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One




OCTOBER 27TH. 6 HOURS BEFORE OUTBREAK.





A plague that will cause the death of millions. A plague that will destroy countries. A plague that will plunge the world into a dark age. A plague that will make nobody sick.

Lewis Stokes—or so the false name on his Nevada driver’s license reads—feeds another dollar into the Wheel of Fortune machine in the lobby of hotel New York–New York in Las Vegas and feels his heartbeat pick up, but not because of the game. The onetime beggar boy—whose mother was publicly beheaded—has just spotted the twenty-year-old University of Nevada English major that he’s flown six thousand miles to kill.

The boy—slovenly-looking and dark-haired—is weaving toward him, past the single-deck blackjack tables, heading for the reception desk. He’s drinking from a foot-long glass beaker filled with bright red liquid, probably a Singapore Sling or mix of rums and fruit juices. The boy looks tipsy, unaware, alone.

The kid must be killed by 12:14 tonight.

“Not one minute later,” Lewis’s mentor had said when he’d provided the usual range of perfectly made false IDs.

Lewis tenses to stand, to follow. But he realizes that the boy is too tall to be Robert Grady.

He just looks like Grady.

Lewis curses under his breath and puts another dollar in the machine.

Normally a handsome blond, Lewis is disguised as a balding dark-haired man today. Normally lean, he looks heavy and clumsy from the belly-extender bladder and black-framed glasses. His posture is slumped. He walks with a limp. The few people who notice him register a nerd in a box-cut sports jacket. A cheapo off-the-rack design.

Playing slots enables him to sit within view of the reception desk, invisible to the bellboys, desk clerks and house detectives. One more gambler among hundreds. But this gambler conceals a Glock under his jacket and a serrated K-bar knife in the pit of his back. Lewis killed his first person at age twelve, in self-defense, in a tent.

“Wheel…of…Fortune,” shouts a chorus of tinny mechanical voices in his machine as the wheel spins on top and multicolored lights flash, and potential amounts of winnings, $800, $100, $20, rotate in piewedge shapes on the wheel.

He hates Las Vegas, the brashness, the noise, the anarchy that reminds him of the refugee camp where he grew up. The damn ground floor is the worst. It’s like Fellini designed the place. It’s a madhouse of rock music, kids running, machines clanging, drunks laughing. No windows to the outside world. No glimpse of anything except the asylumlike gaming area, laid out in a maze through which flows a never-ending human jackpot. People spilling like coins from the elevators and heading out toward other local traps; the Riviera and the Paris, the Monte Carlo, the Gold Coast, none of them remotely resembling the romantic spots for which they’ve been named.

More to the point, where is Robert Grady?

“Make it look like robbery if possible,” Lewis’s mentor had said. “But if that boy is standing in a crowded lobby at 12:14, walk up and shoot him in the face. Can I depend on you to sacrifice yourself if necessary, my old and special friend?”

“What happens at 12:15 if he’s still alive?”

“The world may—unfortunately—stay the same.”

“Why will killing a college student make so much difference?”

“I want you to know his exact role. You deserve to. But if the Americans catch you, if they figure out who you are, they will do anything to make you tell.”

Five hours and thirteen minutes left.

Lewis arrived in Las Vegas two days ago. Plenty of time to work. But he’s been unable to locate Robert Grady. The boy has not gone home. He’s not attended class. His telephone answering machine is so filled with messages that it refuses to accept new ones. Does he know Lewis is here? Who the hell is he, anyway? His girlfriend, when Lewis phoned her apartment, pretending to be from the school, said she’d not seen Grady in a week.

“He’s a degenerate gambler, and I’m through with him,” she’d snapped. “He only applied to your stupid school so he could play craps in casinos. When he disappears it means he won money. He’ll keep playing until he loses it back.”

Finally, an hour ago, Lewis had made a fourth round of calls to casinos that the kid frequented and learned that a Bobby Grady had a reservation to stay here tonight. So Lewis reserved a room too. The file said the kid always stays on the eleventh floor, Century tower, because he considers that tower “lucky.” So Lewis checked in to that tower too. It was the only way to obtain key-card access to the elevators leading upstairs.

Lewis checks his watch, takes a break at the machine and calls the hotel operator on the house phone.

“Mr. Grady just called. He said he’ll be checking in a little late,” she tells Lewis.

“How late?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Did you talk to him?”

The operator seems offended that he’s asked. “I’m telling you all I see on my screen, sir.”

Lewis curbs his irritation, slumps his shoulders to remain inconspicuous, ambles back to the Wheel of Fortune machine.

A white-haired old lady in a wheelchair now sits beside him at another machine. She balances a plastic cup filled with quarters on her skinny lap.

The lady smiles at him. “This place is so exciting!”

He doesn’t answer. She’ll remember him less accurately that way. He’s remembering his last visit to see his mentor, in August, transported in his mind to a more quiet, beautiful place. They’d sipped orange juice in a cool green garden. Mist-shrouded oaks had rimmed the vast lawn. The crash of the nearby ocean had mixed with the cry of wheeling terns as the mentor and younger man sat on nine-hundred-year-

old stone benches. Everything around them, the private forest and green mountains and the sprawling home beyond the sculpture garden, had been solid, lovely, old.

“Actually, Robert Grady is one of several people I’m hoping you’ll visit in America,” Lewis’s mentor had said, conveying orders as if they were requests, as always.

Lewis flashes back to the last murder, three weeks later, after he’d flown to Washington, D.C., bought a car and driven up I-95 to the Taconic Parkway, the Berkshire hills and the village of Becket, Massachusetts. There he’d located the isolated dirt-road home of a fifty-nine-year-old custom kayak maker. He’d entered through an unlocked door. People in the area did not fear home-breakers. He’d disemboweled the man when he returned home on a Friday night from a Savion Glover dance performance at the Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival. Lewis had worn latex gloves on the job. He’d used his left hand during the attack to fool forensics experts, analysts of angles of attack.

Lewis was a righty except when on jobs.

After the killing, he’d rifled the medicine cabinet for pills, stolen the cash in the man’s wallet and taken some antique silverware. He’d dumped the loot in the waters of a nearby quarry, a deep green lake.

“ROBBERY MOTIVE IN MURDER,” the local Berkshire Eagle had proclaimed.

As his mentor had said, “Deception is success. Disinformation is deception. Always make Americans blame others for what you do.”

“By 12:14 Robert Grady will journey to the other side,” Lewis had promised, recalling words that his great-great-grandfather had written after World War One. Words he carried with him on travels, in a dog-eared edition published in 1927. “Blood is always on our hands, but we are licensed to it.”

And now, finally, he spots Robert Grady.

The kid passes within two feet of him on his way to the reception desk. At first glance Grady seems like one more easygoing college boy. Open-necked button-down white shirt, slightly wrinkled. Faded Levi’s. Worn Avias and an Eastern Mountain backpack over his right shoulder. The face is young and scruffy with a brown beard. The boy has baby blue eyes.

But Lewis also glimpses something raw beneath the soft surface. The eyes aren’t exactly clear and innocent but fixed on something invisible. Lewis grew up surrounded by desperation. He knows its forms: need, terror, obsession, greed. This boy is haunted by premonitions. By the pull of compulsion. The slavery to odds.

Lewis watches Bobby Grady turn away from the reception desk. But instead of going upstairs, Grady hands his knapsack to a bellboy, points at the elevator and gives the kid a tip.

Robert Grady wants to go gambling right now, it seems.

Lewis sighs, feeds one last dollar into the machine and lets the guy pass and draw away again, into the casino. He pushes the Wheel of Fortune machine button one last time and rises silently to follow.

But the machine goes berserk. Bells clang. Wheels spin. Everyone within a hundred-foot radius gapes at Lewis. Bellboys. Guests. Kids. A prostitute. Security cameras in the ceiling will be recording the scene. Hotel guests, people checking in, lined up with their luggage, crane to see. The Wheel of Fortune machine has been programmed, on super-rare occasions when it pays off big, to make a commotion as loud as an air-raid siren on an American military base. The noise almost drowns out the rock and roll music blaring through the lobby.

Blingblingblingbling!!!!

The old lady in the wheelchair gasps. “Good Lord! It’s not stopping! Five thousand and…oh…oh my!”

Robert Grady, who has not turned to watch, is drawing farther away, heading for the sports betting area.

A flashbulb pops. Someone has taken a photograph of the big winner.

“Hotel newsletter,” the woman holding the camera announces to Lewis with a grin as one of the casino attendants, a Hispanic-looking man in a brick-colored jacket, approaches with an immense smile, holding a clipboard that probably contains a form to be filled out for the IRS. You cannot deduct gambling losses on tax returns in the U.S. But you pay taxes if you win. Is life fair?

In the fraction of a second during which Lewis decides what to do, the process comes so fast he experiences it as instinct. If slowed to logic, his thoughts would be:

Don’t worry about the witnesses. The photos won’t show what I really look like. No one will connect what happened here to what happens to Robert Grady later tonight.

He turns to the woman in the wheelchair as the stupid machine keeps clanging, as numbers spin, zeroes flash, nineteen turns to twenty…

“I have to catch my flight!” he gasps with Lewis Stokes’s “southern accent.” He’s been schooled in Austria, Bahrain, Tunisia.

The woman gapes at him. This is not what she expected to hear.

“My wife doesn’t know I’m in Vegas,” he says. “I’m here with her best friend. If I miss my flight, I’m dead!”

The old lady’s eyes go wide. She understands now, all right. She’s probably getting more shock and titillation material in the last minute to pass on to the knitting club back in Houston than she normally experiences in a decade.

“I can’t believe it,” he says. “I lost almost all my money at Circus Circus and now…You take it.”

“Whaaaaa…”

Ms. Wheelchair’s mouth opens so wide you’d think she could swallow the whole damn slot machine. Lewis pushes through the crowd, ignoring tourists snapping shots. The woman from the newsletter looms close to get a profile portrait. The overhead surveillance cameras undoubtedly follow his every move as he quick scopes the gaming area and limps toward the faux cobblestone restaurant row, toward the sports betting area, hurrying because Bobby is gone!

He hears astounded voices behind him, saying things like, “He’s leaving without the money!”

“He told the lady to take it!”

“Why her? Why not me?”

Nobody coming after him though. They’re glued to the Wheel of Fortune machine, rapt to see who will get his winnings. He moves faster, pushes a heavyset man aside and catches sight of the kid standing in the sports betting area, staring at the screens showing today’s trotter races from Aqueduct.

Robert Grady turns away from the screens and heads outside. Apparently he’s seeking a different casino.

Stokes jams his hands into his pockets and follows onto Las Vegas Avenue, the famous strip, in the always-moving crowd. At their backs rises the phony Manhattan skyline of hotel New York–New York. The false Statue of Liberty. The black towers made up to look like high-rises jutting incongruously into the sucked-out pastel desert sky. The perpetually racing yellow hotel roller coaster roaring and twisting, carrying screaming passengers.

I need to change appearance but can’t lose sight of the kid.

At dusk the casino lights are coming on. In the distance, beyond backed-up traffic on I-15, the mountains look hazy, lavender. The city’s glow blocks out early stars. It’s so dry here that even at a hundred degrees, Lewis doesn’t sweat, or rather, his sweat dries before he notices it. He relishes heat. Out beyond the garish hotels—temporary edifices—is the timeless desert. He’s spent years working in deserts, but this one is different, harder at the surface, less white with sand, spotted with razor-needled cactus and flinty rocks. But it is clean like a good desert, blasted by heat and nightly cold from nature’s purification process. The desert is a testing ground for human capability, luck and mercy, a place where those who lack survival skills perish as if they had never lived.

Lewis wills away human smells, the dirty odors of tar, hot dogs, perfumes, bus exhaust. He blends in perfectly.

For as his great-great-grandfather had written, in the stilted prose of the World War One era, “If I cannot assume the character of strangers, I can at least conceal my own, and pass amongst them without friction.”

The book, a gift from Lewis’s mentor, gives him purpose. When he’s lonely, it provides comfort.

“We lived for the day and we died for it,” great-great-grandfather had written, knowing well the secret life.

 

Bobby Grady ambles into the first casino he approaches, the Monte Carlo. He changes dollars for chips at a blackjack table. The kid hits blackjack on his first try.

Lewis takes a chance and ducks into a nearby men’s room. He hadn’t planned on morphing until later but can’t risk being recognized after the big payoff at the Wheel of Fortune machine. People who walk away from $20,000 in winnings might land up on the news, he thinks. He envisions some tourist providing his photo to a local TV station, imagines a story broadcast later tonight.

Have you seen this man?

He finds an empty stall, his pulse racing. He’s gambling that Robert Grady will stay at the blackjack table for a few minutes more. Lewis forces himself to move slowly to keep from making a mistake. Off comes the headpiece, changing him from a balding brunette to a full natural blond.

Hell, how many wigs are made with gigantic bald spots on top? Not many, he thinks.

Off comes his bland and ill-cut blue jacket, off comes the shirt and tie to reveal a white knit tennis shirt beneath. Off comes the belly extender, a simple deflatable bladder. Presto, off come the black glasses. His vision is perfect. He straightens his posture, adding two inches to his height. The limp is gone. The rubber cheek wedges are gone. The mustache is gone.

From his hip pocket he produces a scrunched-up reinforced knapsack of the thinnest, strongest polymer fabric. The discarded props go into the bag. The trousers stay the same, unfortunately, and so do the rubber-soled shoes. There are limits to making quick changes.

His Glock 9mm pistol now lies nestled against his back, beneath his shirt.

Less than three minutes after the balding forty-something “tourist” ducks into the second stall, a healthy, tanned, handsome blue-eyed beach boy type—the real Lewis—emerges and reenters the casino to see Robert Grady getting up from the blackjack table, scooping up chips, walking off.

He follows Bobby outside again, slows his pace to match the man’s and drops the knapsack in a trash can, already spotting a scavenger—a Vegas bum—veering over to take it, and probably sell the props inside.

I wonder what happens after 12:14.

 

Ten fifty-nine now.

Bobby Grady is still walking.

It’s unbelievable. Doesn’t the kid rest? He’s been in and out of casinos for hours, losing thousands of dollars at blackjack, craps, baccarat, sports betting. He’s dropped in at the Palace Station casino and the New Frontier.

How does a student get all this money?

The kid’s in a trance. He gambles and drifts. Gambles and walks. He’s even paused to watch outdoor shows between bouts of losing. At the Venetian Hotel, and its re-creation of the canals of Italy, he’d sat for a long time eyeing hotel “gondoliers” pushing tourists around a “canal” as they imagined that their absurd imitation approximated reality.

Water again, Lewis thinks in disgust, following Grady into the Bellagio casino, past a line of sprouting jet fountains outside. The fountains sway back and forth like coordinated dancers, to the strains of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It’s funny. In a desert city dedicated to expense, the most valuable tourist draw, the most fabulous part of so many shows is plain water.

Eleven ten.

One hour and four minutes left.

Robert Grady strolls into the hotel’s mist-cooled tropical garden. He pauses to gaze stupidly at the gigantic mechanized bald eagle, whose huge head swivels back and forth, an allegedly patriotic incarnation whose jerky movements remind Lewis of robotic dinosaurs in 1950s films. He used to watch old American movies in the refugee camp, when he was a boy.

Wait a minute. Grady’s walking into a men’s room.

Lewis follows.

His hand goes behind him, feels the knife.

He hears heavy laughter in there, though, and when he walks in sees half a dozen large men—police types from the build and haircuts—at the sink. They’re wearing name tags. They’re part of a convention.

“When did you join the FBI?” one man asks another.

Unbelievable!

At eleven twenty-four, Bobby comes out of the men’s room, rubbing his belly as if he feels a stomachache.

Eleven thirty.

If I have to do it in public, I will.

Robert Grady turns and pushes back out of the casino, turns south toward his hotel, passing the pizza and burger places serving the lower-rent tourists, and stepping over hundreds of discarded business cards—phone numbers of prostitutes handed out by illegal aliens, Mexican workers—lying on the sidewalk.

New York–New York coming up again.

Lewis follows the man back into the hotel. The lobby echoes with Irish music, rock music. Robert fishes in his wallet for his key card, matched to a specific elevator.

He walks into the elevator behind the boy. They’re alone. He can hear the kid’s rumbling stomach.

Bobby shrugs at him and asks, “How’d you come out tonight, guy?”

“Ahead,” says Lewis in his southern accent. “You?”

“Hey, luck has to change, right?”

Lewis precedes the man off the elevator, onto the eleventh floor, half a step ahead so as not to alarm him. Both men turn left at the hallway junction. Lewis notes that there’s no one else in the hall. Dirty room service trays sit outside a few rooms. The AC is arctic level here, probably to keep the guests from sleeping, Lewis thinks.

“Good luck tomorrow,” the kid remarks over his shoulder, inserting his card into his door slot.

It’s all pretty easy after that, pretty routine.

Lewis’s hand comes out in one smooth movement. He hits the boy from behind, right hand over the mouth as he drives Grady into the room, left hand shoving the knife in between the third and fourth ribs. He’s carried out the motion a thousand times over the years, on sandbags, on dummies, on prisoners, on his mentor’s targets of choice.

Only seconds have passed. He shuts the door. Robert Grady lies face-down on the carpet, facing the bathroom as blood spreads on his shirt. He’s voided himself in death. He never even struggled. The AC will cut the smell that will eventually reach the hallway and attract a maid, despite a DO NOT DISTURB card on the door. The TV is on. The window is open by half an inch, maximum space. Hotel windows in Vegas only open that far, probably so depressed losers won’t jump out, Lewis thinks.

Phony evidence time. Latex gloves on!

Lewis steals the wallet and stack of hundred dollar bills inside. He slips from his pocket a small Ziploc bag from which he removes one gold earring, a prize he’d spotted beside a slot machine. A bit of woman’s dried blood discolors the post. He drops the earring on the carpet.

He also opens a small bottle of cheap perfume and knocks it over on purpose. That way the smell will stay in the carpet, even after he puts the bottle back in the bag.

Then he makes sure he leaves two partial haunch impressions on the stiffly made-up bed, as if two people had been sitting there, side by side. An investigator will conclude that Robert stood up from the bed, and got hit from behind while on the way to the bathroom.

Finally, Lewis lets himself go crazy with the knife, using his left hand, of course, stabbing and slashing the back and neck and base of the head so that the death blow will be considered just one more thrust, not the first.

Lewis Stokes—who will as of later this morning become Clayton Cox—decides that one day he too will record his memoirs, like his great-great-grandfather. Perhaps he will begin formulating them over the next few weeks, when he’s been ordered to go to Washington, to monitor certain people at the Pentagon and wait for instructions from the man who changed his life.

Deception is the key to success.

On the night table, the red digits of the clock turn over. It is 12:14 A.M.

I wonder what will happen a minute from now?

Time to get out of here, to leave Vegas. The mentor has supplied a safe route.

For as Lewis’s great-great-grandfather had written of his secrets, for history, for governments, for scholars, “We had on our heads prices which showed that the enemy intended hideous tortures for us if we were caught.”








Two


OCTOBER 28TH. OUTBREAK.


Midnight in Las Vegas is 10 A.M. in Qatar, the small, fabulously wealthy oil-state located on the southwest shore of the Persian Gulf. The recently relocated headquarters of Al Jazeera, most popular television network in the Arab world, occupies the top three floors of a spanking new seventeen-story glass tower overlooking the shark-infested water. Below, rich pleasure boats roar past outgoing oil tankers and lumbering incoming container carriers bringing new computers, large-screen TVs, gas-guzzling SUVs and Italian designer furniture to the nouveau-riche millionaires whose condos line the overbuilt shore.

On the sixteenth floor, filled with disquiet, Hassan el Kader sits in the air-conditioned control room of studio C, sweat forming in the small of his extremely large back as he wonders if he’s about to get himself murdered over the upcoming show.

Have I gone too far this time, he wonders?

Hassan is executive producer of the award-winning weekly news show Faces and Places. He’s also a CIA spy, who passes along tips—things his reporters learn—to the Americans. And the Americans were very interested to find out about today’s taped segment two on the show, which will begin in minutes and reach over one hundred million viewers across the Arab world.

Out on the set, beyond the control room window, the makeup girl finishes brushing face powder on show host Leila Shaalan.

It had all started three weeks ago, in the same way many of his top stories had begun over the years, with Hassan’s cell phone chiming at 2 A.M., with a familiar whispered voice in the darkness. “I have a terrific story for you,” one of his best sources, a man he had never met, had said. “It is about an old man in the mountains of Pakistan.”

An old man who will probably be hunted down by the Americans or British by tonight, Hassan tells himself now as the QUIET ON THE SET light comes on and the hosts turn toward the cameras, ready to begin. He thinks back to the late-night call.

“A holy man who makes predictions,” the voice had said.

“Everyone makes predictions,” he’d responded.

“But his come true. He knows things that will happen far away from his village, even in Washington. He has a huge prediction to make. Or shall I offer the BBC the opportunity to tape it instead of you, my fat friend?”

With thirty seconds remaining before showtime, the pace in the room quickens Hassan’s heartbeat. The 36-year-old Kuwaiti—ex–University of Kuwait BS degree, ex-Columbia University School of Journalism, exprizewinning reporter—sits before banks of screens lining the walls, providing him with simultaneous scenes from all over the world. A protest march against high fuel prices in Chicago. A shot of rioting rail workers in Paris. A parade of goose-stepping troops in North Korea. The floating debris marking the wreckage of an Alitalia Airbus that crashed into the Mediterranean Sea last night on its way to Rome.

Human sensory systems are not designed to support secret lives, Hassan sometimes thinks, remembering the way the Americans had recruited him back at U Kuwait. They’d saved his country from the Iraqis. His own father—a pilot—had been killed in that war. It had been clear to the idealistic student that Arabs had to participate in the fight against terrorism.

We need someone at Al Jazeera, the American journalism “professor” who had recruited him had said back then. We need a pipeline into the terrorist world. We can save Arab lives if you pass along names, addresses, sources. Only once in a while, on important stories. Will you do it?

Since then he’s helped stop bombings in Madrid and Baltimore. And thanks to his warning today, terrorism alert levels are raised all over Europe and America. Extra police are out. Extra security helicopters are aloft. Extra airport and harbor security is in place.

“And now,” says the voice of an announcer as a globe spins on half the screens in the room, “welcome to Faces and Places.”

Hassan thinks, If the man who called me realizes what I’ve done, I’m dead.

Segment one, an interview with the King of Jordan, begins. The king’s face fills ten screens in the control room. The segment was taped at his palace in Amman.

Hassan reaches into his shirt pocket and removes a small foil packet of Tums.

“Tell me more about this holy man,” Hassan had asked the caller two weeks ago, sitting in bed.

“He gathers a growing following. Tribesmen. A few military people. Students. His reputation grows.”

“What predictions has he made that came true?” Hassan had demanded like any good journalist. He helped the CIA out of idealism. He’d refused money over the years. He’d hidden his clandestine activities from his wife and children.

And on the night of the call, it was clear to him that one of the high-profile organizations—Red Brotherhood, Al Qaida, Black Baghdad—wanted the Imam on TV, probably planned some event around the broadcast. Or maybe they sought to build the Imam’s reputation. Extremists often used Al Jazeera to get out messages.

Hell, if it’s news we run it, not because we sympathize, Hassan thinks, casting back to the late-night phone conversation again, and the caller’s response.

“Just last month the holy Imam told us that death would come from the sky within twenty-four hours in an Algerian valley named Bar El Kab. It came to pass. American fighter planes wiped out a training camp there for mujahideen. The Imam sees the future, hears the intent of God.”

“How did the Imam know what the Americans would do?”

“Send a reporter to ask. Check his earlier predictions. They really occurred. Isn’t this news, knowing the future?”

“What else did he predict?”

“Two months past he warned all true believers in the American city of Tulsa to leave that country and return home. He said American police would make their lives miserable within the week, arresting many.”

“Two months ago,” Hassan had said, doing the math, “was when the FBI rounded up Tunisian immigrants in Tulsa.”

“The very next day. Send a reporter. Share with the world what the holy man says. Do it by November first.”

“Why that day?”

“By then, he says his next prediction will come true.”

“How does a poor holy man in Pakistan know what happens in Washington?”

“Have your reporter ask.”

“Is the Imam connected to a political group?”

“He will answer all questions.”

“What is his new prediction?”

“I have to wait, like you. Do you want the story or not?”

“Who are you?” Hassan had asked the caller for the hundredth time over the years.

“A friend whose advice has never been wrong.”

Now Hassan pops another Tums as on the set, the lovely Leila Shaalan tells viewers, “For our next segment today, something really incredible. Faces and Places reporter Fauzan el Harith journeys into the rough and dangerous northwestern mountains of Pakistan to meet a holy man.”

The map on-screen shows the region topographically, with little red dashes showing Fauzan’s trip. Ah, Pakistan, Hassan thinks with a journalist’s fondness for trouble spots. If the government isn’t being overthrown there’s a nuclear showdown with India, or a crackdown on militants, or accusations of atomic secrets for sale.

“To reach the holy man, we traveled for two days,” Fauzan’s voice-over tells viewers around the globe, in Cairo coffeehouses, Damascus police stations, Lebanese villas, Palestinian refugee camps. Western analysts in London and McLean will be watching too, of course. They grind their teeth each time Al Jazeera reporters interview someone the CIA would like to arrest, like the subject of segment two.

Fauzan dragging out the anticipation as he tells the story, waxing eloquent about the sun blasting down and the air cooling as he climbed higher into the Katar Range. About bedding down with guerrilla escorts beneath the stars, and watching a meteor shower surge crosswise below an Arabic crescent of white-hot moon.

On-screen, the trudging journalist reaches the snowline. The men top a ridge and begin descending into a brown, harsh, rocky valley.

“That’s when I saw the caves,” Fauzan says.

We all use each other. The CIA uses me. I use the callers. The terrorists use the network. The network uses the news, Hassan thinks as the Imam hobbles into view. He is a short, crippled, elderly man who leans on a wooden crutch, and whose useless left foot dangles six inches off the floor of the cave as he moves.

“Imam Suleiman has never traveled more than ten miles from the village where he was born. He’s been crippled since age six,” Fauzan’s voice tells Al Jazeera’s viewers.

Ten screens in the control room show a ring of somber men in loose-fitting pants and vests sitting cross-legged in the cave, on rugs, as sunlight shafts in from a natural hole in the roof. Dust motes dance in the column. Hassan, who in his own days as a reporter covered Pakistan, imagines the smell of unbathed men, sweet tea, curried lamb, charcoal bits, oiled weapons.

“Word of Imam Suleiman’s predictive powers have spread and many now make their way to this valley,” Fauzan says.

The camera focuses on the old man’s ravaged face and milky white left eye. Hassan’s whole staff had been riveted the first time they saw this tape.

Fauzan begins his interview by asking the Imam about his public announcement last month warning someone named Abu Gabra, far away in the south, that men wearing hawk feathers would attack him. Fauzan asks if Suleiman knew that “Abu Gabra” is actually the name of a Sudanese oil field. And that the French paratroopers who dropped into it a week after the prediction was made—to rescue hostages—wear hawk patches on their sleeves.

“I only repeat the words that God puts into my mouth,” Imam Suleiman says in his oddly high voice.

Fauzan asks whether the Imam’s inspiration actually comes from information provided by extremists, terrorists.

“If that were true, my son, if they knew what was planned, why would not our fighters at Abu Gabra have been ready to repel the French soldiers when they arrived?”

His disquiet growing, Hassan checks the foreign networks, in case a terrorist attack is timed to take place as Faces and Places airs. Everything looks normal in the TV news world, whatever normal means. A segment on a nuclear submarine launch shows on French TV. A big fire rages in Berlin on German TV. Two ships have crashed into each other in Tokyo. One disaster flows into another, as unreal as in a Hollywood film.

Yet even to jaded Hassan, there is something compelling in Imam Suleiman’s delivery. Knowing what is coming on the tape, Hassan experiences a primitive dread that pierces through his cynical armor as a journalist.

His prediction is impossible, Hassan thinks. He’s merely using flowery language. What he says cannot become real.

“I understand that you have a prediction to make,” young and handsome reporter Fauzan asks the Imam.

The camera seems to look long into the old man’s face. The milky eye. The craggy cheeks. The scar across the forehead, allegedly from a lightning bolt the man survived at age six. God’s mark, the local herdsmen say.

Imam Suleiman’s voice coarsens into the voice of a younger man. It is as if another soul has taken possession of his body. Straightening up, he seems bigger.

“Rejoice, my brothers, for I do not mourn today for fallen comrades. I predict not the destruction of friends this time, but the annihilation of the great enemy. God has had enough of their murderous arrogance, their corruption, their greed, their heretical ignorance and mocking of the proper ways and commandments, and so I issue a fatwa.”

The men in the cave lean forward as if pulled by invisible force. Even Fauzan seems captivated by the power of the Imam, the certainty in his voice.

“Let their great towers fall into darkness in Washington and London and Bonn. Let their people rise up against their rulers. Let their homes burn, their food disappear, their machines cease to function and drop from the sky, starting by the end of this month.

“Let their soldiers rebel, their governments topple, their religious houses crumble by their own hands. Let nature refuse them bounty, starting by November first.”

No prediction has been this specific, this vast, Hassan thinks. No threat has had this kind of timetable.

“His presence in person is formidable, but on TV he’s awesome,” Fauzan had said.

I wonder if the Americans have attacked the cave yet.

The Imam is saying, “And their great illicit fortunes will wither to uselessness. Their corrupt friends in Muslim lands will answer to oppressed millions. This is not an idle wish. The Lord’s retribution is to begin not in the distant future but perhaps even as soon as my words die away.”

October will be over in three and a half days, Hassan calculates. So whoever is behind this threat has 86 hours to attack.

Imam Suleiman adds, “From the wreckage, the survivors will build a beautiful new world.”

He refuses to talk anymore. He subsides back into an old man. He hobbles away, helped by aides.

Millions of people across Arab lands, Hassan knows, in homes, coffee shops, businesses and palaces, are looking at each other and wondering whether by some miraculous power the old man has actually seen a future of celestial retribution.

Fauzan looks deeply into the camera. “We leave you with a question. The clock is ticking. Will the Imam’s prediction come true?”

The credits roll.

Out on the set, the host is removing her lapel microphone.

Hassan feels the tension in his back begin to ease. It’s always that way after a show he’s told the CIA about. He thinks, as always, Maybe I’ll get away with it again.

“Hey, that’s not the Alitalia crash,” the associate producer says, looking at screen nine. “That’s a different crash.”

Hassan glances right. He sees the Golden Gate Bridge on it, and gawkers lining the railing. The caption reads, “Delta Jet Hits San Francisco Bay.”

“What the…wait a minute,” one of the technicians says, minutes later, pointing at monitor six, at BBC TV. “That one’s in the English Channel! That makes three crashes, including Rome last night.”

It seems that the British Airways 747 went down north of Le Havre, on a blue-skied, cloudless afternoon. It broke up on impact. Just fell into the water too.

How many other planes did they rig to fall, Hassan thinks, horrified, feeling his pulse beat in his head.

Animals. How did they time this to happen so soon?

“Give me sound on London,” Hassan orders, and a moment later hears the BBC announcer. “The pilot reported trouble on all four engines. So did the crew of the Air India flight that fell 32,000 feet into the Arabian Sea twenty minutes ago. We repeat, there were no explosions. Authorities are shocked by four crashes in one day. The planes are of different makes. Terrorism has not been officially blamed so far. But most major airlines are canceling service until their fleets are checked for explosives or sabotage.”

Hassan staggers to his feet. The control room seems confining now, airless.

I shouldn’t have put the damn story on the air. I helped the people who did this.

He feels his heart pumping crazily. He pushes away from the TV screens and walks into the hallway, wanting to be closer to sunlight, ocean, something real. He makes his way to the northeast side of the newsroom, toward the wall of windows overlooking the harbor, but it seems that everyone else here has beaten him to it.

What are they gaping at down there?

Hassan praying silently with terrible fear, Don’t let it be another plane down there.

One of the camera girls is crying.

He doesn’t want to look. But he gazes down. What he sees at first looks normal. It’s the new coast highway, the fine ribbon of tar that proudly winds past the modern buildings lining the shore. For a moment his dread lifts.

But then he realizes that he’s wrong.

One of the secretaries is shaking. “Out there. See? Far out…the smoke. It was in the air. It just fell…”

“Let their machines cease functioning,” the Imam had said.

Hassan asks himself, How did they coordinate it? There were hundreds of people in those planes. I was in a plane myself last week.

The phones go crazy in the newsroom, but the staffers won’t leave the window.

Someone saying, “It’s just like the Imam said…”

Someone else saying, “No, he said it would be more. He said it would be countries, not just a few planes.”

Hassan finds himself gripped by an almost primal terror. He said it would be governments. He said it would be armies. He said the collapse would start within days.

One era in the world becomes another, but people—most of them—don’t see that at the time.

“There will be a logical explanation,” Hassan assures his staffers, to try to calm them. But at the same time he’s thinking, perhaps there will be no logical explanation. Perhaps God is a logical explanation. Perhaps a Koranic dark time is beginning, and this day is the sort that happened in the Bible.

And when the next phone call comes for him, minutes later, his terror rises and crests and hits heart attack level.

“It’s your old friend,” whispers the familiar voice in his ear. “Did you pass along the little story? Did you tell your friends overseas about the cave?”








Three


OCTOBER 30TH. 2 DAYS AFTER OUTBREAK.


By the evening before Halloween, 63 hours after the five air crashes, no new incidents have occurred. Terrorist alert levels remain high but Washingtonians are breathing easier. Planes are flying again. Extra security is in place. The Imam in Pakistan, intelligence experts believe, overstated the threat, as terrorists often do.

A 39-year-old epidemiologist named Dr. Gregory Gillette grills franks and onion burgers for his neighbors lining up in his northwest D.C. driveway.

He’s relaxing after two nervous days of playing war games at the Pentagon, planning responses to germ attack should it ever come, waiting for the wave of terror predicted by Al Jazeera. Arranging for medical supplies, hotel and office evacuations, labs to handle anthrax spores, hospital bed space.

Now Gillette wishes his two best friends would stop arguing about the crashed jets. The argument is valid. But his friends are scaring young kids in the line.

“I’m telling you,” says Les Higuera, “experts checked every plane in the country. Every engine. There was nothing wrong with them. So they were allowed to fly again.”

Les is executive producer of ABC’s new show Newsline. Heavy, dark and excitable, he often learns important news before other residents of the block.

“The government should have kept all planes grounded until divers reach the ones that went down, and someone figures out why,” snaps Bob Cantoni, twenty-nine, former Marine, National Rifle Association lobbyist and political liberal about everything except gun control. He’s the only resident of the block who owns firearms. A Remington shotgun. And a 9mm Sig Sauer. “That nut in Pakistan predicted bigger attacks.”

“You want terrorists to run our lives?”

Greg says softly, “We can talk about this later.”

The annual Marion Street Sunday-night fall block party is in full swing and Gillette is surrounded by people he loves, in a place far from the Georgia trailer park where he was born, the foster homes where he grew up and the detention centers where he spent much of his youth.

Only four miles from the White House, Marion Street is short and leafy, lined with eight small homes. A mini tudor. Gillette’s brick federalist. A couple of converted cottages and townhouses. There’s nothing visibly special about it. He supposes that’s why he loves it. He’s worked so many trouble spots—drought areas, malaria outbreaks, cholera panics—that Marion Street seems like heaven to him.

At the moment, both ends of the block are sealed from traffic by wooden sawhorses. Orange and blue paper lanterns hang from the oaks and pines, and pumpkins lit by candles grin from doorsteps. The “Mexican food line” occupies the Higuera driveway. The “bar” is in the Cantoni driveway. The “dessert table” sits in the driveway belonging to Eleanor Holmes, a D.C. judge, and her husband, Joe, a builder.

Swing era jazz—“In the Mood”—pumps from speakers, softly enough not to bother neighbors on Ingomar Place, but loud enough so people dance in the street. Gillette spots his wife, Marisa—a teacher—jitterbugging with their twelve-year-old adopted son, Paulo, and their fourteen-year-old adopted daughter, Annie. Annie’s pretty good.

I am a lucky man, he thinks.

Les starts in again about the jets. “Why did they all have to go down in deep water? No black boxes to find.”

Temperatures are pleasantly warm for the season. The stars are out, the leaves fringed with gold. Gillette’s a slim man, ex–Georgia Tech on a ROTC scholarship, ex-Georgetown med school. He’s tall and lightly freckled, with a small scar beneath his left eye, suffered when he crashed a stolen motorcycle as a teenager, during a police chase. He has thick black hair and eyes of intense blue—the deadly combination, Marisa likes to say. On the average-looking side, he turns handsome when he smiles, even when wearing an apron. Like now.

Gillette’s life turned around at age sixteen when tuberculosis had hit the detention center in which he’d been residing. The people he’d feared or respected until then—inmates or guards—had been terrified. Only the CDC doctor who showed up—Wilbur Larch—had remained calm.

I want to be like him, the boy had decided, and stayed behind when the healthy boys evacuated, to offer aid. Dr. Larch refused it but began helping the boy after that, arranging summer jobs at CDC, easing entry into college and later med school. Larch had become his mentor.

Now the worry over the crashes starts up again. Judge Holmes says, “All the jets that crashed laid over in Riyadh. Terrorists must have monkeyed with the engines.”

“I understand that the Riyadh airport is closed, and three workers are in custody,” says Chris Van Horne, pastor of St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, who lives three doors down. He’s a small, bald, loud man with hearing aids in both ears.

People on line, kids too, glance at the sky. The moon is full, the night cloudless. Gillette makes out red or green running lights on jets heading toward Reagan Airport.

Bob Cantoni shivers. “Les, your own network keeps broadcasting those last words from the cockpits. ‘Engine one is out. Engine four is out.’ Christ, it could have been us on those planes. Over a thousand passengers.”

“That’s enough,” Gillette says firmly. “Who are you picking to win tomorrow night? ’Skins or Giants?”

“Any team that doesn’t go on strike,” Bob says.

Les snaps, “Why shouldn’t football players be allowed to strike like everyone else, you fascist?”

Arguing as always, the men move off.

Next in line is little nine-year-old Grace Kline, from two doors down. She’s had a crush on Paulo ever since he punched out a bully threatening her at school. Her parents, Neil and Chris, are both lawyers with the Environmental Protection Agency.

“Are you really in the Navy?” she asks Gillette as she holds out her paper plate. “That’s what Mom says.”

“In a way.”

“I thought you’re a doctor.”

“A special kind, honey. See, when people get sick, sometimes even doctors don’t know how to make them better. I try to find the reason. I work for a part of government that’s technically part of the Navy. We hunt germs.”

“Do you wear a uniform?”

“Sometimes.”

“Are you an admiral?”

“A commander.” He laughs.

“Do you have a gun?”

“A microscope. Come over to the house if you want to talk more, and I’ll explain. But there are hungry people behind you. Hot dog or hamburger, Grace?”

“Mommy says everyone on the block is friends because of you. You made us into our own village.”

The kid walks off, munching a mustard-smeared frank, and Gillette pushes his unease over the crashes from his mind. The girl was right about Marion Street being a village. Marionville, as residents call it, lies off Nebraska Avenue near Connecticut Avenue. The nearest fire station is two blocks away, across from the CVS drugstore. The nearest restaurants, shops and gas stations occupy a one-block strip a four-minute stroll from his brick home.

Gillette’s job, in a way, is to keep this place safe.

Marionville’s smaller kids have always walked to the Montessori or public elementary schools behind the fire station. There are three churches close by, a couple of old-age homes, a movie theater, a bookstore, doctor’s offices.

People here help each other, look out for each other, watch each other’s kids.

A few problems, sure, but mostly it’s a comfortable life. The best of America, Washingtonian magazine called the neighborhood. An easy drive to downtown even during rush hour for residents who work in government, including the most highly placed one of all the neighbors.

Gillette.

“Oh, Dr. Gillette. Someone stole my new leaf blower from my garage,” frets Alice Lee, next in line, a retired violinist from the National Symphony and widow and part-time clerk at the Politics & Prose bookstore. “It just stopped running. I went inside to call Sears. When I came out it was gone. Who would steal a leaf blower?”

“Someone from 5110 Connecticut,” Gillette guesses with a sigh, naming the trouble spot of the neighborhood.

Riinggggg, goes the phone inside his kitchen, through his open window. He ignores it. Emergency calls come on the special Pentagon cellular phone, not the landline.

“Do you mind if I ask you a personal question? I don’t usually pry until after three gin and tonics, not just two,” giggles a tipsy blonde who doesn’t even bother to bring a plate. Gail Hansen owns an art gallery on P Street, and comes on to Gillette regularly. She wanders over to the house when he’s in the yard, phones for help if something breaks in her house, offers to cook him and the kids dinner when Marisa visits her parents in Vermont.

“I know you hate to intrude, Gail.”

“I’ve always wondered, why did you adopt children instead of having your own? I mean, with that beautiful wife of yours?”

“When I met Annie in Sudan and Paulo in Brazil, I fell in love,” he says, but the other half of the answer is, We can’t have kids naturally. We’re blessed to have those two.

Burgers and questions. Franks and jokes.

“Is it true what Smithsonian magazine wrote about you in the ‘Microbe Hunter’ story? That you stopped an epidemic at an Air Force base in the Philippines? That you got a presidential citation?”

He remembers a hospital ward filled with dozens of sick men and women; shaking, moaning, disoriented. He thinks, Major Novak and I traced the brucellosis to an infected cafeteria worker, and ended the outbreak with doxycycline.

Any thought of Major Theresa Novak usually makes him uncomfortable, and this one does now.

“I’m just a boring bureaucrat,” he says. Seconded from the Centers for Disease Control to Biological Defense.

The phone in the house doesn’t stop ringing. Perhaps he ought to answer, hand the spatula to someone else…

But then he spots the cop walking toward him. The local police are de facto citizens of Marionville. Officer Danyla is a single mom whom Gillette helped out last summer, getting her son into an experimental treatment program funded by the National Science Foundation for kids with multiple sclerosis.

“We found Paulo’s bike, Greg. Want to meet the suspect? We’ll have to walk, though. Our squad car just broke down. Half the cars at the precinct are out. The Captain thinks someone put sugar in the tanks, but I can’t figure out how vandals got into the lot.”

In the last hours of the ending era, these are the worst problems confronting Gillette.

A stolen bike. A stolen leaf blower. A cop on foot because a car broke down.

 

“I didn’t steal the bike. I found it lying on the road and I went for a ride. I was going to look for the owner.”

Einstein never formulated the notion as a law of physics, but Gillette knows there are certain pockets in the universe where assholes congregate. Five-one-

one-oh Connecticut Avenue—“The Oasis” is its name—looks nice from the outside. It’s prewar, dark weathered stone, with gargoyles on the roof and bricked arches over windows. It seems little different at first glance from the better-kept condos, co-ops and rentals lining the avenue. But Gillette knows that the building is deteriorating. The new landlord has been trying to drive tenants out by doing as little repair work as possible, so he can convert 5110 into condos. There are problems with electricity. Some apartments are empty. The elevators need work. Two fires have broken out in vacant apartments in the last year.

The fate of the building is in court.

Obviously, residents who put up with these conditions are stuck there, like the elderly, or can’t find decent housing elsewhere or stay because the court has frozen rents. Sometimes they’re too depressed to care. Or their tenant records make it difficult to find other housing.

Recently the building’s problems have started to affect the whole neighborhood. First police arrested the Senate aide from Tampa, a 5110 resident who had been sending e-mail bomb threats to the White House. Then there were the two American University coeds who’d been paying for their parties by selling drugs, and attracting clients at all hours. When loud music plays at 3 A.M. in the neighborhood, odds are it’s coming from 5110. When there was a rat problem in July on the streets, health inspectors traced it to poor sanitary conditions in the building’s basement. As 5110’s reputation deteriorates, its residents seem to spiral down.

And now Gillette, Paulo, Annie and Marisa stand in the small courtyard outside 5110, with a couple of uniformed cops and Theodore “Teddie” Dubbs, who is big for fourteen, shrewd, mean and backed up by his dad, Gordon. Gordon runs security at “Three Faiths Charities Warehouse,” near the airport and has “problems with his temper,” various police and employee reports have read over the years, Gillette knows from the cops. Dubbs in fact used to be a cop.

“I saw you carrying a chain cutter, Dubbs,” Paulo tells the bigger boy. Last month the two kids gave each other bloody noses when Teddie tried to rob one of Paulo’s friends after a church basketball game. Paulo is fearless, despite his size.

“You got the chain cutter out of a van,” Paulo says.

“That’s ridiculous,” snaps Gordon Dubbs. “Teddie can’t drive. He’s too young.” Divorced, Gordon’s a broad-shouldered, tawny-haired, handsome ex-detective, wearing a clean white T-shirt beneath red suspenders. In his forties, he’s still bitter over his firing from the police.

“I bet you stole Alice’s leaf blower too,” Paulo says to Teddie, not backing down. “I bet you’re selling things.”

“If Paulo says something, it’s true,” Marisa tells the cops, fists clenched.

Teddie Dubbs turns disdainfully to Marisa, who looks extra gorgeous tonight to Gillette. Her face is flushed, her lean body in tight jeans and a T-shirt, her long legs ending in cute tennis sneakers, her blond hair hanging down to brush her lust-inducing ass.

Teddie smirks. “If he’s your son, how come he’s a different color, Mrs. Gillette? Been screwing around on your husband?”

Gillette takes a step toward the kid and Dubbs senior is suddenly standing there, eager for a fight. The cops separate the men. From the direction of downtown comes the sound of sirens. There must be an accident there, or fire, Gillette thinks.

“Fuck you and your whole family,” Teddie says.

“Don’t curse,” Gordon says, holding back a smile.

“Touch my brother and I’ll bash your head in,” says Annie, who is Teddie’s age and gorgeous. “Come to think of it, he’ll do it himself.”

“He’s not your brother. You’re black and he’s like from Mexico or somewhere yard workers come from.”

“Brazil,” Paulo says, his round face angry. His curly copper hair tangled. His chest starting to come in, and his muscles to elongate. “We chose each other as a family,” he adds, as Gillette proudly hears the words that he and Marisa have taught their children.

Officer Danyla asks Paulo, “Did you see him take your bike, son?”

“Nobody ever sees him. He’s too smart for that.”

There will be no charges filed tonight. The families draw apart. From a sixth-floor window of 5110 comes blaring rock and roll music.

Teddie calls after Paulo, as they walk away, “Just wait, midget. I’ll get my chance.”

The way Dubbs senior eyes Gillette, he seems to be thinking the same thing.

 

“Remember when we worried about my parents catching us making love,” Marisa says, “and not our children?”

The moonlight shafts through the window to fall on the woman in bikini panties straddling Gillette. Hands on his chest. Haunches on thighs. Hair brushing his forehead. Eyes huge and breast tips hard.

Eleven-thirty now, and the house is quiet, the party over, the street clear below Gillette’s second-story master bedroom. The phone messages on the answering machine turned out to be an automated real estate pitch. Gillette dimly hears the drone of a television playing, from elsewhere on Marion Street. His neighbors do not usually stay up this late, so there must be something interesting on.

The pleasure is so great that he’s only vaguely aware of horns sounding from out on Connecticut Avenue. But on Sunday night, the road should be clear.

The last day of October is only thirty minutes away.

“Stop that,” Gillette tells Marisa.

“You mean this?” Marisa says innocently, reaching and cupping his engorged penis in both hands. She taps his shaft gently with oiled fingers. She moves her fingers up and down. The bottle of lotion stands on their night table.

It’s an old game. Whoever comes first, loses. Whoever loses has to cook dinner tomorrow night.

“Yes, that,” he says hoarsely.

“Maybe you’d rather I do this,” she says, reaching up to push aside the bottom of her silk panties. She’s so wet inside that when she lowers herself onto him, he slides right in. He loves the sweet feel of her, the glide of fabric against his skin. He finds her crazy spot on her spine, between her shoulder blades. He runs his nails softly along the spot.

“That’s not fair,” she says.

They start rocking slowly. He takes her right nipple gently between the tips of his teeth.

“I…will…hold out…longer than…you,” she says.

“You’re tough.” He moves faster.

“Keep that up and I’ll start screaming and wake the kids,” she whispers.

He grips her thighs, feels sweat sting his eyes.

“Damn you,” she says. “I won’t ask Neil Kline for Redskins tickets if you don’t slow down.”

The window is open, the night still warm. Last time Gillette checked, a half hour ago, Paulo was sprawled on his bed two doors down, beneath a Lance Armstrong poster and beside the desk where he’d printed out his science class report on the Irish Potato Famine of the 1840s.

“Are you really twelve years old, or a doctoral student?” Gillette had asked the boy yesterday, scanning draft two with pride.

“Look at these old drawings, Dad. A million people starved because a microbe wiped out their only crop. I want to be like you when I grow up, and hunt bad germs.”

Ah. Paulo. The kid’s real father had died of malaria.

Annie is asleep too, in the corner bedroom, beneath a blown-up photo of herself—an actual ad currently running in the Metro—showing her feeding a baby cheetah by bottle at the National Zoo. A Friends of the Zoo volunteer, she’s recently been allowed to help care for the new cubs.

Ah. Annie.

Annie is shooting up, growing tall, like a Dinka. She’s as thin as a model. Gillette had first seen her in a southern Sudan feeding camp, as a baby, when he was combating a cholera outbreak. Her mother was dying. The baby’s weight/height ratio had come in at numbers that meant the eighteen-month-old would not be fed.

My kids.

Even now, making love, he knows that Marisa, like him, is never far away in her head from those sleeping kids down the hall. Probably every parent in the world has been worrying more about their kids lately. A plane crashes halfway across the world and your first thought is, I wonder where the kids are. A half-crazed religious fanatic ten time zones away predicts disaster, and you can’t stop thinking about your kids.

Thunk.

“What was that?” Marisa says, slowing, looking up at the ceiling.

“Raccoon on the roof again,” he says.

Thunk…

He pulls her close but the bed suddenly slides four feet sideways. The mirror shatters over the chest of drawers. The windows blow in and the house rumbles. Annie the war orphan starts screaming down the hall.

“What is ittttt?”

The air seems to be sucked from the room and the walls actually bend and contract with the force of the second explosion. The night goes orange outside. He hears a rumble dying away, a branch breaking off beside the house.

The bed has been thrown against the night table.

Gillette’s up, running for the kids…

Paulo stands in the hallway, hands stiffly at his side, eyes huge, looking like a four-year-old.

“A man fell out of the sky, Dad.”

Annie grips him and screams. She’d been only an infant when the militia rode down her father in Sudan, but Gillette has always thought the memory is there. Even the sound of gunfire on TV has always unnerved her.

“A hand fell on my windowsill.”

The family holds on to each other, making sure they’re all right. And then he’s pulling on his shorts and sneakers and, shirtless, heading downstairs at a run. He leaves the door open behind him. Flames are visible beyond Bob Cantoni’s roof, coming from Ingomar Place. In the middle of Marion Street, Gillette sees a smoking airline chair toppled sideways, with a charred body in it, still wearing a seatbelt.

He can’t tell if the body is a man or a woman.

Car alarms blare. Windows have been shattered in homes and autos. Neighbors stumble from houses in bathrobes, a few people bleeding lightly from flying glass, all of them terrified. But they’re moving. They’re all right.

“Christ, what was that?”

“A bomb?”

Gillette cuts through Bob’s backyard to reach Ingomar and the fire, seeing where the jet tail had crashed into what had been a small brick home. Gillette shields his eyes, fighting off heat, trying to get through the front door past the collapsed portico. He does not know the owner of this house. In the living room he spots a limp hand protruding from the fallen-in ceiling, and the child’s toy dump truck at the foot of the stairs. He hears sirens closing as he’s driven from the building by smoke.

Two other houses are on fire.

“Bob! Les! Help me!”

Marionville’s men and women are responding now. Judge Holmes runs for blankets. Annie calls 911 on her cell phone. Les Higuera props an injured man against a tree, wiping blood off his face.

“My wife! Help!”

By the time the cops arrive Gillette is going body to body among the injured lying on lawns. He’s directing firemen and neighbors. Doing triage. Just like in an epidemic. Ignore the dead. Tend to the injured. Figure out who is fatally wounded and who might be saved.

“Mommy!” a little boy screams, thrashing on a lawn as Alice Lee tries to hold and soothe him. “I can’t seeeee!”

Gillette checks pulses and asks the same questions he asks in epidemics.

“Do you know your name? Does this hurt? Can you tell me what day it is?”

Hours seem to pass but he knows that probably it’s only minutes. He leans back on his heels after doing mouth-to-mouth. Marisa is holding out his open cell phone.

“For you, Greg.”

It’s his encrypted Pentagon unit, and when he answers, sure enough, the voice on the other end identifies itself as belonging to tonight’s duty officer at Emergency Response. He should stay where he is, the voice tells him. Officers are on the way to take him to the Pentagon.

“Is there an outbreak too? Not just crashes?”

“The officers will answer your questions.”

“Are aircrews getting sick? Is that causing the crashes?”

“Sick, sir?” The duty officer seems confused. He lets out a deep breath. The man’s voice is scared.

“How many planes went down this time?” Gillette says.

The duty officer sounds southern, not deep south, not a long drawl. Maybe Virginia. Or Maryland.

“Haven’t you been watching TV, sir? It’s spreading. Europe five hours ago. Then New York.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s not just planes, sir,” the duty officer tells him. “The machines are stopping. All over the world.”
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