slowly set his bottle on the table. Then he gritted his teeth as he did every time they’d had this argument before.

“It’s your damn pride, that’s what it is,” Parenti blurted out. “And pride’s a big sin. A B-I-G one,” the priest said, as if spelling it out would somehow strengthen his point. “In fact, it’s a big deadly sin.”

Bondurant tried to ignore his theatrics. He was no longer the avowed atheist he once had been, but he’d refused to accept the common trappings of man-made religions, including the concept of sin.

“You mean I should go public and admit I was wrong about the relic all along?” Bondurant said. He pushed his half-eaten piece of pizza away. They had only begun to get into his least favorite subject, and his appetite for lunch was already gone. He threw his empty beer bottle into the trash can behind him and relished the effect when it exploded against another bottle inside. It seemed to add force to his point of view. Bondurant could feel Domenika reach her arm around his shoulder to soothe him, but he playfully shrugged it off.

“Yes, that’s right. People make mistakes,” Parenti said. The priest squirmed his way into the corner of the kitchen’s booth as far as he could go. “Dr. Bondurant, even world-famous scientists—even Galileo—made mistakes. So what if you have too?”

“Galileo was never a laughingstock, at least not outside the Church,” Bondurant said. “But that’s exactly what I’d be in the entire scientific community, maybe even the world.”

“I think you’re exaggerating, Jon,” Domenika said.

“Admit that the Shroud of Turin is no fake after I’ve spent a lifetime proving it so? Excuse the comparison, hon, but I’ll be crucified,” Bondurant said. “And I’ll deserve it.”

“Oh, Jon, stop it,” Domenika said. “The world is forgiving. Yes, you were wrong. But you were deceived. It’s not your fault. You’re a scientist. The truth is the truth, and you can’t hide the truth from the world forever—especially from people of faith who need to know what you now know to be true.”

“It’s not the truth we’re hiding from, Domenika, and you know it,” Bondurant said, exasperated.

“I meant that—”

“I know what you meant. I’m sorry. But what exactly is the truth, Domenika?” Bondurant closed his eyes in anticipation of her answer. He loved her deeply but knew from experience that her response would sound as if it came straight from a passage in the Bible—not, in his view, the most reliable of books.

“That you, one of the best forensic anthropologists in the world, have authenticated the Shroud,” Domenika said. “And in doing so, you have proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that our savior Jesus Christ died, was buried, and rose again in fulfillment of the scriptures. You have given hope to—”

“The Shroud is real! I admit it! Okay?” Bondurant cried out. He banged both fists on the table hard enough to nearly split it in two. Then he quickly checked his temper, something that, with Domenika’s help, he had only recently learned to do. “Yes, I admit it dates from the time of the purported life of Jesus Christ. But it—”

“Purported?” Domenika said, now clearly exasperated as well.

“Domenika, the Shroud of Turin is a burial cloth, stained with blood, that was once wrapped around a crucified man,” Bondurant said. He’d reached a reasonable calm. “Of that there is no doubt. And Father Parenti is right. Our investigation proved it. The Shroud dates from the time of a man you know and believe to be Jesus Christ. I admit that.”

Bondurant watched Domenika fix her eyes on the serene scene outside the window in what looked to be an effort to tune him out. He smiled. Marriage was among the most imperfect of institutions, Bondurant felt. They’d had this same dispute over and over since he’d rescued her from Meyer’s compound in India. He knew it was not an argument he’d ever win with her, most especially on Easter Sunday afternoon.

Bondurant looked up, surprised, to see Parenti, who now towered over both of them from across the table. The priest had climbed up on his side of the bench and stood erect as a statue. His speckled head nearly touched the trailer’s wood-paneled ceiling.

“You see this perfect specimen of a man standing here before you now, do you?” Parenti asked. His dog, Aldo, had left his pillowed perch next door and bounded up the steps of Bondurant’s trailer, as though anxious to catch the present scene. He began to bark.

“Perfect, I don’t know,” Bondurant said. He’d sometimes detested the priest for his high-minded stubbornness but genuinely adored him. He picked up Aldo and began to scratch Parenti’s companion behind the ears. “But I admit to seeing you standing there now.”

“Well, you see before you a man who may not rise tall in stature,” Parenti said. “But let there be no doubt, I was once a decrepit hunchback who now strides as straight as any other man, completely healed. You were there to witness that miraculous transformation.”

“Your healing, Father, is unexplainable,” Bondurant said. “I admit that as well. The cloth you brought forth, what you believe is the Veil of Veronica—”

“What I know is the Veil of Veronica,” Parenti said.

“What you know is the Veil of Veronica performed a miracle right in front of my eyes, the likes of which I have never seen nor will I ever be able to explain. It has had me question everything, it seems. But your healing by that remarkable cloth has no relationship to the Shroud of Turin.”

“Jon,” Domenika said, “how is it that you can bring yourself to admit that miracles like Father Parenti’s can happen but the miracle of Christ’s resurrection is nothing but a fairy tale, when the evidence has been right there before you all along? Your own studies revealed a perfect match between the wounds of our Christ and savior and those found on the Shroud. I don’t understand you.”

“I’ve never said it was a fairy tale,” Bondurant said. “I’ve said it’s something I don’t yet understand.”

A long pause ensued as all three merely stared down at their pizza in silence. A warm and welcome breeze blew through the screen of the large window beside them.

“Listen to me, both of you,” Bondurant said as he broke the calm. “I’ve thought about this a lot. There are some real problems if I come forward and tell the world what I know about the Shroud, regardless of who once lay wrapped inside it. Not the least of which is your safety,” he said as he pointed at each of them.

“First, there’s Meyer,” Bondurant said. “If any of us raise our heads above the waterline, he’ll find us. Believe me, a major event with the media to admit the truth—that my findings about the Shroud were wrong—will get worldwide attention. And that’s going to spell trouble. I’ll be painting a target on all of our backs the moment I come forward to reveal what I know. I’m worried about your safety. Meyer will find us, and he will kill us. We all know too much.”

“You can choose a very public place,” Parenti said. “A place where no one, particularly Meyer, will be able to get to you while you’re in front of so many others.”

“We could hire security to be there with us,” Domenika said. “There are ways to protect us.”

“Us? Us?” Bondurant said. He cringed. “If I step in front of the cameras and stand scientific opinion on its head by revealing that the Shroud is authentic to the time of Christ, and there’s even the slightest chance Meyer or his people will be there, you will not be within a thousand miles of me. I won’t risk it.”

“But I—”

Bondurant cut Domenika short. “But there is the other little matter that the three of us—and Meyer—know about. The bigger can of worms.”

“Yes, they still squirm, do they not?” Parenti said, as if fascinated, not frightened, by the mystery to which Bondurant had referred. Aldo, as if eager to join the conversation, jumped into Parenti’s lap.

“How I found two different sources of blood on the Shroud, not one. How one source of that blood has been used by some crazed French geneticist—that fool François Laurent—to clone a living human being. Who will believe that?”

“You have a point,” Parenti said. He massaged his balding head as if in search of the answer. “Not many will believe that.”

“And who is he? Who is the source of the child Laurent has cloned? Any guesses? We don’t know. That’s the question I lose sleep over every night. How am I to possibly explain it all?”

“Well, you might have to leave some parts out,” Parenti said. His hangdog look now replaced any previous hint of fascination.

“You think?” Bondurant asked.

Bondurant hadn’t a clue about just who the child he’d had to leave behind in India during his rescue of Domenika from Meyer really was, but he’d long ago taken responsibility for his existence. Given that the secret cloning had its very roots in Bondurant’s investigation into the Shroud of Turin, he’d vowed to answer the question. What he’d do if and when he found the clone-child’s true identity was another issue entirely. And now disjointed news stories about a terrifying epidemic exploding in India had begun to trouble him more each day. He suspected it was more than a coincidence the child-clone had been born there.

“Look, discredit myself because I was wrong to believe the Church’s most holy relic has been a fake for years? Fine. That’s one thing,” Bondurant said. “I could explain how I was deceived by Sehgal. And I can swallow my pride, my seventh sin.” He looked straight at his friend. “But then explain to the world that Laurent helped Meyer clone a human being from blood on the Shroud? And that you,” Bondurant said, nodding toward Domenika, “were tricked by Laurent into believing the cloned child of the Shroud you carried was mine?”

“It’s a bit much when you think about it,” Parenti said.

“But it’s all true,” Domenika whispered, as if to soften a blow.

Bondurant watched as tears welled up in her eyes. He felt terrible that he’d stirred memories of those incredible and difficult times.

“Yes, it is,” Bondurant said. He reached for her hand when he saw the familiar pained look on Domenika’s face. He knew she had relived the nightmare of her captivity by Meyer’s geneticist Laurent nearly every night when he too tossed and turned in search of sleep. Laurent had cleverly induced her to believe the child she carried to term was Bondurant’s and not a clone. It wasn’t until her rescue that she learned the truth. Bondurant knew she’d put on a brave face, but all she’d wanted from that terrible moment of discovery was to hide with him from what had become a strange and threatening world.

Bondurant stood up from the table, frustrated with their dilemma. There was no easy way out of their predicament, and he knew it. He stood in silence for a moment and thought about their year of hiding and how it had to come to an end in order for them to live normal lives again.

He got up, reached for his handgun on the counter, and made his way to the front door. The gun was anathema to him, but for the sake of their safety, he hadn’t left home without it in more than a year.

Domenika got up from the table and reached for him. “Where are you going?” she asked. Bondurant watched as she tried to dry her tears.

“For a swim,” he said, unable to look into her troubled eyes. “I just have to think.”

“But it’s Easter Sunday, Jon,” she said. “It would be so special for you to join us.”

Bondurant’s tolerance of religion had moved a little. He no longer criticized those who professed to be of faith. But he personally saw no real value in religious services and felt it would be hypocritical for him to attend Mass with them. He carefully wiped away the rest of Domenika’s tears with his shirtsleeve and pulled her in close. They embraced again as they had done only minutes before, this time with a tinge of sadness between them.

“I think I need some time alone, Domenika. I need to clear my mind,” he said.

“Come with us, Jon,” Domenika said. “It will do you good.”

“I’m not right with myself. I don’t feel right hiding. I don’t feel right not telling the truth about what I know. I don’t feel right about a lot of things. And right now, I know I wouldn’t feel right sitting beside you in a church.”

Domenika wrapped her arms around Bondurant’s neck, and his tone quickly warmed.

“You’re headed to St. Parenti’s, right?” he asked. A grin broke across his face.

“Of course,” Domenika said. They both turned toward the little priest of that name and laughed.

Parenti had received permission to marry the two in a private ceremony at a nearby church several months before. To the local community, it was known as St. Peter’s, but since Parenti had presided over their wedding there, the nickname for the little church had stuck for the three.

“We’ll be careful, like always. We sit in the back,” Domenika said.

Bondurant paused. He wondered if he should go along for protection as he had before, in the event that trouble might follow them there. He shook his head to lose the thought. Domenika and Parenti had made it safely to this same church on a few special occasions previously. He kissed Domenika once more. Then he turned and made his way down the narrow path that led through the deep woods to the dock on the cold river below.



Chapter 4

Queenstown, Maryland

Domenika and Father Parenti barely arrived in time for the start of Mass at St. Peter’s, the quaint clapboard church in Queenstown, a half-hour drive from their hideout in St. Michaels. It was a faded white wooden Victorian-style church with a crooked, timeworn steeple. It sat just off Rural Route 50, a lonely road that wound its way through verdant cornfields stitched together like thick green and yellow carpet rolling for miles all the way to the Chesapeake Bay.
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