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SHEVA +12

“Americasacrue country. Theresawholelot of people would just as soon ssomp you like an ant.
Listen to talk radio. Plenty of dummies, damned few ventriloquists.”

“Therésawolf snarl behind the picnics and Boy Scout badges.”
“They want to kill our kids. Lord help usdl.”
—Anonymous Postings, ALT.NEWCHILD.FAM

“Citing ‘ severe threats to national security,” Emergency Action thisweek has requested of the U.S.
Justice Department the authority to hack and shut down SHEV A parent Web sites and even e-journas
and newspapers guilty of spreading inaccurate information—' lies—against EMAC and the U.S.
government. Some parent advocacy groups complain thisis adready the norm. Mid-level Justice
Department officials have passed the request ong to the office of the attorney genera for further legal
review, according to sources who wish to remain anonymous.

“Some legal experts say that even legitimate newspaper sites could be hacked or shut down without
warning should gpprova be granted, and the granting of such approvd islikely in itsalf to be kept secret.”

—SeattleTimes-Pl Online

“God had nothing to do with making these children. | don't care what you think about creationism or
evolution, we're on our own now.”

—Owen Withey, Creation Science News



SPOTSYLVANIA COUNTY, VIRGINIA

M orning lay dark and quiet around the house. Mitch Rafel son stood with coffee cup in hand on the back
porch, dopey from just three hours of deep. Stars still pierced the sky. A few persistent moths and bugs
buzzed around the porch light. Raccoons had been at the garbage can in back, but had left, whickering
and scuffling, hours ago, discouraged by lengths of chain.

Theworld felt empty and new.

Mitch put his cup in the kitchen sink and returned to the bedroom. Kaye lay in bed, till adeep. He
adjusted histiein the mirror above the dresser. Ties never looked right on him. He grimaced at the way
his suit hung on hiswide shoulders, the gap around the collar of hiswhite shirt, the length of deevevisble
beyond the cuff of his coat.

There had been arow the night before. Mitch and Kaye and Stella, their daughter, had sat up until two
inthe morning in the small bedroom trying to talk it through. Stellawas feding isolated. She wanted,
needed to be with young people like her. It was areasonable position, but they had no choice.

Not thefirgt time, and likely not the last. Kaye always approached these events with studied calm, in
contrast to Mitch's evasion and excuses. Of course they were excuses. He had no answersto Stellas
guestions, no real response to her arguments. They both knew she ultimately needed to be with her own
kind, to find her own way.

Findly, too much, Stella had stomped off and dammed the door to her room. Kaye had started crying.
Mitch had held her in bed and she had gradualy dipped into twitching deep, leaving him garing at the
darkened ceiling, tracking the play of lights from atruck grumbling down the country road outsde,
wondering, asaways, if the truck would come up their drive, come for their daughter, cometo clam
bounty or worse.

He hated the way helooked in what Kaye caled his Mr. Smith duds—asinMr. Smith Goesto
Washington . Helifted one hand and rotated it, studying the palm, the long, strong fingers, wedding ring
—though he and Kaye had never gotten alicense. It was the hand of ahick.

He hated to drive into the capitd, through al the checkpoints, using his congressiona gppointment pass.
Sowly moving past dl the army trucksfull of soldiers, deployed to stop yet another desperate parent
from setting off another suicide bomb. There had been three such blasts since spring.

And now, Riversde, Cdifornia

Mitch walked to the left side of the bed. “Good morning, love,” he whispered. He stood for a moment,
watching hiswoman, hiswife. His eyes moved dong the deeve of her pgamatop, absorbing every
wrinklein therayon, every silken play of pre-dawn light, down to dim hands, curled fingers, nails bitten
to the quick.

He bent to kiss her cheek and pulled the covers over her arm. Her eyes fluttered open. She brushed the
back of his head with her fingers. “ Gluck,” she said.

“Back by four,” hesaid.

“Loveyou.” Kaye pushed into the pillow with asigh.



Next stop was Stella'sroom. He never |eft the house without making the rounds, filling hiseyesand
memory with pictures of wife and daughter and house, asif, should they al be taken away, should this
be the last time, he could replay the moment. Fat good it would do.

Stella's room was anest jumble of preoccupations and busynessin lieu of having friends. She had pinned
afarewd| photo of their disreputable orange tabby on thewall over her bed. Tiny stuffed animas spilled
from her cedar chest, beady eyes mysterious in the shadows. Old paperback books filled asmall case
made of pine boardsthat Mitch and Stella had hammered together last winter. Stella enjoyed working
with her father, but Mitch had noticed the distance growing between them for a couple of years now.

Stellalay on her back in abed that had been too short for over ayear. At eleven, shewasadmost astal
as Kaye and beautiful in her dender, round-faced way, skin pae copper and tawny gold in the glow of
the night-light, hair dark brown with reddish tints, same texture as Kaye's and not much longer.

Their family had become atriangle, till strong, but with the three sides stretching each month. Neither
Mitch nor Kaye could give Stellawhat she redlly needed.

And each other?

Helooked up to see the orange line of sunrise through the filmy white curtains of Stellaswindow. Last
night, cheeks freckling with anger, Stella had demanded to know when they would let her out of the
house on her own, without makeup, to be with kids her own age. Her kind of kids. It had been two
yearssince her last “play date.”

Kaye had done wonders with home teaching, but as Stella had pointed out last night, over and over
again, withrisng emotion,” | am not like you!” For thefirgt time, Stellahad formaly proclamed:” | am
not human!”

But of course shewas. Only fools thought otherwise. Fools, and mongters, and their daughter.

Mitch kissed Stella on the forehead. Her skin was warm. She did not wake up. Stellaas she dept
smelled like her dreams, and now she smelled the way tearstaste, tang of salt and sadness.

“Got to go,” he murmured. Stellas cheeks produced waves of golden freckles. Mitch smiled.

Even adeep, his daughter could say good-bye.
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Center for Ancient Viral Studies, United States Army Medical Resear ch I nstitute of Infectious
Diseases: USAMRIID

FORT DETRICK, MARYLAND

“People died, Christopher,” Marian Freedman said. “Ian't that enough to make us cautious, even alittle
crazy?’

Christopher Dicken walked beside her, tilting on his game leg, staring down the concrete corridor to the
steel door at the end. His National Cancer Ingtitute ID badge still poked from his jacket pocket. He
clutched alarge bouquet of roses and lilies. The two had been engaged in debate from the front desk
through four security checkpoints.

“Nobody's diagnosed a case of Shiver for adecade,” he said. “ And nobody ever got sick from the
children. Isolating themis politics, not biology.”



Marian took his day pass and ran it through the scanner. The steel door opened to a horizontal spread of
sunglass-green access tubes, suspended like a hamster maze over atwo-acre basin of raw gray
concrete. She held out her hand, letting him go first. “Y ou know about Shiver firsthand.”

“It went away in acouple of weeks,” Dicken said.
“It lasted five weeks, and it damned near killed you. Don't bullshitme with your virus hunter bravado.”

Dicken stepped dowly onto the catwalk, having difficulty judging depth with just one eye, and that
covered by athick lens. “The man beat hiswife, Marian. She was sick with atough pregnancy. Stress
and pan.”

“Right,” Marian said. “Wadll, that certainly wasn't true with Mrs. Rhine, wasit?’
“Different problem,” Dicken admitted.

Freedman smiled with little humor. She sometimes reveaed biting wit, but did not seem to understand
the concept of humor. Duty, hard work, discovery, and dignity filled thetight circle of her life. Marian
Freedman was a devout feminist and had never married, and she was one of the best and most
dedicated scientists Dicken had ever met.

Together, they marched north on the dluminum catwalk. She adjusted her pace to match his. Tall sted
cylinderswaited at the ends of the access tubes, shaft housingsfor elevators to the chambers benesth the
seamless concrete dab. The cylinderswore big square “hats,” high-temperature gas-fired ovensthat
would gerilize any air escaping from the facilities below.

“We cometo the house that Augustine built. How isMark, anyway?’
“Not happy, last timel saw him,” Dicken said.

“Why am | not surprised? Of course, | should be charitable. Mark moved me up from studying chimps
to sudying Mrs. Rhine.”

Twelve years before, Freedman had headed a primate [ab in Batimore, during the early days when the
Centersfor Disease Control had launched the task force investigating Herod's plague. Mark Augustine,
then director of the CDC and Dicken's boss, had hoped to secure extra funding from Congress during a
fiscal dry spdll. Herod's, thought to have caused thousands of hideoudy malformed miscarriages, had
seemed like aterrific goad.

Herod's had quickly been traced to the transfer of one of thousands of Human Endogenous Retroviruses
—HERV—carried by al people within their DNA. The ancient virus, newly liberated, mutated and
infectious, had been promptly renamed SHEV A, for Scattered Human Endogenous Vird Activation.

In those days, viruses had been assumed to be nothing more than selfish agents of disease.
“ She's been looking forward to seeing you,” Freedman said. “How long since your last visit?’
“Six months,” Dicken said.

“My favorite pilgrim, paying his respectsto our vird Lourdes,” Freedman said. “Wdll, shesawonder,
al right. And something of asaint, poor dear.”

Freedman and Dicken passed junctions with tubes branching southwest, northeast, and northwest to
other shafts. Outside, the summer morning was warming rapidly. The sun hung just above the horizon, a



subdued greenish ball. Cool air pulsed around them with a breathy moan.

They cameto the end of the main tube. An engraved Formica placard to the right of the elevator door
read, “MRS. CARLA RHINE.” Freedman punched the single white button. Dicken's ears popped as
the door closed behind them.

SHEVA had turned out to be much more than adisease. Shed only by malesin committed relationships,
the activated retrovirus served as a genetic messenger, ferrying complicated ingtructionsfor anew kind
of birth. SHEV A infected recently fertilized human eggs—in a sense, hijacked them. The Herod's
miscarriages were fird-stage embryos, called “interim daughters,” not much more than speciaized
ovaries devoted to producing anew set of precisaly mutated zygotes.

Without additiona sexud activity, the second-stage zygotes implanted and covered themsdveswith a
thin, protective membrane. They survived the abortion of the first embryo and started a new pregnancy.

To some, thishad looked like akind of virgin birth.

Most of the second-stage embryos had gone to term. Worldwide, in two waves separated by four
years, three million new children had been born. More than two and ahaf million of the infants had
survived. Therewas still controversy over exactly who and what they were—a diseased mutation, a
subspecies, or acompletely new species.

Mos smply cdled them virus children.

“Carlds dtill cranking them out,” Freedman said as the elevator reached the bottom. * She's shed seven
hundred new virusesin the last four months. About athird are infectious, negative-strand RNA viruses,
potentidly red bastards. Fifty-two of them kill pigs within hours. Ninety-one are dmost certainly lethd to
humans. Another ten can probably kill both pigs and humans.” Freedman glanced over her shoulder to
see hisreaction.

“I know,” Dicken said dryly. He rubbed his hip. Hisleg bothered him when he stood for more than
fifteen minutes. The same White House explosion that had taken hiseye, twelve years ago, had left him
partidly disabled. Three rounds of surgery had alowed him to put aside the crutches but not the pain.

“Still intheloop, even at NCI?" Freedman asked.

“Tryingto be” hesaid.

“Thank God there are only four like her.”

“She'sour fault,” he said, and paused to reach down and massage his calf.

“Maybe, but Mother Natures fill abitch,” Freedman said, watching him with her hands on her hips.

A small airlock at the end of the concrete corridor cycled them through to the main floor. They were
now fifty feet below ground. A guard in acrigp green uniform inspected their passes and permission
papers and compared them with the duty and guest roster at her workstation.

“Pleaseidentify,” shetold them. Both placed their eyesin front of scanners and smultaneoudy pressed
their thumbs onto sengtive plates. A female orderly in hospital greens escorted them to the cleanup area.

Mrs. Rhine was housed in one of ten underground residences, four of them currently occupied. The
residences formed the center of the most redundantly secure research facility on Earth. Though Dicken
and Freedman would never come any closer than seeing her through afour-inch-thick acrylic window,



they would have to go through awhole-body scrub before and after the interview. Before entering the
viewing areaand staging lab, cdled the inner station, they would put on specia hooded undergarments
impregnated with dow-release antiviras, zip up in plagtic isolation suits, and attach themsalvesto positive
pressure umbilical hoses.

Mrs. Rhine and her companions at the center never saw real human beings unless they were dressed to
resemble Macy's parade balloons.

On leaving, they would stand under adisinfectant shower, then strip down and shower again, scrubbing
every orifice. The suitswould be soaked and sterilized overnight, and the undergarments would be
incinerated.

The four women interned at the fecility ate well and exercised regularly. Their quarters—each roughly
the size of atwo-bedroom apartment—were maintained by automated servants. They had their hobbies
—NMrs. Rhinewas a great one for hobbies—and access to awide selection of books, magazines, TV
shows, and movies.

Of course, the women were becoming more and more eccentric.
“Any tumors?’ Dicken asked.

“Officid question?’ Freedman asked.

“Persond,” Dicken said.

“No,” Freedman said. “But it's only ameatter of time.”

Dicken handed the flowersto the orderly. “ Don't boil them,” he said.

“I'll process them mysdlf,” the orderly promised with asmile. “ Shell get them before you're done here.”
She passed them two sealed white paper bags containing their undergarments and showed them the way
to the scrub gtdls, then to the tall cabinetsthat held the isolation suits, as glossy and green asdill pickles.

Christopher Dicken was legendary even at Fort Detrick. He had tracked Mrs. Rhineto amotel in Bend,
Oregon, where she had fled after the death of her husband and daughter. He had talked her into opening
the door to the small, spare room, and had spent twenty minutes with her, unprotected, while Emergency
Action vans gathered in the parking lot.

He had done al this, despite having aready contracted Shiver from awoman in Mexico the year before.
That woman, aplump femaein her forties, seven months pregnant, had been severely beaten by her
husband. A smdl, stupid, jackd-like man with along crimind record, he had kept her done and without
medical help in asmal room at the back of a shabby apartment for three months. Her baby had been
born dead.

Something in the woman had produced a defensive vira response, enhanced by SHEV A, and her
hushand had suffered the consequences. In his darkest early morning vigils of pacing, tending phantom
twitches and painsin hisleg, aone and wide awake, Dicken had often thought of the husband's death as
naturd justice, and his own exposure and subsequent illness as accidenta blow-by—an occupationd
hazard.

Mrs. Rhin€e's case was different. Her problems had been caused by an interplay of human and natural
forces no one could have possibly predicted.

In the late nineties, she had suffered from end-stage rend disease and had been the recipient of an



experimental xenotrangplant—a pig kidney. The transplant had worked. Three years|ater, Mrs. Rhine
had contracted SHEV A from her husband. This had stimulated an enthusiastic release of PERV —
Porcine Endogenous Retrovirus—from the pig cdlls. Before Mrs. Rhine had been diagnosed and
isolated at Fort Detrick, her pig and human retroviruses had shuffled genes—recombined—uwith latent
herpes smplex virus and had begun to express, with diabolica credtivity, a Pandoras box of
long-dormant diseases, and many new ones.

Ancient viral tool kits,Mark Augustine had called them, with true prescience.

Mrs. Rhine's hushand, newborn daughter, and seven relatives and friends had been infected by the first
of her recombined viruses. They had al died within hours.

Of forty-oneindividua s who had recelved pig tissue trangplantsin the United States, and had
subsequently been exposed to SHEV A, the women at the center were the only survivors. Perversdly,
they were immune to the viruses they produced. Isolated as they were, the four women never caught
coldsor flu. That made them extraordinary subjects for research—deadly but invalugble.

Mrs. Rhinewas avirus hunter's dream, and whenever Dicken did dream about her, he awokein a cold
Swedt.

He had never told anyone that his approach to Mrs. Rhinein that motel room in Bend had had lessto do
with courage than with arecklessindifference. Back then, he smply had not cared whether he lived or
died. Hisentire world had been turned upside down, and everything he thought he knew had been
subjected to aharsh and unmerciful glare,

Mrs. Rhine was specid to him because they had both been through hell.

“Suit up,” Freedman said. They took off their clothesin separate stals and hung them in lockers. Small
video screens mounted beside the multiple shower heads in each stall reminded them where and how to
scrub.

Freedman hel ped Dicken pull his undergarment over his stiff leg. Together, they tugged on thick plastic
gloves, then dipped their handsinto the mitts of the pickle-green suits. Thisleft them with al the manua
dexterity of fur seals. Fingerless suits were tougher, more secure, and cheaper, and nobody expected
vigtorsto theinner station to do delicate lab work. Small plastic hooks on the thumb side of each glove
alowed them to pull up the other's rear zipper, then strip away aplastic cover ontheinner side of a
sticky seam. A specid pinching tool pressed the seam over the zipper.

Thistook twenty minutes.

They walked through a second set of showers, then through another airlock. Confined within the dmost
airlesshood, Dicken felt perspiration bead hisface and dide down his underarms. Beyond the second
arlock, each hooked the other to their umbilica s—the familiar plastic hoses suspended on clanking stedl
hooks from an overhead track.

Their suits plumped with pressure. Theflow of fresh cool air revived him.

The last time, at the end of hisvist, Dicken had emerged from his suit with anosebleed. Freedman had
saved him from weeks of quarantine by diagnosing and stanching the bleeding hersdlf.

“You're good for theinner,” the orderly told them through a bulkhead speaker.

The last hatch did open with asilky whisper. Dicken walked ahead of Freedman into the inner station. In
sync, they turned to the right and waited for the sted window blindsto ratchet up.



The few incidents of Shiver had started at least ahundred crash coursesin medical and weapons-related
research. If abused women, and women given xenotransplants, could al by themsalves design and
express thousands of killer plagues, what could a generation of virus children do?

Dicken clenched hisjaw, wondering how much Carla Rhine had changed in sxth months.

Something of a saint, poor dear.

Office of Special Reconnaissance
LEESBURG, VIRGINIA

M ark Augustine walked with a cane down along underground tunnel, following amuscular red-headed
woman in her |ate thirties. Big steam pipes lined the tunnel on both Sdesand theair in the tunnel was
warm. Conduits of fiber optic cables and wires were bundled and cradled in long sted! trays dung from
the concrete celling, and away from the pipes.

The woman wore adark green silk suit with ared scarf and running shoes, gray with outdoor use.
Augustine's hard-soled Oxfords scuffed and tapped as he trailed severa steps behind, swesating. The
woman showed no consideration for his dower pace.

“Why am | here, Rachd?’ he asked. “I'm tired. I've been traveling. Thereswork to do.”

“Something's developing, Mark. I'm sureyou'l loveit,” Browning called back over her shoulder. “Weve
findly located along-lost colleague.”

“Who?’
“KayeLang,” Browning replied.

Augustine grimaced. He sometimes pictured himsdf asatoothless old tiger in agovernment filled with
vipers. He was periloudly close to becoming afigurehead, or worse, aclown over adrop tank. Hisonly
remaining survival tactic was a passve appearance of being outpaced by young and vicious career
bureaucrats attracted to Washington by the smell of incipient tyranny.

The cane helped. He had broken hisleg in afdl in the shower last year. If they thought he was weak and
stupid, that gave him an advantage.

The maximum depth of Washington's soulless vacancy was the proud persond record of Rachel
Browning. A specidist in law enforcement data management, married to atelecom executivein
Connecticut whom she rarely saw, Browning had begun as Augustine's assistant in EMA C—Emergency
Action—seaven years ago, had moved into foreign corporate interdiction at the National Security Agency
and had findly jumped aide again to head the intelligence and enforcement branch of EMAC. She had
started the Specid Reconnai ssance Office—SRO—which specidized in tracking dissdentsand
subversives and infiltrating radica parent groups. SRO shared its satdllites and other equipment with the
Nationa Reconnaissance Office.

Once upon atime, in adifferent lifetime, Browning had been very useful to him.

“Kaye Lang Rafelson is not someoneyou just lure and bust,” Augustine said. “Her daughter isnot just
another notch on the handle of our butterfly net. We haveto be very careful with dl of them.”



Browning rolled her eyes. “ She'snot off limits according to any directive I've received. | certainly do not
regard her as a sacred cow. It's been seven years since she was on Oprah.”

“If you ever fed the need to learn political science, much less public relations, | know of some excellent
undergraduate courses at City College,” Augustine said.

Browning smiled her patent |eather smile once again, bulletproof, certainly proof against atoothlesstiger.

They arrived at the elevator together. The door opened. A Marine with aholstered nine millimeter
greeted them with hard gray eyes.

Two minutes later, they sood in asmal private office. Four plasmadisplayslike a Japanese screen rose
on sted stands beyond the central desk. The walls were bare and beige, insulated with close-packed,
sound-absorbing foam panels.

Augustine hated enclosed spaces. He had come to hate everything he had accomplished in the last
eleven years. Hisentire life was an enclosed space.

Browning took the only seat and laid her hands over akeyboard and trackball. Her fingers danced over
the keyboard, and she pamed the trackball, sucking on her teeth as she watched the monitor. “They're
living about a hundred miles south of here,” she murmured, focusing on her task.

“I' know,” Augustine said. “ Spotsylvania County.”

Shelooked up, startled, then cocked her head to one side. “ How long have you known?”
“A year and ahdf,” Augustine said.

“Why not just take them? Soft heart, or soft brain?’

Augustine dismissed that with ablink revealing neither opinion nor passion. He fdt hisface tighten. Soon
his cheeks would begin to hurt like hdll, aresidua effect from the blast in the basement of the White
House, the bomb that had killed the president, nearly killed Augustine, and taken the eye of Christopher
Dicken. “1 don't see anything.”

“The network is till assembling,” Browning said. “ Takesafew minutes. Little Bird istaking to Deep
Eye”

“Lovely toys,” he commented.

“They wereyour idea.”

“I'vejust come back from Riverside, Rachdl.”
“Oh. How wasit?’

“Awful beyond belief.”

“No doubt.” Browning removed a Kleenex from her small black purse and delicately blew her nose, one
nostril at atime. Y ou sound like someone who wantsto be relieved of command.”

“Youll bethefirg to know, I'm sure,” Augustine said.

Rachel pointed to the monitor, snapped her fingers, and like magic, a picture formed. “Deep Eye,” she
said, and they looked down upon asmall patch of Virginia countryside flocked with thick green trees



and pierced by awinding, two-lane road. Deep Eye'slens zoomed in to show the roof of ahouse, a
driveway with asingle small truck, alarge backyard surrounded by tall oaks.

“And. .. heresLittle Bird,” Browning's voice turned husky with an dmost erotic gpprovd.

The view switched to that of adrone swooping up beside the house like adragonfly. It hovered near a
small frame window, then adjusted exposure in the morning brightnessto reved the head and shoulders
of ayoung girl, rubbing her face with awashcloth.

“Recognize her?” Browning asked.

“Thelast picture we haveisfrom four years ago,” Augustine said.
“That must be from an inexcusable lack of trying.”

“Youreright,” Augustine admitted.

Thegirl left the bathroom and vanished from view. Little Bird rose to hover at an dtitude of fifty feet and
waited for ingtructions from the unseen pilot, probably in the back of aremoter truck afew milesfrom
the house.

“I think that's Stella Nova Rafelson,” Browning mused, tapping her lower lip with along red fingernail.
“Congratulations. Y ou're avoyeur,” Augustine said.
“| prefer ‘ paparazzo.’”

The view on the screen veered and dropped to take in adender female figure stepping off the front
porch and onto the scattered gravel walkway. She was carrying something small and square in one hand.

“Definitdy our girl,” Browning said. “Tdl for her age, isn't she?’

Stdlawaked with rigid determination toward the gate in the wire fence. Little Eye dropped and
magnified to athree-quarter view. The resolution was remarkable. The girl paused at the gate, swung it
halfway open, then glanced over her shoulder with afrown and aflash of freckles.

Dark freckles, Augustine thought. She's nervous.

“What is she up to?" Browning asked. “Looks like she's going for awalk. And not to school, I'm
thinking.”

Augustine watched the girl amble along the dirt path beside the old asphat road, out in the country, asif
taking amorning stroll.

“Thingsare moving kind of fast,” Browning said. “We don't have anyone on site. | don't want to losethe
opportunity, so I've derted astringer.”

“Y ou mean abounty hunter. That's not wise.”
Browning did not react.

“I do not want this, Rachd,” Augugtine said. “It'sthe wrong time for thiskind of publicity, and certainly
for thesetactics”

“It'snot your choice, Mark,” Browning said. “1've been told to bring her in, and her parents as well.”



“By whom?” Augustine knew that his authority had been diding of late, perhgps dragticaly since
Riversgde. But he had never imagined that Riverside would lead to an even more severe crackdown.

“It'sasort of test,” Browning said.

The secretary of Hedlth and Human Services shared authority over EMAC with the president. Forces
within EMAC wanted to change that and remove HHS from the loop entirely, consolidating their power.
Augustine had tried the same thing himself, years ago, in adifferent job.

Browning took control from the remoter truck and sent Little Bird down the road, buzzing quietly a
discreet distance behind StellaNova Rafelson. “ Don't you think Kaye Lang should have kept her
maiden name when she married?’

“They never married,” Augudtine said.
“Well, well. Thelittle bastard.”
“Fuck you, Rachd,” Augugtine sad.

Browning looked up. Her face hardened. “And fuckyou , Mark, for making me do your job.”

4
MARYLAND

M rs. Rhine stood in her living room, peering through the thick acrylic pane asif searching for the ghosts
of another life. In her late thirties, she was of medium height, with stocky arms and legs but athin torso,
chin strong and pointed. She wore abright yellow dress and awhite blouse with a patchwork vest she
had made hersdlf. What they could see of her face between gauze bandages was red and puffy, and her
|eft eye had swollen shut.

Her arms and legs were completely covered in Ace bandages. Mrs. Rhine's body wastrying to eliminate
trillions of new virusesthat could craftily claim they were part of herself , from her genome; but the
viruses were not making her sick. Her own immune response was the principle cause of her torment.

Someone, Dicken could not remember who, had likened autoimmune disease to having oné's body run
by House Republicans. A few yearsin Washington had eerily reinforced the gptness of this comparison.

“Christopher?” Mrs. Rhine caled out hoarsdly.
Thelightsin theinner station switched on with aclick.
“It'sme,” Dicken answered, hisvoice shbilant within the hood.

Mrs. Rhine decoroudy sidestepped and curtsied, her dress swishing. Dicken saw that she had placed his
flowersin alarge blue vase, the same vase she had used the last time. “They're beautiful,” she said.
“Whiteroses. My favorites. They gill have some scent. Areyou well?’

“I an. And you?’

“Itching ismy life, Christopher,” she said. “I'm readingJane Eyre. | think, when they come here to make
the movie, down here deep in the Earth, asthey will, don't you know, that | will play Mr. Rochester's
first wife, poor thing.” Despite the swelling and the bandages, Mrs. Rhine's smile was dazzling. “Would

you cal it typecasting?’



“Y ou're more the mousy, inherently lovely type who savesthe rugged, haf-crazed mae from his darker
sf. Youre Jane”

She pulled up afolding chair and sat. Her living room was norma enough, with anormal decor—

couches, chairs, pictures on the walls, but no carpeting. Mrs. Rhine was alowed to make her own throw
rugs. She aso knitted and worked on aloom in another room, away from the windows. She was said to
have woven afairy-tae tapestry involving her husband and infant daughter, but she had never shown it to

anyone.
“How long can you stay?’ Mrs. Rhine asked.

“Aslong asyoull put up with me,” Dicken said.
“About an hour,” Marian Freedman said.

“They gave me some very nicetea,” Mrs. Rhine said, her voicelosng strength as she looked down at
thefloor. “I1t seemsto help with my skin. Pity you can't shareit with me.”

“Did you get my package of DVDs?’ Dicken asked.

“I did. I lovedSuddenly, Last Summer ,” Mrs. Rhine said, voice risng again. “ Katharine Hepburn plays
mad sowdl.”

Freedman gave him adirty look through their hoods. “ Are we on atheme here?’
“Hush, Marian,” Mrs. Rhinesad. “I'm fine.”
“I know you are, Carla. Y oure more sanethan | am.”

“That iscertainly true,” Mrs. Rhine said. “But then | don't have to worry aboutme , do |? Honestly,
Marian's been good to me. | wish | had known her before. Actudly, | wish shed let mefix her hair.”

Freedman lifted an eyebrow, leaning in toward the window so Mrs. Rhine could see her expression.
“Ha ha” shesad.

“They redlly aren't treating me too badly, and I'm passing al my psychologicd profiles” Mrs. Rhine's
face dropped some of the overwrought, efin look it assumed when she engaged in thiskind of banter.
“Enough about me. How are thechildren doing, Christopher?’

Dicken detected the dightest hitch in her voice.
“They're doing okay,” Dicken said.

Her tone became brittle. “ The ones who would have gone to school with my daughter, had she lived.
Arethey Hill kept in camps?’

“Mogtly. Some are hiding out.”

“What about Kaye Lang?’ Mrs. Rhine asked. “1'm especidly interested in her and her daughter. | read
about them in the magazines. | saw her on the Katie Janeway show. Is she il raising her daughter
without the government's hel p?’

“Asfar as| know,” Dicken said. “We haven't kept in touch. She'skind of gone underground.”

“Y ou were good friends, | read in the magazines.”



“Wewere.”
“Y ou shouldn't lose touch with your friends” Mrs. Rhine said.

“| agree,” Dicken said. Freedman listened patiently. She understood Mrs. Rhine with more than clinical
thoroughness, and she dso understood the two feminine poles of Christopher Dicken's busy but lonely
life: Mrs. Rhine, and Kaye Lang, who had first pinpointed and predicted the emergence of SHEVA.
Both had touched him deeply.

“Any news on what they're doing insde me, dl those viruses?’
“Wehavealot tolearn,” Dicken said.

“Y ou said some of the viruses carry messages. Are they whispering insde me? My pig viruses. . . are

they dill carrying pig messages?’
“I don't know, Carla.”

Mrs. Rhine held out her dress and dropped down in her overstuffed chair, then brushed back her hair
with one hand. “ Please, Christopher. | killed my family. Understanding what happened isthe onething |
need inthislife. Tell me, even thelittle stuff, your guesses, your dreams. . . anything.”

Freedman nodded. “ Good or bad, wetell her all we know,” she said. “It'sthe least she deserves.”

In ahdting voice, Dicken began to outline what had been learned since hislast visit. The science was
sharper, progress had been made. He left out the weapons research aspect and focused on the new
children.

They were remarkable and in their own way, remarkably beautiful. And that made them a specia
problem to those they had been designed to replace.

5
SPOTSYLVANIA, VIRGINIA

“I hear you smell asgood asadog,” the young man in the patched denim jacket said to atal, dender girl
with speckled cheeks. He reverently set a six-pack of Millers on the Formica countertop and dapped
down atwenty-dollar bill. “Luckies,” hetold the minimart clerk.

“Shedoesn't smdlgood as adog,” the second mae said with adull smile. “ She smdlsworse.”

“Youguyscut it out,” the clerk warned, putting away the bill and getting his cigarettes. Shewasrail thin
with pae skin and tormented blonde hair. A haze of stale cigarettes hung around her coffee-gpotted
uniform.

“Werrejust taking,” the first male said. He wore his hair in ashort ponytail tied with ared rubber band.
His companion was younger, taler and stooped, long brown hair topped by abaseball cap.

“I'mwarning you, no trouble!” the clerk said, her voice as rough as an old road. “Honey, you ignore
him, he'sjust fooling.”

Stella pocketed her change and picked up her bottle of Gatorade. She was wearing shorts and ablue
tank top and tennis shoes and no makeup. She gave the two men a silent sniff. Her nostrils dimpled.
They werein their mid-twenties, paunchy, with fleshy faces and rough hands. Ther jeanswere stained



by fresh paint and they smelled sour and gamy, like unhappy puppies.

They weren't making much money and they weren't very smart. More desperate than some, and quick
to sugpicion and anger.

“She doesn't lookinfeckshus ,” the second male said.

“I meanit, guys, she'sjust alittlegirl,” the derk inssted, her face going blotchy.

“What'syour name?’ Stellaasked the first male.

“I don't care you should know,” he said, then looked to hisfriend with a cocky smile.

“Leave her be” the clerk warned one more time, worn down. “Honey, you just go home.”

The stooped male grabbed his six-pack by its plagtic ding and started for the door. “Let's go, Dave.”

Dave wasworking himself up. “ She doesn't fuckingbelong here” he said, wrinkling hisface. “Why in
shit should we put up with this?’

“Y ou stop that language!” the clerk cried. “We get kidsin here.”

Stelladrew herself up to alanky five feet nineinches and extended her long-fingered hand. “Pleased to
meet you, David. I'm Stela,” she said.

Dave stared at her hand in disgugt. “1 wouldn't touch you for ten million dollars. Why an't you in acamp
?1

“ Davel” the stooped fellow snapped.

Stelafdt the fever scent rise. Her earstingled. It was cool inside the minimart and hot outside, hot and
humid. She had been walking in the sun for haf an hour before she had found the Texaco and pushed
through the swinging glass doors to buy adrink. She wasn't wearing makeup. The others could see
clearly whatever the dapples on her cheeks were doing. So beit. She stood her ground by the counter.
Shedid not want to yield to Dave, and the clerk's hafhearted defense rankled.

Dave picked up his Luckies. Stellaliked the smell of tobacco beforeit was it but hated the burning
stink. She knew that worried men smoked, unhappy men, nervous and under stress. Their knuckles
were square and their hands looked like mummy hands from sun and work and tobacco. Stellacould
learn alot about people just by asniff and aglance. “Our little radar,” Kaye caled her.

“It'snicein here” Stellasaid, her voice small. She held asmal book infront of her asif for protection.
“It'scoal.”

“Y ou aresomething , you know it?" Dave said with atouch of admiration. “An ugly little turd, but brave
asaskunk.”

Davesfriend stood by the glass doors. The sweat on the man's hand reacted with the stedl of the handle
and reeked like a sted spoon dipped in vanillaice cream. Stella could not ezt ice cream with a stedl
spoon because the odor, like fear and madness, made her ill. She used a plastic spoon instead.

“Fuck it, Dave, let'sgo ! They'll come get her and maybe they'll take us, too, if we get too close.”

“My people aren't redlyinfeckshus ,” Stella said. She stepped toward the man by the counter, long
neck craned, head poking forward. “But you never know, Dave.”



The clerk sucked in her breath.

Stellahad not meant to say that. She had not known she was so mad. She backed off afew inches,
wanting to gpologize and explain herself, say two things at once, speaking on both sides of her tongue, to
make them hear and fed what she meant, but they would not understand; the words, doubled so, would
jumblein their heeds and only make them angrier.

What came out of Stellals mouth in a soothing alto murmur, her eyes focused on Dave's, was, “Don't
worry. It'ssafe. If you want to beat me up, my blood won't hurt you. | could be your own little Jesus.”

The fever-scent did itsthing. The glands behind her ears began to pump defensive pheromones. Her
neck felt hot.

“Shit,” the clerk said, and bumped up againgt thetall rack of cigarettes behind her.

Dave showed the whites of his eyeslike a skittish horse. He veered toward the door, giving her awide
berth, the ddiberate smell of her in his nose. She had snuffed the fuse of hisanger.

Davejoined hisfriend. “ She samdlslike fuckingchocolate ,” he said, and they kicked the glass doors
open with their boots.

An old woman at the back of the store, surrounded by aidesjammed with puffed bags of potato chips,
dared at Stella. Her hand shook a can of Pringles like a castanet. “ Go away!”

The clerk moved in to defend the old woman. “ Take your Gatorade and go home!” she barked at Stella.
“Go hometo your mamaand don't younever come back here.”
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The Longworth House Office Building
WASHINGTON, D.C.

“W eve been over and over this,” Dick Giandli told Mitch, dropping astack of scientific reprints on the
coffee table between them. The news was not good.

Giandlli was short and round and his usualy pale face was now a dangerous red. “Weve been reading
everything you sent us ever snce the congressman was e ected. But they have twice as many experts,
and they send twice as many papers. Were drowning in papers, Mitch! And thelanguage .” He
thumped the stack. “Can't your people, al the biologigts, just write to be understood? Don't they redlize
how important it isto get the word out to everybody?’

Mitch let his hands drop by hissides. “They're not my people, Dick. My people are archaeologists.
They tend to write sparkling prose.”

Giandli laughed, stood up from the couch and shook out hisarms, then tipped afinger under histight
collar, asif letting out steam. His office was part of the suite assgned to Representative Dae Wickham,
D., Virginia, whom he had faithfully served as director of public science for two of the toughest termsin
U.S. history. The door to Wickham's office was closed. He was on the Hill today.

“The congressman has made his views clear for years now. Y our colleagues, scientists all, have hopped
onthe gravy train. They've joined up with NIH and CDC and Emergency Action, and they pay their
visitsmostly acrossthe aide. Wilson at FEMA and Doyle at DOJ have undercut us every step of the
way, squirming like puppiesto get their funding trests. Opposing them islike standing outsde in ahail of



cannonballs”
“Sowhat can | take home with me?” Mitch asked. “ To cheer up the missus. Any good news?’

Giandli shrugged. Mitch liked Giandli but doubted he would liveto seefifty. Giandli had dl the markers:
pear shape, excessve girth, ghostly skin, thinning black hair, creased earlobes. He knew it, too. He
worked hard and cared too much and swallowed his disappointments. A good man in abad time. “We
got caught in amedical bear trap,” he said. “Weve never been prepared. Our best modd for an
epidemic was military response. So now we've had ten years of Emergency Action. Weve practically
signed away our country to Beltway bureaucrats with military and law enforcement training. Mark
Augusting's crew, Mitch. We've given them amost absol ute authority.”

“I don't think I'm capable of understanding how those people think,” Mitch said.

“I thought | did, once,” Giandli said. “Wetried to build a codition. The congressman roped in Christian
groups, the NRA, conspiracy nuts, flag burners and flag lovers, anybody who's ever expressed a shred
of suspicion about the guv'ment. We've gone hat in hand to every decent judge, every civil libertarian il
above ground, literally and figuratively. Weve been checked every step of the way. It was made very
clear to the congressman that if he threw up any more dust, he, persondly, dl on hislonesome, could
force the president to declare martid law.”

“What's the difference, Dick?’ Mitch asked. “They've suspended habeas corpus.”
“For agpecid class, Mitch.”
“My daughter,” Mitch growled.

Giandli nodded. “Civil courts till operate, though under specid guidelines. Nothing much has changed
for the frightened average citizen, who's kind of fuzzy about civil rights anyway. When Mark Augustine
put together Emergency Action, hewove atight little piece of legidative fabric. He made sure every
agency ever involved in managing disease and preparing for natura disaster had a piece of the pie—and
avery smdly pieitis. Weve created anew and vulnerable underclass, with fewer civil protectionsthan
any sance davery. Thissort of stuff attractsthe real sharks, Mitch. The mongters.”

“All they have are hatred and fear.”

“Inthistown, that'safull house” Giandli said. “Washington eats truth and shits spin.” He stood. “We
can't challenge Emergency Action. Not this session. They're stronger than ever. Maybe next year.”

Mitch watched Gianelli pace acircuit of theroom. “1 can't wait that long. Riverside, Dick.”
Giandli folded his hands. He would not meet Mitch's eyes.

“The mob torched one of Augusting's goddamned camps,” Mitch said. “They burned the children in their
barracks. They poured gasoline around the pilings and lit them up. The guards just stood back and
watched. Two hundred kids roasted to desth. Kidsjust like my daughter.”

Giandli put on amask of public sympathy, but undernesth it, Mitch could seethered pain.
“There haven't even been arrests,” he added.

“You can't arrest acity, Mitch. Even theNew York Times calsthem virus children now. Everyone's
scared.”



“There hasn't been a case of Shiver in ten years. It was afluke, Dick. An excuse for some peopleto
trample on everything this country has ever stood for.”

Giandli squinted at Mitch but did not chalengethis gppraisd. “ Thereisn't much more the congressman
cando,” hesaid.

“| don't believethat.”

Giandlli reached into his desk drawer and took out a bottle of Tums. “ Everyone around here hasfirein
the bdly. I have heartburn.”

“Give me something to take home, Dick. Please. We need hope,” Mitch said.
“Show meyour hands, Mitch.”

Mitch held up his hands. The calluses had faded, but they were sill there. Giandlli held his own hands
beside Mitch's. They were smooth and pink. “Want to redlly learn how to suck eggs, from an old hound
dog? I've spent ten years with Wickham. He's the smartest hound there is, but he's up againgt abad lot.
The Republicans are the country's pit bulls, Mitch. Barking inthe night, al night, every night, right or
wrong, and savaging their enemies without mercy. They claim to represent plain folks, but they represent
those who vote, when they vote at dl, on pocketbooks and fear and gut ingtinct. They control the House
and the Senate, they stacked the court the last three terms, their man isin the White House, and bless
them, they speak with one voice, Mitch. The president isdug in. But you know what the congressman
thinks? He thinks the president doesn't want Emergency Action to be hislegacy. Eventually, maybe we
can do something with that.” Giandlli's voice dropped very low, asif he were about to blagphemein the
temple. “But not now. The Democrats can't even hold a bake sae without arguing. We're weak and
getting wesker.”

He held out hishand. “The congressman will be back any minute. Mitch, you look like you haven't dept
inweeks.”

Mitch shrugged. “| lie awake listening for trucks. | hate being so far from Kaye and Stella”
“How far?’

Mitch looked up from under his solid line of eyebrow and shook his head.

“Right,” Giandli said. “ Sorry.”

SPOTSYLVANIA COUNTY

The old frame house snapped and popped in the morning heat. A moist breeze blew through the smal
roomsin lazy swirls. Kaye waked from the bedroom to the bathroom, rubbing her eyes. She had
awakened from apeculiar dream in which she was an aom dowly rising to connect with amuch larger
molecule, to fit in and complete something truly impressive. Shefdt at peace for the firgt time in months,
despite the barbed memory of last night'sfight.

Kaye massaged the fingers of her right hand, then wriggled her wedding ring over aswollen knuckleinto
itsfamiliar groove. Bees droned in the oleanders outside the window, well into their day's work.

“Some dream,” shetold hersdlf in the bathroom mirror. She pulled down one eydid with afinger and
dtared at hersdlf speculatively. “Under alittle Stress, are we?”



A few freckles remained under each eye from her pregnancy with Stella; when she was upset, they could
gtill change from pale tan to ruddy ocher. Now, they were darker but not vivid. She splashed water on
her cheeks and clipped her hair back, preparing for the hot day, ready to face more difficulties. Families
were about staying together and hedling.

If the beescandoit, socan.
“Stella,” she called, knocking on her daughter's bedroom door. “It's nine o'clock. We dept in.”

Kaye padded into the smdll officein the laundry room and switched on the computer. She read the lines
she had written before the squabble last night, then scrolled back through the last few pages.

“The role of SHEVA in the production of a new subspecies is but one function performed by this
diverse and essential class of viruses. ERV and transposons—jumping genes—play largerolesin
tissue differentiation and development. Emotion and crisis and changing environments activate
them, one variety at a time, or all together. They are mediators and messengers between cells,
ferrying genes and coded data around many parts of the body, and even between individuals.

“Viruses and transposons most likely arose after the invention of sex, perhaps because of sex. To
this day, sex brings them opportunity to move and carry information. They may have also
emerged during the tumultuous genetic shuffling of our early immune system, like soldiers and
cops running wild.

“Truly they arelike original sin. How does sin shape our destiny?”

Kaye used astylusto circle that |ast awkward, overreaching sentence. She marked it out and read some
more.

“ One thing we know already: We depend on retroviral and transposon activity during nearly
every stage of our growth. Many are necessary partners.

“ To assume that viruses and transposable elements are first and foremost causes of diseaseis
like assuming that automobiles are first and foremost meant to kill people.

“ Pathogens—disease-causing organisms—are like hormones and other signaling molecules, but
their message is challenge and silence. Our own internal lions, pathogens test us. They winnow
the old and weak. They sculpt life.

“ Sometimes they bring down the young and the good. Nature is painful. Disease and death are
part of our response to challenge. To fail, to die, is till to be part of nature, for successis built on
many failures, and silenceisalso a signal.”

Her frame of mind had become increasingly abstract. The dream, the drone of the bees. . .
You were born with a caul, my dear.

Kaye suddenly remembered the voice of her maternd grandmother, Evelyn; words from nearly four
decades ago. At the age of eight, Evelyn had told her something that her mother, a practica woman, had
never thought to mention. “Y ou came into this world with your tiny head covered. Y ou were born with a
caul. | wasthere, in the hospital with your mother. | saw it mysdlf. The doctor showed it to me.”

Kaye remembered squirming with delicious anticipation in her grandmother's ample lap and asking what
acaul was. “A cap of looseflesh,” Evelyn had explained. “ Some say it'samark of extraordinary
undergtanding, even second sight. A caul warns usthat you will learn things most others will never



comprehend, and you will always be frustrated trying to explain what you know, and what seems so
obviousto you. It's supposed to be both ablessing and a curse.” Then the older woman had added, ina
soft voice, “I was born with acaul, my dear, and your grandfather hasnever understood me.”

Kaye had loved Evelyn very much, but at times had thought her allittle spooky. She returned her
attention to the text on the monitor. She did not del ete the paragraphs, but she did draw alarge asterisk
and exclamation point beside them. Then she saved the file and pushed the chair under the desk.

Four pages yesterday. A good day'swork. Not that it would ever seethelight of day in any respectable
journd .For the last eight years, all of her papers had appeared on clandestine Web sites.

Kaye listened closgly to the morning house, asif to measure the day ahead. A curtain pull flapped
againg awindow frame. Cardinds whistled in the maple tree outside.

She could not hear her daughter stirring.
“Selal” shecdled, louder. “ Bregkfast. Want some oatmed 7’
No answer.

She waked in flapping dippers down the short hallway to Stella's room. Stella's bed was made but
rumpled, asif she had been lying onit, tossing and turning. A bouquet of dried flowers, tied with a
rubber band, rested on the pillow. A short stack of books had been tipped over beside the bed. On the
s, three stuffed Shrooz, about the size of guinea pigs, red and green and the very rare black and gold,
hung their long noses into the room. More cascaded from the cedar chest at the foot of the bed. Stella
loved Shrooz because they were grumpy; they whined and squirmed and then groaned when moved.

Kaye searched the big backyard, tall brown grass faded into ivy and kudzu under the big old trees at the
edge of the property. She could not afford to |et her attention lgpse even for aminute.

Then she returned to the house and Stella's bedroom. She got down on her knees and peered under the
bed. Stella had made a scent diary, asmall blank book filled with cryptic writing and dated records of
her emotions, scents collected from behind her ears and dabbed on each page. Stellakept it hidden, but
Kaye had found it once while cleaning and had figured it ouit.

Kaye pushed her hands through the balls of dust and cat toys beneath the bed and thrust her fingers
deep into the shadows. The book was not there.

Peace theillusion, peace the trap, no rest, no letting down her guard. Stellawas gone. Taking the book
meant she was serious.

Still shod in dippers, Kaye pushed through the gate and ran up the oak-lined street. She whispered,
“Don't panic, keep it together,God damn it. ” The musclesin her neck knotted.

A quarter of amile away, in front of the next house down the road in the rural neighborhood, she dowed
to awalk, then stood in the middle of the cracked asphalt road, hugging hersdlf, small and tense, likea
mouse waiting for ahawk.

Kaye shaded her eyes against the sun and |ooked up at bloated gray clouds advancing shoulder to
shoulder aong the southern horizon. Theair smelled sullen and jumpy.

If Stellahad planned this, shewould have run off after Mitch left for Washington. Mitch had |eft between
sx and seven. That meant her daughter had at least an hour's head start. That redlization shoved aniicicle
down Kaye's spine.



Cdling the police was not wise. Five years ago, Virginiahad reluctantly acquiesced to Emergency
Action and had begun rounding up the new children and sending them to campsin lowa, Nebraska, and
Ohio. Years ago, Kaye and Mitch had withdrawn from parent support groups after arash of FBI
infiltrations. Mitch had assumed that Kaye in particular was atarget for surveillance and possibly even
arrest.

They were on their own. They had decided that was the safest course.

Kaye took off her dippers and ran barefoot back to the house. She would haveto think like Stellaand
that was difficult. Kaye had observed her daughter as amother and as a scientist for eeven years, and
there had dways been asmall but important distance between them that she could not cross. Stella
deliberated with a thoroughness Kaye admired, but reached conclusions she often found mystifying.

Kaye grabbed her handbag with her wallet and ID, pulled on her garden shoes, and exited through the
back door. The smal primer gray Toyotatruck started instantly. Mitch maintained both their vehicles.
She ground the tires down the dirt driveway, then caught hersalf and drove dowly aong the country lane.

“Please” she muttered, “no rides.”
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Waking dong the dirt margin of the asphat road, Stella swung the plastic Gatorade bottle, rationing
hersdf to asip every few minutes. An old farm field plowed and marked for anew strip mall stretched to
her right. Stellatightrope-walked afreshly cured concrete curb, not yet out of its mold boards. The sun
was climbing in the east, black clouds stacked high in the south, and the air spun hot and full of the
fragrances of dogwood and sycamore. The exhaust of cars going by, and adescending tail of carbon
from adiesd truck, clogged her nose.

Shefelt a long last that she was doing something worthwhile. There was guilt, but she pushed aside
concern for what her parents would think. Somewhere on this road she might meet someone who would
not argue with her ingtincts, who would not fed pain smply because Stellaexisted. Someone like hersdlf.

All her life she had lived among one kind of human, but she was another. An old virus called SHEVA
had broken loose from human DNA and rearranged human genes. Stellaand ageneration of children
like her were the result. Thiswaswhat her parents had told her.

Not afresk. Just adifferent kind.
StellaNova Rafelson was even years old. Shefelt asif she had been peculiarly aoneal her life.

She sometimes thought of hersdf asadtar, abright little point in avery big sky. Humansfilled the sky by
the billions and washed her out like the blinding sun.
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K aye swung left just beyond the courthouse, turned the corner, drove half ablock, and pulled into agas
station. When she had been a child, there had been little rubber-coated trip wires that caused abell to
ding whenever acar arrived. There were no longer any wires, no bell, and nobody came out to see what
Kaye needed. She parked by the bright red-and-white convenience store and wiped tears from her eyes.

Shesat for aminutein the Toyota, trying to focus.

Stellahad ared plastic coin purse that held ten dollarsin emergency money. Therewas adrinking



fountain in the courthouse, but Kaye thought Stellawould prefer something cold, sweet, and fruity.
Odors of artificid strawberry and raspberry that Kaye found repugnant, Stellawould wallow in like a cat
inabed of catnip. “It'salong wak,” Kayetold hersdf. “It's hot. She'sthirsty. It's her day out, away
from mom.” Shebit her lip.

Kaye and Mitch had protected Stellalike arare orchid throughout her short life. Kaye knew that, hated
the necessity of it. It was how they had stayed together. Her daughter's freedom depended oniit. The
chat roomswere full of the agonized stories of parents giving up their children, watching them be sent to
Emergency Action schoolsin another sate. The camps.

Mitch, Stdlla, and Kaye had lived adreamy, tense, unredl existence, no way for an energetic, outgoing
young girl to grow up, no way for Mitch to stay sane. Kayetried not to think too much about herself or
what was happening between her and Mitch, she might just snap, and then where would they be? But
their difficulties had obvioudy had an effect on Stella. She was adaddy's girl, to Kaye's pride and secret
sadness—she had once been adaddy's girl, too, before both her parents had died, over twenty years
ago—and Mitch had been gone alot lately.

Kaye entered the store through the glass double doors. The clerk, athin, tired-looking woman alittle
younger than Kaye, had out amop and bucket and was grimly spraying the counter and floor with Lysol.

“Excuseme, did you seeagirl, tal, about deven?’

The clerk raised the mop like alance and poked it at her.

10
WASHINGTON, D.C.

Atal, stooped man with thinning white hair sauntered into the office carrying aworn briefcase. Giandli
stood up. “ Congressman, you remember Mitch Rafelson.”

“I do, indeed,” Wickham said, and held out his hand. Mitch shook it firmly. The hand was dry and hard
aswood. “ Does anybody know you're here, Mitch?’

“Dick snuck mein, Sr.”

Wickham appraised Mitch with adight tremor of his head. “ Come over to my office, Mitch,” the
congressman said. “ Y ou, too, Dick, and close the door behind you.”

They walked across the hall. Wickham's office was covered with plaques and photos, alifetime of
politics
“Judtice Barnhdl had aheart attack thismorning at ten,” Wickham said.

Mitch'sfacefell. Barnhdl had congstently championed civil rights, even for SHEV A children and their
parents.

“Hésin Bethesda,” Wickham said. “ They don't hold out much hope. The manisninety yearsold. I've
just been speaking with the Senate minority leader. We're going to the White House tomorrow
morning.” Wickham laid his briefcase down on acouch and stuck his handsin the pockets of his
chocolate brown dacks. “ Justice Barnhall was one of the good guys. Now the president wants Ol sen,
and he'sa corker, Mitch. We haven't seen hislike since Roger B. Taney. A lifelong bachelor, facelikea
stoat, mind like asted trap. Wantsto undo eighty years of so-cdled judicid activism, thinks hell have



the country by the balls, six to three. And he probably will. We're not going to win this round, but we
can land afew punches. Then, they'll lash us on the votes. We're going to get creamed.” Wickham
dared sadly at Mitch. “1 do love afair fight.”

The secretary knocked on the door jamb. “ Congressman, is Mr. Rafelson here?” Shelooked right at
Mitch, one eyebrow cocked.

Giandli asked, “Who wants to know?’

“Won't use her name and sounds upset. System board says she's on adisposable cell phone using an
offshoreline. That'sno longer legd, Sr.”

“You don't say,” Wickham said, looking out the window.
“My wife knows I'm here. No one else,” Mitch said.

“Get her number and call her back, Connie,” Wickham said. “Put it on the puzzler, and route it through,
oh, Tom Haney's office in Boca Raton.”

“Y%, S'r.u

Wickham gestured toward his desk phone. “We can link her lineto aspecia scrambler for
congressiond office communications,” he said, but tapped hiswristwatch. “ Starts and ends with
garbage, and unlessyou know the key, it dl soundslike garbage. We change the key every cdl. Takes
NSA about aminute or so to bresk it, so keep it short.”

The secretary made the connection. Mitch stared between the two men, his heart sinking, and picked up
the receiver on the desk.
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Stellasat in the shade of an old wooden bus shelter, clutching her book to her chest. She had been
stting there for an hour and a hdf. The Gatorade bottle was long since empty and she wasthirsty. The
morning heat was stifling and the Sky was clouding over. The air had thickened with that spooky eectric
dampness that meant a big storm was brewing. All of her emotions had flip-flopped. “1've been redly
supid,” shetold hersdlf. “ Kayewill be so mad.”

Kaye seldom showed her anger. Mitch, when he was home, was the one who paced and shook his
head and clenched hisfists when things got tense. But Stella could tell when Kaye was angry. Her
mother could get just as angry as Mitch, though in aquiet way.

Stellahated anger in the house. It smelled like old cockroaches.

Kaye and Mitch never took it out on Stella. Both treated her with patient tenderness, even when they
clearly did not want to, and that made Stellafed what she calledsteepy, odd and different and apart.

Stella had made up that word, steepy, and lots of others, most of which she kept to hersdif.

It was tough to be responsible for alot, and maybe al, of their anger. Hard to know she wasto blame
for Mitch not being able to go dig up pottery and middens, old garbage dumps, and for Kaye not being
ableto work in alab or teach or do anything but write articles and books that somehow never got
published or even finished.



Stellaknit her long fingers and raised her kneg, filling the hollow of the fingers and tugging her arms
sraight. She heard a vehicle and pushed back into the shadow of the enclosure, lifting her feet into the
gloom. A red Ford pickup drove dowly by, clean, new, with asmooth white plastic camper on the
back. The camper had a square shiny little door made of smoky plastic in therear. It looked expensive,
much nicer than the little Toyotatruck or Mitch's old Dodge Intrepid.

Thered truck dowed, stopped, shifted smoothly into reverse, and backed up. Stellatried to squeeze
into the corner, her back pressed against splintery wood. She suddenly just wanted to go home. She
could find her way back, she was sure of it; she could find it by the smell of the trees. But car exhaust
and pretty soon rain would make that harder. The rain would make it much harder.

The truck stopped and the engine switched off. The driver opened his door and got out on the side away
from Stella. She could only seealittle bit of him through the truck's tinted windows. He had gray hair
and abeard. He walked dowly around the truck bed and camper, the shadows of hislegsvisible under
theframe.

“Hello, Miss,” he said, stopping arespectful four or five yards from where she wastrying to hide. He put
his handsin the pockets of hiskhaki shorts. In his mouth he clenched an unlit pipe. He adjusted the pipe
with one hand, removed it, pointed it at her. “Y ou live around here?’

Stellanodded in the shadow.

Hisgoatee was dl gray and nestly trimmed. He was potbellied but dressed nestly, and his caf-high
socks and running shoes were clean and white. He smelled confident, what she could smell behind thick
swipes of deodorant and the rum-and-cherry-scented tobacco tamped into the pipe.

“Y ou should be with your family and friends,” he said.

“I'm heading home,” Stdllasaid.

“Buswon't come by again until this evening. Only two stops aday here.”
“I'mwaking.”

“Well, that'sfine. Y ou shouldn't take rides with strangers.”

“I know.”

“Can | help? Make aphone cal to your folks?’

Stdlasad nothing. They had one secure phone at home, strictly for emergencies, and they bought
disposable cell phonesfor occasiona use. They always used akind of family code when they talked,
even with the disposables, but Mitch said they could identify your voice no matter how much you tried to
changeit.

She wanted the man in shortsto go away.
“Areyour folks at home, Miss?’
Stellalooked up at the sun peeking through the clouds.

“If you'redone, | know some people who can help,” he said. “ Specid friends. Listen. | madea
recording of them.” He dug in his back pocket and pulled out asmall recorder. He pressed a button and
held out the machinefor her to listen.



She had heard such songs and whistles before, on TV and on the radio. When she had been three, she
had heard aboy sing songs like that, too. And afew years ago, in the house in Richmond, the big brick
house with the iron gate and the guard dogs and four couples, nervous, thin people who seemed to have
alot of money, bringing their children together to play around an indoor swimming pool. Shevividly
remembered listening to their snging and being too shy to join in. Sweet interweaves of tunes, like
meadowlarks singing their hearts out in aberry patch, as Mitch had said.

That was what she heard coming from the recorder.
Voiceslike hers.

Big drops of rain |eft crayon-jabs of wetness on the road and in the dirt. The sky and trees behind the
man with the goatee flared icy white againgt the charcod gray of the sky.

“It'sgoing to get wet,” the man said. “Miss, it isn't good to be out here by yourself. Heck, this shelter
could even attract lightning, who knows?” He pulled a cell phone from his back pocket. “Can | call
someone for you?Y our mom or dad?’

Hedidn't smell bad. In fact, he did not smell of much at al except for the rum-and-cherry tobacco. She
had to learn how to judge people and even take chances. It was the only way to get dong. She made a
decision. “Could you cal?’ Stella asked.

“Sure” hesad. “Jus tdl metheir number.”
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LEESBURG

M ark Augustine placed his hand on the back of Rachel Browning's chair. The room was quiet except
for the hum of equipment fansand afaint clicking noise.

They were watching the plump man in khaki shorts, the red truck, the lanky, awkward girl that was
Kaye Lang Rafelson's daughter.

A viruschild.
“Isthat your stringer, Rachd?’
“I don't know,” Browning said.

“A good Samaritan, maybe?’ Augustine asked. Internally, he was furious, but would not give Browning
the satisfaction of showing it. “He could be a child molester.”

For thefirg time, Browning reveded uncertainty. “ Any suggestions?’ she asked.

Augugtinefdt no rdief that shewas asking hisadvice. Thiswould smply involve himin her chain of
decisons, and that was the last thing he wanted. Let her hang hersdlf, dl by hersdlf.

“If things are going wrong, | need to make somecals” he said.
“We should wait,” Browning said. “It's probably okay.”

The Little Bird hovered about thirty feet above the red truck and the bus stop, the paunchy middle-aged
mean and theyoung girl.



Augustine's hand tightened on the back of the chair.
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Theranfdl heavily and the air got darker asthey climbed into the truck. Too late Stella noticed that the
man had stuffed waxed cotton up his nose. He sat on the bench seet behind the whedl and offered her a
mint Tic-Tac, but she hated mint. He popped two into his mouth and gestured with the phone. “Nobody
answers,” hesaid. “Daddy at work?’

Sheturned away.

“I can drop you at your house, but maybe, if it's okay with you, | know some people would like to meet
you,” hesad.

She was going againgt everything her parents had ever told her, to give him the house number, to Sitin
histruck. But she had to do something, and it looked asiif today wasthe day.

She had never walked so far from home. The rain would change everything about the air and the smélls.
“What's your name?’ she asked.

“Fred,” the man answered. “Fred Trinket. | know you'd like to meet them, and they surely would like to
mest you.”

“Stop talking that way,” Stdlasaid.

“What way?’

“I'mnot anidiot.”

Fred Trinket had clogged his nose with cotton and his mouth sang with shrill mint.

“Of course,” he said reasonably. “1 know that, honey. | have ashelter. A placefor kidsin trouble.
Would you like to see some pictures?’ Trinket asked. “They'rein the glove box.” He watched her, ill
smiling. He had akind enough face, she decided. A little sad. He seemed concerned about how shefdlt.
“Pictures of my kids, the ones on the recorder.”

Stelafdtintensdy curious. “Likeme?’ she asked.

“Just likeyou,” Fred said. “Y ou're sparking real pretty, you know that? The others spark the same way
when they're curious. Something to see”

“What's sparking?’

“Your freckles” Fred said, pointing. “They spread out on your cheeks like butterfly wings. I'm used to
seeing that at my shdter. | could cal your house again, see if somebody's home, tell your daddy or
mamato meet us. Should |7’

He was getting nervous. She could smdll that much, not that it meant anything. Everybody was nervous
these days. He did not want to hurt her, she was pretty sure; there was nothing horny about his scent or
his manner, and he did not smell of cigarettes or acohoal.

Hedid not smell anything like the young men in the convenience store.



Shetold herself again she would have to take chances if she wanted to get anywhere, if she wanted
anything to change. “Yes” shesad.

Fred pushed redid. The cell phone beeped the tune of the house number. Still no answer. Her mother
was probably out looking for her.

“Let'sgoto my house,” Fred said. “It's not far and there are cold drinksin theice chest. Strawberry
soda. Genuine Nehi inlong-necked bottles. I'll call your mamaagain when we get there.”

She swallowed hard, opened the glove box, and pulled out a packet of color photos, five by sevens.
Thekidsin thefirst photo, seven of them, were having a party, abirthday party, with abright red cake.
Fred stood in the background beside a plump older woman with ablank look. Other than Fred and the
older woman, the kids at the party were al about her age. One boy might have been older, but he was
ganding in the background.

All like her. SHEVA children.
“Jesus,” Stelasad.
“Easy onthat,” Fred said amiably. “JesusisLord.”

The bumper sticker on Fred'struck said that. On the tailgate was glued agolden plagtic fish. Thefish,
labeled “ Truth,” was eating another fish with legs, labdled “Darwin.”

Fred turned on the motor and put the truck in gear. Therain wasfaling in big hard drops, tapping on the
roof and the hood like amillion bored fingers.

“Battle of the Wildernesstook place not far from here,” Fred said as he drove. He turned right carefully,
asif worried about jostling precious cargo. “Civil War. Holy placeinitsway. Red quiet. | loveit out this
way. Lesstraffic, fewer condo-minimums, right?’

Stellaleafed through the pictures again, found some more stuck in aplastic pocket. Seven different kids,
mugging for the cameraor staring at it serioudy, some Sitting in big chairsin abig house.

One boy had no expression at al. “Who's this?’ she asked Fred.

Fred spared aquick look. “That isWill. Strong Will, Mother callshim. Helived off snakes and squirrels
before he cameto our shelter.” Fred Trinket smiled and shook his head at the thought. “Y ou'll like him.
And the others, t00.”
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Thered truck pulled up to atwo-story house with tall white columns. Two long brick plantersfilled with
scrawny, dripping oleanders bordered the white steps. Fred Trinket had done nothing overt to upset
Stela, but now they were at hishouse.

“It'sabout lunchtime,” Trinket said. “ The otherswill be eating. Mother feeds them about now. | edt |ater.
It's my digestion. None too good.”

“Y ou eat oatmed,” Stellasaid.

Trinket beamed. “That isright, young lady. | eat oatmedl for breskfast. Sometimes asingle dice of
bacon. What else?’



“Youlikegarlic”

“For dinner, | have spaghetti with garlic, that'sright.” Trinket shook his head happily. “Marvelous. You
sndl dl that.”

He opened his door and came around. Stellagot out and he pointed up the porch steps to the house. A
big white door stood there, solid and patient, flanked by two tal, skinny windows. The paint was new.
The doorknob reeked of Brasso, asmdll she did not like. She did not touch the door. Trinket opened it
for her. The door was not locked.

“Wetrust people,” Trinket said. “Mother!” he called. “We have aguest.”
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M itch pulled into the dirt driveway beneath a sodden gray sky. Kaye was not in the house when he
arrived. She honked a him from the road as he came out after searching the empty house. Hislong legs
took himin five quick stridesto the old truck.

“How long?’ Mitch asked, leaning in. He touched her wet cheeks through the driver's side window.
“Three or four hours,” Kaye said. “I took anap and she was gone.”

He got in beside her. Just as she put the truck in gear, Mitch held up his hand. “Phone,” he said. She cut
the engine and they both listened. From the house came afaint ringing.

Mitch ran to the house. The screen door dammed behind him and he picked up on the fourth ring.
“Helo?

“IsthisMr. Baley?" aman asked.

That was the name they had told Stellato use.

“Yeah,” Mitch said, wiping rain from his brow and eyes. “Who's this?’

“My nameisFred Trinket. | did not know you were living so near, Mr. Bailey.”

“I'minahurry, Mr. Trinket. Wheré's my daughter?’

“Please don't be upset. She'sin my house right now, and she's very worried about you.”

“We're worried about her. Where are you?’

“She'sfine, Mr.Rafel son . Wed like you to come and see something we think isinteresting and
important. Something you may very well find fascinating.” The man who caled himsdf Trinket gave
directions

Mitch rgjoined Kaye in the truck. “ Someone has Stella,” he said.
“Emergency Action?’

“A teacher, acrank, somebody,” Mitch said. No time now to mention the man knew hisredl name. He
did not think Stellawould have told anyone that. “ About ten miles from here.”

Kaye was dready spinning the truck around on the road.
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“There” Trinket said, putting away the phone and drying his short hair with atowel. “Have you ever
met with more than one or two of the children at atime?”’

Steladid not answer for amoment, it was such an odd question. She wanted to think it over, even
though she knew what he meant. She looked around the living room of the big house. The furniture was
colonial , she knew from reading catal ogs and magazines. maple with antique print fabric—butter
churns, horsetack, plows. It wasredly ugly. The wallpaper was dark green flocked velvet with floral
patterns that looked like sad faces. The entire room smelled of acitronella.candle burning on asmall side
table, too sweet even for Stellas tastes. There had been chicken cooking in the past hour, and broccaoli.

“No,” shefindly sad.
“Thatissad , it it?’

The old woman, the same as in the photos, entered the room and looked at Stellawith little interest. She
walked in rubber-soled dippers with hardly any sound and held out along-necked bottle of Nehi
srawberry soda, brilliant red in the room's warm glow.

Trinket was & least fifty. Stella guessed his mother might be seventy, plump, with strong-looking, corded
arms, peach-colored skin with only afew wrinkles, and thin white hair arranged negtly on apdlid, taut
scap, like theworn head of amuch-loved doll.

Stelawasthirsty, but she did not take the bottle.

“Mother,” Trinket said, “I've cdled Stellas parents.”

“No need,” the woman said, her toneflat. “\We have groceries.”

Trinket winked at Stella. “We do indeed,” he said. “ And chicken for lunch. What else, Stella?’ he asked.
“Huh?’

“Wheat else do we haveto eat?”

“It'snot agame,” Stelasad huffily.

“Broccali, I'd guess,” Trinket answered for her, hislipsforming alittle bow. “Mother isagood cook,
but predictable. Still, she helps me with the children.”

“I do,” thewoman said.

“Where arethey?’ Stellaasked.

“Mother does her best, but my wife was a better cook.”

“Shedied,” the old woman said, touching her hair with her free hand.

Stellalooked at the floor in frustration. She heard someone talking, far off in the back.

“Isthat them?’ she asked, fascinated despite herself. She made amove toward the long, picture-lined
hall on theright, following the sound of voices.

“Yes,” Trinket said. He shot aquick glance at the book in her hands. Y our parents kept you secluded,



didn't they? How sdlfish. Don't we know, Mother, how selfish that would be for someone like Stella?’

“Alone,” hismother said, and abruptly turned and set the bottle down on the small table beside the
candle. She rubbed her hands on her gpron and waddled down the halway. The combined sweetness of
candle and Nehi threatened to make Stella dizzy. She had seen dogs whining to be with other dogs, to
sniff them and exchange doggy greetings. That memory brought her up short.

She thought of the two men in the Texaco minimart.
You smell as good as a dog.
She shivered.

“Y our parents were protecting you, but it was still crue,” Trinket said, watching her. Stellakept her eyes
on the hallway. The wish that had haunted her for weeks now, monthsif she thought back that far, was
suddenly strong in her, making her dull and steepy.

“Not to be with your own kind, not to bathe in the air of another, and not to speak the way you al do,
such lovely doubling, thet is painfully londy-making, isn't it?’

Her cheeksfdt hot. Trinket studied her cheeks. *Y our people are so beautiful,” he said, hiseyes going
soft. “1 could watch you dl day.”

“Why?" Stelaasked sharply.

“Beg pardon?’ Trinket smiled, and thistime there was something in the smile that waswrong. Stelladid
not like being the center of attention. But she wanted to meet the others, more than anything on Earth or
in the heavens, as Mitch'sfather might have said.

Stdlas grandfather, Sam, had died five years ago.

“I do not run an accredited school, nor aday care, nor acenter of learning,” Trinket said. “| try to teach
what | can, but mostly I—Mother and |—create abrief refuge, away from the crudl people who hate
and fear. We neither hate nor fear. We admire. In my way, I'm an anthropologist.”

“Can | meet them now?’ Stella asked.

Trinket sat on the couch with aradiant grin. “Tell me more about your mother and father. They're well
known in some circles. Y our mother discovered the virus, right? And your father found the famous
mummiesin the Alps. The harbingers of our own fate.”

The sweet scentsin the room blocked some human odors, but not aggression, not fear. Those shewould
dill be ableto smdll, like asted spoon stuck in vanillaice cream. Trinket did not smell mean or fearful,
s0 shedid not fed shewasinimmediate danger. Still, he wore nose plugs. And how did he know so
much about Kaye and Mitch?

Trinket leaned forward on the couch and touched his nodtrils. “Y ou're worried about these.”
Stelaturned away. “Let me seethe others,” she sad.

Trinket snorted alaugh. “I can't bein acrowd of you without these,” Trinket said. “I'm sengitive, oh yes.
| had adaughter like you. My wife and | acquired the masks and knew the specid scents my daughter
made. Then, my wifedied. Shedied inpain.” He Stared at the ceiling, his eyes wet pools of sentiment. “I
miss her,” Trinket said, and dapped his hand suddenly on the bolster of the couch. “Mother!”



The blank-faced woman returned.
“Seeif they'vefinished their lunch,” Trinket said. “ Then let'sintroduce Stella”
“Will sheeat?” the older woman asked, her eyes unconcerned either way.

“I don't know. That depends,” Fred Trinket said. He looked at hiswatch. “I hope your parents haven't
lost their way. Maybe you should call them.. . . in afew minutes, just to make sure?’

17

Kaye pulled the Toyota truck to the side of the rutted dirt road and dropped her head onto the whed!.
The rain had stopped, but they had nearly gotten their wheels stuck in mud severd times. She moaned.

Mitch threw open the door. “ Thisisthe road. Thisisthe address. Shit!”

He flung the crumpled piece of paper into awet ditch. The only house here had been boarded up for a
long time, and haf of it had dumped into cinders after afire. Five or Sx acres of weed-grown farm
ground surrounded them, sullen behind avell of low mist. Streamers of cloud played hide-and-seek with
awatery sun. The house was bright, then dark, beneath the coming and going of those wide gray fingers.

“Maybe he doesn't have her.” Kaye looked at Mitch through the open door.
“I could have trangposed anumber,” Mitch said, leaning against the cab.

His cdl phonerang. They both jerked asif stuck with pins. Mitch pulled the phone out and said, “Yes”
The phone recognized his voice and announced that the calling party's number was blocked, then asked
if hewould take the call anyway.

“Yes” he sad, without thinking.
“Daddy?’ The voice on the other end was tense, high-pitched, but it sounded like Stellas.
“Whereareyou?’

“Isthat you? Daddy?’ The voice went through adigita bird fight and steadied. He had never heard that
sort of sound before and it worried him.

“It'sme, honey. Where are you?’
“I'm at this house. | saw the house number on the mail box.”
Mitch pulled a pen and pad from hisinside coat pocket and wrote down the number and road.

“Stay tight, Stella, and don't let anyone touch you,” he said, working to steady hisvoice. “Were on our
way.” Herductantly said good-bye and closed the phone. Hisface was like red sandstone, he was so
furious.

“Isshe okay?’
Mitch nodded, then opened the phone again and punched in another number.
“Who areyou cdling?’

“State police” he sad.



“Wecant!” Kayecried. “They'll take her!”

“It'stoo late to worry about that,” Mitch said. “This guy's going for bounty, and hewants al of us.”
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So many picturesin the hal leading to the back of the house. Generation after generation of Trinkets,
Stellaassumed, from faded color sngpshots clustered in asingle frameto larger, sepia-colored prints
showing men and women and children wearing tiff brown clothes and peering with pinched expressions,
asif the eyes of the future scared them.

“Our legacy,” Fred Trinket told her. “Old genes. All those arrangements, gone!” He grinned and wa ked
ahead, his shouldersrolling with each step. He had afat back, Stella saw. Fat neck and fat back. His
caveswere taut, however, asif hedid alot of walking, but pale and hairy. Perhaps he walked at night.

Trinket pushed open a screen door.

“Let meknow if shewantslunch,” the mother said from the kitchen, halfway up the hal and to the I ft.
AsMrs. Trinket dried adish, Stellasaw adark, damp towe flick out of the kitchen like a snake'stongue.

“Yes, Mother,” Trinket murmured. “ Thisway, Miss Rafelson.”

He descended a short flight of wooden steps and walked across the gravel path to along, dark building
about ten paces beyond. Stella saw a doghouse but no dog, and asmall orchard of clothestrees
gpinning dowly in thewind after the sorm, their linesempty.

Along would come Mother Trinket, Stellathought,and pin up the laundry, and it would be clothes
tree springtime. When the clothes were dry she would pull them down and stuff themin her

basket and it would be winter again . Expressionless Mother Trinket was the seasonal heart of the old
house, mistress of the backyard.

Stellas mouth was dry. Her nose hurt. She touched behind her ears where it itched when she was
nervous. Her finger came away waxy. She wanted to take awashcloth and remove all the old scents,
clean hersdf for the peoplein the long outbuilding. A word cameto her:prensing, preening and
cleansing. It was alovely word and it made her tremblelike aleaf.

Trinket unlocked the door to the rear building. Insde, Stella saw fluorescent lights sputter on, bright and
blue, over workbenches, an old refrigerator, stacked cardboard boxes, and, to the right, a strong wire
mesh door.

The voices grew louder. Stella thought she heard three or four. They were speaking in away she could
not understand—Iow, guttural, with piping high exclamations. Someone coughed.

“They'reinsgde,” Trinket said. He unlocked the wire door with a brass key tied to adirty length of twine.
“They just finished eating. Well fetch the traysfor Mother.” He pulled the mesh door open.

Stedladid not move. Not even the promise of the voices, the promise that had brought her thisfar, could
persuade her to take another step.

“Therearefour indgde, just like you. They need your help. I'll go inwith you.”
“Why thelock?’ Stella asked.

“People drive around, sometimes they have guns. . . take potshots. Just not safe,” Trinket said. “It's not



safefor your kind. Since my wife's degth, 1've made it one of my jobs, my duty, to protect those | come
across on theroad. Y oungsterslike you.”

“Where's your daughter?’ Stellaasked.

“She'sinldaho.”

“I don't believeyou,” Stdlasaid.

“Oh, it'strue. They took her away last year. I've never been to visit her.”

“They let parentsvist sometimes.”

“I just can't bear the thought of going.” His expression had changed, and his smell, too.

“Yourelying,” Stellasaid. She could fed her glands working, itching. Stella could not smell it hersdlf,
could not in fact smell anything her nose was so dry, but she knew the room was thick with her
persuasion scent.

Trinket seemed to deflate, arms dropping, hands relaxing. He pointed to the wire mesh door. He was
thinking, or waiting. Stellamoved away. The key dangled from theropein hishand. “Y our people,” he
said, and scratched hisnose.

“Let usgo,” Stdlasad. It was more than a suggestion.

Trinket shook his head dowly, then lifted his eyes. She thought she might be having an effect on him,
despite his nose plugs and the mints.

“Letusdl go,” Sdlasad.

The old woman camein so quietly Stelladid not hear her. She was surprisingly strong. She grabbed
Stellaaround the ribs, pinning her arms and making her squesk like amouse, and shoved her through the
door. Her book fdl to the floor. Trinket swung up and caught the key on its string, then dammed and
locked the gate before Stella could turn around.

“They'relonely inthere,” Trinket's mother told Stella. She wore a clothespin on her nose and her eyes
were watering. “Let my son do hiswork. Fred, maybe now sheld like some lunch.”

Trinket took out a handkerchief and blew his nose, expelling the plugs. He looked at them in disgust,
then pushed a button mounted on thewall. A lock clicked and buzzed and another wire door behind her
popped open. Stellafaced them through the mesh of the first door. She could not make asound at first,
shewas s0 sartled and so angry.

Trinket rubbed his eyes and shook his head. He gave alittle kick and spun her book into the far corner.
“Damn,” hesaid. “ She'sgood. She amost had me. Hellish little skunk.”

She stood shivering in thelittle cubicle. Trinket turned out the fluorescent lights. That |eft only the
reflected glow from the rooms behind her.

A hand touched her e bow.
Stellascreamed.

“What?’



She backed up against the mesh and stared at aboy. Hewas ten or eleven, taller than her by a couple of
inches, and, if anything, skinnier. He had scratches on hisface and his hair was unkempt and tufty.

“I didn't mean to scareyou,” the boy said. His cheeksflushed in little spots of pink and brown. His
gold-flecked eyesfollowed her as she sdled to thel&ft, into the corner, and held up her figts.

The boy's nose wrinkled. “Wow,” he said. “Y ou'rereally shook.”
“What's your name?’ she asked, her voice high.

“What sort of name?’ he asked. He leaned over, twisted his head, inhaled the air in front of her, and
made asour face.

“They scared me,” she explained, embarrassed.

“Yegh, | cantdl.”

“Who areyou?’ she asked.

“Look,” he said, leaning forward, and his cheeks freckled again.
“ g7

He looked disappointed. “ Some can do it.”

“What do your parentscal you?’

“I don't know. Kids call me Kevin. Welive out in the woods. Mixed group. Not anymore. Trinket got
me. | was stupid.”

Stelastraightened and lowered her fists. “How many arein here?’

“Four, including me. Now, five.”

She heard the coughing again. “ Somebody sck?’

“Yegh”

“I've never been sick,” Stellasaid.

“Neither havel. Free Shapeissick.”

“Who?’

“I call her Free Shape. It'snot her name, probably. She'samost asold asme.”
“Is Strong Will ill here?

“He doesn't like that name. They call us names like that because they say we stink. Come on back.
Nobody's going anywhere soon, right? They sent me out here to see who else old Fred snared.”

Stellafollowed Kevin to the back of the long building. They passed four empty rooms equipped with
cots and folding chairs and cheap old dressers.

At the very back, three young people sat around asmdll portable television. Stella hated televison, never
watched it. She saw that the televison's control pand had been covered with ameta plate. Two—an



older boy, Will, Stella guessed, and ayounger girl, no more than seven—sat on a battered gray couch.
Thethird, agirl of nine or ten, curled up on ablanket on thefloor.

Thegirl smelled bad. She smelled sick. She coughed into her palm and wiped it on her T-shirt without
taking her eyes away from thetelevision.

Will pushed off the couch and stood. He looked Stella over cautioudly, then stuck hishandsin his
pockets. “ThisisMabd,” he said, introducing the younger girl. “Or Maybdlle. She doesn't know. Girl on
the floor doesn't say much. I'm Will. I'm the oldest. I'm dwaysthe oldest. | may bethe oldest dive.”

“Hello,” Selasad.

“New girl,” Kevin explained. “ She smdlsredly shook.”

“Youdo ,” Mabel said and lifted her upper lip, then pinched the end of her nose.

Will looked back at Stella. “1 can see your freckle name. But what's your other name?’
“I think maybe her nameisRose or Daisy,” Kevin said.

“My parentscal me Stdla,” she said, her tone implying she wasn't suck with it; she could change the
name anytime. She kndlt besde the sick girl. “What'swrong with her?’

“Itisntacold anditisnt flu,” Will said. “I wouldn't get too close. We don't know where she comes
from.”

“She needs adoctor,” Stellasaid.

“Tdll that to the old mother when she brings your food,” Kevin suggested. “ Just kidding. Shewon't do
anything. | think they're going to turn usin, al a once, together.”

“That'sthe way Fred makes hismoochie,” Will said, rubbing hisfingerstogether. “Bounty.”

Stellatouched the sick girl's shoulder. Shelooked up at Stellaand closed her eyes. “Don't look. Nothing
to see” the girl said. Her cheeksformed smple patterns, shapeless. Free Shape. Stella pushed harder
onthegirl'sarm. The arm went limp and sherolled onto her back. Stella shook her again and her eyes
opened hafway, unfocused. “Mommy?’

“What's your name?’ Stella asked.

“Mommy?

“What doesMommy cdl you?’

“Elvira” thegirl said, and coughed again.

“Haha,” Will said without humor. That wasacrud joke name.

“Y ou have parents?’ Kevin asked the girl, following Stella's lead and knedling.

Stellatouched Elvirasface. The skin was dry and hot and there was a bloody crust under her nose and
a0 behind her ears. Stdllafelt beneath her jaw and then lifted her arms and felt there. “ She has an
infection,” Stellasaid. “Like mumps, maybe.”

“How do you know?’



“My mother isadoctor. Sort of.”
“Isit Shiver?” Will asked.

“I don't think so. We don't get that.” She looked up at Will and felt her cheeks signa amessage, she did
not know what: embarrassment, maybe.

“Look a me,” Will said. Stellagot to her feet and faced him.

“Y ou know how to talk thisway?’ he asked. His cheeks freckled and cleared. The dapple patterns
came and went quickly, and synchronized somehow with theirises of hiseyes, hisfacia muscles, and
little sounds he made deep in histhroat. Stellawatched, fascinated, but had no ideawhat he was doing,
what he wastrying to convey. “I guess not. What do you smell, little deer?’

Stellafet her nose burn. She drew back.

“Precticdly illiterate,” Will said, but his smile was sympathetic. “It'sthe Tak. Kidsin thewoods made it
up.”

Stellaredized Will wanted to be in charge, wanted people to think he was smart and capable. There
was aweaknessin his scent, however, that made him seem very vulnerable.He's broken, she thought.

Elviramoaned and called for her mother. Will knelt and touched the girl'sforehead. “Her parents hid her
inan attic. That's what the kids in the woods said. Her mom and dad |eft for Cdifornia, and she stayed
behind with her grandmother. Then the grandmother died. Elviraran away. She got caught on the street.
She wasraped, | think, more than once.” He cleared histhroat and his cheeks were dark with angry
blood. “ She had the start of this cold or whatever it is, so she couldn't fever-scent and make them stop.
Fred found her two days after he found me. He took some pictures. He keeps us here until he has
enough to get agood bounty.”

“Onemillion dollarsahead,” Kevin said. “Dead or dive.”

“Don't be dramatic,” Will said. “1 don't know how much he gets, and they don't pay if were dead. If
we'reinjured, he could even go tojail. That'swhat | heard in the woods. The bounty isfedera not state,
S0 hetriesto avoid the troopers.”

Stdlawasimpressed by this show of knowledge. “It'sawful,” she said, her heart thumping. “1 want to go
home.”

“How did Fred catch you?” Will asked.
“I went for awak,” Stellasaid.
“Y ou ran away from home,” Will said. “ Do your parents care?’

Stelathought of Kaye waking up to find her gone and wanted to cry. That made her nose hurt more,
and her ears started to ache.

Thewire mesh door rattled. Will pointed, and Kevin |&ft to see what was going on. Stellaglanced a Will
and then followed Kevin. Mother Trinket was at the cage door. She had just finished shoving a cafeteria
tray under the mesh frame. The tray held a paper plate covered with fried chicken backs and necks, a
small scoop of dry potato salad, and severa long spears of limp broccoli. The old woman watched
them, eyes milky, chin withdrawn, strong mottled arms hanging like two birch logs.



“Yuck,” Kevin said, and picked up thetray. He gaveit to Stla. “All yours,” he said.
“How'sthe girl?” Mother Trinket asked.

“She'sredly sick,” Kevinsaid.

“People coming. They'll take care of her,” Mother Trinket said.

“What do you care?’ Kevin asked.

The old woman blinked. “It'smy son,” she said, then turned and waddled through the door. She closed
and locked it behind her.

The girl, Free Shape, was breathing in short, thick gasps asthey carried Stellastray into the back room.
“Shesmdlsbad,” Mabd said. “I'm scared for her.”

“Soaml,” Will said.

“Will is Papahere,” Mabel said. “Will should get help.”

Will looked miserably at Stellaand fell back on the couch. Stella put the tray on asmall folding table.
Shedid not fed like eating. Both she and Kevin squatted by Elvira. Stellastroked the girl's cheeks,
making her freckles pale. They remained pale. The patches had steadied in the last few minutes, and
were now even more meaningless and vague.

“Can we make her fed better?’ Stella asked.
“Were not angds,” Will said.

“My mother sayswe dl have mindsdeep insde of us,” Stellasaid, desperate to find some answer.
“Mindsthat talk to each other through chemicasand—"

“What the hell does she know?” Will asked sharply. “ She's human, right?’
“She'sKaye Lang Rafdson,” Stellasaid, stung and defensive.

“I don't carewho sheis,” Will said. “ They hate us because we're new and better.”
“Our parentsdon't hate us,” Stellaventured hopefully, looking a Mabel and Kevin.

“Minedo,” Mabel sad. “My father hates the government so he hid me, but he just took off one day. My
mother left mein the bus station.”

Stella could seethat these children had lived lives different from her own. They dl smdled lonely and left
out, like puppies pulled from alitter, whining and searching for something they had lost. Benesth the
londliness and other emotions of the moment lay their fundamentas. Will smelled rich and sharp like aged
cheddar. Kevin smelled alittle sweet. Mabel smelled like soapy bathwater, steam and flowers and clean,
warm skin.

She could not detect Elviras fundamental. Underneath the illness she seemed to have no smdl at all.

“We thought about escaping,” Kevin said. “ Theres sted wirein al thewalls. Fred told us he made this
place strong.”

“Hehatesus,” Will sad.



“Were worth money,” Kevin said.
“Hetold me hisdaughter killed hiswife,” Will said.
That kept them all quiet for awhile, al but Free Shape, whose breath rasped.

“Teach me how to talk with my dapples,” Stella asked Will. She wanted to take their minds off the
things they could not hope to do, like escape.

“What if Elviradies?” Will asked, hisforehead going pae.

“WEell cry for her,” Mabe said.

“Right,” Kevin said. “Well makealittle cross”

“I'm not aChrigtian,” Will said.

“I am,” Mabd said. “Christ was one of us. | heard it in the woods. That'swhy they killed him.”

Will shook his head sadly at this nalveté. Stellafet ashamed at the words she had spoken to themeniin
the Texaco minimart. She knew she was nothing like Jesus. Deep insde, she did not fee merciful and
charitable. She had never admitted that before, but watching Elvira gasping on the floor taught her what
her emotionsredly were.

She hated Fred Trinket and his mother. She hated the federals coming for them.

“Well haveto fight to get out,” Will said. “Fred is careful. He doesn't come inside the cage. Hewon't
even cdl adoctor. Hejust calsfor the vans. The vans come from Maryland and Richmond. Everyone
wears suits and carries cattle prods and tranquilizer guns.”

Stellashivered. She had cdlled her parents; her parents were coming. They might be captured, too.

“ Sometimes when the vans come, the children die, maybe by accident, but they're fill dead,” Will
continued. “ They burn the bodies. That'swhat we heard in thewoods.” He added, “1 don't fed like
teaching you how to freckle.”

“Then tell me about thewoods,” Stellasaid.

“Thewoods arefreg,” Will said. “I wish the whole world was woods.”
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Therain came back asdrizzle. Kaye pulled off and parked just north of the private asphalt road that led
to the big, white-pillared brick house and outbuildings. The sky was dark enough that the occupants of
the house had turned on the interior lights. The black steel mailbox, mounted on achest-high brick base,
showed five gold reflective numbers.

“Thisisit,” Mitch said. He peered through the wet windshield and rolled down hiswindow. A red
pickup and camper had been parked in front. There were no other vehicles.

“Maybeweretoo late,” Kaye said, fighting back tears.
“It'sonly beenten or fifteen minutes”

“It took ustwenty minutes. The sheriff might have come and gone.”



Mitch quietly opened the door. “If | can grab her, I'll come right back.”

“No,” Kayesaid. “1 won't beleft done. | don't think | can stand it.” Her fingers gripped the steering
whed like cords of rope.

“Stay here, please,” Mitch said. “I'll be okay. | can carry her. You can't.”
“You'd be surprised,” Kaye said. Then, “Why would you haveto carry her?’
“For speed,” Mitch said. “For speed, that's al.”

He opened the glove box and took out a cloth-wrapped bundle, pulled open the cloth, smelling of
lubricant, and removed apistol. He tucked the gun into his suit coat pocket. They had three handguns,
al of them unregistered and illegd. Getting charged with gun possession wasthe last thing Mitch and
Kayelost deep over. Nevertheess, they both looked on the guns with loathing, knowing that weapons
give afdse sense of security.

Mitch had cleaned and oiled dl threelast week.

He took adeep breath and stepped out, walking to the rear of the truck. Kaye released the brake and
put the truck into neutra. Mitch pushed, grunting softly in the drizzle. Kaye stepped down and helped,
steering with one hand, and together they rolled the truck up the asphdt road, stopping about hafway to
the house. Kaye spun the whed and turned the truck until it blocked the way. Hedges and brick walls
lined the drive, and no vehicle would be able to get around the truck going in or out. She sat in the cab.
Mitch took her face in his hands and kissed her cheek and she squeezed hisarms. Then hewalked
toward the house, shoving his handsinto the pockets of his dacks. He never looked comfortablein a
auit. His shoulders and his hands were too big, his neck too long. He did not have the face for asuit.

Kaye watched with heart pounding, her mind a thicket.

The pillars and porch stood dark, the door closed. Mitch walked up the steps as softly as his hard-soled
shoes alowed and peered through the tall, narrow window on the right.

Kaye watched him turn without knocking and descend the steps. He walked around the side of the
house, out of Sght. She started to sob and jammed her knuckles againgt her teeth and lips. They had
been standing on tiptoesfor eleven years. It was crud, and whenever she felt she was used to the
extremes of their life together, as she had this morning, dmost, o close to feding norma and productive
and contented, working on her scientific paper, napping in front of her computer, she would come up
short with some spontaneous vision of how they could loseit al. They had been lucky, she knew.

But rardly did her worgt visons meet theleve of thisnightmare.

Mitch waked aong the nesetly trimmed grass margin, crouching below the windows dong the side of the
house. He heard arasping, flacketing buzz, like a big insect, and glanced up with ascowl into the stormy
gloom. Saw nothing.

His heart amost stopped when he realized the cell phone was till on. He reached into his left pocket
and switched it off.

A grave path reached from the back porch out to along frame outbuilding behind the house. He
avoided the path and the scrunching sound his shoes would make there, and walked aong the soft
margin, stepping from the grass, patchy and dead, onto the outbuilding's concrete stoop. He peered
through the small, square window set into the steel door. Why astedl door? And new, at that.



In the room beyond the small window he saw a heavy mesh gate. He quietly tried the doorknob. It was
locked, of course. He stepped backward, dropped hished in adepression in the grass, caught his
balance with ahop, then walked around the side, quickening his pace. The sheriff might arrive any
second. Mitch preferred recovering Stellawithout official help. Besides, he knew Kaye could not hold
out much longer. He had to finish his reconnaissancein ahurry, locate his daughter, and decide what to
do next.

Mitch had never been one to make quick decisions. He had spent too many years patiently scraping and
brushing through packed layers of soil, uncovering millenniaof slent, unwritten history. The peace that
had filled his soul on those digs had turned out not to be asurviva trait.

He had thrown that peace away, along with the digging, the history, and amost dl of hispast life, and
replaced it with a desperate and protective fury.
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M ark Augustine twitched hislipsat the arriva of the man and the woman in the old truck. Little Bird
gave them a series of clear, frozen pictures, at the ends of blurry swoops, the pictures cameoed on the
big screensin blue-wrapped squares.

Two names came up on the last screen. Faciad matching had led to an identification that Augustine did
not need. The man walking around the house was Mitch Rafel son. The woman in the truck was Kaye
Lang Rafelson.

“Good,” Browning said. “The gang'sdl here” Shelooked up a Augustine.
Augustine pinched hislips. “ Enforcement is hardly an exact science,” he said. “Where are the vans?’

“ About two minutes away,” Browning said. Once more, she was completely in control and confident.
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Kaye heard engines. She looked over the hedge to the road and saw two blue-and-white Virginia State
Police patrol cars coming from one direction and from the other, no srens or flashing lights, along,
blocky white utility van, like across between a prison bus and an ambulance. She could not see
Emergency Action's red-and-gold shield on the side, but she knew it was there.

She stood quietly asthe patrol cars dowed and then nosed off with the van to see who would turn first
into the private road.

“No snooping,” the old woman said. “Y ou with the gas company?’ The woman was forty feet away,
nothing more than a frizz-headed silhouette. She had come out of the house very quietly as Mitch had
trangted the back of the long building. She was carrying a shotgun.

Mitch turned and looked up the right side of the long building, facing the back of the house. He had
made his circuit and found no other entrance.

“Dont beslly,” hecdled, trying to sound amiable. “1'm looking for my daughter.”



“We don't have parties,” the woman said.

“Mother!” A man dammed open the screen door and stood beside her on the back porch. “Put that
damned gun away. There are troopers out front.”

“Caught him,” the woman said. She pointed.

“Comeright on up here. Let me seeyou. Y ou with the troopers?’
“Emergency Action,” Mitch said.

“That's not what he said,” the woman commented, lowering the shotgun.

The man took the gun away from her with ajerk and stepped back into the house. The woman stood
garing a Mitch. “Y ou cometo get your daughter,” she murmured.

Mitch walked warily around her, then to the left, seeing the headlights of acar and avan at the end of
the road behind their old truck.

“Damn it, you've parked al wrong,” the man shouted from inside the house. Mitch heard feet samping
on wooden floors, saw lights go on and off through the rooms, heard the door open on the front porch.

As Mitch came around the corner, a plump, active man in shorts stood on the porch between the pillars,
hands up asif surrendering. “What arethey up to?” the man muttered.

Mitch's hopes were very low. He could not find Stellawithout making alot of noise, and there was no
way now he could imagine getting her away from the house even if he carried her. The woods behind the
house and across afield looked thick. Bugs were humming and chirping al around him now that therain
had let up. The air smelled dusty and sweet with moisture and wet grass and dirt.

Kaye faced the main road and the newly arrived vehicles. Two men in two-tone gray uniforms got out of
the patrol cars and walked toward her. The younger man cast a confused backward glance at the van.

“Did you cdl us, maam?’ the older trooper asked. He waslarge, in hislate forties, with a deep but
crackling bull voice.

“Our daughter's been kidnapped. She'sin there,” Kaye said.
“Inthe house?’
“Wejust got here. She cdlled us and told uswhereto find her.”

The troopers regarded each other briefly, faces professionaly blank, then turned toward the two figures
emerging from the van: atal, cadaverous maein ashiny black jumpsuit and astocky femaein plastic
isolation whites. They dipped on gloves and face masks and approached the troopers.

“Thisisour jurisdiction, officers,” the thin man said. “We'refederd.”
“We have akidnapping complaint,” the older trooper said.
“Maam, what's your business here?’ the woman asked Kaye.

“Show meyour ID,” Kaye demanded.



“Look at the damned van. They aren't chegp, you know,” said the thin man in the black jumpsuit, his
voice haughty. “Y ou the mother?’

The troopers stood back. The big one scowled at the thin man.

“You are hereto pay bounty,” Kaye said, her voice scratchy. “1 have no ideahow many kids are here,
but | know thisisnot legal. Not in this state.”

The big trooper stood his ground with arms folded. “ That true?’ he asked the woman in the plastic suit.

“We havejurisdiction. Thisisfederd,” thetall man repeated. “ Sherry,” he caled out to his partner, “get
the office”

“Maryland plates,” the younger trooper observed.

Kaye studied the big trooper's face. He was red-cheeked and his nose was a swollen network of
broken veins, probably from rosacea, but it could aso have been drink.

“Why are you outside of your county?’ the big trooper asked the pair from the van.
“It'sfederd; it'sofficid,” the stout little woman said defiantly. “Y ou can't Sop us.”
“Take off that damned mask. | can't understand you,” the big trooper said.

“It'spolicy to leave the mask on, officer,” the woman announced formally. Her outfit rustled and
sgueaked as shewalked. Therewas an air of disarray about the team that did not inspire confidence.
The big trooper's uniform was pressed and fit tightly over astrong frame going to fat. He looked sad and
tired, but strong on self-discipline. Kaye thought he looked like an old football player. He was not
impressed. He turned his attention back to Kaye. “Who called the state police, maam?’

“My husband. Someone snatched our daughter. She'sin that house.”

“Arewetakin' about virus children?’ the trooper asked softly.

Kaye studied his expresson, hisdark eyes, the linesaround hisjowls. “Yes” shesad.
“How long you been living here?’ the big trooper asked.

“In Spotsylvania County, dmost four years,” Kaye said.

“Hiding out?’

“Living quietly.”

“Yeah,” the trooper said with somber resignation. 1 hear that.” He siwung around to the Emergency
Action team. “Y ou got paperwork?’ He waved hishand at his partner. “ Check out the house.”

“My hushand isarmed,” Kaye said, and pointed toward the house. “ They kidnapped our child. Please,
he won't shoot at you. Let him surrender hisgun.”

The big trooper unclipped his pistol with a swift motion of both hands. He squinted at the big pillared
house, then saw Mitch and the old woman walking up the sde yard.

His partner, younger by at least ten years, tooped and immediately drew hisown pigtal. “I hate this
ghit,” hesaid.



“Let usdo our work,” the stout woman demanded. The mask dipped and she looked even more
ridiculous.

“I haven't seen any paperwork, and you are out of your jurisdiction,” the big trooper growled, keeping
his eyes on the house. “1 need to see EMAC documents authorizing this extraction.”

Neither responded at once. “Werefilling in for the Spotsylvania County team. They're on another
assgnment,” the thin man admitted, some of hisbravado gone.

“I know the ones,” the big trooper said. He looked sadly at Kaye. “They took my son four years ago.
My wife and | haven't seen our boy once, not once, since then. Heisin Indiananow, outside Terre
Haute”

“You're braveto still be together,” Kaye said, asif a park had passed and they understood each other
and their troubles.

The big trooper dropped his chin but still watched everyone with beady, dert eyes. “Don't you know it,”
he said. He waved hishand at his partner. “William, retrieve the father'slittle pistol and let's check the
house. Let's see what you al have got going here.”

Mitch dung hisgun by itstrigger guard on his pointing finger and held it high up inthe air. He regretted
carrying it a al now; hefet foolish, like an actor in acop show. Still, the thought that Stellawasinsde
the house or the long building or somewhere else on the property made him fedl volatile and dangerous.
Anything might provoke him, and that was frightening. Theintengity of his devotion waslike ablowtorch
in hishead, brilliant and blinding.

It had always been that way. There would never be any escape.
The younger trooper dogged across the wet grassin his boots.
The plump man in shortsfinally decided to spesk. “How can | help, officer?’ he asked.

The younger trooper took Mitch's gun and backed away. “ Are you holding children on these premises?’
he asked the man in shorts.

“Weare,” the man said. “ Strays and runaways. We protect them until the truck comes and takes them
to where they can be taken care of. Where they belong.”

Mitch looked at the trooper from beneath lowered, bushy brows. He had aways possessed what
amounted to asingle eyebrow over his eyes and with age, thewoally caterpillar of hair had thickened
and gone wild. At the best of times, helooked formidable, even alittle crazy. “Our daughter isnot a
runaway,” he said. “ She was kidnapped.”

The big trooper approached with Kaye and the two collectors close behind. “Where are the children?’
he asked.

“Round back,” said the man in shorts. “Sir, my nameis Fred Trinket. I'm alongtime resident, and my
mother haslived heredl her life”

“To hdl with that,” the big trooper said. “ Show usthekids, now.”
Something whickered over their heads like abig insect. They dl looked up.



“Damn,” the younger trooper said, flinching and dropping his shoulders. “ Sounds like federa
aurvelllance”

The big trooper drew himsdf up and circled his eyeswarily around the dark skies. “1 do not see athing,”
hesad. “Let'sgo.”
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Thearrivd of the troopers did not please Rachel Browning.

“| think we should aert the Frederick County office,” she said. She blew her nose again. “And let's get
the state's attorney general in on this. Shelll want to know what her people are up to.”

“Therewon't betime,” Augudtinesaid. “It'sVirginia, Rachd. They don't like the fedstelling them what to
do. And the situaionishighly irregular, even for an officia kidngpping.”

Browning tilted her head to one side, jerking her gaze between Augustine and the displays. “1 didn't hear
what the big guy said.” The Little Bird had backed off about fifty feet and was hovering. Itslittle fuel cell
would be depleted soon, and it would have to return or be retrieved by the command vehicle.

“Thetrooper said his son wastaken,” Augustinetold her. “Heisnot likely to be sympathetic.”
“Shit,” Browning said. “ Y ou're happy about this, aren't you?”

Augustinedid not amile, but hislipstwitched.

“I will not take responghbility,” Browning indsted.

“Y our own machines are recording everything,” Augustine said, pointing at the console. “Better whisk
Little Bird out of there, and quickly, if you want to escape adigtrict court spanking.”

“You'reasculpableas| am,” Browning said.

“I've never authorized bounty,” Augustine reminded her. “That's your divison.”
The phone on the desk wheedled.

“Whoops,” Augustine said. “ Someone's been tuning in.”

Browning answered. She covered the mouthpiece and looked up desperately at Augustine. “It'sthe
surgeon generd,” she said, eyeswide.

Augustine expressed his sympathy with alift of his brows and asigh. Then he turned and walked toward
the door. The rubber tip of his cane made squeaking noises on the hard floor.
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Fred Trinket gently pushed his mother aside as he led the group around the right side of the house. Mitch
hated this place, the plump man in khaki shorts, the collectors. His head was like aballoon filled with
gasoline waiting to be torched off.



Kayefdt hisanger like heat from astove. She gripped hisarm. If Stellawas harmed, in any way, then ..
. If their daughter was harmed, then . . .

She could not finish that sequence of thoughts.

“Weve fed the runaways a chicken lunch, very nutritious,” Trinket explained. Hisface waslike blotchy
marble and he was swesting like astuck pig. He was beginning to realize the big trooper did not like the
way Trinket made money.

Mitch made ajerk in Trinket's direction. Kaye drew him back and squeezed hisarm until hewinced. He
did not object, just looked at the gray, square board face of the long building behind the house, the
asphalt shingled roof, the stedl door with itstiny window and concrete stoop.

“We keep good, clean facilities,” Trinket said. He had moved ahead of Mitch and Kaye and flanked the
big trooper. The younger trooper and the collectors took up the rear. “We've had anumber of runaways
through here,” Trinket continued, louder now with the distance to the door decreasing, his secret soon to
be reveded. “We're a conscientious clearing house. We take good care of them.”

“Shut up,” Kaye demanded.

“Keep your temper, maam, please,” the big trooper requested, but his own voice was shaky.

Stellaheard thelock in the big sted door and rushed from Elviras sde down the hal to the inner cage
gate. She sood there asthe lights came on in the firgt little room, with the boxes, and saw abigmanina
leather jacket and akhaki uniform and behind him, Fred Trinket.

Stedlasmdled Kaye and Mitch dmost immediately.
“Mommy,” shesaid, asif shewerethree yearsold again.

“Open that door,” the big trooper ordered Trinket. There were tears on the trooper's cheeks. Stellahad
not seen many police officersin her life, and she had certainly never seenonecry.

Trinket mumbled and drew the brass key on its string.

“Mommy, she'sdead!” Stdlacried. “ Shejust died, just right now/ We couldn't do anything!” Her voice
gplit and she spoke in two high-pitched, singing, weirdly beautiful streams, asif two young girls stood by
the mesh gate, one inside the other. Kaye could not understand, but her heart almost exploded with joy

and grief.

“Openit now!” Kaye shouted, pushing through. Her fingernails raked Fred Trinket's cheek. He recoiled,
dropped the key and squealed in protest.

Kayetried to reach Stellathrough the mesh. The distance between the two doors separated them.

“Lord dmighty,” the younger trooper said. Mitch scooped up Trinket's key and tossed it to Kaye, then
grabbed the man and held him. The big trooper stood back. Kaye opened the mesh gate and then the
inner gate and grabbed Stella.

“Get the others” Stdlasaid.
“How many?’ the big trooper asked Trinket.

“Five” Trinket sad.



“Sir, it'sour duty to assemble and trangport al virus children,” the stocky collector asserted, shouldering
into the first room. Her tall, thin colleague remained outside, staring at the ground, the steps, anything but
what was hgppening within the long building.

Kaye, Mitch, and the big trooper walked down the hall. Stellafollowed her mother closdly. Mitch gave
his daughter a squeeze around the shoulders and she hugged him close. “I'm sorry,” she whispered.

Mabe and Kevin sat on the couch. Will stood by Elvira. Thetelevision blared an old episode of | Love
Lucy. Kaye bent beside the prone girl and examined her, face wrinkling in pity. She saw the bloody
crust under the girl's nose, turned her head gently, found more crust behind her ears, felt the lumps under
her jaw and in her armpits.

“How long?’ Kaye asked Stella.
“Five, ax minutes” Stellasaid. “ Shejust coughed red bad and lay ill.”
Kaye looked over her shoulder at Mitch and the big trooper. Trinket winced but wisdaly kept quiet.

“Let mesee,” the stocky collector said. She knelt briefly beside the girl. Then she pushed to her feet with
awhuff of air and asharp look at the others and stumbled hastily back down the hall.

“Isshesck?’ Trinket asked. “ Can you help her?’

“What the hell do you care?’ the big trooper asked.

Kaye heard the collector calling for the first aid kit. “1t'stoo late,” she murmured.

“You adoctor?’ the big trooper asked, bending low over Kaye and the girl on the floor.

“Close enough,” Kaye said.

“Get your daughter out of here,” he said.

“I might help,” Kaye suggested, looking up at the big trooper'sjowls, hisintense blue eyes.

Mitch let go of Trinket and pulled Stellaclose.

“Just get her out of here,” the trooper repeated. “Well take care of this. Go far away. Stay together.”
“Can Will and Kevin and Mabel come?’ Stella asked.

Will regarded them all with dit-eyed defiance. Kevin and Mabe focused on the television, their cheeks
gold and pink with fear and shame.

“I'msorry,” Kaye said.
“Mother .. .”
“Wehaveto travel light and fast,” Kaye said. And they might all be sick.

Stelapulled loose from Mitch and ran to Will. She grabbed Will's shoulders and they stared at each
other for several seconds.

Kaye and Mitch watched them, Mitch twitching, Kaye oddly calm and fascinated. She hadn't seen her
daughter with anotherHomo sapiens novus in two years. She was ashamed it had been so long, but
ashamed for whom, she could not say. Maybe for the whol e troubled human race.



The two separated. Kaye took Stella by the hand and gave her the secret signa that she had taught her
daughter years ago, a scrape of her pointing finger across Stella's palm that meant they had to go now,
no questions, no hesitation. Stellajerked but followed.

“Remember thewoods,” Will sang out. “Woods everywhere. Woods for the whole world.”

Asthey ran down the asphdt road to the truck, they heard the trooper arguing with Trinket and the
collectors. “We don' take kindly to child theft, not in this county.”

Hewas buying Stellaand her parentstime.
So was the dead girl.

Mitch drove around the van. The hedge scraped Kaye's door. “We should take them with us, al of
them!” she cried, and hugged Stdlafiercdly. “ God, Mitch, we should savethem dl.”

Mitch did not stop.
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At Dulles, Augusting's limo was flagged through and driven directly to the waiting government jet, its
enginesidling on the tarmac. As he boarded, an Air Force staff officer handed him alocked attaché
case. Augustine asked the attendant for a ginger de then took his seat midplane, over thewing, and

buckled himsdif in.

He removed an e-sheet from the attaché case and folded the red corner to activate it. A keypad
appeared in the lower haf. He entered the code of the day and read his briefing from the Emergency
Action Specid Reconnaissance Office. Interdictions were up 10 percent in the last month, dueinlarge
part to Rachel Browning's efforts.

Augustine could no longer bear to watch TV or listen to the radio. So many loud voices shouting liesfor
their own advantage. America and much of the rest of the world had entered a peculiar sate of
pathology, outwardly norma, inwardly prone to extraordinary fear and anger: akind of powder keg
madness.

Augustine knew he could take responghility for a considerable share of that madness. He had once
fanned the flames of fear himself, hoping to risein the ranksto director of the Nationd Institutes of
Hedlth and procure more funds from areluctant Congress.

Instead, the president’s select committee on Herod's issues had promoted him laterdly to become czar
of SHEVA, in charge of more than 120 schools around the country.

Parent opposition groups called him the commandant, or Colond Klink.
Those were the kind names.

Hefinished reading, then crimped the corner of the e-paper until it broke, automatically erasing the
memory strip. The display side of the paper turned orange. He handed the attendant the scrap and
received hisginger dein exchange.

“Takeoff in Sx minutes, Sr,” the attendant said.



“Am | traveling done?” Augustine asked, looking around the back of his set.
“Yes, gr,” the attendant said.

Augustine smiled, but therewasno joy init. Hisface waslined and gray. His hair had turned amost
whitein the past five years. He looked twenty years older than his chronologica age of fifty-nine.

He peered through the window at the welcome storm blowing in fits and starts over most of Virginiaand
Maryland. Tomorrow was going to be dry once again and mercilesdy sunny with ahigh of ninety-three.
It would be warm when he gave hislittle propaganda speech in Lexington.

The South and East werein the fourth year of adry spdll. Kentucky was no longer astate of blue grass.
Much of it looked like Cdiforniaat the end of a parched summer. Some called it punishment, though
there had been record corn and wheat crops.

Jay Leno had once cracked that SHEV A had pushed globa warming onto a back burner.

Augustine fidgeted with the clasp on the attaché case. The plane taxied. With nothing but
raindrop-blurred runway visible outside the window, he pulled out the paper edition of theWashington
Post . That and the ClevelandPlain Dealer were the only two true newspaper she read now. Most of
the other dailies around the country had succumbed to the deep recession. Even theNew York Times
was published only in an dectronic edition.

Some wags caled the online journals “ dectrons.” Whereas paper had two sides, el ectrons were biased
toward the negative. The online journas certainly had nothing good to say about Emergency Action.

“Mea maxima culpa,” Augustine whispered, his nervouslittle prayer of contrition. Infrequently, that
mantra.of guilt changed places with another voice that ingsted it wastimeto die, to put himsdlf at the
mercy of ajust God.

But Augustine had practiced medicine, studied disease, and struggled in politicstoo long to beieveina
kind or generous deity. And he did not want to believe in the other.

The one that would be most interested in Mark Augustine's soul.

The plane reached the end of the runway and ascended quickly, efficiently, on the wind from arich bass
roar.

The attendant touched his shoulder and smiled down on him. Augustine had somehow managed a catnap
of perhapsten minutes, ablessng. Hefdt dmost a peace. The planewas at dtitude, flying level. “Dr.
Augustine, something's come up. We have orders to take you back to Washington. There's a secure
satellite channel open for you.”

Augustine took the handheld and listened. His face became, if that was possible, even more ashen. A
few minutes later, he returned the phone to the attendant and | eft his seat to walk gingerly down theaide
to the washroom. There, he urinated, bracing the top of his head and one hand against the curved
bulkhead. The plane was banking to make aturn.

He was scheduled for an emergency mesting with the secretary of Health and Human Services, his
immediate superior, and representatives from the Centers for Disease Control.

He pushed the little flush button, zipped up, washed his hands thoroughly, rinsed hisgray, surprisingly
corpsdlikeface, and stared at himsdlf in the narrow mirror. A little turbulence made the jet bounce.



The mirror dways showed someone other than the man he had wanted to become. Thelast thing Mark
Augustine had ever imagined he would be doing was running anetwork of concentration camps. Despite
the educational amenities and the lack of desth houses, that was precisely what the schools were:
isolated camps used to park ageneration of children at high expense, with no in and out privileges.

No peace. No respite. Only test after test after cruel test for everyone on the planet.
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Stellawatched her parents strip the house. She wept silently.

Kaye dragged awooden box stacked high with the computer and the most important of their books and
papers out to the Dodge. Mitch burned documentsin arusty oil drum in the backyard.

Kayetersdy told Stdllato throw the clothes sheredly wanted into asingle smal suitcase and anything
elseinto aplastic garbage bag, which they would take if there was room left in the car.

“I didn't mean to do this,” Stella said softly. Kaye did not hear or, more likely, did not think it best to
listen to her daughter now. Louder, Stellaadded, “1 like this house.”

“Sodol, honey. Sodo|,” Kaye said, her face stony.

In the kitchen, Mitch smashed the cdll phone and pulled out the little plagtic circuit boards, then jammed
them in his pocket. He would throw them out the window or drop them in a garbage can in another
date. He then smashed the answering machine.

“Don't bother,” Kaye said as she lugged the plastic bag full of clothes down the hal. “Were probably
the mogt listened-to family in America”

“Old habit,” Mitch sad. “Leave meto my illusons”

“I've made trouble and I'm putting you in danger,” Stellasaid. “1 should just go away. | should just go
into acamp.”

“Us, in danger?’ Kaye stopped and spun around at the end of the hall. “ Are you testing me?’ she
demanded. “We are not worried forourselves , Stella. We havenever been worried about ourselves. ”
Her hands moved in smdll arcs from hipsto shoulders, and then she crossed her arms.

“| don't understand why this hasto happen,” Stellasaid. “ Please, let's stay here and if they come, they
come, dl right?’

Kayesface turned white.

Stella could not stop talking. “Y ou say you're afraid for me, but are you redly afraid foryourselves , for
how youll fed if—"

“Shut up, Stella,” Kaye said, shaking, then regretted the sharp words. “ Please. We have to get out of
herequickly.”

“I'd know otherslike me. | could find out what we really need to do. They have to accept us someday.”

“They could just aseadlly kill you dl,” Mitch said, slanding behind Kaye.



“That'scrazy,” Stellasaid. “Their own children?

Mitch and Kaye faced off againgt their daughter down the length of the hall. Kaye seemed to recognize
this symbolism and turned hafway, not looking directly at Stella, but at the plasterboard, the cornice, the
paint, her eyes searching these blank things asif they might be sacred texts.

“I don't think they would,” Stellasaid.
“That isnot your concern,” Mitch said.

Stella desperately wrinkled her face in what she hoped was asmile. Her tears Sarted to flow. “If it isnt
my concern, whoseisit?’

“Not yours, aone, not yet,” Mitch said, his voice many degrees softer, and so full of painful, angry love
that Stellasthroat itched. She scratched her neck with her fingers.

Kayelooked up. “Damn,” she said, reminded of something. She stared at her fingers and her nailsand
rushed into the bathroom. There, she lathered and rinsed her hands for several minutes.

Steam billowed from the sink as Stellastood by the door.
“Fred stuff?’ Stellaasked.

“Fred,” Kaye confirmed grimly.

“Y ou took agood swipe,” Stellasaid.

“Mom cat,” Kaye said. She scrubbed back and forth with a stiff little bristle brush, then looked up at the
celling through the steam and the lavender of the sogp.” 1'm going to wash that man right off of my
hands,” she sang. Thiswas s0 close to the edge, so fraught, that Stellaforgot her guilt and frustration
and reached out for her mother.

Kaye knocked aside her daughter'slong arms.

“Mother,” Stellasaid, shocked. “1'm sorry!” She reached out again. Kaye let out awail, dapping at
Stdlas hands until Stella caught her around her chest. As mother and daughter dumped to the ragged
throw rug on the bathroom floor, too exhausted to do anything but shake and clutch, Mitch sucked in his
breath and finished the work. He loaded a second suitcase with clothes, zipped it shut, and tossed it into
the trunk of the Dodge dong with the garbage bag. Heimagined himsdf arugged frontier father getting
ready to pull out of the sod house and hightail it into the woods because Indians were coming.

But it wasn't Indians. They had spent time with Indians—Stella had been born in areservation hospital in
Washington state. Mitch had studied and admired Indians for decades. He had aso dug up ancient
North American bones. That had been along time ago. He didn't think he would do that now.

Mitch was no longer awhite man. He wanted little or nothing to do with his own race, his own species.

It was the cavalry that he feared.

They took the Dodge and |eft the old gray Toyotatruck in the dirt driveway. Kaye did not look back at
the house, but Stdlla, dtting beside her mother in the backseet, swung around.

“We buried Shamusthere,” she said. Shamus had come into their livesthree years ago, an old, battered
tomcat with arope looped around his neck. Kaye had cut off the rope, sewn up asdashed ear, and put



inashunt to drain a pus-filled wound behind one eye. To keep the orange tabby from scratching out the
gtitches, Mitch had wrapped his head in aridiculous plagtic shield that had made him look, Stella said,
like Frankenpuss.

For ahaf-wild old tom, he had been aremarkably sweet and affectionate cat.

One evening last winter, Shamus had not shown up for table scraps or his usud siestaon Kaye's lap.
The tom had wandered off into the far corner of the backyard, well away from Stellas sense of smell.
He had pushed hisway under aswelling lobe of kudzu, hidden from crows, and curled up.

Two days|ater, acting on ahunch, Mitch had found him there, head down, eyes closed, feet tucked
under asif adeep. They had buried him afew yards away wrapped in ascrap of knitted afghan he had
favored as a bed.

Mitch had said that cats did that, wandered off when they knew the end was near so their bodieswould
not attract predators or bring disease to the family, the pride.

“Poor Shamus,” Stellasaid, peering out the rear window. “He has no family now.”
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They drove. Stellaremembered many such trips. She lay in the backseat, nose burning, arms folded
tightly, fingers and toesitching, her head in Kay€e'slap and when Kaye drove, in Mitch's.

Mitch stroked her hair and looked down on her. Sometimes she dept. For atime, the clouds and then
the sun through the car windowsfilled her up. Thoughtsran around in her head like mice. Even with her
parents, she hated to admit, she was aone. She hated those thoughts. She thought instead of Will and
Kevin and Mabel or Maybelle and how they had suffered because their parents were stupid or mean or
both.

The car stopped at a service dation. Late afternoon sun reflected from ashiny stedl sign and hurt Stllas
eyes as she pushed through the hollow metal door into the restroom. The restroom was smal and empty
and forbidding, the walls covered with chipped, dirty tile. She threw up in the toilet and wiped her face
and mouth.

Now the backs of her ears stung asiif little bees were poking her. In the mirror, she saw that her cheeks
would not make colors. They were as pae as Kaye's. Stellawondered if she was changing, becoming
more like her mother. Maybe being a virus child was something you got over, like abirthmark that faded

away.
Kayefdt her daughter's forehead as Mitch drove.
The sun had set and the storm had passed.

Stdlalay in Kaye'slap, face amost buried. She was breathing heavily. “Roll over, swesetie,” Kaye said.
Stellarolled over. “Your faceis hot.”

“I threw up back there,” Stellasaid.
“How far to the next house?” Kaye asked Mitch.

“The map says twenty miles. Well bein Pittsburgh soon.”



“I think she'ssick,” Kaye said.

“Itisn't Shiver, isit, Kaye?' Stellaasked.
“Y ou don't get Shiver, honey.”
“Everything hurts. Isit mumps?’

“Y ou've had shots for everything.” But Kaye knew that couldn't possibly be true. Nobody knew what
susceptibilities the new children might have. Stellahad never been sick, not with colds or flu; she had
never even had abacterid infection. Kaye had thought the new children might have improved immune
systems. Mitch had not supported this theory, however, and they had given Stelladl the proper
immunizations, one by one, after the FDA and the CDC had grudgingly approved the old vaccines for
the new children.

“Anaspirin might help,” Stelasaid.
“An aspirinwould makeyouill,” Kayesaid. “Y ou know that.”
“Tylenol,” Stellaadded, swallowing.

Kaye poured her some water from a bottle and lifted her head for adrink. “That's bad, too,” Kaye
murmured. “Y ou are very specia, honey.”

She pulled back Stellas eydlids, one a atime. Theirises were bland, the little gold flecks clouded.
Stellas pupils were like pinpricks. Her daughter's eyes were as expressionless as her cheeks. “ So fast,”
Kaye said. She set Stelladown into apillow in the corner of the backseat and |eaned forward to
whisper into Mitch'sear. “ It could be what the dead girl had.”

“Shit,” Mitch sad.

“It isn't respiratory, not yet, but she's hot. Maybe a hundred and four, ahundred and five. | can't find the
thermometer inthefirs aid kit.”

“I putit there,” Mitch said.
“I can't find it. Well get onein Pittsburgh.”
“A doctor,” Mitch said.

“At the safe house,” Kaye said. “We need aspecidist.” She wasworking to stay calm. She had never
seen her daughter with afever, her cheeks and eyes so bland.

The car sped up.
“Keep to the speed limit,” Kaye said.

“No guarantees,” Mitch said.
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Christopher Dicken got off the C-141 transport at Wright-Petterson Air Force Base. At Augustine's
suggestion, he had hitched alate-afternoon ride from Batimore with aflight of National Guard troops



being moved into Dayton.

He was met on the concrete gpron by anestly dressed middle-aged man in agray suit, the civilian
liaison, who accompanied him through asmdll, austere passenger termind to ablack Chevrolet staff car.

Dicken looked at two unmarked brown Fords behind the Chevrolet. “Why the escort?’ he asked.
“Secret Service,” theliaison said.

“Not for me, | hope,” Dicken said.

“No, ar.”

Asthey approached the Chevrolet, amuch younger driver in ablack suit snapped to military attention,
introduced himsdf as Officer Reed of Ohio Specid Needs School Security, and opened the car'sright
rear door.

Mark Augustine sat in the backseat.
“Good afternoon, Christopher,” he said. “I hope your flight was pleasant.”

“Not very,” Dicken said. He hunched awkwardly into the staff car and sat on the black leather. The car
drove off the base, trailed by the two Fords. Dicken stared at huge billows of clouds piling up over the
green hills and suburbs beside the wide gray turnpike. He was glad to be on the ground again. Changes
inair pressure bothered hisleg.

“How'stheleg?’ Augustine asked.

“Okay,” Dicken said.

“Minegsgivingmehel,” Augudinesad. “I flew infrom Dulles. Hight got bumpy over Pennsylvania”
“Y ou broke your leg?’

“In abathtub.”

Dicken conspicuoudy rotated historso to face hisformer boss and looked him over coldly. “ Sorry to
hear that.”

Augustine met his gaze with tired eyes. “ Thank you for coming.”
“I didn't come at your request,” Dicken said.

“I know. But the person who made the request talked to me.”
“It was an order from HHS.”

“Exactly,” Augustine said, and tapped the armrest on the door. “We're having a problem at some of our
schools”

“They are notmy schools,” Dicken said.
“Have we made clear how much of apariah | an?’ Augustine asked.

“Not nearly clear enough,” Dicken said.



“I know your sympathies, Christopher.”
“| don't think you do.”
“How's Mrs. Rhine?’

The goddamned high point of Mark Augustine's career, Dicken thought, hisface flushing. “Tdl me
why I'm here” he said.

“A lot of new children are becoming ill, and some of them are dying,” Augustine said. “It appearsto bea
virus. Were not sure what kind.”

Dicken took adow breeth. “ The CDC isn't dlowed to investigate Emergency Action schools. Turf war,
right?”

Augustinetipped hishead. “Only in afew states. Ohio reserved control of its schools. Congressional
palitics,” hesaid. “Not my wish.”

“I don't know what | can do. Y ou should be shipping in every doctor and public health worker you can
oet”

“Ohio school medica gaff by haf last year, because the new children were hedlthier than most kids. No
joke.” Augustine leaned forward in the seet. “We're going to what may be the school most affected.”

“Which one?’ Dicken asked, massaging hisleg.
“Joseph Goldberger.”
Dicken smiled ruefully. *Y ou've named them after public health heroes? That's sweet, Mark.”

Augustine did not deviate from his course. His eyes |ooked dead, and not just from being tired. “Last
night, al but one of the doctors deserted the school. We don't yet have accurate records on the sick and
the dead. Some of the nurses and teachers have walked, too. But most have stayed, and they're trying to
take up thedack.”

“Warriors,” Dicken said.

“Amen. The director, againgt my express orders but at the behest of the governor, hasingtituted a
lockdown. Nobody |eavesthe barracks, and no visitors are dlowed in. Most of the schoolsareina
gmilar gtuation. That'swhy | asked you to join me, Christopher.”

Dicken watched the highway, the passing cars. It was alovely afternoon and everything appeared
normd. “How arethey handling it?’

“Not well.”
“Medicd supplies?’

“Low. Some interruption in the state supply chain. As| said, thisisa state school, with a state-appointed
director. I've ordered in federal emergency supplies from EMAC warehouses, but they may not get here
until later tomorrow.”

“I thought you put together an iron web,” Dicken said. “I thought you covered your ass when they
handed you dl this, your little fiefdom.”



Augustine did not react, and that in itself impressed Dicken. “1 wasn't clever enough,” Augustine said.
“Please listen and keep your head clear. Only sdect observers are being alowed into the schools until
the Situation is better understood. I'd like you to conduct athorough investigation and take samples, run
tests. Y ou have credibility.”

Dicken felt there waslittle sense in accusing or tormenting Augustine any more. His shoulders drooped
as herelaxed hisback muscles. “And you don't?” he asked.

Augustine looked down at his hands, inspected his perfectly manicured fingernails. “I am percelved asa
disappointed warden who wants out of hisjob, which | am, and aman who would trump up a hedth
crisisto protect his own hide, which I would not. Y ou, on the other hand, are acelebrity. The press
would wash your little pink toesto get your side of thisstory.”

Dicken made a soft nose-blow of dismissal.

Augustine had lost weight since Dicken last saw him. “1f | don't get the facts and plug them into some
tight little bureaucratic columnsin the next few days, we may have something that goes far beyond sick
children.”

“Goddammit, Mark, we know how Shiver works,” Dicken said. “Whatever thisis, it isnot Shiver.”

“I'msureyoureright,” Augustine said. “ But we need more than facts. We need ahero.”
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Grief had been tracking Mitch Rafelson like a hunter. It had him inits eyebeams, painting him likea
target, preparing to bring him down and settlein for along feest.

Hefdt like stopping the Dodge on the side of the road, getting out, and running. As aways, he stuffed
these dark thoughtsinto alittle drawer in the basement of his skull. Anything that demongtrated he was
other than aloving father, al the emotions that had not been appropriate for eeven years and more, he
hid away down there, dong with the old dreams about the mummiesin the Alps.

All the spooky little guesses about the situation of the long-dead Neandertals, mother and father, and the
mummified, modern infant they had made before dying in the cold, in thelong deep cave covered with
ice

Mitch no longer had such dreams. He hardly dreamed at dl. But then, there wasn't much el seleft of the
old Mitch, either. He had been burned away, leaving athin skeleton of stedl and stone that was Stellas
daddy. He did not even know anymore whether hiswife loved him. They hadn't made love in months.
They didn't have timeto think about such things. Neither complained; that wasjust theway it was, no
energy or passion left after dedling with the stress and worry.

Mitch would have killed Fred Trinket if the police and the van hadn't been there. He would have broken
the man's neck, then looked into the bastard's Startled eyes as he finished the twist. Mitch ran that image
through his head until hefdt his stomach jump.

He understood more than ever how the Neandertal papa must have felt.

Seven miles. They were on the outskirts of Pittsburgh. The road was surrounded by blaring adstrying to
get him to buy cars, buy tract homes, spend money he did not have. The houses beyond the freeway



were packed close, crowded and small, and the big brick industrial buildings were dirty and dark. He
hardly noticed atiny park with bright red swings and plastic picnic tables. He was looking for theright
turnoff.

“Thereitis,” hetold Kaye, and took the exit. He glanced into the backseat. Stellawas limp. Kaye held
her. Together like that, they reminded him of astatue, a Pieta. He hated that metaphor, common enough
on the fringe sites on the Internet: the new children as martyrs, as Christ. Hated it with a passion.
Martyrsdied. Jesus had died horribly, persecuted by ablind state and an ignorant, bloodthirsty rabble,
and that was certainly not going to happen to Stella.

Stdlawas going to live until long after Mitch Rafel son had rotted down to dry, interesting bones.

The safe house wasin the rich suburbs. The tree-filled estates here were nothing like the land around the
little frame house in Virginia. Smooth asphalt and concrete roads served big new houses from the last hot
run of the economy. Here the streets were lined on both sides with fresh-cut stone walls set behind
mature pines and broken only by black iron gates topped with spikes.

He found the number painted on the curb and pulled the Dodge up to ahooded security keypad. The
firgt time, he fumbled the number and the keypad buzzed. A smdl red light blinked awarning. The
second time, the gate rolled open smoothly. Leaves rustled in the maple trees overarching the driveway.

“Almogt there” hesaid.

“Hurry,” Kayesad quietly.
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Joseph Goldberger School for Children With Special Needs,
Emergency Action Ohio, Central District Authority

Asmdl contingent of Ohio National Guard trucks—Dicken counted six, and about a hundred troops—
had drawn up at the crossroads. A perennid around the school, blooming every spring and summer,
dying back in the winter, protesters stood in clumps away from the troops and the darm trip wires.
Dicken guessed that today they numbered three or four hundred today, more than usual and more
energetic aswell. Mogt of the protesters were younger than thirty, many younger than twenty. Some
wore brightly tie-dyed T-shirts and baggy dacks and had felted their hair in long bleached dreadlocks.
They sang and shouted and waved signs denouncing “Virus Abominations’ genetically engineered by
corporate mad scientists. Two news trucks poked their white dish antennae at the sky. Reporterswere
out interviewing the protesters, feeding the hungry broadband predigested opinion and some visuas.
Dicken had seen dl thismany times.

On the news, the protesters standard line was that the new children were artificial monsters designed to
help corporations take over theworld.GM Kids , they called them, orLab Brats , orMonsanto's
Future Toadies.

Pushed back amogt into the grass and gravel of amakeshift parking lot were afew dozen parents.
Dicken could easlly tell them apart from the protesters. The parents were older, conservatively dressed,
worn down and nervous. For them, thiswas no game, no bright ritual of youthful passageinto adull and
torpid maturity.

The gtaff car and its two escorts approached the first perimeter gate through aweave of concrete
barricades. Protesters swarmed the fence, swinging their signsin the direction of the protected road. The



largest Sign out front, scrawled in red marker and brandished by a skinny boy with prominent bad teeth,
read, hey hey usal don't fuck with nature's dnal

“Just shoot them,” Dicken muttered.
Augustine nodded histight-lipped concurrence.
Damn, we agree on something, Dicken thought.

In the beginning, the protesters had nearly al been parents, arriving at the schools by the thousands,
some hangdog and guilty, some grim and defiant, al pleading that their children be alowed to go home.
Back then, the nursery buildings had been filled and the dorms under construction or empty. The parents
had mounted their vigils year-round, even in the dead of winter, for more than five years. They had been
the best of citizens. They had surrendered their children willingly, trusting government promisesthat they
would eventudly be returned.

Mark Augustine had been unable to fulfill that promise, &t first because of what he thought he knew, but
in later years because of grim politicd redlity.

Americans by and large believed they were safer with the virus children put away. Sealed up, out of
sght. Out of range of contagion.

Dicken watched Augusting's expression change from studied indifference to steely impassivity asthe staff
car climbed the doping road to the plateau. There the massive complex sat flat and ugly like aspill of
children's blocks on the Ohio green.

The car maneuvered around the barricades and pulled up to the dazzling concrete gatehouse, whiter
even than the clouds. Asthe guards checked their schedule of appointments and consulted with the
Secret Service agents, Augustine stared east through the car window at arow of four long,
ocher-colored dormitories.

It had been ayear snce Augustine had last inspected Goldberger. Back then, lines of kids had moved
between classrooms, dormitories, and cafeteria hals, attended by teachers, interns, security personnd.
Now, the dormitories seemed deserted. An ambulance had been parked by the inner gate to the
barracks compound. It, too, was unattended.

“Where arethe kids?’ Dicken asked. “ Aretheyall Sck?’
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Stella saw and felt everything in ragged jerks. Being moved was an agony and she cried out, but ill, the
shadows insisted on hurting her. She saw asphalt and stone and gray bricks, then abig upside-down
tree, and findly abed with tight pink sheets. She saw and heard adultstalking in the light of an open
door. Everything else was dark, so she turned toward the darkness—it hurt less—and listened with huge
earsto voicesin another room. For amoment, she thought these were the voices of the dead, they were
saying such incredible things, harmonizing with aweird joy. They were discussing fire and hell and who
was going to be eaten next, and amad woman laughed in away that made her flesh crawl.

Theflesh did not stop crawling. It just kept on going, and she lay in the bed with no skin, staring up at
cobwebs or ghostly arms or just floatersingde her eyebdls, tiny chains of cells magnified to the size of
balloons. She knew they were not balloons. It did not matter.



Kaye was beyond exhaugtion. Iris Mackenzie sat her down in achair with acup of coffee and acookie.
The house was huge and bright inside with the colors and tonesrich folks choose: creams and pale
grays, Wedgwood blues and deep, earthy greens.

“Y ou have to eat something and rest,” Iristold her.

“Mitch . ..” Kaye began.

“He and George are with your girl.”

“I should be with her.”

“Until the doctor arrives, there's nothing you can do.”

“A sponge bath, get that temperature down.”

“Yes, inaminute. Now rest, Kaye, please. Y ou nearly fainted on the front porch.”

“She should bein ahospitd,” Kaye said, her eyes going alittle wild. She managed to stand, pushing past
Iriss gentle hands.

“No hospitd will take her,” Irissaid, turning restraint into a hug and sitting her down again. Iris pressed
her cheek against Kaye's and there were tears on it. “We called everyone on the phone tree. Lots of the
new children haveit. It's on the news aready, hospitas are refusing admissions. Werefrantic. We don't
know about our son. We can't get through to lowa.”

“He'sinacamp?’ Kaye was confused. “We thought the network was just active parents.”

“Wearevery active parents,” Irissaid with iron in her tone. “It's been two months. Were il listed, and
we will stay listed aslong aswe can help. They can't hurt us any more than they dready have, right?’

Iris had the brightest green eyes, set likejewesin aface that was farmer's daughter pretty, with light,
florid Irish cheeks and dark brown hair, adender physique, thin, strong fingers that moved rapidly,
touching her hair, her blouse, the tray, and the kettle, pouring hot water into the bone china cups and
dirring in instant coffee.

“Doesthe disease have aname?’ Kaye asked.

“No name yet. It'sin the schools—the camps, | mean. Nobody knows how seriousitis.”
Kaye knew. “We saw agirl. Shewas dead. Stellamay have got it from her.”

“Goddamn it,” Irissaid, teeth clenched. It was ared curse, not just an exclamation.

“I'm sorry I'm so scattered,” Kaye said. “I need to be with Stella.”

“We don't know it isn't catching . . . for us. Do we?’

“Doesit matter?’ Kaye said.

“No. Of coursenot,” Irissaid. She wiped her face. “1t absolutely does not matter.” The coffee was
being ignored. Kaye had not taken asip. Iriswaked off. Turning, she said, “I'll get some acohol and a
bath sponge. Let's get her temperature down.”
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Thedirector greeted the staff car at the tangent where the wide circular drive met the stepsto the
colonnade of the administration building. He wore abrown suit and stood six feet tall, with
whest-colored hair thinning at the crown, a bulbous nose, and amost no cheek bones. Two women, one
large and one short, dressed in green medical scrubs, stood at the top of the steps. Their features were
obscured by the shadow of aside wall that blocked the low sun.

Augustine opened the door and got out without waiting for the driver. The director dried hishandson his
pants leg, then offered one to shake. “Dr. Augusting, it's an honor.”

Augustine gave the man's hand aquick grip. Dicken pushed hisleg out, grasped the handle over the
door, and climbed from the car. “ Christopher Dicken, thisis Geoffrey Trask,” Augustine introduced him.

Behind them, the two Secret Service cars made aV, blocking the drive. Two men stepped out and
stood by the open car doors.

Trask mopped his brow with ahandkerchief. “Were certainly glad to have both of you,” he said. At six
thirty in the evening, the heat was dowly retreating from ahigh of eighty-five degrees.

Trask flicked his head to one side and the two women descended the steps. “Thisis Y olanda
Middleton, senior nurse and paramedic for the pediatric care center.”

Middleton wasin her late forties, heavy-set, with classic Congolese features, short-cut wild hair,
immense, sad eyes, and a bulldog expression. Her uniform was wrinkled and stained. She nodded at
Dicken, then examined Augustine with blunt suspicion.

“Andthisis Diana DeWitt,” Trask continued. DeWitt was smdl and plump-faced with narrow gray
eyes. Her green pants hung around her ankles and she had rolled up her deeves. “A school counsdor.”

“Consaulting anthropologist, actualy,” DeWitt said. “| travel and vigt the schools. | arrived here three
daysago.” She smiled sadly but with no hint that she felt put-upon. “Dr. Augustine, we have met once
before. Thiswould be apleasure, Dr. Dicken, under other circumstances.”

“We should get back,” Middleton said abruptly. “Were very short-staffed.”
“These people are essentid, Ms. Middleton,” Trask admonished.

Middleton flared. “ Jesus himsdlf could visit, Mr. Trask, and I'd make him pitchin. Y ou know how bad it
is”

Trask put on hismost roya frown—a poor performance—and Dicken moved in to defuse the tension.
“Wedon't know,” hesaid. “How bad isit?’

“We shouldn't talk out here,” Trask looked nervoudy at the smal crowd of protesters beyond the fence,
more than two hundred yards away. “ They have those big ears, you know, listening dishes? Y olanda,
Diana, could you accompany us? Well carry on our discussioninsde.” He waked ahead through the
fase columns

One agent joined them, following at a discreet distance.

All of the older buildings were ajarring shade of ocher. The architecture screamed prison, even with the



bronze plate on the wall and the sign over the front gate inssting that this was a school .

“On orders from the governor, we have a press blackout,” Trask said. “Of course, we don't alow cell
phones or broadband in the school, and I've taken the centra switchboard offline for now. | believeina
disciplined approach to getting out our message. We don't want to make it seem worsethan itis. Right
now, my fird priority is procuring medica supplies. Dr. Kelson, our lead physician, isworking on that

Inside the building, the corridors were cooler, though there was no air conditioning. “Our plant has been
down, my apologies,” Trask said, looking back at Augustine. “We haven't been ableto get repair
peoplein. Dr. Dicken, thisisan honor. It truly is. If therésanything | can explain—"

“Tel ushow baditis,” Augustine said.

“Bad,” Trask sad. “On the verge of being out of control.”

“Werelosing our children,” Middleton said, her voice bresking. “How many today, Diane?’
“Fifty in the past couple of hours. A hundred and ninety today, total. And sixty last night.”
“Sick?” Augustine asked.

“Dead,” Middleton said.

“We haven't had timefor aforma count,” Trask said. “But it is serious.”

“I need to visit asick ward as soon as possible,” Dicken said.

“Thewhole school isasick ward,” Middleton said.

“It'stragic,” DeWitt said. “ They'relosing their social cohesion. They rely on each other so much, and
nobody's trained them how to get along when there's a disaster. They've been both sheltered and
neglected.”

“I think their physical hedlth is our main concern now,” Trask said.

“| assume there's some sort of medical center,” Dicken said. “1'd like to study samplesfrom the sick
children as quickly as possible”

“I've dready arranged for that,” Trask said. “ Y ou'll work with Dr. Kelson.”
“Hasthe gaff given specimens?’

“Wetook samplesfrom the sick children,” Trask said, and smiled helpfully.
“But not from the staff?’ Dicken blinked impatiently at Trask.

“No.” The director's ears pinked. “Nobody saw the need. We've been hearing rumors of afull
guarantine, a complete lockdown, everyone, no exceptions. Mogt of us havefamilies. ..” Helet them
draw their own conclusions about why he did not want the staff tested. “It's atough choice.”

“Y ou sent samplesto the Ohio Department of Hedlth and the CDC?”
“They're waiting to go out now,” Trask said.

“Y ou should have sent them as soon as thefirst child becameill,” Dicken said.



“There was complete confusion,” Trask explained, and smiled. Dicken could tell Trask wasthe sort of
man who hid doubt and ignorance behind amask of pleasantry. Nothing wrong here, friends. All is
under control. Asif expressing a confidence, Trask added, “We are used to them being so hedlthy.”

Dicken glanced at Augustine, hoping for some clue asto what wasreally going on here, what
relaionship or control Augustine had over aperson like Trask, if any. What he saw frightened him.
Augustine's face was as cam as a colorless pool of water on awindless day.

Thiswas not the Mark Augustine of old. And who this new man might become was not something
Dicken wanted to worry about, not now.

They passed an elevator and aflight of dairs.

“My officeis up there, d ong with the communications and command center,” Trask said. “Dr.
Augustine, please fed freeto useit. It's on the second floor, with the best view of the school, well,
bes des the view from the guard towers, which we use mostly for storage now. First, well visitthe
medicd center. Y ou can begin work thereimmediately—away from the confuson.”

“I'dlike to seethe children right away,” Dicken ingsted.

“By dl means” Trask said, eyes shifting. “It will be hard to missthe children.” The director walked
ahead at anear lope, then looked over his shoulder, saw that Dicken was not nearly as nimble, and
doubled back.

DeWitt seemed eager to say something, but not while Trask wasin earshot.

“Let medescribe our facilities,” Trask said. “ Joseph Goldberger isthe largest school in Ohio, and one of
thelargest in the country.” His handswaved asif outlining abox. “1t was built Sx years ago on the Site of
the Warren K. Pernicke Corrections Center, a corporate facility administered by Namtex Limited.
Pernicke was shut down after the change in drug laws and the subsequent twenty percent drop in the
prison population.” He was sounding more and more like atour guide working from a prepared lecture,
adding to the surredlity. “ The contract to convert the complex to hold SHEV A children waslet out to
CGA and Nortent, and they finished their work in nine months, arecord. Four new dorms were erected
ahundred yards east of the maximum security building, which wasfirst constructed in 1949. Theold
hospital and farm buildings were made into research and clinicd facilities. The businesstraining building
was converted into anursery, and now it's an education center. The four-hundred-bed specia offenders
compound now holds our mentaly ill and developmentaly disabled. We cdll it our Specid Treatment
Facility. It'sthe only onein the state.”

“How many children are kept there?” Dicken asked.
“Three hundred and seven,” Trask said.
“They were moreisolated,” Middleton said.

“Dr. durie or Dr. Pickman can tell you more about that,” Trask said. For thefirgt time, his pleasant
demeanor flickered. “Although . . .”

“1 haven't seen them,” Middleton said.

“Someonetold methey left early thismorning,” DeWitt said. “Perhapsto get supplies,” she added
hopefully.

“Well.” Trask's Adam's gpple bobbed like a swallowed wanut and he shook his head with awaxy kind



of concern. “Asof yesterday, the school housed atotdl of five thousand four hundred children.” He stole
aquick look at hiswatch. “We ssimply don't have what we need.” He escorted them to the west end of
the building, and then down awide connecting corridor lined with old refrigerators. The old white boxes
were sedled with black and yellow tape. Empty equipment carts and stacked sted! trayslittered the
passageway. The air was redolent of Pine-Sol.

DeWwitt walked beside Dicken like a shipwrecked passenger hoping for a scrap of wood. “ They usethe
Pine-Sol to disrupt scenting and frithing,” she said in an undertone. Frithing wasaway SHEV A children
drew scent into their mouths. They lifted their upper lips and sucked air through their teeth with afaint
hiss. The air passed over their vomeronasal organs, glands for detecting pheromones far more sensitive
than those found in their parents. “ The security and many of the staff wear nose plugs.”

“That's pretty standard in the schools,” Middleton said to Dicken, with aflegting look a Augustine. She
opened a battered stedl storage cabinet and pulled out scrub uniforms and surgica masks. “ So far, thank
God, none of the staff has gotten sick.”

Dicken and Augustine put the uniforms on over their street clothes, strapped on the masks, and dipped
their handsinto the serile gloves. They paused as an older man, in hislate Sixties or early seventies,
stooped and eagle-nosed, pushed through the swinging doors at the end of the hall.

“Heres Dr. Kelson now,” Trask said, his back stiffening.

Keson wore asurgica gown and cap, but the gown hung on him, straps loose, and his hands were bare.
He approached Augustine, gave him abrusgue nod, then turned to Middleton. “Gloves,” he demanded.
Middleton reached into the locker and handed him apair of examination gloves. Kelson snapped them
on and held them up for ingpection. “No go with Department of Hedlth. | asked for aNuTest, antivirals,
hydration kits. Not available, they clamed. Hell, | know they have what we need! They're just holding
on to themin casethis bresksloose.”

“It will not break loose,” Trask said, hissmilefdtering.
“Did Trask tell you about our shortage?’ Kelson inquired of Augustine.
“Weunderstand it'sacriss” Augugtine said.

“It's goddamnedmurder !” Kelson roared. DeWitt jumped. “ Three months ago, state Emergency Action
officials stripped us of more than half of our medical equipment and drugs. Our entire emergency supply
was looted. We have ‘ hedthy children,” they told us. The supplies could be better used el sewhere.
Trask did nothing to stop them.”

“I would disagree with that characterization,” Trask said. “ There was nothing | could do.”

“Last ditch effort, | took atruck into town,” Kelson continued. “I smeared mud on the doors and the
license plates but they knew. Dayton Generd told meto stay the hell away. | got nothing. So | came
back and dipped in through the Miller's Road entrance. Now even that isblocked.” Kelson waved his
hand, drunk with exhaustion, and turned his heartsick, skim-milk blue eyes on Dicken. “Who are you?’

Augustine introduced them.

K e son pointed aknobby gloved finger at Dicken. “Y ou are my witness, Dr. Dicken. Theinfirmary filled
firgt. It'sdown thisway. We're removing bodies by the hundreds. Y ou should see. Y ou should see.”
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M itch tended to Stdllain the bedroom's dim light. She would not hold till. He used dl the gentle phrases
and tones of voice he could muster; none of them seemed to get through to her.

George Mackenzie watched from the doorway. He wasin his early forties and beyond plump. He had a
young face with inquiring eyes, hisforehead overarched by a styled shock of premature gray hair, and
his lip sported alight dust of mustache.

“I need an ear or rectal thermometer,” Mitch said. “ She might convulse and bite down on an ord one.
WEell haveto hold her.”

“I'll get one,” George said, and was gone for amoment, leaving Mitch aone with the tossing child. Her
forehead was as dry as a heated brick.

“I'm here,” Mitch whispered. He pulled the covers back completely. He had undressed Stellaand her
bare legslooked skeleta against the pink sheets. She was S0 sick. He could not believe his daughter
was 0 Sick.

George returned holding a blue plagtic sheath in one hand and the thermometer in the other, followed by
the women. Kaye carried abasin of water filled with ice cubes, and Iris held awashcloth and a bottle of
rubbing acohol. “We never bought an ear thermometer,” George said apologetically. “We never felt the

“I'm not afraid now,” Irissaid. “George, | was afraid to touch their little girl. | am so ashamed.”

They held Stellaand took her temperature. It was 107. Her normal temperature was 97. They frantically
sponged her, working in shifts, and then moved her into the bathroom, where Kaye had filled atub with
water and ice. She was s0 hot. Mitch saw that she had bleeding soresin her mouth.

Grief looked on, dark and eager.

Kaye helped Mitch take Stella back to the bed. They did not bother to towe her off. Mitch held Kaye
lightly and patted her back. George went downgtairsto heat soup. “I'll put on some chicken broth for the
girl,” George said.

“Shewont takeit,” Kaye said.
“Then some soup for us.”
Kaye nodded.

Mitch watched hiswife. She was amost not there, she was so tired and her face was so drawn. He
asked himsdlf when the nightmare would be over.When your daughter is gone and not before.

Which of course was no answer at all.
They ate in the darkened room, sipping the hot broth from cups. “Where's the doctor?’ Kaye asked.

“He has two others ahead of us,” George said. “Wewere lucky to get him. He'sthe only onein town
who will trest new children.”

33
OHIO



Theinfirmary was on thefirst floor of the medica center, an open room about forty feet square meant to
house at most sixty or seventy patients. The curtained separators had been pushed againgt the walls and
at least two hundred cots, mattresses, and chair pads had been moved in.

“Wefilled this spacein thefirst Sx hours,” Kelson said.

The smdl was overwhe ming—urine, vomit, the assaulting miasmaof humaniliness, dl familiar to Dicken,
but there was more to it—atang both sharp and foreign, disturbing and pitiful dl at once. The children
had lost control of their scenting. The room was thick with untrand atabl e pheromones, vomeropherins,
the arsend and vocabulary of akind of human communication that was, if not new, at least more overt.

Eventhear urinesmdled different.

Trask took a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his aready masked mouth and nose.
Augustine's Secret Service agent took a position in the corner and did the same, visibly shaken.

Dicken approached a corner cot. A boy lay on hisside, his chest barely moving. He was saven or eight,
from the second and last wave of SHEV A infants. A girl the same age or alittle older squatted beside
the cot. She held the boy's fingers around atiny silvery digital music player, to keep him from dropping
it. The headphones dangled over the side of the bed. Both were brown-haired, small, with brown skin
and thin, flaccid limbs.

The girl looked up at Dicken as he came near. He smiled back at her. Her eyesrolled up and shetipped
her tongue through her lips, then dropped her head on the cot beside the boy's arm.

“Bond friends,” DeWitt said. “ She has her own cot, but she won't stay there.”
“Then move the cotstogether,” Augustine suggested with abrief look of distaste or distress.

“Shewon't move more than afew inches away from him,” DeWitt said. “ Their health probably depends
on each other.”

“Explain,” Dicken sad softly.

“When they're brought here, the children form frithing teams. Two or three will get together and establish
adefault scenting range. The teams coalesce into larger groups. Support and protection, perhaps, but
mostly | think it's about defining anew language.” DeWitt shook her head, wrapped her masked mouth
in the palm of one hand, and gripped her ebow. “1 waslearning so much.. . .

Dicken took the boy's chin and gently turned it: head flopping on a scrawny neck. The boy opened his
eyes and Dicken met the blank gaze and stroked his forehead, then ran his rubber-gloved finger over the
boy's cheek. The skin stayed pale.

“Capillary damage,” he murmured.

“Thevirusisatacking their endothelia tissues,” Kelson said. “ They have red lesions between the fingers
and toes, some of them vesicular. It's goddamned tropical initsweirdness.”

The boy closed hiseyes. Thegirl lifted her head. “I'm not his perf,” she said, her voice like ahigh sough
of wind. “Helost hisperf last night. | don't think hewantsto live.”

Dewitt knelt beside the girl. “'Y ou should go back to your cot. Y ou're sick, too.”

“I can't,” thegirl said, and again lay down her head.



Dicken stood and tried desperately to clear hismind.

The director tsked in pity. “ Absolute confusion,” Trask said, voice muffled by the handkerchief. His
phone rang in his pocket. He gpologized, lowered the cloth, then haf turned to answer it. After afew
mumbled replies, he closed the phone. “Very good news. I'm expecting atruck filled with suppliesfrom
Dayton any minute, and | want to be there. Dr. Kelson, Ms. Middleton—I |eave these people with you.
Dr. Augustine, do you want to work from my office or would you prefer to Stay here? | imagineyou
have many adminigrative duties. . .”

“I'll say here” Augustinesaid.

“Your privilege,” Trask said. With some astonishment, they watched the director toss anonchaant,
amost dismissive wave and make hisway around the rows of cotsto the door.

Keson rolled hismilky eyes. “Good fucking riddance,” he murmured.

“The children arelosing dll socid cohesion,” DeWitt said. “I'vetried to tell Trask for monthsthat we
needed more trained observers, professond anthropologists. Losing bond friends—sometimesthey call
them perfs—do you redize what thatmeans to them?’

“Diandstheir angd,” Kelson said. “ She knows what they're thinking. That may be asimportant as
medicinein the next few hours.” He shook his head, jowlsjiggling beneath his chin. “ They areinnocents.
They do not deserve this. Nor dowe deserve Trask. That tate-gppointed son of abitchisinonthis, I'm
sure of it. HE's squeezing profits somewhere.” Having said his piece, Kelson looked up at the ceiling.
“Pardon me. It'sthe goddamned truth. | have to get back. The medical center isat your disposd, Dr.
Dicken, such asitis.” Heturned and waked down arow of cots, through the door on the opposite side
of theinfirmary.

“He'sagood man,” Middleton said. She used akey to open the back door to the main compound,
opening on to the infirmary loading dock. She lifted an eyebrow at Dicken. “Used to be pretty cushy
around here, room and board, easy work, best school in the world, the kids were so easy, we said. Then
they up and ran, the bastards.”

Middleton led them down the loading ramp to agolf cart parked in the receiving area. DeWitt sat beside
her. “Get on, gentlemen.”

“Any guesses?’ Augustine asked Dicken in an undertone as they climbed onto the middle bench sest.
The Secret Service agent, now amost invisible to Dicken, sat on the rear-facing backseat and murmured
into alapd mike.

Dicken shrugged. “ Something common—coxsackie or enterovirus, some kind of herpes. They've had
trouble with herpes before, prenatd. | need to see more.”

“I could have brought aNuTeg, if there had been somewarning,” Augustine said.

“Wouldn't hep usmuch,” Dicken said. Something new and unfamiliar had struck the children. If anew
virusflooded the first rank of a person's defenses—theinnate immune syssem—and spread to others
quickly enough, in close quarters, among confined populations, it could overwhelm any more refined
immune response and bring down a huge number of victimsin days. He doubted that contact immunity
could have had any influence in this outbreak. Another of Mother Nature'slittle screwups. Or not. He
il had alot to unlearn when it cameto viruses and disease, alot of assumptionsto reexamine.

Dicken needed to map the river of thisillness before he would venture an answer, chart it back from



whatever tributary they were at now to its source. He wanted to know the virus when it was adeep,
what he cdled glacid virus—learn where it hid as frozen snow in the high valeys of the human and
animal population, before it melted and became the torrent they were now seeing.

If hefound anything closer to that ided source, that beginning, things might fal into place. He might
understand.

Or not.

What they dl needed to know as a practica matter was whether this flood would jump its banks and
find another run. Taking specimens from the staff would begin to answer that question. But he dready
had a gut fedling that this disease, attacking anew and juicy population, would not readily cross over to
old-style humans.

Provingthat would, in any sane world, stop the political nightmare building outside.
They passed a crate of body bags the end of the loading dock.

“No trouble gettingthose ,” Middleton said. “They're going to befilled in acouple of hours.”

34
PENNSYLVANIA

M itch washed hisface for the fourth or fifth timein the bathroom adjacent to the bedroom. He stared at
the brass light fixtures, the antique gold faucets, thetile floor. He had never been much for luxuries, but it
would have been nice to provide more than just arun-down shack in the Virginia countryside. They had
been plagued by ants and by roaches. The big yard had been nice, though. He had liked to St there with
Stellaand drag agtring for the ever-willing Shamus.

The doctor arrived. Hewasin hisearly thirties, hair spiked and frosted. He looked very young. Hewore
ashort-deeved shirt and carried ablack bag and aNuTest diagnostic unit the size of adata phone. He
was asworn-out as they were, but he immediately inspected Stella. He took blood and sputum from the
girl, who hardly noticed the prick of thelittle needle. The spit was harder to obtain; Stella's mouth was as
dry as abone. He smeared these fluids on the business end of the NuTest arrays—little sheets of
grooved plastic—then inserted them. A few minutes later, he read the results.

“It'savirus,” hesaid. “A picornavirus. No surprise there. Some sort of enterovirus. A variety of
Coxsackie, probably. But . . .” He looked at them with aquizzical, worried expression. “ There are some
polymorphismsthat aren't in the NuTest library. | can't make afind determination here.”

“Were the baths the right thing to do?’ Mitch asked.

“Absolutely,” the doctor said. “ She'sfour degrees eevated. Coming down, maybe, but it could spike
again. Keep her cool, but don't wear her down. She's skin and bones now.”

“She'snaturadly dender,” Kaye said.
“Good. Shell grow up to beamode,” the doctor said.
“Notif | canhelpit,” Kayesad.

The doctor stared at Kaye. “Don't | know you?’



“No,” shesaid. “You don't.”

“Right,” the doctor said, coming to his senses. He gave Stdllathefirst injection, a broad-spectrum
antivira with multiplex immunoglobulin and B vitamins. “ Used these when meades hit abunch of old kids
in Lancagter,” he said, then grimaced and shook hishead. “ *Old kids.” Listen to me. Weretdkingin
tangles. Thisisn't meades, but the shot can't hurt. It'sonly good in a series, however. I'll report her
arrays anonymoudly to Atlanta. Part of the field program. Completely anonymous.”

Mitch listened without reaction. He was amost beyond caring about anonymity. He looked up asthe
doctor glanced at the NuTest display and said, “Whoops. Shit.” The display was blinking rapidly,
reflecting on the doctor's face.

“What?’

“Nothing,” the doctor said, but Mitch thought he looked guilty, asif he had screwed up. “Can | have
some of that coffee?’ the doctor asked. “Cold isfine. I've got two more patients tonight.”

Hefdt Stellaunder her jaw and behind the ears, then turned her over and inspected her buttocks. A
rash was forming on both cheeks. * She's spiking again.” He turned her over and hel ped carry her to the
bathtub. George had emptied the kitchen ice machine and driven off to get more from the local grocery.
They sponged her down with cold tap water. Stellawas convulsing by the time George returned.

Mitch lifted Stella out of the tub by her underarms, soaking his clothes. George emptied four bags of ice
into the water. Then they lowered her in again.

“It'stoocold ,” Stellashrieked thinly.

Mitch's daughter seemed to weigh dmost nothing. She was ephemerd. Theillness was stedling her away
S0 quickly he could not react.

The doctor |€ft to get another injection ready.

Kaye held up her daughter's hand. It was pale and blue. She saw small sores between the girl'sfingers.
With agasp, she dropped the hand and leaned to lift Stellas foot. She showed the sole to Mitch. Small
lesions spotted the flesh between Stellas toes. “They're on her hands, too,” Kaye said.

Mitch shook his head. “1 don't know what that is.”

George pushed back from the tub and stood, his face showing aarm. The doctor returned with another
syringe. As hewasinjecting Stella he looked at the girl's fingers and nodded. He pulled back Stellaslips
and looked into her mouth. Stellamoaned.

“Could be herpangina, vesicular sometitis—" He took a deep breath. “1 can't make the cal here with
just aNuTest. Treatment with atargeted antiviral would work best, and that requires apositive ID. That
should be done in areference lab, and she should be hospitalized. | just don't have that kind of
equipment.”

“No onewill admit her,” George said. “ Blanket ban.”

“Disggraceful,” the doctor said, hisvoiceflat from exhaustion. Helooked up at George. “It could be
communicable. Y ou'll want to sterilize this bathroom and bleach the sheets.”

George nodded.



“Theré's someone who might be able to help,” Mitch said to Kaye, taking her aside.
“Christopher?’ Kaye asked.

“Cdl him. Ask him what's happening. Y ou know his phone number.”

“Hishome,” Kaye sad. “It'san old number. I'm not sure where he works now.”

The doctor had dided up asentind CDC report page on his Web phone. “ There's no warning posted,”
he sad. “But I've never seen pediatric warnings for virus children.”

“New children,” George corrected.
“Isit areportable disease?”’ Kaye asked.

“It'snot even listed,” the doctor said, but there was something in his face that disturbed Kaye. The
NuTest. It's got a GPS and a broadband hookup to the Department of Health. And from there, to
NIH or the CDC. I'msure of it.

But there was nothing they could do. She shrugged it off.
“Cdl,” Mitch told Kaye.
“I don't know who he'sworking for now,” Kaye said.

“We have asecure satellite phone,” George said. “No onewill back trace. Not that it matters, for us.
Our sonisdready inacamp.”

“Thereisnothing secure,” Mitch said.
George seemed about to debate this dur on his masculine grasp of crypto-technology.

Kaye held up her hand. “I'll call,” she said. It would be the first time she had spoken with Christopher
Dickenin over nineyears.

But dl she got was the answering machinein his apartment.” Thisis Christopher. I'm on the road. My
house is occupied by cops and wrestlers. Better yet, remember that | collect strange plagues and
store them next to my valuables. Please |eave your message.”

“Christopher, thisisKaye. Our daughter is sick. Coxsackie something. Cal if you have any cluesor
advice”

And sheleft the number.
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Theinfirmary stood adjacent to the southwest corner of the equipment barn: two blocks connected by a
short corridor with barred windows. The bright security lights drew angular trapezoids of shadow over
the concrete courtyard between the buildings, obscuring alone boy. Tdl and chunky, about ten years
old, he leaned or dumped against the door to the research wing, arms folded.

“Who'sthat?’ Middleton caled out.



“Toby Smith, maam,” the boy said, standing straight. He wobbled and stared at them with tired, blank
eyes.

“Yousdck, Toby?’
“I'mfing, maam.”

“Where'sthe doctor?” Middleton pulled the cart up ten feet from the boy. Dicken saw the boy's pallid
cheeks, amost free of freckles.

The boy turned and pointed into the research wing. “ Doctor Kelson isin the gym. My sster'sdead,” he
sad.

“I'm sorry to hear that, Toby,” Dicken said, swinging out of the seat of the golf cart. “I'm very sorry to
heer it. My sigter died sometime ago.”

Dicken gpproached him. The boy's eyes were rheumy and crusted.
“What did your sister die of 7’ Toby asked, squinting a Dicken.

“A disease she caught from amosquito bite. It was called West Nile Virus. May | see your fingers,
Toby?’

“No.” Theboy hid his hands behind hisback. “I don't want you to shoot me.”
“You ignorethat crap, Toby,” Middleton said. “1 won't let them shoot anybody.”

“May | see, Toby?’ Dicken perssted. He removed his goggles. Something in histone, some sympathy,
or perhaps the way he smelled—if Toby could dill smdl him—made the boy look up at Dicken with
narrowed eyes and present his hands. Dicken gently reversed the boy's hand and inspected the palm and
the skin between the fingers. No lesions. Toby screwed up hisface and wriggled hisfingers.

“Y ou're astrong young man, Toby,” Dicken said.
“I've been in the infirmary, helping, and now I'm on break,” Toby said. “I should go back.”

“Thekidsare so gentle,” DeWitt said. “They bond so tight, like family, al of them. Tdll that to the world
out there”

“They don't want to listen,” Dicken said under his bregth.
“They're scared,” Augustine said.
“Of me?’ Toby asked.

The cart's small wakie-takie squawked. Middleton pulled away to answer. Her lips drew together as
shelistened. Then she turned to Augustine. “ Security saw the director's car go out the south entrance ten
minutes ago. He was done. They think he's skipped.”

Augustine closed his eyes and shook his head. “ Someone derted him. The governor has probably
ordered complete quarantine. Were on our own, for the time being.”

“Then we haveto movefast,” Dicken said. “1 need specimens from the remaining staff, and from as
many of the children asis practica. | need to learn where thisvirus came from. Maybe we can get word
out and stop thisinsanity. Have the children in specid treatment had contact with the children outsde?”



“Nonethat I've heard of,” Middleton said. “But | am not responsible for that building. That was Aram
Jurie's domain. He and Pickman were part of Trask'sinner circle.”

“Pickman and Jurie said the specias should be kept separate,” DeWitt added. “ Something about mental
disease being additive in SHEV A children. | think they were interested in the effects of madness and
Sress.”

Viral triggers, Dicken thought. He was torn between disgust and eation. He might find dl the clueshe
needed, after al. “Who's there now?’

“Thereare Six nursesleft, | think.” Middleton looked away, tears brimming.

“I'll need specimens from those nursesin particular. Nose swabs, fingernail scrapings, sputum, and
blood. | think we should do that now.”

“Christopher isthe point man,” Augustine said. “Do whatever he asks.”

“I cantakeyou,” DeWitt said. She squeezed Middleton's arm supportively. “Y olandawants to get back
to thekids. They need her. I'm baggage for now.”

“Let'sgo,” Dicken said. Hewalked over to Toby. “Thank you, Toby. Y ou've been very helpful.”
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George Mackenzie shook Mitch's shoulder. Mitch lurched up in the bed. The pastel walls of thetidy
bedroom swam around him; he did not fed at al rested. He had fallen adeep without pulling back the
coverson the bed, still dressed in his rumpled Mr. Smith suit.

“Where's Kaye? How long have | been adeep?’

“She'swith your daughter,” George said. He looked miserable. “Y ou've been out about an hour. Sorry
to wake you. Cometake alook at the TV.”

Mitch walked into the next room first. Kaye sat on the side of the bed, hands folded between her knees,
head bowed. She looked up as Mitch checked Stella, now under the covers. He felt Stella's forehead.
“Fever'sdown.”

“Broke about an hour ago. | think. Iris brought some tea and we just sat with her.”

Mitch stared at his daughter's deeping face, so pale on the sky blue pillow, topped by a damp, matted
thatch of hair. Her breath camein ragged puffs. “What's with that?’

“ She's been breathing that way since the fever broke. She's not badly congested. | don't know what it
means. The doctor said he'd be back . . .” She checked the clock on the nightstand. “By now.”

“Hehasn't come,” George said. “I don't think he'sgoing to.”
“George wants me to watch the news,” Mitch said.
Kaye nodded and waved her hand; she would stay.

George led Mitch down the hall to the den and the flat wall-mounted screen. Huge faces sat behind a
fancy rosawood desk, talking . . . Mitch tried to focus.



“| am aslibera asthe next fellow, but this scaresme,” said amiddle-aged male sporting a crew cut.
Mitch did not watch much television and did not know who thiswas.

“Brent Tucker, commentator for Fox Broadband,” George explained. “ He'sinterviewing aschool
doctor from Indiana. That's where our son, Kdly, is”

“Haven't we been expecting this?” Tucker was asking. “Isn't thiswhy we've agreed to put the childrenin
these specid schools?’

“Thefootage you've just shown, of parents dropping off their children, finaly coming forward and
cooperating, isvery encouraging—" the doctor said.

Tucker interrupted with a stern expression. “Y ou left your post thismorning. Were you afraid?’

“I've been heping explain the situation to the president’s staff. I'm going back this afternoon to resume
my duties”

“The scientisis we've interviewed on this show ingst that the children could pose asevererisk to the
population &t large if alowed to roam free. And there are still tens of thousands of them out there, even
now. lsn't it—"

“I cannot agree with that characterization,” the doctor said.
“Yes, wdl, you left your school, and that saysit dl, don't you think?’

The doctor opened and closed his mouth. Tucker moved in, eyeswide, sensing akill. “ The public can't
be fooled. They know what thisis about. Let'slook at our forum instant messages and what the public is
teling usright now.”

The figures came up on the screen.

“Ten to one, they want you to arrest parents who don't cooperate, get all the children where we can
watch them, and do it now. Tento one.”

“| do not think that is even practicable. We don't have the facilities.”

“We built the schools and support your work with taxpayer dollars. Y ou are apublic servant, Dr.
Levine. These children are the result of a hideous disease. What if it spreadsto dl of us, and there are no
more normal children born, ever?’

“Do you advocate we should exterminate them, for the public good?’ Levine asked.
Mitch watched with grim fascination, jaw clamped, asif withessing acar crash.

“Nobodywantsthat,” Tucker said with an expresson of affronted reason. “But there is an imminent
hedth risk. It'samatter of survival.”

The doctor put his hands on the rosewood counter. “No illness has spread to staff in any of the schools
I'm aware of.”

“Then why aren't you in the school now, Dr. Levine?’
“They arechildren , Mr. Tucker. | will be going back to them.”
Mitch clenched hisfistis until hisfingernails dug into hispams.



Tucker smiled, showing perfect white teeth, and turned to the camera, which zoomed to aclose shot. “I
believe in the people and what they haveto say. That isthe strength of this nation, and it is aso the Fox
Media philosophy, fair and balanced, and | am not ashamed to agree with it. | believe thereisan ingtinct
for preservation at work among the people, and that isnews . That issurvival . Youll catch more details
here, Fox Multicast, and touch your screen to check our expanded coverage on the Web—"

George turned off the TV. His voice was thin and choked. “Neighbor must have seen you arrive. He
told me he'sgoing to turn usin for harboring avirus child. A sick child.” He held up and jangled three
keysonaring. “Irisand | have acabin. It's about two hours from here, up in the mountains. On asmall
lake. Real nice, away from everybody. Theré'sfood for at least aweek. Y ou can mail back the keys.
Your girl isdoing better. I'm sure of it. Thecrigsispast.”

Mitch tried to figure out what their options were—and how adamant Mackenzie was. “ She's not
breething right,” he said.

“I've been out of work for five months,” George said. “We're running out of money. Irisis on the edge of
abreakdown. We can't be a safe house anymore. This neighborhood islike Sun City for the wedlthy.
They're old and scared and mean.” George looked up. “If the feds come here and find you, they'll put
your daughter someplace where the careisworse than you can imagine. That'swhere our child is,
Mitch.”

Kaye stood behind Mitch and touched his elbow, sartling him. “Takethe keys,” she said.

George suddenly fell back into achair and shook his head. “ Stay here until dawn,” hesaid. “The
neighbors are adeep. | hope to God everybody is adeep. Get somerest. Then, I'm sorry, you haveto
leave”
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The Specid Treatment center occupied along, flat, sngle-story building with reinforced concrete walls.
Dicken and DeWitt walked around the empty school trailers and crossed the asphdt squarein the
brilliant glow of adozen intense white security lights.

The door to the center hung open. A tangle of sheets and rubber mats had been tossed out like afilthy,
lolling tongue. Two iron-barred and wire-reinforced windows gleamed like flat, blank eyeson either
sde. The building looked dead.

Inside, the air was cooler but not by much, and stank. Beneath the cacophony of stench wavered a
wesak chord of Pine-Sol. Dicken did not pause, though DeWitt held back and coughed under her mask.
He had smdlled worse; the professiond refrain of avirus hunter.

Beyond the security office and the open double gates of the checkpoint, the doorsto dl the cells
stretched down along corridor. About haf, in no particular order, had been opened. No nurses or
guardswerein sight.

The body of aboy of eight or ninelay on amattressin the corridor. Dicken knew the boy was dead
from severa yards away. He put down his bag of specimen kits, kndlt with difficulty beside the soiled
mattress, examined the boy with what he hoped was clear-eyed respect, then pushed on the floor and
one knee and got up again. He shook his head vigoroudy at DeWitt's offer of assistance.

“Don't touch anything,” he warned. *Y olanda said there were nurses.”



“They probably moved the children into the exercise area. The center hasits own yard, at the south end.”

They checked each room, peering through the observation dit or pushing open the heavy stedl doors.
Some of the rooms held bodies. Most were empty. A black line drawn on the floor marked the divison
between rooms equipped for children who need restraints or protection: the padded rooms. All of the
doors to these rooms had been opened.

Two rooms contained bodies lying on cotsin restraints, one male, one female, both with abnormally
large heads and hands.

“It'sacondition unique to SHEVA children,” DeWitt said. “I've only seen threelikethis.”
“Congenitd 7’
“Nobody knows.”

Dicken counted twenty dead by the time they reached the door at the end. Thisdoor wasarolling wall
of stedl bars covered with thick sheets of acrylic.

“I think thisiswhere Jurie and Pickman ordered the violent children kept,” DeWitt said.

Someone had jammed a broken cinder block into the track to prevent the door from automatically
closing, and ared light and LED display flashed a security warning. Behind thickly shaded glass, the
guard booth was empty, and the darm had been hammered into silence.

“We don't have to go through here,” DeWitt said. “ The yard isthat way.” She pointed down ashort hall
to theright.

“| need to seemore,” Dicken said. “Where are the nurses?’
“With the living children, | presume. | hope.”

They squeezed through the narrow opening. All the doors beyond were locked by a double bar system,
onelatera, one reaching from the celling to the floor and dipping into stedl-clad holes. Each room held a
lone, unmoving child. One stared in frozen surprise at the ceiling. Some appeared to be adeep. It did not
look asif they had received any attention. There were at least eight children in these rooms, and no way
to confirm they were dl dead.

None of them moved.

Dicken stepped back from the last thick view port, shoved his back against the concrete wall, then, with
an effort, pushed off and faced DeWitt. “Theyard,” he said.

About ten paces beyond the door, they met two of the treatment center nurses. They were sharing a
cigarette and sprawling on plastic chairsin the shade at the end of abroad corridor lined with padded
picnic tables. The two women werein thair fifties, very large, with beefy arms and large, fat hands. They
wore dark green uniforms, almost black in the overhead glare. They looked up listlessly as Dicken and
DeWitt cameinto view.

“We done everything we could,” one of them said, eyes darting.
Dicken nodded, smply acknowledging their presence—and perhapstheir courage.

“There are more out there,” said the other nurse, louder, asthey walked past. “It's damned near
midnight. We needed a bresk!”



“I'm sureyou did your best,” DeWitt said. Dicken instantly caught the contrast: DeWitt's voice, precise
and academic, educated; the nurses, pragmatic and blue collar.

The nurses weretownies.

“Fuck you,” thefirst nursetried to shout, but it came out awan croak. “Where was everybody?
Wherere the doctors?’

Brave townies. They cared. They could have bolted, but they had stayed.

Dicken stood in the yard. A canvas tent had been pulled over a concrete quadrangle about fifty feet ona
sde and surrounded by tan, stucco-covered wals. The lighting was inadequate, just wall-mounted
pathway illumination surrounding the open square. The center was a shadowy pit.

Cots and mattresses had been laid out on the concrete in rows that began with some intention of order
and ended in scattered puzzles. There were at least ahundred children under the tent, most of them lying
down. Four women, two men, and one child walked between the cots, carrying buckets and ladles,
giving the children water if they were strong enough to sit up.

Moonlight and starry sky showed through gaps and vent flaps. The quadrangle was till dmost
unbearably hot. All the water coolersin the building had been carried here, and afew hoses hung out of
plastic barrels surrounded by fading gray rings of water dop.

A hardy few of the children, most of them younger than ten, sat under the pathway lights with their backs
againg the succo walls, staring at nothing, shoulders dumped.

A woman in awhite uniform gpproached DeWitt. She was smdler than the others, tiny, actudly, with
walnut-colored skin and black amond eyes and short black hair pushed up under abaseball cap.
“Y ou're the counselor, Miss DeWitt?’ she asked with an accent. Filipino, Dicken guessed.

“Yes” DeWitt said.
“Are the doctors coming back? Is there more medicine?’ she asked.
“We're under complete quarantine,” DeWitt said.

The woman looked at Dicken and her face creased with helpless anger. As an outsider, he had failed
them all; he had brought nothing useful. “ Today and last night was ahorror. All my children are gone. |
work in specia needs. Their only fault was dow wisdom. They were my joy.”

“I'm sorry,” Dicken said. He held up hisbag of specimen kits. “I'm an epidemiologist. | need samples
from dl of the nursesworking here.”

“Why? They'reafraid it's going to spread outside?’ She shook her head defiantly. “None of usissick.
Only the children.”

“Knowing what happened here, and how it happened, isimportant to the children who are ill dive.”
“Doyoujudifythis, Migter . . . whoever the hell you are?’ the wal nut-col ored woman hissed.

“Y ou've done your best,” Dicken said. “I know that. We have to keep trying. Keep working.” He
swallowed. Tonight was dready stacking up to be the worst, the most awful he had ever seen.
Nightmare bad.

The woman's arms trembled. She turned away, then turned back dowly, and her eyes were asflat and



dark asthe windows at the entrance. “Food would help” she said asif speaking to one of her less
intelligent charges. 9 ow wisdom. “We haveto feed those who are il dive.”

“I think there's enough food,” DeWitt said.

“How many, outsde?’ the woman asked, hand making a helpless, rotating gesture. “How many have
died?’

Dicken had seen such agesture years ago, at the beginning of al this; he had seen afemae chimp reach
out for solace and Marian Freedman, who now studied Mrs. Rhine, had grasped the hand and tried to
comfort her.

Dewitt held the woman's hand in just that way. “We don't know, honey,” she said. “Let'sjust take of
care of our own.”

“I'm going to need the doors to the cells opened,” Dicken said.

The tiny woman covered her mouth with her hand. “We didn't go inthere,” she said, staring at him with
huge eyes. “We couldn't let them out. Some are violent. Oh, God, I've been afraid to look.”

“If they've had no contact with adults, then it'sal the more important that | get some specimens,” Dicken
sad.

The woman dropped her hand from her mouth—it shook asif with palsy—and stared at DeWwitt.
“Comeon,” DeWitt said, taking her elbow and guiding her. “I'll hdp.”
“What if someare dill dive?’ the smal woman asked plaintively.

Somewere.
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M itch glanced down at the digita receiver in the Mackenzies Jeep. Kaye leaned forward between the
seats and touched hisarm. “Isthat what | think it is?’

“It appearsto be,” Mitch said. “Webcasts. Catches everything for at least an hour back.”
“Weve been married too long,” Kaye said. “ Y ou don't even ask what I'm talking about.”
“Do you think?” Mitch said, with precisdy Kaye's tone and phrasing.

Stellalay quietly besde Kaye in the backseat. She had gone through one more convulsion, but her fever
had not spiked again. She was resting under athin child's blanket, her head in Kaye'slap.

They had caught less than an hour's nap before leaving the Mackenzie house. Kaye had had anightmare
in which someone very important to her, someone like her father or Mitch, had told her shewasa
miserable mother, an awful human being, and some shadowy ingtitution was withdrawing al support,
which meant life support; she had thought she was running out of oxygen and could not bresthe. She had
struggled awake and deep after that wasimpossible.

The sun was peeking over the highway behind them.



“Turniton,” Kayesad.

Mitch turned on the receiver. The dashboard display showed amap with ared spot, their position, and
the radio tuned automaticaly to a Philade phiagtation, giving stock market news for the morning.

“Did he—"

“George turned off the TheftWave years ago,” Mitch said. “I checked. It's unplugged. Were just
tracking GPS, not sending.”

“Good.” Kaye reached forward with agrunt, shifting Stella's head, and pulled out aremote folding
keypad. “Fancy,” shesad.

Mitch glanced at her in the rearview mirror. She looked haggard, and her eyesweretoo bright. He
could only see part of the gently breathing, blanketed form beside her.

“Areyou dl right?” he asked.
“I'mfine.” She studied the keypad, then experimented with afew buttons. “Looks like HFMD to me.”
“That'snot aradio station,” Mitch said.

“Hand, foot, and mouth disease. It'susualy aminor vird infection in infants and children. I'm sure she's
been exposed before. Something's changed. Whatever, we need to stock up on drugs and fluids.”

“Druggtore?’

Kaye shook her head. “I'm sure by now they've made this areportable iliness. Every pharmacy inthe
country will be on the dert, and the hospitals are refusing to take cases.. . . Let's hear what theworld is
saying.” The broadband steswerefull of digitd music, digita advertisng, Rush Limbaugh thundering and
buzzing away from somewherein FHorida, Dick Richdlieu on building that new home, rants by
evangelicas, and then BBC World News direct from London. They caught the story in progress. Kaye
worked the touch pad and backed up several minutes to the beginning.

“Conditionsin Asiaand the United States have quickly deteriorated to what can only be described as
panic. The prospect of the so-caled virus children producing an unknown pathogen capable of causing a
pandemic has haunted world governments for a decade, certainly since the strange and disturbing case
of Mrs. Rhine seven years ago. And yet the children have remained hedlthy, in their schools and camps
and with their beleaguered families. Now, thisnew and so-far unexplained illness—given no officid
diagnoss—is causing widespread disruption in North America, Japan, and Hong Kong. International
and even somelocd airports are blocking flights from affected areas. In the past forty-eight hours, public
and private hospitalsin the United States have closed their doorsto this new illnessfor fear of becoming
part of aproposed genera quarantine. Other hospitalsin the UK, France, and Italy, announced that
should the disease spread to these shores, which some regard asinevitable, they will accept SHEVA
children and their relaives only in isolated wards.”

“If you see avet's office, stop,” Kayetold him.
“Okay,” Mitch said.

“Theillness has not yet spread to Africa, which hasthe smallest population of SHEV A children, some
say because of the prevaence of HIV infection. In Washington, Emergency Action deniesthat it has
begun taking measures based on atop-secret presidentia decision directive, aconfidentia order dating
from the early years of Herod's plague. On some widely touched Web sites, the specter of bioterrorism



isbeing invoked with darming frequency.”

Kayeturned off the radio and squared her clasped handsin her lap. They were passing through asmall
town inthe middle of fieldsand grassy plains. “Thereésapet hospitd,” Kaye said, pointing to astrip mall
ontheir right.

Mitch swung off the road into the parking lot and parked opposite a square blue-and-gray stucco
building. Kaye drew the sun shades in the Jeep's windows, though the sun was till low in the east and
the air was actualy cool. “ Stay in the back with her,” she said asthey both got out. Mitch tried to give
Kaye abrief, encouraging hug. She squirmed out of hisarmslike acat, made avexed face, and jogged
across the asphdt.

Mitch looked over his shoulder to seeif they were being watched, then climbed into the backsest, lifted
his daughter's head, and placed it on his lap. Stelladrew bresth in short jerks. Her face was covered
with small red spots. She curled her knees up and flexed her fingers. “Mitch, my head hurts,” she
whispered. “My neck hurts. Tell Kaye.”

“Momwill beback inafew minutes,” Mitch said, feding agnawing helplessness. He might aswell have
been aghost watching from the land of the dead.

Kaye peered through the venetian blindsin the glass door and saw lightsinsde and figuresmovingina
hallway in the back. She banged on the door until ayoung woman in ablue medica uniform approached
with a puzzled ook and opened the door a crack.

“Werejust sarting the day,” thewoman said. “Isthisan emergency?’ Shewasin her midtwenties,
plump but not heavyset, with strong arms, bleached blonde hair, and pleasant brown eyes.

“I'm sorry to bother you, but we have some trouble with our cat,” Kaye said, and smiled with her most
ingratiating and harried expression. The woman opened the door and Kaye entered the hospital's smdll
lobby. She turned nervoudly and looked at the admissions counter, the racks of specidized pet food and
other products. The woman walked behind the counter, perked up, and smiled. “Well then, welcome.
What can we do for you?’ Her pocket tag showed a smiling cartoon puppy and the name Betsy.

The good caring women of this Earth,Kaye thought. They are hardly ever beautiful, they are the
most beautiful of all. She did not know where this came from and shoved it aside, but first used the
emotion to put asympathetic spark into her amile.

“Weretraveling,” Kaye began. “We're taking Shamus with us, poor thing. He's our cat.”
“What'swrong?’ Betsy asked with genuine concern.

“He'sjust old,” Kaye said. “Failed kidneys. | thought | brought our supplieswith us, but . . . they're
back in Brattleboro.”

“Do you have adoctor's sheet? A phone number, someone we can talk with?”

“Shamus hasn't seen the doctor in months. We moved recently. We've been taking care of him on our
own. Weve already been to one pet hospital, up theroad aways. . . They got mad. It's so early, and
weve been up dl night. They turned me down flat.” She wrung her hands. 1 was hoping you could help.”

Betsy's eyes glinted with the merest shade of suspicion. “We can't supply narcotics or painkillers,” she
warned.



“Nothing likethat,” Kaye said, her heart thumping. She smiled and drew abreeth. “ Oh, forgive me, I'm
so worried about the poor thing. Well need Lactated Ringer's, four or five liters, if you haveit, with
butterfly clamp, and as many sets of tubes and needles—twenty-five-gauge needles”

“That'salittlethin for acat. Take forever tofill her up.”

“Itsahe” Kayesad. “It'sdl hell put up with.”

“All right,” Betsy said doubtfully.

“Methyl prednisone,” Kaye said. “To cam him while hestraveling.”

“We have Depo-Medrol.”

“That'sfine. Do you have vidarabine?’

“Not for cats,” the young woman said, frowning. “I'll haveto check al thiswith the doctor.”
“Hé's at the cabin—our cat. Hes doing poorly, and it'sal my fault. | should have known better.”
“You've handled thisbefore . . . haven't you?’

“I'm an expert,” Kaye said, and put on a brave, tearful grin.

The young woman entered the list onto a flat-screen monitor. “1'm not sure | even know whét vidarabine

IS

Kaye searched her memory, trying to remember the long hours she had spent searching PediaServe,
MediSHEVA, and ahundred other sites and databases, years ago, preparing for some unknown
disagter. “Theré's anew one we use sometimes. It's called picornavene, enterovene, something like that?”

“We have equine picornavene. Surdly that's not what you're looking for.”

“Soundsfamiliar.”

“It comesin quite large doses.”

“Fine. Famicydovir?’

“No,” Betsy said, very suspicious now. “Drugstore might have that. What kind of life has your cat lived?’
“Hewasawild one,” Kaye said.

“If he'sthat sick . . "

“He means so much to us”

“Y ou should wait for the vet. HEll be back in an hour.”

“I'm not sure we have that long,” Kaye said, looking at her watch with a desperate expresson she did
not haveto fake.

“You're positive you've done dl this before, you know how it works?’

“Weve kept him aivefor ayear. I've had him for eighteen years. Hes abrave old tom. | don't know
what I'd do without him.”



The assistant shook her head, dubious but sympathetic. “I could get in trouble.”

Kaye felt no guilt whatsoever. If she had had a gun, she would have held them up, right now, for
everything she needed. “1 wouldn't want that,” she said, staring right at the woman.

The assstant waggled her head. “What the hell,” she said. “ Old cats. Pain in the butt, huh?’
“You know it,” Kayesaid.

“And it'snot likewerein the big city. Fiveliters Ringer's, two hundred mils equine picornavene—that's
the smallest welve got—and the Depo-Medrol—" Betsy picked up the printed list. “ Credit or debit?’

“Cash,” Kaye said.
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Yolanda Middleton followed Dicken through the schooal trailersto the old farm buildings. She caught up
with him easily and shook out aring of keys. “We ransacked Trask's office,” she said. “Found master
keysto dl the buildings. There€'s atag from when this was a prison. Some of the nurses say there could
gtill be supplies out here, but nobody knows.”

“Greet. Did Kelson ever come out here?”’

“I don't think so. Thiswas Dr. Jurieslab,” Middleton said. “Dr. Pickman was his ass stant. Both were
authorized to do research. They stayed away from the rest of us.”

“What sort of research?’ Dicken asked.
Middleton shook her head.

Dicken stood on the asphalt path and tapped his shoe lightly on the curb, thinking. He looked over his
shoulder at the converted barn, the old business education building, and the three blank-faced concrete
cubes between. Then he set off. Middleton followed.

A double sted door marked one side of the closest cube. Thiswas labded “ no admittance’ in white
|etters on the door's blue enamd.

“What'sin here?’

“Waell, among other things, atemporary morgue,” she said. “ That's what they told me. | don't know that
it was ever used.”

“Why here?

“Dr. durietold us we had to keep the bodies of any children who died. The county coroner wouldn't
take them, even though she was supposed to.”

“Were the parents notified?’

“Wetried,” Middleton said. “ Sometimes they move without giving any forwarding address. They just
leave the children behind.”

“Isthere agraveyard for the school 7’



“Not that | ever heard of. Honestly, Dr. Jurietook care of all that.” Middleton looked distinctly
uncomfortable. “We assumed they went to a potter's field somewhere outside of town. There weren't
that many, really. Two or three, maybe, since the school opened, and only one since I've been here.
Trask didn't let word about deaths circulate very far. He caled it a private matter.”

Dicken rubbed hisfingerstogether. “Key?’

Middleton looked for anewer key on thering, and held one up for hisingpection. It was labeled R1-F,
F for Front, presumably—and R for what, Research?They agreed with alook that this was the best
choice. As she pushed the key into the lock, Dicken turned his gaze up the face of concrete, paegray in
the morning light. He narrowed his eye, as he had learned over the years, to help the fogged lensfocus
on the vent covers near the top, afew pipes sticking out, athick power line going to a pole and across
to the junction box near the old barn.

Middleton pulled the door open. Inside, it was cool enough to make him shiver.
“The air-conditioner works here, at least,” he said.
“It's separate from the main plant,” Middleton said. “This building's newer than the rest.”

Dicken took adeep breath. He felt asif he were on awild goose chase. There might be medicinein
these buildings, but he doubted it. More likely they would find laboratory supplies—unless Trask had
conspired with the doctorsto sdll those, too. Still, the lab might be better equipped than the small
medicdl facility adjacent to the infirmary. But these were just excuses.

Something else was bringing him here, an ingtinctive suspicion that had come to him as he walked among
the cotsin the specid treatment center.We're curious monkeys, he thought.\We never miss
opportunities.

Hefound alight switch on the wal inside the door and pushed it. Fluorescents bathed theinterior ina
cool, gterile glow. The north wall of the room was covered by stainless stedl refrigerators, huge lab units
equipped with tiny blue temperature displays. Expensive, and very unlike the small, hump-shouldered
unitsoutsdetheinfirmary.

“When did Jurie and Pickman leave?’ he asked.

“I'm not sure.”

“Did they take anything?’

Middleton shrugged. “1 didn't seethem go. | can't be everywhere.”

“Of coursenot,” Dicken said. The mask itched. He reached up to rub his nose, then thought better of it.
“How long will thistake?’ Middleton asked.

Dicken ignored her. The refrigerators were locked and equipped with push-button keypads. Heran his
fingers across one of the pads and shook his head.

Middleton found akey on the ring that opened the door across the room. Thisled to asmall pathology
lab with asingle sted autopsy table, shining clean. All thetoolslay nestly in ther traysor in cabinets
aong thefar wall. Some tools had been left in an autoclave, but otherwise the lab was beautifully
organized and maintained.



“When was the last autopsy conducted here?’ Dicken asked.

“I don't think there have ever been any,” Middleton said. | haven't heard of any, at least. Wouldn't we
have to get permission from the county?’

“Not if they refuse respongbility. Maybe Mark will know.” But he was beginning to doubt that
Augustine knew anything. It was beginning to look asif hisold CDC boss, the putative director of
Emergency Action, had findly been hamstrung—perhaps castrated was the better word—by the
political wolvesin Washington.

Down ashort hal and to the right, they came upon the unexpected mother lode: afully equipped
molecular biology and geneticslab, sx hundred square feet of space under ahigh celling, crammed with
equipment. Tissue centrifuge sorters provided specimen flow to racked anayzers—matrix and
variable-probe sequencers specidizing in polynucleotides, RNAs and DNAS, proteomizers capable of
discerning complete complements of proteins; glycome and lipidome unitsfor isolating and labeing
sugars and fats and related compounds. More racks stood at the ends of broad stedl 1ab benches.

The sorter and analyzers were connected by sted and white plastic automated specimen tracks, running
likealittle railroad through diffraction molecular imagers, inoculator/incubators, and a variety of video
microscopes—including two up-to-the-minute carbon force counters. All magnificently automated. A
one- or at most two-person lab.

Everything on and around the benches was hooked up to asmall, square, bright red Cenomics Ideator,
adedicated computer capable of three-D imaging and red-time gene and protein description and
identification.

There was more than awesdlth of equipment here: What Dicken saw as he walked around the room
amounted to obscene overkill for atypica school medicd facility. He had visited labsin rich biotech
firmsthat wouldn't have been able to compete.

“Wow,” Dicken said in awe. “ Thisisthe whole damnedDelta Queen ”
Middleton raised an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?’

“Nothing.” He walked between the benches, then paused to reach out with his gloved hand and stroke
the Ideator. He had hisriverboat. He had everything he needed to track the virus back up theriver of
disease to thefar, frozen north—toitsdeeping, glacid form.

If no one dsewaswilling to do it, hewas sure he could do it al by himself, right here, and screw the
unreasoning outside world.With the help of a few manuals. Some of this equipment he had seen only in

catalogs.
Dicken leaned over to look at stedl tags, identifiers, shipping labels. “Who paid for dl this?’

Middleton shook her head. She was as stunned as he, but probably did not fully appreciate the
magnitude of their discovery.

He found what he was searching for on the back of one of the carbon force counters. A sted tag read,”
property of americoal, inc., u.s.a federdly registered corporate loan equipment.”

“Marge Cross,” hesaid. “Large Marge.”
“What?’



Dicken murmured aquick explanation. Marge Cross was the CEO and mgjority shareholder of both
Americol and Eurocol, two of the world's largest pharmaceutical and medica equipment manufacturers.
He did not add that for atime Marge Cross had employed Kaye Lang.

Dicken said, “Let's find some way to open those refrigerators. And that.” He pointed to the unmarked
stainless steel door—more of a hatch, actualy—at the back of the lab.

Middleton shuddered. “1'm not sure | want to,” she said.
Dicken scowled. “Weretired, aren't we?’

Chastened, she handed him thering of keys. “I'll look for the codes,” she said.
40

THE POCONOS, PENNSYLVANIA

M itch shifted into four-whed drive, then pushed the Jeep through a previoudy broken and mangled
section of guardrail—just as George had described it. The Jeep rumbled down the embankment.

Kaye cradled Stella once more in the backseat. Stella did not react to the bumps and lurches. Kaye
dared straight ahead, through the windshield, seeing nothing, redlly, and thinking furioudy. She could not
shut down her mind, filled with scenes and plansthat did not connect in any useful way. Shewas at the
end of her rope, about to be jerked up hard; she knew it, and there was nothing she could do about it.

She was more than haf convinced they were going to lose Stella. Making plansfor atime after Stella
certainly seemed appropriate, but she could not bring herself to do so. Her thoughts became jagged and
incomplete, painful.

She could fed her throat Sarting to condrict, asit had in the nightmare.
“There,” Mitch said. He pointed.

“What?' Kaye wheezed.

“Aroad.”

As George had told them, they now straddled an dmost overgrown path, just barely deserving to be
cdled aroad. He swung the Jeep | eft. The path wound through scrub forest for a quarter of amile, then
connected to a state highway. Thisway would avoid quarantine roadblocks on the county line.

Mitch'sintuition had been finely honed over thelast ten years. He had sharp crimina ingtincts. He could
amost picture Department of Health or FEMA roadblocks, INS agents, or the Philadel phia National
Guard checking each vehicle on the main highway, CDC deputy inspectors waiting in the back of an
Emergency Actionvan. . .

He had seen it dl before, while traveling, looking for anew home, seven years ago. During the panic
after the discovery of Mrs. Rhine.

Kaye crooned to Stella as she had when Stellawas a baby. Stellas lips were cracked and her forehead
hot. Her head lolled until Kaye cradled it in her elbow. She brushed back the luxurious, short-cut hair
with her fingers, watched her daughter's cheeks, dternately flushing and blanching, likeasigna light
trying to decide whether to stay on. Stellasmelled rank in aparticularly disturbing way, asick offspring
smell that made Kaye deeply uneasy.



Kaye had not entirely lost the enhanced sense of smell she had devel oped as the mother of a SHEVA
infant, even though she could no longer produce her own communicative pheromones. The pores behind
her ears had closed up after two years. Mitch's had closed even earlier, and their cheek patches, the
variegated melanophores, had faded back to norma aswell, though in Kay€'s case they had left small,

trapped pools of freckles.

Stelaslips moved. She started speaking, babbling redly, in two streams at once. Kaye stroked her
daughter's chin and lips until they stopped their restless action, and Stella reduced the volumeto a

whisper:

“1 want to see the woods/

“There's so little time/ Leave me in the woods/

“Please./ Please. Please.”

“Werein thewoods, honey,” Kayetold Stella. “We'rein the forest.”

Stella opened her eyes, then, blinded by the light in her face, swung her arm up, nearly knocking Kaye's
nose bloody. Kaye pushed the arm down and covered Stella's eyes with her hand.

“How much longer?’ she asked Mitch.

“Not sure. Maybe an hour.”

“We might lose her before then.”

“She'snot going to die,” Mitch said. “ She's doing better.”
“Shewon't drink.”

“Y ou gave her water before we left.”

“She peed on the seat. She's hot. She won't drink. How do you know?l don't know she won't die.”
“I'm the spooky guy,” Mitch said. “Remember?’
“Thisian't ajoke, Mitch,” Kaye said, her voicerising.
“Can't you smell her?” Mitch asked.

“I smell her better than you do,” Kaye said.

“Sheisn't dying. I'd know.”

“Please stop arguing,” Stellamurmured, and rolled over, kicking feebly at the door. Her bare feet made
the weakest little thumps. “My head hurts. Let me out/ | want to get out.”

Kaye hdd her daughter against her brief struggles. With adiscouraged sigh, the girl went limp again.
Kaye looked at the back of Mitch's head, the uneven cut of his nape, abad haircut. Y ou saved money
where you could. Mitch had never enjoyed haircuts anyway. For amoment, she hated her husband. She
wanted to bite and scratch and hit him.

No one knew more about her daughter than she did. Nobody. If Mitch spoke one moretime, Kaye
thought she would scream.
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Trask or someone working for him had shut down the server that handled al the school'sinterna and
externd landline and satdllite communications, and it would not start up without a password. None of the
teachers or nurses or Kelson knew that password, and Trask of course was no longer available.

Augustine could guess on motives, but it did not matter. Nothing mattered but doing whatever he could
to shake loose the needed supplies. Dicken did not carry aphone. The only working phone at the
moment was Augusting's Web phone.

Personally, and through his secretary in the EMAC office in Indiana, he had sent messages—voice and
emal—to the heads of dl the agencies on hislist, confirming his previous calsfor supplies. Anything.
They had told him they would do their best, but the Situation was very tight, and it might take aday or
two.

Augustine knew they did not have that long.

One intrepid deputy to an undersecretary at Health and Human Services had suggested he call loca
media and make his case. “Phones are ringing off the hook over here.”

Augustine had declined. He knew how that would go. The beleaguered and unpopular director of
Emergency Action would be picked apart by reporterstrying to prove him aliar.

He needed facts to avoid panicking the public even further, and Dicken had not yet ddlivered anything
useful.

Now Augustine sat in aworn secretary's chair a a small desk near the corner, and used his Web phone
to cdl up reports on theinternal NIH Web site. At least they had not locked out his persona account;
he was not completely personanon grata.

He studied the freshly posted morning gatistics, the numerica anatomy of the disaster, on the phone's
smdl color screen.

Thefirst case had probably occurred in Cadifornia, at the Pelican Bay school. Three Cdifornia pend
corporations had won the contracts to house SHEV A children in the Golden State; al had been
particularly reluctant to work with any Washington-based authority. Augustine had cometo hate those
adminigtrators, and those schools; the culture of the Cdiforniapena system had become inbred,
defensive, and arrogant during the last decade of the twentieth century, the Drug War years. He was not
surprised that Pelican Bay had not reported the spread of the disease until the day before yesterday.
Firgt to notice, next to last to report.

The disease had struck ddmost smultaneoudy at fifteen other schoals, from Oregon to Mississippi.
Dicken would be interested in that fact. Where was the reservoir? Where were the vectors? How had
the virus spread before it erupted into pandemic?

How and why had it lain dormant for so long?

Pelican Bay had lost twelve hundred students out of six thousand. Onein five. San Luis Obispo and Port
Hueneme were reporting smaller percentages, but half the students at Kalispell, amost athousand, were
aready gone, and more were expected to die within the next twelve hours. El Cgjon, fifty-six out of
three hundred.



His eye swept east through the maps and charts. Phoenix, two thousand out of eight thousand. Two
thirdshad falenill in Tucson; half of those were dead. Provo had logt half, but with lessthan one
hundred students. Mormons tended not to hand over their kids without afight, and there were fewer
than athousand SHEV A children in the three schoolsin Utah.

Augustine wondered how many of the “home-schooled,” as some agencies caled them, the underground
virus children, had becomeill and died. The disease would spread to them soon enough, he guessed.

In Ohio, lowa, and Indiana, in twelve schools holding sixty-three thousand children gathered from across
the Midwest, over thirteen thousand SHEV A children were now dead.

Hewas looking at the satsfor Illinois when the phone beeped. He answered.

It was Rachd Browning from the SRO.

“Hdlo, Mark. | hear you cdlled. Sad day,” Browning said.

“Rache, how niceto hear fromyou,” Augustine said. “We need supplies here immediately—"

“Hold for asec. Haveto takethisone.” Light jazz played over the line. That was too much; he dmost
snapped the phone shut. But he held his palm away from the cover. Patience was the watchword,
certainly now, and certainly for awraith, awisp whose tenuous authority could smply wink out at any
moment.

Browning came back. “Onein four, Mark,” she began, asif it were a sports score.
“We're counting onein five, averaged across the country, Rachd. We need—"

“You're suck way out inthe middle of it, | hear. Looks like seventy plus percent rate of contagion,”
Browning interrupted. “Aerosol vital for at least three hours. Horrendous. It's outside of anyone's
control.”

“Itsdowing.”
“There aren't many |€eft to infect, not in the schools”

“We could cut thelosses to dmost nothing with proper medica care,” Augustine said. “We need
doctors and equipment.”

“The Ohio digtrict director isacorrupt son of abitch,” Browning said. “ At least we can agree on that.
He diverted medica supplies from school warehouses because the kids were so healthy. The rumor is
some of his saffers sold the supplies for ten cents on the dollar to Russian bossesin Chicago, and now
they're on the black market in Moscow.”

“I did not know that,” Augustine said, tapping hisfingernail on the desktop.

“Y ou should have, Mark. Justiceismoving in on little leopard feet,” Browning said. “ That does not help
you or theviruskids. Worse till, there are alot of brown BV Dsin Washington, Mark. They're scared.
Soaml.”

“None of the adultshere areill. It isnot athreat to us. We know the etiology and nature of the disease.”
Thiswasalie, but he had to show some strength.

“If thisillness has anything to do with ancient viruses, and | suspect it does—don't you?—we're going to
full-blown biological emergency. PDD 298, Mark.”



It had been three years since Augustine had read the details of Presidential Decision Directive 298.

“Hayford hasacrigshill on the House floor now,” Browning continued. “No virus child will betolerated
outside afedera school.None. Not even on the reservations or in Utah. All schoolswill come under
direct EMAC federa control. Y oull likethat. The bill increases violation pendties and authorizestripling
the staff for interdiction and arrest. WEII be hiring every fat security guard with abigger gun than adick,
and every yahoo who ever faled cop school. They'll double our budget, Mark.”

Augustine looked at hisRolex. “It'seleven in the morning there,” he said. “ Can anyone in Washington
get doctors out here?’

“Not for aday, at least,” Browning said. “ Everyone'staking care of their own, and the governor of Ohio
hasn't asked yet. And, frankly, why should | trust you? Y ou'll help me best where you are—screwing
everything up royally. But | don't hold grudges. I'm here to offer some charity. | know where Kaye Lang
will be hiding in acouple of hours. Do you?’

“No. I've been busy, Rachd.”
“I think you'retelling thetruth.”

Augustine worked quickly through the possible ways Rachel Browning could have discovered such a
thing as Kay€e's whereabouts. “Y ou squeezed someone?’

“A GPSNuTest report out of Pittsburgh and neighbor complaints led usto a particular house. | got
needed medicd attention to aparticular virus child a aschool in Indiana. His parents are very happy.
The doctors say he'sgoing to live, Mark.” Browning sounded ebullient, relating thistale of detection and
shakedown.

“With so much power, | know you could help ushere” Augustine said.

“Honestly. | can't. Did you hear that France offered to send in wide-spectrum antiviras, and President
Ellington refused?’

“ did not.”

“All the precious beltway schools are well-supplied. Nobody raidedtheir medicd stores. And
remember, Ohio did not go for Ellington, last eection.”

Augustine pinched the bridge of his nose. He had had aheadache for the last two hours, and it showed
no signs of going away. “I hear no charity, Rachd. Why the call?’

“Because the shit that passes for opinion around hereis sarting to scare even me. | can't get through to
the NRO or NSA bosses. Secretary of Health and Human Servicesis unavailable. | think they'redl in
conferencein their secure little rabbit holesin Annagpolis and Arlington. Mark, you know aswell as| do
that everyone in the House and Senate had their kids well before SHEV A. Only two senators and four
representatives have SHEV A grandkids. Tough luck. Statistically it should be more. Sixty-four percent
of our aging electorate favored shoot-on-sight policies againgt fugitive viruskidsin a CNN-Gallup Poll
yesterday evening. Two out of three, Mark.”

“How secureisthislineg, Rachd?” Augudtine asked.

Browning made a sharp raspberry between her teeth. “Can you guess what's coming down from the
betway?’



The headache pounded. He leaned over the desk. “All too easily.”
“Queen's X, Mark?’
“Who's Queen today?’

“That would be me. I'll authorize a specia pickup for Kaye Lang and her daughter. People | know and
trust.”

Augustine thought this over for afew seconds. He had never been angrier in hislife, or weaker. “I'm
obliged, Rachd.”

He could hear the triumph in her voice. “I'm not as stupid asyou think | am, Mark. Alive, shesapanin
the ass. Dead, she'samartyr.”

“Do what you can, Rachel.”

“| dways do. No timetables, though. I'll do thison my own schedule and tell you aslittle as possible.”
“All right.”

“If thisworks, you owe me, Mark. Now, here's what—"

Abruptly, the phone died. He shook it and punched the on button severd times. The phone flashed to
life, but, recalving no signal, turned off again to conserve power.

Very likely, SRO had taken over the wireess networks and shut down cell towersaround al the
schools. First stage of PDD 298.

Augustine put the phone down just as DeWitt returned to the room.
“Dr. Dicken wantsto seeyou,” she sad. “They've found something.”
“Supplies?’” Augustine asked hopefully.

DeWitt shook her head.
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Onthe ate route, the traffic was light, three or four carsin the last fifteen minutes. Nobody wanted to
be caught driving. Simply being out on the road would be suspicious. George had said the turnoff to the
cabin wastricky, hard to see. He had nailed ared plastic strip to alarge pine tree to mark the spot.

Mitch drove more dowly, looking for the red plastic strip and awooden plaque that joy-riding vandas
tended to splinter with bal bats.

Suddenly, theinterior of the Jeep filled with shadow. He felt immersed in inky night. The sensation
passed, but it scared him; he could almost smell the darkness, like crankcase oil.

“Too damned tired,” hetold himself, and wondered whether they had heard him in the backseet. He
could fed both of them back there, both dive, both quiet. Stellas breathing had lost some of its
harshness, but Mitch knew her fever was high.



Maybe he was coming down with it, too. That would be more than Kaye could stand, he suspected. So,
| will not become sick.

Whigtling inthe dark. Inthe oily dark.
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“Jurie|eft the number codesin adesk drawer,” Middleton said as Augustine and Dewitt followed her
into the concrete cube of the research building. “Dr. Dicken told meto bring you dl here.”

Dicken came through the opposite door, carrying athick folder of papers. He glared at Augustine. “You
rotten son of abitch,” he said.

Augustine took thiswithout blinking. “Y ou've found something,” he said.

“Y ou're goddamned right I've found something. How much did Americol pump into the schools? The
camps ?’

“To my knowledge, nothing.”
“You'regoing to blameit dl on Trask, right?’

Augustine shook his head cautioudy. He looked around the big room and focused on thewall of sted!
refrigerators. “I don't even know whatit is”

“What would Marge Cross want with al these children?’ Dicken held out the folder. Augustine reached
forward, leaning on his cane, and Dicken pulled it back, then dropped it on adesk next to the stainless
gted cold storage units. Photographs spilled out: color photographs of autopsy proceedings. Even from a
distance, it was obvious the subjects were children, some of them infants.

Dicken took astep away, asif too disgusted to let Augustine come near him.

Augustine shifted his eyes from face to face, facia lines degpening. He pushed aside the photos, then
lifted the cover page on the folder and leafed throughiit.

“I know you too well,” Dicken said. “Y ou wouldn't be stupid enough to just let this happen.”
“Show metherest,” Augustine said.

Middleton punched in the code numbersthat unlocked thefirst stainless stedl refrigerator door. Fog fell,
reveding ranks of jars. Augustine immediately recognized the contents for what they were. Thejarson
top were smal and contained anonymous meety lumpsin colorlessfluid.

Thejarsbelow, ontaler shelves, contained wholeinternal organs.
Middleton's skin had faded to asickly shade of olive, and her eyes were amost closed.
“How many?’ Augustine asked.

“Therere the remains of maybe sixty or seventy children here, and more scattered throughout the
building,” Dicken said.

“What do you think . . . what purpose?’



“I won't even hazard aguess,” Dicken said.

“We never lost this many children,” Middleton said, “and Dr. Jurie. . . Dr. Fickman . . . left before. .
She did not finish. She closed thefirst door and opened the second. Trays of thousands of frozen tissue
samples, mounted on dides or stored in solution in smaller bottles, had been stacked to the top of the
compartment.

Augustine surveyed the trays, then stepped forward and motioned for Middleton to open the third door,
and the fourth. His cane made rubbery squeaks on the linoleum floor. *Y ou're positive none of these
were from thelast two days,” he said, grasping at some reasonable explanation for al the jars and tubes
and dishes sealed, neatly numbered, and marked with yellow-and-red biohazard labels.

“It'satissuelibrary,” Dicken said. “Hedthy tissue, pathologica specimens, whatever they could get.
Theresafully equipped laboratory for analyzing them. Jurie and Pickman autopsied al the children who
died at thisschoal, and al the schoolsin thisregion. | presume they were bringing the dead here from
wherever they could get them,” Dicken said. “A central clearing house for cadavers”

“Cross paid for the equipment?’ Augustine asked. His demeanor was so quiet, his expression o utterly
devadtated, that Dicken pushed back his anger.

“Americol,” hesad.

“Mmhm,” Augustine said. He took thelist of codes from Middleton and unlocked and examined the
next three doors. Two contained the by now familiar stacked trays of specimens. Thelast contained five
cadavers, wrapped in transparent plagtic, suspended by hooks and dings from rails at the top of the
compartment.

“My God,” DeWitt said.
“| should have known,” Augustine murmured. “ That's certain. | should have known.”

Middleton approached the open compartment. “ Autopsies would be standard, wouldn't they? Isthat
what were looking at, a pathology study being done on behalf of the students, to protect them?”

“No,” Augustine said abruptly. “No studies were ever passed up to Washington, and | doubt they were
even sent to the Ohio Centra authority, or | would have heard of it. Before thisweek began, atota of
three hundred and seventy-nine children in custody of the schools have died. Very low mortality,
satisticaly speaking. Many of them are probably here. They were supposed to be returned to their
familiesor buried if left unclamed.” Augustine closed thedoor. “1 did not authorize this.”

Dicken stepped forward. “Was there any value to the children in doing this. . . research?’

“I don't know,” Augustine said. “ Possibly. Doubtful, however. Anatomicaly, the children are o much
like usthat storage of organs or whole cadaversfor research never seemed drictly necessary. Biopsies
and specific tissue samples from the dead were dl | ever authorized. Y ou would have done the same.”

Dicken admitted thiswith aquick nod.

“Thisimplies some sort of large-scale morbidity study. Whole body assessments, thousands of tissue
analyses. . . | need to Sit down.”

DeWwitt brought achair. Augustine dumped into it and leaned forward, shaking hishead. “I'm trying to
make sense of it,” he said.



“Try harder,” Dicken urged.

“I know of no reason other than retrovirus expresson,” Augustine said. “ Tracking expression of novel
HERV inthe new children. A statisticd sampling of expression in dozens or hundreds of individuas,
correlated with known biographies, stress patterns. That would reguire an unprecedented effort.
Monumenta.”

“Towhat end?’

“It could be an attempt to understand the whole process. What the ancient viruses are up to. What
dangersthey might present.”

“To predict incidence of Shiver?” Dicken asked. “ That's being done esawhere. Why do it here,
unauthorized?’

“Because nowhere €l se do they have accessto so many new children, dead or dive,” Augustine said.
“Thisismaking mesick,” DeWitt said, and leaned on the smal desk, pushing asde thefolder.

Augustine looked up at Dicken. “I'm not the puppet master, Christopher. They broke mein the ranks
months ago. I've been trying to keep whatever responsibility was left to mein order to maintain some
sense of order.” Hewaved hisarm feebly at the stainless steel doors. “People died, Christopher.”

“That'swhat Marian Freedman said, last time | visited Fort Detrick. Some excuse. Anything goes.
Y ou're not the bad guy here?” Dicken asked.

“Werethey bad guys, redly?’ Augustine asked. “Do we know that?’
“What about the parents?” DeWitt asked.

“ Sentiment must be considered,” Augustine said. “Medica ethics should prevail evenin an emergency.
But we've never faced thiskind of problem before.”

Dicken took Augustine'sarm and lifted him to hisfeet. “Onelast bit of evidence,” he said.

Augustine walked dowly through the benchesin the molecular biology |ab, taking in the collection of
expensive machinery with impassivity, long past the possibility of surprise. Dicken opened the hatch at
the back of thelab and switched on the fluorescent lights, revedling along, narrow room. All hesitated
before entering.

Sted shdlvesreaching to the celling held hundreds of long cardboard boxes. Dicken pulled out one and
opened the hinged lid. Within were bones: femurs, tagged and arranged according to size. Another box
held phalanges. Bigger boxes on the lower right, none more than four feet in length, held complete
skeletons.

Augustine leaned againgt the edge of the frame. “ Thereésnothing | can do here,” he said. “Nothing any of
uscando.”

“Thisisnt dl,” Dicken said. “ There's an upper floor. It's till locked.”
“What do you think they keep up there?’ DeWitt asked, her face ashen.

“No excuses, Christopher,” Augustine said. “We should not forget this, but what in hell does anger do
for us, now? For the sick children?’



“Not agoddamned thing,” Dicken admitted. “Let'sgo.”
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Eleven in the morning, the dashboard display said. Mitch looked |eft on the two-lane asphalt road and
saw, about a hundred feet ahead, the red plastic strip hanging on abig old pine. He dowed and rolled
down the window.

The signpost was gtill standing, though it had been knocked askew. The wooden plaque read:

MACKENZIE
Georgeand Irisand Kelly

Mitch got out, unlocked the pipe, and pushed it back through itsiron hoop. He took the plaque down
from the signpost and stashed it in the back of the Jeep.

The cabin was made of whole stripped logs just beginning to gray with exposure. It sat on the shore of a
private haf-acre lake, alonein the pines. The air was scented by pine needles and dry dirt. Mitch could
amell the moisture from the lake, the greenness of shalowsfilled with reeds. Sunlight danted down
through the trees onto the Jeep, illuminating Kaye in the backsest.

Mitch walked up onto the porch, his heavy shoes clomping on the wood. He unlocked the door,
deectivated the burglar darm with the six-number code, then returned to the Jeep.

Kayewas dready halfway up the walk from the driveway, carrying Stella

“Get abag of Ringer'sand set upan 1V,” shesaid. “A lamp hook, flowerpot hook, anything. I'll spread
some blankets.” She carried Stellainto the cabin. The air insde was cool and sweetly stuffy.

Mitch spread a deeping bag on the floor behind a big leather couch and took down an empty hanging
pot, then dung the bag of Ringer's solution, inserted the long, clear plastic tubeinto the bag, opened the
butterfly clamp, let the clear fluid push through the tube and drip from the needle. Kaye lay Stellaon the
bag, tapped her arm to bring up avein, poked in the needle, strapped it to the girl's arm with medical

tape.

Stellacould barely move.

“She should bein ahospitd,” Kaye said, knedling beside her daughter.

Mitch looked down on them both, hands opening and closing helplesdly. “1n a better world,” he said.

“Thereisno goddamned better world,” Kaye said. “Never has been, never will be. There'sjust ‘ suffer
thelittlechildren.” ”

“That's not what that means,” Mitch said.
“Screw it, then,” Kaye said. “I hope | know what the hell I'm doing.”
“Her head hurts” Mitch said.

“She has asgptic meningitis. I'm going to bring the swelling down with prednisone, treat those mouth
soreswith famicyclovir.”



They had found the famicyclovir, medica tape, and other suppliesin asmal drugstore near the pet
hospital. Kaye had also managed to score abox of disposable syringes. Her excuses had worn thin at
the last. She had told the pharmaci<t, perched in hislittle devated booth in the back of the store, that she
was using the needlesfor acloth dyeing project.

That would not have gone over well inthe big city.
She prepared to give Stellaan injection.
“I'm not even sure about the dose,” she murmured.

Mitch was haf convinced he could walk out the door, drive off, and Kaye would never notice he was
gone. Helooked at his hands, smooth from lack of digging. How had this happened? He knew, he
remembered, but none of it seemed red. Even the shadow of grief—was that what he had fdt in the
Jeep?—even that seemed unimportant.

Mitch could fed hissoul winking down to nothing.

Thedrip of |actated Ringer's did down thelong plastic tube.

“I'll watch her,” he said.

“Get some deep,” Kaye said. She dipped the used syringe needleinto its plastic cap for disposal.
“Youfirg,” hesad.

“Get some deep, damnit,” Kaye said, and her glance up a him waslike the dap of aflat, dull knife.

45
OHIO
“Itbegins” Augustine said. “I've dreaded this day for years.”

Standing in the number two tower, surrounded by stacked boxes, dusty old desks, and outdated
desktop computers, Augustine and Dicken—and Augugting's ever-vigilant agent—watched the Ohio
Nationa Guard troops set up their perimeter and cut off the school's entrance. Their view encompassed
the main road, the water tower to the west, abarren gravel field broken by lozenges of bare concrete, a
line of scrub oaks beyond that, and agtate highway dicing through low grassy hills.

Dewitt climbed up the last flight of steps and leaned againgt the wall, out of breath. DeWitt nodded.
“Governor'sofficecdled . . . thedirector'sline. The governor isjumping ahead . . . of the feds and
declaring,” she sucked in her breath with asmall whoop, “a stage five public hedth emergency. Were
under complete quarantine. Nobody inor out . . . Not even you, Dr. Augustine.” She nailed him with a
glare. “Main gate reports twenty more. . . Nationa Guard trucks. . . moving in. They're surrounding the
schoal.”

Augustine turned to the Secret Service agent, who tapped his earpiece and made awry face. “Werein
for theduration,” the agent affirmed.

“What about the supplies?’ DeWitt asked.

“They can drop them off at the entrance and we can send someone to pick them up, no contact,”
Dicken said. “But they haveto get herefirst.”



Augustine seemed less hopeful. “Not difficult to isolate us,” he said dryly. “It'saprison to Sart with. As
for supplies—they'll have to go through state lines, state ingpection. The state can intercept them and
hold them. The governor will try to protect hisvotes, act ignorant, and shift our suppliesto the big cities,
the rich neighborhoods, the most visible and well-funded hospita s with the loudest adminigtrators.
Stockpile againgt apotentid plague.”

“Leave uswith nothing? | can't believe they'll bethat stupid,” DeWitt said. “They'll have arevolt.”

“By whom? The parents?’ Dicken asked. “They'll hunker down and hope for the best. Dr. Augustine
made sure of that years ago.”

Augustine looked through the tower window and did not take Dicken's bait. “ Al it takesto get elected
in twenty-first-century Americaisamob of frightened sheep and awolf with anice smile” he said softly.
“We have plenty of sheep. Ms. DeWitt, could | speak with Christopher in private, please? But stay

d O%.”

DeWitt looked between them, not knowing what to think, and then left, closing the door behind her.

“It'sworse than any of them canimagine,” Augustine said, hisvoicelow. “I think the starting pistol has
been fired.”

“Y ou mentioned that in the car. What in hell doesit mean?’

“If were lucky, the president can put astop toit . . . But | do not know Ellington. He's kept his distance
ever since he was elected. | do not know what he will do.”

“Put astop to what?’

“If the Situation gets any worse, | believe the governor will call Washington and ask for permisson to
clean up the schools. Sterilize the premises. He may ask for sanction to kill the children.”

Dicken stood up. “Y ou have got to be shitting me.”

Augustine shook his head and looked him steadily in the eye. “ State autonomous salf-protection, as
specified under Presidentia Decision Directive 298, Emergency Action Gray Book. It's called the
Military and Biologica Security Protocol, Part Four. It was enacted seven years ago during a secret
session of the Senate oversight committee. It gives discretion to state authorities on the sceneto use dl
necessary force, under well-defined emergency conditions.”

“Why was| never told?’

“Because you chose to stay asoldier. The contents of the directive are confidentid. At any rate, |
opposed the rule as extreme, but there were alot of scared senators in the room. They were shown
pictures of Mrs. Rhingsfamily, incidents of Shiver in Mexico. They saw pictures of you, Christopher.
The statute was signed by the president, and has never been revoked.”

“Isthere any chancethey'll listen to reason?’

“Slimto none. But we haveto try. Theraceison. You have work to do, and sodo |.” Heraised his
voice. “Ms. Dewitt?’

Dewitt opened the door. Asrequested, she had not gone far; Augustine wondered if she had heard
anything.



“| want to talk to Toby Smith.”
“Why?" DeWitt asked, asif the thought of Augustine seeing the boy again disgusted her.
“Were going to need their help,” he said.

“They're hardly trained for this sort of thing,” Dicken said, following Augustine down the concrete sairs.
Hisvoice echoed from the hard gray walls.

“You'd be surprised,” Augustine said. “We need answers by tomorrow. Isthat possible?’

“I don't know.” Dicken was amazed at the transformation. Thiswasthe old Mark Augustine, jerked
back to life like some sort of politica zombie. His skin was regaining color, his eyeswere hard, and the
perpetua grimace of determination had returned.

“If we don't have answers by then, they could movein and kill usall.”

Dicken, Augustine, Middleton, Dewitt, Kelson, and Toby Smith gathered in Trask's office.

Toby stood before Augustine with a paper cup of water in one hand. Behind him stood Dr. Kelson and
the two remaining school police officers. The officers wore surgical masks. The doctor did not seem to
care very much whether he was protected.

“Toby, were short staffed,” Augustine said.
“Yeah,” Toby said.
“And we have alot of sick peopleto take care of. All of them your friends.”

Toby looked around the office. The square, meta-framed windows let in the bright afternoon sunand a
whiff of warm air that smelled of the miles of dry grass beyond the compound.

“How many students are healthy enough to help us do some work around here?’

“A few,” Toby said. “Wereadl tired. Pretty koobered.”

“Koobered?’

“A word,” Toby said, squinting at Dicken, then looking around the room at the others.
“They havealot of words,” DeWitt said. “Most are specid to thisschool.”

“Wethink,” Kelson added, and scratched his arm through the deeve, then looked around to seeif
anyone had caught him doing this. “I'm fing,” he said to Dicken. “Dry skin.”

“What does ‘koobered’ mean?’ Augustine asked Toby.
“Not important,” Toby said.

“Okay. But we're going to spend alot of timetogether, if that'sdl right with you. I'd liketo learn these
words, if you'rewilling to teech me.”

Toby shrugged.

“Can you put some teams together and pick up some basic nursing skills from the doctors, from Ms.



Middleton and the teachers?’
“I guess,” Toby sad.

“Some of them are dready doing that in the gym and in theinfirmary,” Middleton said. “Helping keep
kids comfortable, deliver water.”

Augustine smiled. He had pulled himself together, straightened hisrumpled shirt and pants, washed his
facein Trask's executive bathroom sink. “Thanks, Y olanda. I'm speaking with Toby now, and | want
him to tell me what'swhat. Toby?’

“I'm not the best a doing that kind of stuff. Not even the best who's still up and standing around.”
“Whois?

“Four or five of us, maybe. Six, if you count Natasha.”

“Areyou fever-scenting, Toby?’” Middleton asked. “Do | have to strap on my sachet again?’
“I'mjust seeing if | can, Ms. Middleton,” Toby said.

Augustine recognized the chocol ate-like scent. Toby was nervous. “1'm glad you're fegling better, Toby,
but we dl need to think clearly.”

“Sorry.”

“I'd likefor you to represent me and Mr. Dicken and all the school staff, okay? And ask the right kids—
the right individuals—to put together teams for more training. Ms. Middleton will help ustrain, and Dr.
Kelson. Toby, can these teams become clouded?’

Toby smiled, one pupil growing larger, the other shrinking. The gold flecksin both irises seemed to move.
“Probably,” Toby said. “But | think you mean we shouldcloud . Join up.”

“Of course. Sorry. Can you help us learn who's going to get better and who isn't?’

“Yes,” Toby sad, very serious now, and both iriseslarge.

Augustine turned to Dicken. “| think that's where we should begin. Were not going to get any help from
outside, no ddliveries, nothing. We're cut off. Asfar asthe children are concerned, we need to focus our
efforts and our supplies on those for whom we can do the most good with what we have. The children
are better equipped to determine that than we are. Isthis clear, Toby?’

Toby nodded dowly.

“I don' like giving children such decisions,” Middleton said, eyesthinning. “ They are very loyd to each
other.”

“If we do nothing, morewill die. Thisthing is going through the new children likeacrown fire. It's
spreading by breath and touch—aerosol.”

“What's that mean for us?’ Dr. Kelson asked, |ooking between Dicken and Augustine.

“I don't think welll catch it from the kids unless we engage in redlly stupid behavior—pick our noses, that
sort of thing,” Dicken said, glancing a Augustine.Damn him, he's pulling us together. “ The aerosol



formsof the viruses are probably not infectiousfor us.”

“It hasasmell,” Toby volunteered. “Whenit'sintheair it smellslike soot sporead over snow. When
someoneisgoing to get sck, and maybe die, they smell like lemons and ham. When they're going to get
sck but not die, they smell like mustard and onions. Some of usjust smell like water and dust. Wewon't
get sck. That'sagood, safesmell.”

“What do you sméll like, Toby?’

Toby shrugged. “I'm not sick.”

Augustine gripped Toby's shoulder. “You're our guy,” he said.
Toby returned his stare without expression, but his cheeksflared.
“Let'sdart,” Augusine said.

“It'scometo them saving themselves,” DeWitt said, finding thelogic bitter. “God help usdl.”
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Thewoods became dark and till. The roomsinside the cabin were quiet, Suffy from months of being
closed up. Beneath the table lamp in the living room, Stella Nova shuddered at the end of each exhae of
breath, but her lungs were not congested, and the air did not go in and out of her with the harsh whicker
Kaye had heard earlier.

She changed the bag of Ringer's. Stdllatill did not awaken. Kaye stooped beside her daughter, listening
and watching, then straightened. She looked around the cabin, seeing for the first time the homey and
decorative touches, the carefully chosen persond items of the Mackenzie family. On an end table, a
slver frame with characters from Winnie-the-Pooh in bas-relief held a picture of George and Irisand
their son, Kelly, perhaps three years younger than Stella at the time the picture was taken.

To some, al the new children looked dike. People chose the smplest markersto differentiate between
one another. Some people, Kaye had learned, were little more than socid drones, going through the
motions of being human beings, like little automatons, and teaching these people to see Stellaand her
kind with any sense of discrimination or understanding was amost impossible.

She hated that amorphous maob, lined up in her imagination like an endless army of unthinking robots, all
intent on misunderstanding, hurting, killing.

Kaye checked Stella once again, found her sgns steady if not improving, then walked from room to
room to find her husband. Mitch sat on the porch in an Adirondack chair, facing the lake, eyesfixed on
apoint between two big pines. The fading light of dusk made him look sallow and drained.

“How areyou?’ Kaye asked.
“I'mfing” Mitch said. “How's Stella?’
“Regting. The fever is steady, but not dangerous.”

“Good,” Mitch said. His hands gripped the ends of the square wooden armrests. Kaye surveyed those
hands with a sudden and softening sense of nostdgia. Big, square knuckles, long fingers. Once, amply



looking a Mitch's hands would have made her horny.

“I think you'reright,” Kaye said.

“ About what?”

“Stellas going to be okay. Unlessthere's another crigs.”

Mitch nodded. Kaye looked at hisface, expecting rdlief. He just kept nodding.
“We can take turns deeping,” Kaye suggested.

“I won't deep,” Mitch said. “If | deep, someonewill die. | haveto stay awake and watch everything.
Otherwise, you'll blameme.”

This astonished Kaye, to the extent she even had enough energy to fed astonished. “I'm sorry, what?’
“Y ou were angry with mefor being in Washington when Stellaran away.”

“I wasnot.”

“Y ou werefurious”

“I was upsgt.”

“I can't betray you. | can't betray Stella. I'm going to lose both of you.”

“Pleasetalk sense. That isloony, Mitch.”

“Tell methat's not exactly how you fdt, because | was away when it began.”

Why did the burden rest upon her? How often had Mitch been away, and Stellahad decided it wastime
to pull something, to challenge, stretch, reach out and test?*| was stressed out,” Kaye said.

“I've never blamed you. I'vetried to do everything you wanted meto do, and be everything I've needed
to be”

“I know,” Kaye said.

“Then cut me some dack.” At another time, those words might have hit Kaye like adap, but hisvoice
was S0 drained and desperate, they felt more like the brush of awind-blown curtain. “Y our ingincts are
no stronger than mine. Just because you are awoman and a mother does not giveyou therightto. . .”
Hewaved ahand helplesdy. “Go off onme.”

“I did not ‘go off onyou,” ” Kaye said, but she knew she had, and felt defensively that she did indeed
have that right. Y et the way Mitch was behaving, the words he was saying, scared her. He had never
been one to complain or to criticize. She could not remember having this sort of conversation in their
twelve years of being together.

“| fed things as strongly asyou,” Mitch said.

Kaye sat on the chair arm, nudging his elbow inward. He folded hisarm across his chest. “I know,” she
sad. “I'msorry.”

“I'm sorry, too,” Mitch said. “1 know it isn't theright timeto talk like this.” His breath hitched. He was
trying to hold back sobs. “But right now | fedl like curling up and dying.”



Kaye leaned over to kissthe top of hishead. Hisface was cold and hard under her fingers, asif hewere
already in some other place, dead to her. Her heart Sarted to besat faster.

Mitch cleared histhroat. “ Theresthisvoice in my head, and it says over and over again, ‘Y ou are not fit
to beafather.’ If that'strue, the only optionisto die”

“Shush,” Kaye said, very cautioudly.
“If I gotodeep, I'll let something get in. A little crack. Something will cregp inand kill my family.”

“The hell with that,” she said, again gently, softly, asif her breath might shatter him. “Were tough. Well
makeit. Stellas doing better.”

“I'm tapped out. Broken.”

“Shush, please. Youare strong, | know you are, and | apologizeif 1've been acting stupid. It'sthe
stuation, Mitch. Don't be hard on either of us.”

He shook his head, clearly unconvinced. “1 need you to tuck mein,” he said, hisvoice hollow. “Put me
in that big bed and pull up thefrilly sheets and kiss me on the cheek and say good night. I'll beal right in
alittlewhile. Just wake meif Stellahas aproblem, or if you need me.”

“All right,” Kaye said. Shefdt an immense sadness as he looked up and met her eyes.
“I try dl thetime,” hesaid. “1 giveyou both dl | have, dl thetime.”

“I know.”

“Without you and Stella, | am adead man. Y ou know that.”

“I know.”

“Don't bresk me, Kaye.”

“I won't. | promise.”

He stood. Kaye took his hand and led him into the bedroom like a frightened boy or an old, old man.
She pulled back the down comforter and the blanket and top sheet. Mitch unbuttoned his shirt and
removed his pants and stood by the side of the bed, lost.

“Just lie down and get somerest,” she said.

“Wakemeif Stellagetsany worse,” Mitch said. “I want to see her and tell her | love her.” He looked at
her, eyes unfocused. Kaye tucked the sheetsin around him, her heart thumping. She kissed him on the
cheek. No tears, hisface cold and hard as stone, all Mitch's blood flowing away to somewhere far from
her, taking him to where she could not go.

“I loveyou,” Kayesaid. “1 believein you. | believein what we've done.”

His eyesfocused on hers, then, and she felt embarrassed at the power she had over thislarge, strong
man. The blood returned to hisface, and hislips came dive under hers.

Then, likealight going out, he was adeep.
Kaye stood beside the bed and watched Mitch, eyeswide. Her chest felt wrapped in steel bands. She



was asfrightened asif she had just missed driving them dl off acliff. She stood vigil over him for aslong
as she could before she had to leave and check on Stella. She hated the conflict, husband or daughter,
but went with her judgment and the nature insde her, and crossed the few stepsinto the living room.

The cabin was completely dark.
1] WI,H?’

Kaye sat up on thefloor. She had falen adegp beside Stella, with only the flap of the deeping bag
between her and the hard wood, and now she had the distinct impression someone other than her
daughter wasin the room.

It wasn't Mitch. She could see the blanketed hill of histoes through the bedroom door.
“Who'sthere?’ she whispered.
Crickets and frogs outside, a couple of large flies buzzing around the cabin.

She switched on atable lamp, checked her daughter for the hundredth time, found the fever way down,
the breathing moreregular.

She thought about moving Stellainto the second bedroom, but the hook supporting the bag of Ringer's
solution would have to be moved aswell, and Stella seemed comfortable on the deeping bag, as
comfortable as she would have been in abed.

Kayelooked in on Mitch. He, too, was deeping quietly. For afew minutes, Kaye stood in the short,
narrow halway, then leaned againgt the wall. “It's better,” she said to the shadows. “It has got to be
better.”

She turned suddenly. For amoment, she had thought she might see someone in the hall, someone
beloved and familiar. Her father.

Dad isdead. Momisdead. I'm an orphan. All the family | haveisin this house.

She rubbed her forehead and neck. Her muscles were so tense, not least from deeping beside Stellaon
the wooden floor. Her sinusesfelt congested, asif she had been crying. It was a peculiar, not unpleasant
sensation; the byproduct of some deeply buried emotion.

She needed to get some air. She checked Stellaagain, obsessive; knelt to touch her daughter's forehead
and fed her pulse, then walked around the couch, through the porch door, down the steps, and across
the path through the grass to the boat dock.

The dock wasthirty feet long and ten feet wide, ridiculoudy large on such asmadl lake. It supported a
sngle overturned rowboat and a pile of moldy life vests. Grass blades poked out of the vests,
shimmering in the moonlight.

Kaye stood at the end of the dock and crossed her arms. Absorbed the night. Crickets stroked out the
degrees of heat, frogs thrummed with sexy, dien dignity out therein the shallows, among the reeds.
Gnats hummed their desperate little ditties.

“Do any of you know what it isto be sad?’ Kaye asked the lake and its inhabitants, then looked back
toward the house. “ Areyou sad when your children areill”?” The singlelamp in the living room burned
golden through the windows of the porch.



She closed her eyes. Something large, completing a connection . . . somethinghuge passing over,
sweeping the lake, the forest—touching dl the living things around her.

Thefrogsfel slent.
And touchingher.

Kayejumped asif someone had cracked through aflimsy wooden wall. Her shouldersrose and her
fingerstensed. “Hello?’ she whispered.

Any neighbors were at least amile away, up the road, beyond the thick trees. She saw nothing, heard
nothing.

“Wow,” shesaid, and immediately felt supid. Shelooked around the lake, toward the reedy shallows,
searching for the source of another voice, though no one had spoken. The reeds were empty. The lake
fel glent, not even abreath of air. The night was so ill Kaye could hear her heart beating in her chest.

Something hadtouched her, not her skin, deeper. At first it was just the awareness that she was not
aone. By hersdlf, on the dock, in her bare feet, she now shared her space with someone asred as she—
aswecome and strangely familiar as abeloved friend.

Shefdt years of burden lift. For amoment, she basked in awarm sensation of infinite reprieve.
No judgment. No punishment.

Kaye shivered. Her tongue moved over her lips. A trickle of slvery water seemed to run through her
head. Thetrickle became arivulet, then an insistent creek flowing down the back of her neck into her
chest. It was cool and electric and pure, like stepping out of the sweltering heat of a summer day into an
underground spring. But this springspoke , though never with words. It had a particular and distinctive
perfume, like astringent flowers.

It was dive, and she could not shake the feding that she had known about it al dong. Like molecules
findly fitting, making awhole—yet not. Nothing biological whatsoever. Somethingother .

Kaye touched her forehead. “Am | having astroke?” she whispered. She fingered her lips. They were
trying to form a smile. She bent them straight. “1 can't be weak. Not now. Who'sthere?’ she repeated,
asif locked into apointlessritud.

Sheknew the answer.

Thevidtor, thecaller , possessed no features, no face or form. Neverthel ess, being bathed in this cool,
lovely fount was like having dl of her great-grandmothers, her great-grandfathers, al the wise and sweet
and wonderful and powerful members of her family whom she had never met, dl a once and together
bestowing the unconditiona approval and love they would have bestowed had they cradled her asan
infant in their sheltering arms. Therewasthat much init, and more.

But the cdler, a once gentle and unbelievably intense, was nothing like her fleshly kin.

“Please, not now,” she begged. With relief came fear that she waslosing her tenuouslink to redlity. The
caler was known to her, yet long denied and evaded; but it showed no anger, no resentment. Itsonly
response to her long denia was unconditiona sympathy.

Y et wasthere dso trepidation? The caller exposed an extraordinary longing to touch and show itsdlf
despite dl therules, the dangers. The cdler quite charminglyyearned .



Kaye suddenly opened her mouth and let air fill her lungs. Funny, that she had stopped breathing for a
moment. Funny, and not scary at al; like apersona joke. “Hello,” she said with the exhale, dropping her
shoulders and relaxing, pushing aside the doubts and giving up to the sensation. She wanted thisto last
forever. She knew aready it could not. To go back to the way she had fdlt just afew minutes ago, and
al of her life before that, would hurt.

But she knew the pain was necessary. The world was not done with her, and the caller wanted her to be
free to make her own choices, without its addictive interference.

Kaye waked back to the cabin to check on the deeping Stellaand to look in on Mitch. Both were
quiet. Stella's color seemed to be stronger. Patches of freckles came and went on her cheeks. She was
definitely past the crigs.

Kaye returned to the dock and stood staring into the early-morning forest, hoping that the loveliness, the
pesace, would never leave. She wanted it al, now and forever. There had been so much grief and pain
and fear.

But despite her own yearning, Kaye understood.
Can't go on. Not yet. Miles to go before | sleep.

Then, shelost track of time.

Dawn arrived in the east, on the other side of thetrees, like gray velvet by candldight.

She stood beside the overturned rowboat, shivering. How long had it been since she had returned to the
dock?

Without words, the fount had spent hours duicing her soul, (she was not comfortable using that word but
there it was), wetting and revealing dusty thoughts and memories, becoming reacquainted in real and
human time. Wherever it flowed, she knew its undloyed ddight.

It found her verygood.

“IsStellagoing to be dl right?’ Kaye asked, her voice soft asachild'sin the shaded close of the trees.
“Arewedl going to be together and well again?’

No response came to these specific questions. The caller did not deal in knowledge, as such, but it did
not resent being asked.

She had never imagined such amoment, such ardationship. The few times she had wondered at al what
this experience might belike, asagirl, she had conceived of it as guilt and thunder, recrimination, being
assigned onerous tasks. amoment of desperate self-deception, justifying years of ignorance and
mishegotten faith. She had never imagined anything so smple. Certainly not thisintense yet anused
upwelling of friendship.

No judgment. No punishment.
And no answers.

| did not call for this. The body has prayed the prayers of desperate flesh, not me.



Her conscious and discerning mind, most concerned with practicalities, the mistressin starched skirts
who gtared out sternly over Kayeslife, told her, “Y ou're playing Ouijawith your brain. It doesn't make
sense. Thisisgoing to mean nothing but trouble.”

And then, asif it were shouting akind of curse, Kay€'s tense and adult voice flew to thetrees, “ Y ou are
having anepiphany .”

The crickets and frogs started their racket again, answering.

Findly, the conflict became too much. She dropped dowly to her knees on the dock, fedling that she
carried precious cargo, it must not spill. She bent over and laid her hands flat on the rough, westhered
wood.

She had to lie down to keep from falling over. With along, dow release of breath, Kaye stretched out
her legs.
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Augustine had divided them into two teams, the first with eight students, the second with seven. Toby's
team had worked firgt, from ten in the evening until three in the morning. Teachers and nurses carried
those chosen by the team to an exercisefidd, laying them in rows under the blue glare of tal pole lamps,
inthewarm early-morning air.

Slently—uwith little more than atouch of pams and awhiff behind each eear—Toby passed hisdutiesto
agirl named Fiona, and thefirst team fell onto cotslaid out in Trask's office.

Fionaand the others on the second team went out with Augustine, back down the stedl stairsto the main
floor.

Until dawn, Fionaand the six hel ped Augustine sort through other buildings, walking up to each child on
the cots or on bedding spread over concrete or wood floors, on bunksin the former cellsand inthe
dormitories; bending over and smelling above the heads of the sick, showing with one finger, or two,
who was strongest, who would probably live another day.

Onefinger meant the child waslikdly to die.

After eight hours of work, they had processed about six hundred children, starting with the worst, and
consequently, had aready visited the most dead and dying, and the children on both teams were quiet
and tired.

More children volunteered, forming athird, fourth, and fifth team. Toby did not object, nor did
Augudine

Whilethefirst two teams dept, the new teams examined another nine hundred children, separating out
four hundred, most of them able to wak with the teachersto the field, where they were assigned to old
tents marked “Inmate Overflow.”

And round into the dawn and beyond ten o'clock, the kids worked with the remaining teachers, nurses,
and security officers—the bravest of the brave—carrying bodies wrapped in sheets or in the last
remaining body bags, or even in doubled plastic garbage bags, out to the farthest area within the fence,
the employee parking lot, where the dead were laid out between the few and scattered cars.



Middleton worked to rearrange accommodations so that they could set up amorguein the main
gymnasium, adjacent to the infirmary. By eeven, the bodies had been removed from the parking lot and
placed out of the sun.

Augustine estimated they had perhaps ten or fifteen hours before the dead would become ahorrible
nuisance, and twenty before they became a hedlth hazard.

At noon, Augudtinefd| over after sumbling, haf-blind with exhaustion, between arow of inmate tents.
The children carried him back to theinfirmary, with the help of DeWitt.

There, DeWitt fed Augustine alittle canned soup, gave him some water. He said he was fedling better
and went back out with the rested first team.

All through the morning and afternoon, their labors were watched by rows of stone-faced Nationa
Guard troops patrolling beyond the razor wire perimeter fences.

At two in the afternoon, Augustine was compelled once again to go up to the office and lie down.
Dicken emerged from the research |ab with another bag full of specimen kits and met him there.

Four children who had worked with the teams dept in the corner, arms around each other, snoring lightly.

Dicken looked down on hisformer boss. Augustine was trembling, but hisface had lost that distant,
defeated look.

“You areasurprisng felow, Mark,” Dicken admitted.

“Not redly,” Augustine croaked. He touched histhroat. “ Sorry. My voiceis shot. How's the lab work
going?”

“Your turn,” Dicken said, and bent down to draw blood. When he was finished, he had Augustine
scrape a plastic depressor on histongue, and sealed that into alittle plastic bag.

“Anything conclusve?’ Augustine asked.
“Stll getting gpecimens from the saff.”
“What next?’

“I'm going out into the field with Toby. Carry on while you rest. Can't let an old bastard like you act the
humanitarian dl by your lonesome.”

Augustine nodded. “ Conversion of Saul. Go forth,” he advised pioudy, and crossed the air between
them.

Dicken stretched. Hiswhole body felt tiff.

Augustinerolled on hisside. “I'm not doing this out of pure charity, | confess,” he murmured. Dicken
bent over to hear the soft words. “1 have done anasty thing, Christopher. | have played acard | vowed
| would never play, to give my enemies—our enemies—the rope | need to hang them al.”

“What card?’ Dicken said.

“I'm still abastard. But | do begin to understand them, Christopher.”



“The children?’
“All our sveet little albatrosses.”

“Good for you,” Dicken said, hisneck hair prickling, and turned to leave.
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The sun was high in the sky when Kaye raised her head. She might have dept for another hour or two;
she did not remember.

Sherolled over on the dock.
It'sgone,she said.It was a dream. Or worse.

She stood and brushed off her jeans, prepared to feel aresigned sadness.| should get a checkup.
There's been so much stress.. . . Her nose and forehead gtill fdlt stuffy. Was that a symptom of
embolism or aburst aneurysm? Had wires crossed in her head, pouring signals from one side of the
brain to the other? A short circuit?

Sheturned to look back along the dock at the house, took astep . . .
And let out a squesk like asurprised mouse. She stretched out her arms.

The presence wasstill with her. Quiet, cam, other; patient and redl. At the sametime Kayewasrdieved
and terrified.

She ran to the cabin. Mitch knelt on the floor beside Stella. He looked up as she came through the porch
door. Hishair was touded and hisface looked like arumpled rag.

“Her fever'sgone, | think,” Mitch said, searching Kaye€'s features. His brows twitched. “The spotsare
smaller. The spots on her butt are gone.”

Stdlarolled over. Her cheeks had regained more of their color. The deeping bag was gone, and inits
place Mitch had laid out an air mattress covered with abright yellow sheet and alime green blanket.

Kaye stared at them both. Her hands hung by her sides, her shoulders S umped.
“Areyou dl right?’ Mitch asked.

Stellarubbed her eyes and reached out to Kaye. Their fingers touched and Kaye moved in and gripped
her hand.

“You smdl different,” Stdlasad.

Kaye bent down and hugged her daughter asfiercely as she dared.

“Shelsadegp again.” Mitch rgoined Kaye in the cabin's small, neat kitchen. “ She looks better, doesn't
she?’

“Yes Much.” Kaye hit theingde of her lip and glanced at her husband. “ The Mackenzieslaid inawide
selection of teas,” she said. She opened the box of teabags, confused, desperate.



Mitch returned her look, patient but tired. “ Does she need more medicine?’

“Her neck doesn't hurt. Her head doesn't hurt. She's not feverish. | removed the needle because she
drank some orangejuice. | don't think shelll need any more antivird.”

“Shewet the deeping bag.”
“I know. Thank you for changingit.”
“Y ou were on the dock. Y ou were adleep.”

Kaye looked out the kitchen window at the dock, now bright in the full sun. *'Y ou should have
awakened me.”

“Y ou looked peaceful. I'm sorry if | said anything strange last night.”

“You?" Shelaughed and fumbled the box of teabags, picked up the spilled ones, then took down two
mugs from arack over the kitchen window. One mug saidKiss a Clown, You Know You Want to. The
other was from Smith College, gold emblem of agate on dark blue. “Not &t all,” Kaye murmured, and
filled a kettle with water. Somewhere, a pump started chuckling, and the water jerked from the tap,
findly flowing in asteady stream. She swished her hand back and forth, fingers soreading through the
coldness.

Not at all the same.

“How arewe, Kaye?’ Mitch asked, standing beside her at the sink.
“Stellaisgoing to befine” Kaye said before she could think.

“How arewe, Kaye?’

Kaye reached out and gripped Mitch's hand on the counter. She had not spent much time lately smply
touching her husband. He had been gone so much, and so often, of course.

She must have looked miserable and lost. But what she felt was very, very physical.

Mitch pulled her close. He was dways the one to make the first move; except that she had made the
move that had produced Stella. Mitch had held back, worried about Kaye, or perhaps just scared at the
thought of being a parent to anew kind of human being. They had been so inlove, and the problem was,
Kaye could not answer Mitch's question now, not truthfully, because she did not know.

Therewas till love. What kind of love?“We are going to be better,” she said into his shoulder. “There
iscertainly better to be.”

“They shouldn't hound us,” he said with the boyish sternness of the night before.
“I don't think we have any control over that.”

“Wewon't stay herelong,” he said, and glared out the window at the woods, the dock, the sunshine.
“Thisplaceistoo nice. | don't trust it.”

“Itis nice. Why not stay awhile? The Mackenzies would never tell anyone.”

Mitch brushed her cheek with hispam. “Their sonisin acamp. The children in the camps are getting
sck.”



Kaye drew her eyebrows together. She could not follow thisline of reasoning.

“Mark Augustine has been looking for you, for us. He's been waiting for the right moment to redl usin.
Theillnessis scaring people badly. Thisishis moment.”

Kaye squeezed hisforearm hard, asif to punish him.
“Ow,” hesaid.

She loosened her grip. “We need to keep Stellaquiet and calm. She needsto rest for afew days at
least. She can't rest in abouncing Jeep.”

“All right,” Mitch said.
“Well stay here)” Kaye sad. “Will it be okay?’
“Itll haveto be” Mitch said.

Kayeleaned her head against Mitch's chest. Her eyeslost focus and then closed. “Is she still adeep?’
she asked.

“Let'scheck,” Mitch said, and they walked together into the living room.

She was. Kaye took Mitch's hand and led him into the bedroom. They took off their clothes, and Kaye
pulled back the covers on the bed until the bottom sheet was completely revealed.

“I need you,” shesaid.

Her fingerson hislipssmelled of tealeaves.
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Dicken had prepared and racked up his seventy specimen sets. He used a Kim Wipe to take the sting of
swest out of hiseyes. His sense of urgency was extreme but counterproductive. He could work no
faster than produced good results. Anything less would be worse than not having worked at al.

He had labored nine hours straight, first separating and classifying the specimens based on hislabelsand
fidd notes, then preparing them for the automated lab equipment. Most of the manua |abor involved
preparing specimens and racking them up for runsthrough the instruments.

PCR instruments had been the size of large suitcases when he had been a student. Now he could hold
oneinthe pam of hishand. The racks carried what had been the equivaent of awhole building full of
equipment fifteen years ago.

Oligos—smdl but highly specific segments of DNA mounted in each tiny square cell of the
whole-genome array chips—attached themselves to complementary segments of RNA expressed by the
cdl, including vird genes, if any, and labeled them with fluorescent markers. Scanners would count the
markers and approximate their positionsin the chromosome sequence.

From aprepared set of serologica fractions, the sequencers would amplify and analyze the exact genetic
code of any virusesin the samples. The proteomizerswould ligt dl proteins found within the targeted cells
—Dboth vira and host proteins. Proteins could then be matched by the Ideator to the open reading
frames of the sequenced genes.



All thiswould give him aroad map of the disease @ the cdlular leve.

He tapped commands into the server controlling the lab machines. Fortunately, the code gaining entry to
this computer had been smpleto guess. He had tried combinations of JURIE and ARAM and, findly,
ARAMJIURIE#1, and that had worked.

Thelabfilled with humming and faint clicking, first to hisright, then to hisleft. Dicken stood up and
checked the progress of thelittle plagtic tubes marching in their meta tracks one by one into the prissy
little mouths of the white-and-silver machines. He had to admire the way the doctors had set up thelab.
It was economical, the equipment negatly arranged, with good flow-through from task to task.

Jurie and Pickman had known their business.

Stll, virus hunterswho fled at the first Signs of a disease were not highly regarded by their peers. Very
likely, Jurie and Pickman had never chased down virusesin thefield. They had behaved morelikelab
lizards, palefrom lack of tropica sun, utter cowards when confronted by their real prey.

For amoment, Dicken felt achill. How dumb of him not to think of it earlier. Jurie and Pickman had
aready donethe work, discovered the results; that was why they had run away. The results had been
very bad.

But Dicken had found no sign of specimen kits anywherein the lab. The equipment had barely been
used, it was so new.

The chill passed, but dowly.

An hour later, he tapped the space bar on the keyboard to turn off the screen saver. A flashing green bar
with “Eurekal” written acrossit told him he had results. The results were displayed first as thumbnails on
agrid, then, a his command, as adide show.

With grim satisfaction, Dicken saw that he had isolated arecombined variety of unencapsulated RNA
virusfrom the blood and sputum of dl the afflicted children, intiters sufficient to suggest massive
infection. No other titers were so prominent.

From the beginning, seeing the bucca lesions and stomatitis, Dicken had suspected coxsackie A, known
to cause most of the symptomsin the sick SHEV A children. But this strain was seldom associated with
fatal illness. Coxsackie B, however, sometimes produced myocarditis, inflammatory heart disease, in
infants and children. According to Dr. Kelson, myocarditis was a possible cause of deathin the
outbreak. Kelson had said, “ Thereé's massive tissue damage. The heart just stops.”

Coxsackie A and B typicaly spread by feca contact or exchange of saliva. He did not know of any
historical instances whereit had spread by skin contact or in aerosols—droplets of moisture from bregth
or sneezing—or through residues left on surfaces, yet those kinds of transmisson were necessary to
explain the outbreak's rapid and pervasive expansion.

Something had changed. Coxsackie A or B, or both, had suddenly become easier to spread, and
targeted to a particular population not heretofore known to be vulnerable to most common childhood
viruses.

Now that he knew the type of virus, he could focus on the origin of the disease and its etiology—how it
had mutated, how it spread, and where it would be expected to spread next.

Dicken typed in arequest for numerical results from each set of specimens, with identification of
individuals and their circumstances. The computer prepared atable, but it was complicated and



unintuitive

Dicken took out apiece of paper and began organizing the resultsin his own favored plot. Usng asmall
marker, he drew three large circles on the paper. Within the first circle he swooped a C, representing the
children. Insde he drew asmaller circle, labeled | C for Infected Children. Outside thefirst, hedrew a
second large circleand labeled it BT for brave teachers and staff, those who had remained.

Thethird circle helabeled Tr, for traitors, those who had fled.

He picked up ared felt-tip pen and began categorizing the specimen | D numbers and marking them + or
—for their vira status. He then recorded them within the appropriate circles. Two of the circlesrapidly
filled with numbers and status marks. For now, there were no numbersin the Tr circle—hewasleaving
that open in case information from outside became available.

He now had points of proximity or actua contact and, presumably, opportunitiesfor viral transmisson.
The pattern he saw emerging was dready clear, but he refused to jump to conclusions. He did not trust
ether intuition or ingtinct. He trusted hard facts, indisputable associations, and repeated correlaions.

He drew the results a second way, in columns and rows. When he had completed his chart, he drew a
new table, reversing the order, and filled the boxes with the categorized numbers.

Dicken cleaned up hiswork and tapped the plastic end of the pen on the columns, marching down,
climbing back up, sweeping the marker to the right across the rows, color-coding the associations.

Any way hedrew it out, the pattern was clear.

Within the specia treatment center, children who had had no contact with teachers or other students for
more than three days had not contracted the virus. Eight children had been inisolation cells and had been
abandoned when the staff evacuated. Three had died, but al of their specimens tested negative.

Five hours ago, Middleton had phoned the lab to tell Dicken that one of the rescued children had fallen
ill, and Kelson said shewas likely to die. That child had amost certainly been exposed after her “rescue.”

Dicken had taken specimens from six children who had been locked in a shower room by afleeing
teacher, and not found until late yesterday. One had died from lack of speciad medication. None had had
any contact with teachers or staff for the past forty-eight hours. Their specimens tested negative.

DeWwitt and Middleton hed identified fifty children whom they knew had had close contact with teachers
and gtaff in the past sixty hours. Of these, forty had fdlen ill, and twenty had died. All of their specimens
tested positive. Somehow, ten had managed to avoid exposure.

Helooked over the results for twenty-two teachers, staff, and security officers. All had had continuous
contact with infected children for the past forty-eight hours. They were exhausted, stressed, worn down.
Six of these—four nurses from the main pool and one teacher from the specia trestment wing, and the
counsdlor, Dewitt—tested positive for the virus, but in low titers compared to infected children. None
showed symptoms of infection.

Neither he nor Mark Augustine tested positive.
Dicken held up his chart once more. The conclusons were compelling.
Only infected SHEV A children showed symptoms.

SHEV A children lacking recent adult contact tested negative for the virus and showed no symptoms.



Contagion did not spread from the children to adults with much efficiency, if at al; and if it was passed
on, did not causeillnessin adults.

Contagion probablydid spread from child to child, but the chain aways began with children who had
had recent contact with adults.

He had not gathered specimens from every child, dive or dead, or from al the adults that had been at
the school; it was possible that an asymptomatic child was the source; it was also possible that exposed
adultswould get ill, eventudly.

But he doubted it. The children were almost certainly not the source. And adultsdid not get sck. The
river flowed in only one direction, downstream from teachers and staff, adults, to the new children.

The computer chimed again. Dicken looked at the screen. The ldeator had identified a sequence from its
standard human genomic library. He touched abox on the screen. It expanded outward, showing agene
map for an obscure and defective HERV . Coxsackie viruses—for that matter, the superfamily of
Picornaviridae—had never been known to recombine with legacy retrovird genes. Y et he waslooking

at aprotein traced to a gene from the suspect virus, and it was very similar—90 percent homologous—to
aprotein once coded for by an ancient human endogenous retrovirus found in two chromosomes.

The presence of the protein converted arelatively benign RNA virusinto onethat killed, in large
numbers.

Hetyped in another search. The Ideator scanned the Genesys bank for amatch within the
52-chromosome genome of the new children. According to the Genesys bank, that particular defective
primordia HERV did not exist in any SHEVA child.

Both of its copies had been discarded during the supermitotic splitting and rearrangement of the old
chromosomes.

Dicken gtared at the screen for severa minutes, thinking furioudy. His vision blurred. He grabbed the
crumpled wipe and dabbed again at hisface. Hisleft leg cramped. He pushed away from the bench and
walked around the small Iab room, bracing on tables, equipment.

What Augustine and the Emergency Action people feared most had happened. Ancient viruses had
somehow sdlf-corrected and contributed one or more novel genes to acommon virus, producing a
deadly disease. But the recombination had not taken place in SHEV A-affected children.

It had begun in adults.

Adults were creeting virusesthat could infect and kill the SHEV A children. Those same viruses did not
harm the adults. Dicken could yet be sure, but he suspected that the vira protein took advantage of yet
another protein expressed only in the children—two units not in themsalvestoxic, but letha in
combingtion.

A new role for viruses. agents of a species-level immune response. Biological warfare, one
generation against another.

An old speciestrying desperately to kill the new? Or just an awful mistake, a slip-up with deadly
consequences?

He secured the samples, backed up the computer files, made aset of printouts, locked up the lab, and
brutally shoved the outer door of the research building. It dammed open, and he walked out into the
glare of the afternoon sun.



S0
PENNSYLVANIA

M itch had put on one of George Mackenzie's white terry robesto check on Stella. He now lay on the
bed beside Kaye, the robe ridiculoudy short over hislong legs. His breathing was even. She could fedl
his hand, large and wide, with long, thick fingers, resting on her arm.

Kayerolled over and put her head on his chest, where the robe had pulled open. “Have | been acting a
little crazy?’ she asked.

Mitch shook hishead. “ Defensve.”

“Do you remember before we were together? Y ou were doing archaeology. | wasworking away madly,
and confused.”

“I wasn't doing much archaeology,” Mitch said. “1've been out of action for longer than I've known you.
My own damned fault.”

“I loved your rough hands. All the caluses. What would we be without Stella?’

Mitch's eyes narrowed. Wrong question.

“Right,” Kaye said. Shelay back on the pillow. “I insgsted. We don't have any other life now.”
“| helped,” Mitch said.

“I've neglected you. In so many ways.”

Mitch shrugged.

“What do you want for Stella?” Kaye asked.

“A reasonably normd life”

“What will that be? Sheian't like us, not really.”

“She'smore like us than she's different.”

Kaye wiped her eyeswith the back of her hands. She could Hill fedl the caller, and when shetouched it
with her thoughts, waves of comfort surged through her and her eyes flowed over. She could not
undergtand thisfedling of glorious easein the midst of their fear.

Mitch touched her cheek. Hisfinger gently dabbed the wet corner of one eye.
“What'sit liketo have astroke?’ she asked. “Or asaizure?’

“You're the doctor,” Mitch said, taken aback.

“Sam had astroke,” Kaye said. Sam was Mitch'sfather.

“Hewent down likeatreg,” Mitch said.

“Hewas paralyzed and he died in a couple of hours.”

“It wasfast. What are you getting at?’



“Do people have seizures that make them fee good ? They wouldn't go to the doctor for that, would
they?”

“I've never heard of such athing,” Mitch said.

“But it wouldn't be reported, would it, unlessthey happened to catchiit . .. onan MRI or CAT scan or
something. The brainisso mysterious”

“What bringsthison?’” Mitch asked. “We make love and you talk about having good strokes.” Hetried
to smile. “It'scaledhaving an orgasm, littlelady.”

Kaye lifted her head and rolled over to face him, refusing to be amused. “Have you ever felt something
or someone touch your thoughts? Approving of everything about you, filling you with understanding?’

“No-0-00,” Mitch said. He did not like this conversation at al. There was a glow about Kaye's face that
reminded him of when she was pregnant, asoft and intimate light in her eyes.

“Isit rare? What do people do, who do they talk to, when it happens that way?’
“What way?’

Kaye sat up and put her hands on his shoulders, staring at him imploringly, helpless. “Isthat what makes
peoplereigious?’

Thelook on Mitch's face was so serious, she had to smile. “Maybe I'm becoming a priestess. A

“Generdly,” Mitch began, putting on a professorid tone, “shamans are alittle crazy. Thetribe feeds
them and puts them to work. Shamans are more entertaining than reading entrails or tossing
knucklebones.”

Kaye clenched her jaw. “I'm trying to understand something.”

“Out on the dock, did you fed like you were having a stroke?” Mitch asked, unable to keep the concern
fromhisvoice.

“I don't know.” She amiled asif at apleasant memory. “It's ill with me.”
“Y ou're pregnant again, morning sSckness?’
“No, damnit,” Kaye said, poking hisarm. “Y ou're notlistening .”

“I'm not hearing anything | can understand. Tell me, straight . . . did it fed like an episode, abreakdown?
Weve been under alot of stress.” He stood up by the side of the bed, leaving the short robe behind.
Kaye watched him, hisforearms and chest and the tops of his shoulders covered with coarse hair, and
her gaze dropped to his genitals hanging at postcoital parade rest, waving with the nervous swing of his
ams.

Shelaughed.

This stopped Mitch cold. He stood like a statue, staring down on her. He had not heard Kaye laugh like
that, at him, at the ridiculousness of life, in well over ayear, maybe two; he couldn't remember the last
time

“Y ou sound happy,” he said.



“I'm nothappy ,” Kayeinssted indignantly. “Lifesabowl of shit, but our daughter . . .” Her face
crumpled. Through her fingers, she sobbed, “ She's going to live, Mitch. That'sablessing, isnt it? Isthat
what I'm feding—thankfulness, relief?”’

“Thankful towhat?’” Mitch said. “ The god who giveslittle children nasty diseases?’

Kaye spread out her arms, gesturing with her fingers at the bedroom, the lace coverlet, wood-paneled
walls, pressed flowers under glassin ornate gold frames, the decorative water pitcher on the little white
wicker table by the nightstand. Mitch watched her puffy eyes and red face with real concern. “Weare
luckier than others,” she said. “We are so lucky our daughter isalive.”

“God didn't do that,” Mitch said, hisvoice turning sour. “We did that. God would havekilled her.God is
killing thousandslike Stellaright now.”

“Thenwhat am | feding?’ Kaye asked. She held out her hands and Mitch gripped them. A blackbird
sang. Mitch's eyes went to the window.

“Y ou're bouncing back,” he said, hisanger smoothing. “We can't fed like shit al thetime or wed just
giveup and die.” He pulled her up on her knees on the bed, and expertly hugged her until her back

popped.

“Ow,” shesad.

“Thet did not hurt,” Mitch said. “'Y ou fed better now.”
“I do,” Kaye affirmed, arms around his neck.

Stdlapushed through the door. “1've got thisthing on my wrist,” she said, tugging a the medica tape.
“My skin hurts.” She stared at them, naked, together. There was no use keeping secretsfrom her; she
could smell everything in the room. Stella had seemed to ingtinctively understand the whys and
wherefores of sex even asatoddler. Nevertheless, Mitch released Kaye, swung his body away, and
reached for the robe.

Kaye pulled the coverlet into awrap and went to her daughter. Stellaleaned into her arms and Kaye
and Mitch carried her back to her bed.
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“Our last link to the outsde world,” Augustine said, holding up a satellite phone. “ Secret Service, bless
them. But | had to think of it. They're hiding out in their cars, and they did not volunteer.” He climbed the
flight of stepsto Trask's office. Dried vomit—not his own—ran in streaks down hisleg.

Dicken sdled up the steps behind Augustine. “ The school has a secure server. | have Juri€'s password
for the [ab computers, but not the password to go outside the school.”

“I know. What are we looking at, anyway?’
“Coxsackie, anew drain,” Dicken said. “The children have hand, foot, and mouth disease.”
Augustine pushed the door to the office open. “Like the cattle?’

Dicken shook hishead. “ Y ou'retired. Listen to me. Not foot and mouth, it's HFMD. Hand, foot, and



mouth. Common childhood vird infection.”

“Recombined?’ Augustine sat behind the desk and propped the phone on the desk. He punched a
number, got arasping and wheedling noise, then swore and punched another.

“Yes” Dickensad.

“With old endogenous viruses?’

“yes”

“Shit. How isthat possble?’
“Itsamechanism | haven't seen before.”

“Then why bother to call?” Augustine stopped in mid-did, disgusted. Hisfingernailswere black with dirt
and secretions. “It'sdl over.”

“No, it isn't. The recombined genes can't possibly be from the children,” Dicken said. “They don't have
them. They were excised and discarded when their chromosomes reformed during supermitoss.”

Augustineraised his chin. “ Wehel ped the virus recombine?’

Dicken nodded. “It may have traveled in us and mutated silently for years. Now it's making its move—
againg the children.”

“Proof?’

“Proof enough,” Dicken said. “Most of what we need, anyway. We can send in my results. The CDC
just needsto do their own andysis, compare my findings with their own. I'm sure they'll match. Then, we
tell Ohio to back off and get Emergency Action to calm down. Thisisnot akiller plague—not for us”

“Will anyoneligen?” Augustine asked.
“They haveto. It'sthetruth.”

Augustine did not seem convinced that would be enough to turn the tide. “Who's the best contact at
CDC?

Dicken thought quickly. “ Jane Sdlter. She'sin charge of satistical andlysisat Nationa Center for
Infectious Diseases. She never did put in with the Emergency Action people, but they respect her
judgment. She'strusted and objective.” He took the handset from Augustine and dialed Salter's direct
number in Atlanta.

They werein luck, findly. The cal went through, and Salter answered in person.
“Jane, it's Christopher.”

“The famous Christopher Dicken? Long time, Christopher. Forgive me, I'm alittle loopy. I've been up
for days, crunching numbers.”

“I'min Ohio, at the Goldberger Schoal. | have something important.”
“About a certain recombined Coxsackie virus?’

“That's the one. Population dynamics, virusflow, analyss” Dicken said.



“Youdont say.”
“Y oull want my results”
He heard aclick.

“I'm recording, Christopher,” Sdter said. “Makeit quick. Thereésakey meeting in five minutes. Go or
no go, if you know what | mean.”

Augustine looked up at adistant roaring noise. He walked to the window and looked acrossthe traffic
circle, beyond the main gate. “What the hell isthat?’ He swung up a pair of binoculars from the
windowsill and peered through them. “Helicopters.”

DeWwitt ssamped up the stairs, screaming, “Helicopters are coming!”
“Troops moving in?" Dicken asked.

“They wouldn't dare. Werein quarantine.” Augustinetried to hold theimage steady. “ They're civilian.
Whoin hdl would fly them down here?’

“Someone bringing in supplies” Dicken suggested.
“Isthat possible?’
“Someone rich who has akid here,” Dicken said.

“Theréstwo of them,” Augustine said. “Not nearly enough.” Then, hisvoice breaking, “Goddamn. |
don't believeit. They're shooting. The troops are shooting at them!”

“What's happening?’ Salter asked on the phone.

“Just listen to me,” Dicken said. He could hear the crackle of assault weapons on the school perimeter.
“And for God's sake, work fast.”

He began reading her hisresults.

52
PENNSYLVANIA

Theair was cooling and clouds were diding in above the trees. Mitch sat on the dock. Kaye wasin the
house, deeping beside Stdlain the big bed, which Stella preferred now that she was fedling alittle better.

It could be days before she could travel, but Mitch knew their time would come sooner than that.
Somehow, though, he could not bring himself to roust them and pile them in the back of the Jeep.

It wasn't just Stellas hedlth that concerned him.

There was something else, and small asit might seem in retrospect, it disturbed him, theway Kaye had
looked, talking about what she had felt on the dock. If after all these years, his partner, hiswife, was
fdtering. . .

Kaye had aways been the reservoir of their strength, the rooted tree.

The air was heavy and moist. He watched the overcast move in and fdt the first spatters of rain, big



dropsthat changed the air's taste and smell. His nose twitched. He could smell the forest getting ready
for the storm. His sense of smell had been sengitive even before they had had Stella. He had oncetold
Kaye*I think with my nose.” But that ability had been enhanced by being a SHEV A parent, and for two
years after Stellasbirth, Mitch had reveled in what it brought into hislife. Even now, he smeled things
acutely that others could only vaguely detect, if at dl.

The lake was not exactly a hedthy lake, but sat like a pretty little pocket of green, taking the drainage
from the forest during the winter and spring and then drying up and concentrating al the nutrients during
the summer, turning ripe with agee. It had no outlet. Still, it was okay; it was pretty. It was probably
happy enough, as lakes went, isolated from the big doings of other lakes and rivers, dreaming initsown
muted way of the seasons.

Mitch would never have built acabin on this lake because of the potentia for mosguitoes, but was glad
the cabin was here, nonetheless. Besides, there were only afew mosguitoes about, he didn't know why.

The last few years, Kaye's scent in his nostrils had been perpetualy active, sharp, stressed, and
concerned; he had smelled other SHEV A mothers, and mothersin general, and had found asimilar
watchful odor. In bed afew hours ago, there had been ahint of contentment, of confirmation. Or was he
just making that up?

Wishful thinking, that hiswife would be happy for alittle while?
Stellahad noticed it, too.

Perhapstheir family had become like the lake, isolated, ingrown, not entirely healthy. And that was why
Stellahad run away. Histhoughts scattered like wavelets under the moving finger of adowndraft.

After afew minutes, Mitch just sat and tried to be empty. Gradually, another concern surfaced, about
where they would go when the time came, where they would flee next. He did not know the answer, did
not want to believe they were anywhere near the end of their rope, so he put the concern avay on a
shelf with other impossible worries and looked into the emptiness once more.

The emptiness was comfortable but never lasted long.

He had never asked Kaye how he smelled to her. Kaye did not like to discuss such things. He had falen
inlove with asad and outer-facing Kaye, lived with awoman who had not opened hersdf to himin
months or years, until last night.

Mitch held up his hands and stared at the smooth fingers. He could dmost fed himself on asite, witha
shove or trowel or brush or toothbrush in his hand, unearthing some bit of bone or pot. He could amost
fedl the sweat running down the back of his neck under the hot sun, in the shade of his cap and neck flap.

He wondered what the Neandertal father had thought about, at the lagt, lying in that Alpine cave,
freezing beside his dready-dead wife and gtillborn child. That was whereit had dl begun for Mitch,
finding the mummies. From that point on, hislife had corkscrewed; he had met Kaye, had become part
of her world. Mitch'slife had acquired tremendous depth but had narrowed in scope and range.

The Neandertal father had never had a chanceto fed guilty about the good old lost days of carefree
mammoth and bison hunting, cave-bear baiting, swilling fermented berries or bags of honey wine with the
boys.

At least once aday, Mitch went through such a sequence of thoughts, interrupting the desired emptiness.
Then the thoughts faded and he stared into himself and saw a frightened child hiding among shadows. You



never know what it is like to be a child, even as a child. You have to have one of your own, and
then it comes to you.

You understand for thefirst time.

The rain pattered on the dock, leaving dark brown splats. Drops beaded in the blades of grass shooting
up from the moldering life vests. His hand walked aong the wood and found an interesting chunk of
bark, about six incheslong, weathered and gray. He ran hisfingers over the bark, pinched its corky
edge.

Kaye stood behind him. He had not heard her until the dock creaked. She moved quietly; she dways
had. “Did you see aflash out here?’ she asked.

“Lightning?’

“No, over there.” Kaye pointed into thewoods. “Likeaglint.”

Mitch stared with afrown. “Nothing.”

Kaye sghed. “Comeingde,” she said. “ Stellas having some chicken soup. Y ou should est, too.”

Watching his daughter durp soup would be atreat. Mitch stood and walked with Kaye, aamin arm,
back to the house.

A man in ablack baseball cap stepped out of the cabin's shadows and met them at the porch door.
Kaye gasped. He was young, in hislate twenties at most, buff, with tanned arms. He wore a bulletproof
vest over ablack T-shirt and khaki pants and he carried asmall black pistol. Silhouettes moved through
the cabin. Mitch inginctively pushed Kaye behind him.

The manin the black cap smelled like burned garlic. He rattled off some words. Mitch's attention was
too divided to listen closdly.

“Did you hear me? I'm Agent John Allen, Federa Enforcement for Emergency Action. We have an
arrest and sequester warrant. Hold out your arms and let me see your hands.” The agent |ooked | eft,
past Mitch. “Areyou Kaye Lang?’

Another man, older, walked through the double door. He held out a piece of paper in abluefolder.
Mitch glanced at the paper, then focused again on the cabin. Over the young man's shoulder, through the
patio doors and past the couch, Mitch saw two men taking Stella out the front door. They had wrapped
his daughter in aplastic sheet.

She mewed like aweak kitten.

Mitch raised hishand. Too late, he remembered the piece of bark from the dock, still clenched in his
fingers

The young man jerked up hispistal.

Mitch heard the report and the forest and house spun. The dug felt likeaMagor League batter
connecting with Mitch'sarm. The chunk of bark sailed. He landed on hisface and chest. A big man sat
on him and others planted their running shoes around his head and someone lifted Kaye's feet off the
ground. Mitch tried to ook up and the big man shoved his face into the pebbled concrete of the
wakway. He could not breathe—the whack of the dug and then the fall had pushed out dl hisair. They
twisted his hands behind him. Something parted in his shoulder. That hurt like hell. They weredl talking



at once, and a couple of people were shouting. He heard Kaye scream. The rain hadn't been so bad.
Thelake had been fine, and so had the house. He should have known better. Mitch smelled his own
blood and started to choke.
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StellaNova Rafel son stood on wobbly legsin the long steaming shower stal and watched pink
disinfectant swirl down thetile drain. Men and women wearing masks and plastic hoods and rubber
gloves walked aong the line with clipboards and cameras, recording the children as they stood naked.

“Name,” asked a stout young woman with ahusky voice.
“Stella,” she answered. Her joints ached.

In aclinic somewhere, humans gave her injections and strapped her onto a bed surrounded by curtains.
They kept her therefor at least aday as she worked through the last obvious signs of her illness. Once,
when she was released to use a bedpan, shetried to get up and walk away. A nurse and a police officer
stopped her. They did not want to touch her. They used long plastic pipesto prod her back into bed.

The next day, shewastied to agurney and rolled into the back of awhite van. The van took her to abig
warehouse. There, she saw hundreds of children lying on rows of camp beds. Crushed and dusty crates
had been pushed into a pile at the back of the warehouse. The floor blackened her bare feet. Thewhole
building smelled of old wood and dust and disinfectant.

They gave her soup in asqueeze bottle, cold soup. It tasted awful. All that night she cried out for Kaye
and for Mitch in avoice so hoarse and wesk she could barely hear it herself.

The next trip—in abus across the desert and through many towns and cities—took a day and anight.
She rode with other boys and girls, Sitting upright and even deeping on a bench sedt.

She heard the guard and driver talking about the nearest city, Flagstaff, and understood shewasin
Arizona. Asthe bus dowed and jolted off the two-lane highway, Stella saw shiny metallic letters
cemented into abrick arch over aheavy sted gate: Sable Mountain Emergency Action School .

Time camein confused jerks. Memory and smell mingled and it seemed that her past, her life with Kaye
and Mitch, had gone down the drain with the disinfectant.

After they finished taking pictures again and recording their names, the attendants segregated the boys
and girls and gave them hospital robes that flapped open at the back and moved the girlsin aline across
aconcrete walkway, under the open evening air, into amobiletraller unit, twelve new kidsin all.

Thetrailer dready held fourteen girls.

One of the girls stood by the bed where Stellalay and said, “Hello/Sorry.”

Stellalooked up. The girl wastall and black-haired and had wide, deep brown eyes flecked with green.
“How areyou feding-KUK?’ the girl asked her. She seemed to have a speech problem.

“Wheream 7’

“It'skind of like-KUK home,” the girl said.



“Where are my parents?’ Stella asked, before she could stop hersalf. Her cheeks flushed with
embarrassment and fear.

“I don't know,” the girl answered.

The fourteen gathered around the new girlsand held out their hands. “ Touch pams,” the black-haired
girl told them. “It'll make you fed better.”

Stellatucked her handsinto her armpits. “1 want to know where my parentsare,” she said. “1 heard
gumﬂ

The black-haired girl shook her head dowly and touched Stella under the nose with the tip of her finger.
Stellajerked her head back.

“You'rewith usnow,” shesad. “Don't be afraid.”

But Stdlawas afraid. The room smelled so strange. There were so many and they weredl
fever-scenting, trying to persuade the new girls. As she felt the scent doing itsjob, Stellawanted to get
away and run.

Thiswas nothing like she had imagined.
“It'so-KUK-ay,” the black-haired girl said. “Redlly. It's okay here.”
Stellacried out for Kaye. She was stubborn. It would be weeks before she stopped crying at night.

Shetried to resist joining the other children. They were friendly but she desperately wanted to go back
and livein the housein Virginia, the house that she had once tried to run away from; it seemed the best
place on Earth.

Findly, as weeks passed into months and no one camefor her, she sarted listening to the girls. She
touched their hands and smelled their scenting. She started to belong and did not resist anymore.

The days at the school were long and hot in summer, cold in winter. The sky was huge and impersond
and very different from the tree-framed sky in Virginia. Even the bugs were different.

Stdlagot used to sitting in classrooms and being visited by doctors.

Inablur of growth and young time, shetried to forget. And even in their deep, her friends could soothe
her.

PART TWO

SHEVA +15

“Activist SHEV A parentsheld in federd detention for two years or more without charges, under
Emergency Action rules, may finaly havether casesreviewed by state circuit courts, in gpparent
defiance of secret Presidential Decision Directives, says an unnamed source in the office of Cdifornias
atorney generd.”

“Vigtation rightsfor SHEVA parents at EMAC schools may be restored on a case-by-case basis,
according to Cabinet-level adminigtration officids testifying before Congress. No further details have



been made available. Civilian Review of Nationa Health and Safety, a government watchdog group
associated with the Green Party, saysit will protest this changein policy.”

—New York Times E-line National Crisis Shorts

“ “They set off bombs. They torch themselves and block traffic. Their children carry diseases we can't
begin to imagine. Hell, the parents themsalves can make us sick and even kill us. If it'sa choice between
their civil liberties and kegping my own beautiful, norma children disease free, then to hdll with liberty. |
say screw the ACLU. Always have, dwayswill.” ”

—Representative Harold Barren, R-North Carolina;
speaking for the House Foor Liberty Minute

“Fifteen yearsand the strainiskilling us. It cannot go on.

“When we suspend habeas corpus and nobody blinks, when our neighbors and relatives and even our
children are hauled away in unmarked trucks and we huddle in fearful relief, the end of an entire way of
life, of the American philosophy and psychology, is hear, too near, perhaps upon us aready.

“A government based on fear attracts the worst e ements, who corrupt it fromwithin. A shaky edifice, a
government againg its people, any of its people, must soon collgpse.”

—Jeremy Willis The New Republic

WASHINGTON, D.C.

The clouds over the capital were swollen and green with rain. Theair felt close and sticky. Kayetook a
government car from Dulles. Shewore atrim gray suit with apae yelow blouse, ruffled collar and
deeves, sengble walking shoes, dress pumpsin her bag. She had carefully made up her face latein the
morning and touched up in arestroom at Dulles. She knew how she looked: pale, thin, face a deeper
shade of powdery beige than her wrists. Middle-aged and frail. Too much time spent in |aboratories, not
enough looking at the sun or seeing the sky.

She could have been any one of ten thousand professiona workersleaving the long blocky tan-and-gray
buildings around Washington, waiting for traffic to clear, sopping off for adrink or a coffee, meeting
coworkersfor dinner. She preferred the anonymity.

Last night, Kaye had carefully studied the briefing folio from Senator Giandlli's office. What she had read
inthat folio she could clearly see on the drive from Dulles. The capital waslosing thelast of its
self-respect. On some streets, garbage pickups had been delayed for weeks without explanation.
Nationa guard and regular army troops waked around the streetsin trios, firearms dung and clips
loaded. Military and security vehicles—Humvees, bomb-sgquad trucks, armored personnel carriers—sat
on key streets, humped up on sdewalks or blocking intersections. Concrete barriers that shifted every
day and multiple checkpointswith armored ID kiosks made travel to government buildings tortuous.

The capitd even smelled sick. Washington had become a city of long, sad lines, drawn faces, rumpled
clothing. Everyone feared people in long coats, ddlivery trucks, boxes|eft on streets, and posters taped
to walls demanding obscure justice and hiding thin, nasty bombs benegth to blow up those who would
try to take them down.

Only the clowns and the monsters looked healthy and happy. Only clowns and monsters found their



careers advancing in Washington, D.C., in the fifteenth year of SHEVA.

The driver told her the hearing had been delayed and they had sometimeto kill. Kaye asked him to stop
in front of a Stefano's bookstore on K Street. She thought about eating but she could not rouse an
appetite. She just wanted to be done for afew minutesto think.

Kaye pulled up the strap on her shoulder bag and entered the retail-grade checkpoint outside the
bookstore. A large, heavy guard in anill-fitting uniform with al the buttons straining looked her over with
ablank expression and motioned for her to gpply thumb to scanner, then waved her through the metal
detector. Snifferswhuffed, checking for traces of explosives or suspicious volatiles.

Perfume had become ano-no in the city.
“Clear,” the guard said, hisvoice like soft thunder. “ Y'dl have agood evening.”

Outsde, therain began to fal. Kaye looked back through a display window and saw trash floating down
the gutters, paper bags and cups bobbing along. The gutters were clogging and water would soon back

up.

She knew she needed some food. She should not attend the hearing on an empty stomach, and she had
not eaten since ten that morning. It was five now. Soup and sandwicheswere available e asmall café
insde the store. But Kaye walked past the menu board without stopping, on some sort of autopilot. Her
wal king shoes made damp sucking sounds on the linoleum as she passed severd deep aides of
bookshelves. FHuorescent lights flickered and buzzed overhead. A young man with long felted hair sat on
apatched chair, hdf-empty knapsack crumpled in hislap, adeep. A paperback Biblelay open
facedown on the arm of the chair.

God deeping.

Without thinking, Kaye turned right and found hersdlf in the religion section. Mogt of the shelveswere
filled with brightly colored apocalypse novels. E-paper holograms leaped from lurid covers as she
passed: end time, rapture, revelation, demons and dark angels. Most of the books had speaker chips
that could read out the entire story. The same chips replaced jacket copy with vocal come-ons. The
shelves murmured softly in awave, like ghosts triggered by Kaye's brief passage.

Serious theology texts had been crowded out. She found asingle shelf concedled high in the back, near
the brick wall. It was cold in that corner and the books were worn and dusty.

Eyeswide, ill at ease, Kaye touched the spines and read onetitle, then another. None seemed right.
Most were contemporary Christian commentaries, not what she was looking for. Some lashed out
angrily at Darwinism and modern science.

Sheturned dowly and looked down the aide, listening to the books, their competing voices sibilant like
faling leaves. Then shefrowned and returned to the lone shelf. She was determined to find something
useful. Shetugged out abook caledTalking With the Only God . Skimming through five pages, she
found big print, wide margins, sdf-righteous but smple ingructions on how to livea Chrigtian lifein
troubled times.Not good. Not what | need.

She replaced the book with a grimace and turned to leave. An older man and woman blocked the aide,
amiling at her. Kaye held her bresth, eyes shifting. She was sure her driver had comeinto the store but
could not remember seeing him.

“Areyou seeking?’ the man asked. He wastall and skeletdly thin with ashort cap of braided white hair.



Hewore ablack suit. Theway his coat deeves rode up hiswrists reminded Kaye of Mitch, but the man
himsdf did not. He looked determined and alittle fake, like amannequin or abad actor. The woman
was equally tal, thin through the waist but with fleshy arms. Shewore along dressthat clung to her
thighs

“I beg your pardon?’ Kaye asked.
“There are better placesto seek, and better textsto find,” the man said.

“Thanks, I'm fine,” Kaye said. She looked away and reached for another book, hoping they would leave
her done.

“Whatare you seeking?’ the woman asked.
“I wasjust browsing. Nothing specific,” Kaye said, avoiding their eyes.
“Y ouwont find answers here,” the man said.

The driver was not in Sight. Kaye was on her own, and this probably wasn't serious anyway. Shetried to
appear friendly and unconcerned.

“Theresonly one vaid trandation of the Lord'swords,” the man said. “Wefind them in the King James
Bible. God watched over King Jameslike aholy flame.”

“I've heard that,” Kaye said.
“Which church do you attend?’

“No church,” she said. She had cometo the end of the aide and the pair had not moved. “Excuse me. |
have an appointment.” Kaye clutched her purseto her side.

“Have you made peace with God?’ the woman asked.

The man lifted hishand asif in benediction. “Welose our families, thefamilies of God. Inour Sn, in
homosexuality and promiscuity and following the ways of the Arab and the Jew, the pagan gods of the
Web and TV, we stray from the path of God and God's punishment is swift.” He swept his hand with a
scowl at the whispering books on the shelves. “It is usdessto seek Histruth in the voices of the devil's
mechines”

Kaye's eyes crinkled. She suddenly felt angry and perversdly in control, even predatory, asif shewere
the hawk andthey were the pigeons. The woman noticed the change. The man did not. “ Terence,” the
woman said and touched the man's elbow. He looked down from the celling, meeting Kaye's steady
glare and reding in his spid with a surprised galumph and a bobble of his Adam's apple.

“I'maone” Kaye said. She offered thislike bait, hoping they would bite and she would have them. “My
husband just got out of prison. My daughter isin aschool.”

“I'mso sorry. Areyou dl right?’ the woman asked Kaye with an equa mix of suspicion and solicitude.

“Whatkind of daughter?’ the man asked. “A daughter of sin and disease?’ The woman tugged hard on
his deeve. His Adam's apple bobbled again, and their eyes darted over her clothes asif looking for
suspicious bulges.

Kaye squared her shoulders and shoved out her hand to get through.



“I know you,” the man continued, despite hiswifestugging. “I recognize you now. Y ou'rethe scienti<t.
Y ou discovered the sick children.”

Confined by the aide, Kaye'sthroat closed in. She coughed. “I haveto go.”

The man made one last attempt, brave enough, to get through to her. “ Even ascientist in self-centered
love with her own mind, suffocating in the fame of television exposure, can learn to know God.”

“Y ou've spoken to Him?" Kaye demanded. “Y ou've talked to God?’ She grabbed his arm and dug into
the fabric and the flesh beneath with her fingernalls.

“I pray dl thetime,” the man said, drawing back. “ God is my Father in Heaven. Heisdwayslistening.”
Kaye tightened her grip. “Has God ever answered you?’ she asked.

“Hisanswersare many.”

“Do you ever fed God in your head?’

“Mease,” the man said, wincing.

“Lethimgo ,” thewoman inssted, trying to push her arm between them.

“God doesn't talk to you? Howweird .” Kaye advanced, pushing both back. “Why wouldn't God talk to
you ?’

“Wefear God, we pray, and He answersin many ways.”

“God doesn't stick around when things get ugly. What kind of God isthat? He's like arecorded
message, some sort of God service that puts you on hold when you're screaming. Explain it to me. God
says he loves me but dumps meinto aworld of pain. Y ou, so full of hate, so ignorant, he leaves aone.
Sdf-righteous bigots he doesn't even touch. Explain that to me! ”

Shelet go of theman'sarm.
The couple turned with stricken looks and fled.

Kaye stood with the murmuring books lapsing into silence behind her. Her chest heaved and her cheeks
wereflushed and moig.

“All right,” she said to the empty aide.

After adecent interva, to avoid meeting the couple outside, sheleft the store. Sheignored the guard's
irritated glower.

She stood under the eaves breathing in the heat and the humidity and listening to red thunder, far off
over Virginia. The government car came around the corner and stopped at the black-striped yellow curb
infront of the store. “Sorry,” the driver said. Kaye looked through the limo's window and saw for the
first time how young the driver was, and how worried. “ Store security ignored my license. No placeto
park. Goddamned guard fingered his holster at me. Jesus Christ, Mrs. Rafelson, I'm sorry. Iseverything
okay?’
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Hart Senate Office Building



Plenary Session of the Senate Emer gency Action Over sight Committee,
Closed Hearing

WASHINGTON, D.C.

M ark Augustine waited patiently in the antechambers until called to take his seet. It was duly noted that
he was the former director of Emergency Action. The nine senators assembled for this unusua evening
sess on—five Republicans and four Democrats—exchanged edgy pleasantriesfor afew minutes. Two of
the Democrats observed, for the record, that the current director was late. Aswell, Senator Gianelli was
not present.

The chair, Senator Julia Thomasen of Maryland, expressed her aggravation and wondered who had
called the meeting. No one was clear on that.

The meseting began without the director and Giandlli, and lacking any obvious point or focus, soon
devolved into atesty debate about the eventsthat had led to Mark Augustine's dismissal three years
edlier.

Augustine sat back in his chair, folded hishandsin hislap, and |et the senators argue. He had cometo
the Hill to testify fifty-threetimesin his career. Power did not impress him. Lack of power impressed
him. Everyonein thisroom, asfar as he was concerned, was dmost completely powerless.

And—if the rumors were true—what they did not know was about to bite them right on the ass.

The minority Democrats held sway for afew minutes, deftly entering their commentsinto the record.
Senator Charles Chase of Arizonabegan the questioning of Augustine as amatter of senatoria courtesy.
His questions soon led to the role of the Sate of Ohio in the death of SHEV A children.

“Madam Chair,” bellowed Senator Percy from Ohio, “I resent the implication that the state of Ohio was
in any way responsiblefor this debacle.”

“Senator Percy, Senator Chase hasthe floor,” Senator Thomasen reminded him.
“I resent the entire subject area,” Percy bellowed.
“Noted. Please continue, Senator Chase.”

“Madam Chair, | am only following the line of questioning begun last week by Senator Giandlli, who is
not, | hope, indisposed today, not with avirus, at least.”

No laughter in the Senate chamber. Chase continued without missing abeet. “1 mean no disrespect to
the honorable senator from Ohio.”

Senator Percy flipped his hand out over the chamber asif he would have gladly tossed them dl through a
window. “ Persond corruption should not reflect ill on such afine sate”

“Nor am | impugning the reputation of Ohio, which iswhere| was born, Madam Chair. May | continue
my questions?’

“What in hell made you move, Charlie?’ Percy asked. “We could use your eagle eye.” He grinned to the
nearly empty room. Only agrandstanding senator—or an aging vaudevillian—ocould imagine an audience
where there was none, Augustine mused. He unfolded his handsto tap hisfinger lightly on thetable.

“Chair asksfor aminimum of unchecked camaraderie.”



“I'm done, Madam Chair,” Percy announced, sitting back and wrapping his hands behind his neck.
Augustine Spped dowly from aglass of water.

“Perhaps our questions should be more pointed, dealing more with responsibility and lesswith
geography,” Thomasen suggested.

“Hear, hear,” Percy sad.

“When you were in charge of the school system for Emergency Action, did you supply al schools—even
state-controlled schools—with the federally mandated alotments for medica supplies?” Chase
continued.

“Wedid, Senator,” Augustine said.

“These suppliesincluded the very antiviras that might have saved these unfortunate children?”
“They did”

“In how many states was there sufficient supply of these antivirasto treat Sck children?’
“Five; S, if weincludethe territory of Puerto Rico.”

“My date, doctor, was one of those five?’

“It was, Senator,” Augudtine said.

The senator paused to let that sink in. “The supply of antivirals was sufficient to take care of the children
inour custody—our care. Arizonadid not lose nearly as many children as most. And that supply was
insured because Arizonadid not seek to control and divert the federd alotments and dlocations for
Emergency Action schools, a hijacking sponsored by the Republican mgority, if | remember correctly?”

“Yes, Senator.” Augustine tapped hisfinger again on the table. Now was not the timeto bring up
Arizonas current record. There were rumors that the children of dissidents were being warehoused in
schoolsthere. He no longer had accessto thelists, of course.

“Isit fair to say that you lost your job because of thisfiasco?’ Chase asked.
“It was part of thelarger picture,” Augustine said.

“A large part, | presume.”

Augustine gave the merest nod.

“Do you continue to consult for the Emergency Action Authority?”

“| serve as adviser on vird affairsto the director of the Nationd Ingtitutes of Hedlth. | ill have an office
in Bethesda”

Chase searched his papers for more materia, then added, * Y our star is not completely out of the
firmament in this metter?’

“1 suppose not, Senator.”

“And what isthe authority's budget thisyear?’ Chaselooked up innocently.



“You of al people should know that, Charlie,” Senator Percy grumbled.

“Emergency Action's budget is not subject to yearly congressiond review, nor isit available for direct
public scrutiny,” Augustine said. “I don't have exact figures mysdlf, but | would estimate the present
budget at over eighty hillion dollars—double what it was when | served as director. That includes
research and development in the private and public sector.”

Thomasen looked around the room with afrown. “The director istardy.”

“Sheisnot hereto defend herself,” Percy observed with amusement. Thomasen nodded for Chaseto
continue, and then conferred with an intern.

Chase closed in on hisfavorite topic. “ Emergency Action has become one of the biggest government
programsin this nation, successfully fighting off dl attemptsto limit its scope and investigate its
conditutiondity in atime of drastic fisca cutbacks, hasit not?’

“All true” Augudinesad.

“And with this budget, approved by both Republican and Democratic administrations year after year,
EMAC has spent tens of millions of dollars on lawyersto defend its questionable legdlity, hasit not?’

“The very best, Senator.”

“And doesit pay any attention to the wishes of Congress, or of this oversight committee? Even to the
extent that the director arrives on time when summoned?’

Senator Percy from Ohio exhaed over his microphone, creating the sensation of agreat wind in the
chamber. “Where are we going, Madam Chair? Haven't we enough black eyesto go around?’

“We lost seventy-five thousand children, Senator Percy!” Chase roared.

Percy riposted immediatdly. “ They were killed by adisease , Senator Chase, not by my congtituents, nor
indeed by any of the normd citizens—the true citizens—of my great Sate, or thisfine country.” Percy
avoided the hawklike gaze of the senator from Arizona.

“Dr. Augudtine, isit not the scientific conclusion that this new variety of virus—hand, foot, and mouth
disease—arose within the so-called norma adult population, in part through recombination of ancient
vird genes not found within SHEV A children?’ Chase asked.

“Itis” Augudtinesad.

“Many prominent scientists disagree,” Percy said, and lifted hishand asif to fend off the sudden rap of
the gavel.

“And did you predict that just the reverse would happen, fourteen years ago, astatement that practically
led to the cregtion of Emergency Action?’

“Thereversebeing . ..” Augustine sad, lifting hisbrows.

“That the children would creste new viruses that would killus , Doctor.”
Augustine nodded. “1 did.”

“Andisthat not ill ascientific possibility, Dr. Augustine?’ Percy demanded.



“It hasn't happened, Senator,” Augustine said mildly.

Percy moved in. “Come on, Dr. Augustine. It'syour theory. Isit not likely that this deadly vird outbreak
will happen soon, given the possibility that these children might percelve that they are underthreat, and
that many of these old viruses respond to the chemicals, steroids, or whatever, that we make when we
are unhappy or stressed?’

Augustine subdued atwitch of hislips. The senator was showing some education. “| suggest that
perhaps the children have aready turned the other cheek, and it istime now for usto show some charity.
We could relieve some of their stress. And weshould recognize them for what they are, not what we
fear they might become.”

“They arethe mutated products of adeadly vira disease,” Percy said, straightening his microphone with
ascraping noise.

“They are our children,” Augustine said.
“Never!” Percy shouted.

Sable M ountain Emergency Action School
ARIZONA

Without explanation, Stella's evening study hour had been canceled and she had been told to go to the
gym. The building was empty and the basketball made a clapping echo with each resonant bounce.

Stellaran toward the end of the court, worn sneakers squeaking on the rubbery paint that covered the
hard concrete. She spun around for alayup and watched the ball circle the hoop, hiccup, then drop
through. Therewas no net to dow itsfal. She deftly grabbed the ball asit fell and ran around the court
to do it again. Mitch had taught her how to shoot hoops when she was eight. She remembered alittle
about the rules, though not much.

Stella's bunkmate, black-haired CeliaNorthcott, wandered into the gym fifteen minutes|ater. Cdiawas
ayear younger but seemed more mature. She had been born asatwin but her sster had died while only
afew months old. Thiswas common among SHEV A twins; usualy, only one survived. Cdiamade up
for atendency toward sadnesswith a brittle cheer that sometimesirritated Stella. Celiawasfull of
schemes, and was probably the most avid constructor of demes—socid groupings of SHEVA children
—and plans about how to live when they grew up.

Shewas nursing her arm—a bandage covered her wrist—and grimaced as Stellaheld the ball and
queried her with afreckle flash and stare.

“Blood,” Cdiasaid, and sat cross-legged on the side of the court. “About agallon.”
“Why?" Stellaasked.

“How should | know? KUK/ | had anightmare last night.” Celia's tongue caught and she made her
sgnature glotta click, which amost obscured her underspeech. Celiawas not very good at double
speaking. Someone, she never said who, had tried to muitilate her tongue when she was eight years old.
Thisshe had revealed to Stellalate at night, when Stellahad found her huddled in acorner of the
barracks, crying and smelling of eectric onions. The facileridge found in most of the children wasa



white scar on Cdlias tongue, and she sometimes durred her words, or inserted a hard clucking sound.

Stella squatted beside Cdiaand lightly bounced her palm off the bal, held in the nest of her legs.
Nobody knew why the counselors took so much blood, but visitsto the hospital usualy followed upsets
or unusua behavior; that much Stella had deduced. “How long did they keep you?’

“Until morning.”

“Anything new in the hospita ?” That was what they caled the administration building, adjacent to the
counselor and teacher dormitories, al beyond arazor-wire topped fence that surrounded the boys and
girls compounds.

Celiashook her head. “ They gave me oatmedl and eggsfor breskfast,” she said. “ And abig glass of
orangejuice.”

“Did they do abiopsy?”’
Cdliabit her lip and let her eyes grow large. “No. Who's had-KUK abiopsy?’

“Beth Fremont says one of the boystold her. Right out of his. . . you know.” She pointed down and
tapped the basketball.

“ Kweeee,” Cdiawnhigtle-tongued.
“What did you dream?’ Stella asked.
“I don't remember. | just woke up with a screech.”

Stellalicked her palms, tasting the paint on the court and the old rubber of the ball and alittle of the dust
and dirt of other shoes, other players. Then she held out her pdmsfor Celiato clasp. Cdias pamswere
damp. Celia squeezed and rubbed their hands together, sighed, and et go after amoment. “ Thanks,” she
said, eyes downcast. Her cheeks turned a steady mottled copper and stayed that way for awhile.

Stellahad learned the spit trick from another girl afew weeks after her arrival.

The door to the gym opened and Miss Kinney came in with ten other girls. Stellaknew LaShawna
Hamilton and Torry Butler from her dorm; she knew most of the others by name, but had never shared a
deme with any of them. And she knew MissKinney, the girl's school coach. Miss Kinney led the other
girlsonto the court. Sung over her shoulder was aduffel bag filled with more balls.

“How about alittle practice?’ she asked Celiaand Stella.
“Her arm hurts” Stellasaid.

“Can you bounce and throw?” MissKinney asked Cdia. Miss Kinney stood about five feet nineinches
tal, alittle shorter than Stella. The gym teacher was thin and strong, with along, well-shaped nose and
large green eyes, likeacat's.

Celiagot to her feet. She never turned down a challenge from a counselor or ateacher. She thought she
was tough.

“Good,” MissKinney said. “1 brought some jerseys and shorts. They're ragged, but they'll pass. Let'sgo
put them on. Time to see what you can do.”



Stella adjusted the baggy shorts with agrimace and tried to focus on the ball. Miss Kinney shouted
encouragement from the sidelinesto Cdlia. “ Don't just sniff the breeze. Take ashot!”

All the girls on the court had come to ahdt in the middle of hoop practice. Stellalooked to Cdlia, the
best at sinking basketsin her group of five.

Miss Kinney strode forward, exasperated, and put on her bestl'm being patient face. Stellawould not
meet her steady gaze.

“What is s0 hard about this?” MissKinney asked. “Tell me. | want to know.”
Stellalowered her eyesfarther. “We don't understand the point.”

“We're going to try something different. Y ou'llcompete ,” MissKinney said. “Y oull play against each
other and get exercise and learn physica coordination. It'sfun.”

“We could al make more baskets if we formed our own teams,” Stella said. “ One team could have
three dowing others down, if they were coming in too fast. Seven could play opposite and make
baskets.” Stellawondered if she sounded obtuse, but she truly wasn't understanding what Miss Kinney
expected of them.

“That isn't theway it'sdone,” Miss Kinney said, growing dangeroudy patient. Miss Kinney never got
redly angry, but it bothered Stellathat she could hold in so much irritation and not expressit. It made the
teacher smdl | unpleasant.

“So, tell ushow it'ssKUK done,” Cdiasaid. She and LaShawna approached. Cdliastood aninch taller
than Stella, almost five deven, and LaShawnawas shorter than Miss Kinney, about five seven. Cedliahad
the usua olive-to-brown skin and flyaway reddish hair that never seemed to know what to do or how to
hold together on her head. LaShawnawas darker, but not much, with finely kinked black hair that
formed adumped nimbus around her ears and down to her shoulders.

“It'scdled agame. Comeon, girls, you know what agameis.”
“Weplay,” Stdlasad defensvely.
“Of courseyou play. All of usmonkeysplay ,” the teacher said.

Stdlaand LaShawna smiled. Sometimes Miss Kinney was more open and direct than the other
teachers. They liked her, which made frustrating her even more distressing.

“Thisisorganized play. Y ou guysare good at organizing, aren't you? What's not to understand?’

“Teams,” LaShawnasaid. “ Teams are like demes. But demes choose themsalves.” Shelifted her hands
and spread them beside her temples, making little eephant ears. It was asign; many of the new children
did such things without really understanding why. Sometimes the teachers thought they were acting
smart; but not MissKinney.

She glanced at LaShawnas“ears,” blinked, and said for the tenth time, “ Teams are not demes. Work
with me here. A team istemporary and fun.| choose sdesfor you.”

Stdlawrinkled her nose.

“I pick playerswith complementary abilities. | can help sculpt ateam. Y ou understand how that works,
I'msure”



“Sure” Stellasaid.

“Then you play against another team, and that makes al of you better players. Plus, you get exercise.”
“Right,” Stellasaid. So far, so good. She bounced the ball experimentally.

“Let'stry it again. Just the practice part. Celia, cover Stella. Stella, go for the basket.”

Cedliastood back and dropped into a crouch and spread her arms, as Miss Kinney had told her to do.
Stella bounced the ball, made a step forward, remembered the rules, then dribbled toward the basket.
The floor of the court was marked with lines and hdf circles. Stellacould smell Celiaand knew what she
was going to do. Stellamoved toward her, and Celia stepped aside with a graceful sweep of her arms,
but without any signs or suggestions for adjustment, and Stella, in some confusion, threw the ball. It
bounced off the backboard without touching the basket.

Stellamade aface a Celia

“Y ou are supposed to try tostop her,” MissKinney told Celia
“I didnthelp her.” Celiaglanced apologeticaly at Stella

“No, | mean, activelytry to stop her.”

“But that would be afoul,” Cdiasaid.

“Only if you chop her arms or push her or runinto her.”

Cdliasaid, “Wedl want to make baskets and be happy, right? If | stop her from getting a basket, won't
that reduce the number of baskets?”’

Miss Kinney raised her eyesto theroof. Her face pinked. “Y ou want to get the most baskets for your
team, and keep the other team from gettingany baskets.”

Cediawas getting tired of thinking thisthrough. Tears started in her eyes. “| thought we weretrying to get
the most baskets.”

“For yourteam ,” MissKinney said. “Why isn't that clear?’
“It hurts to make othersfail,” Stellasaid, looking around the court asif to find a door and escape.

“Oh, puh-leeze, Stela, it'sonly agame! Y ou play against one another. It's calledsport. Everyone can be
friendly afterward. Therésno harm.”

“| saw soceer riotson TV once,” LaShawnasaid. MissKinney lifted her eyesto the ceiling. “People got
hurt,” LaShawna added doubtfully.

“Therésalot of passonin sport,” MissKinney admitted. “People care, but usudly the players don't hurt
each other.”

“They run into each other and lay down for along time. Someone should have warned them they were
about to collide,” said Crystal Newman, who had silver-white hair and smelled like some new kind of
citrustree.

Miss Kinney motioned the twelve girlsto go over to the metal chairslined up outsidethe lines. They
pulled the chairsinto acircle and sat.



Miss Kinney took adeep bregth. 1 think maybe I'm missing something,” she said. “Stella, how would
youlike to play?’

Stelathought about this. “ For exercise, we could push-pull and swing, mosey, you know, like adance.
If we wanted to learn how to run better, or make baskets better, we could set up running academies.
Girls could form wavy channels and ovals and others could run the channels. The girlsin the wavy
channels could tell them how they aren't doing it right.” She pointedly did not tell Miss Kinney about
spit-caming, al the players dapping palms, which she had seen athletes do in human games. “ Then the
runners could shoot baskets from ingde the channels and at different distances, until they could sink them
from all the way acrossthe court. That's more points, right?’

Miss Kinney nodded, going along for the moment.

“Wed switch out arunner and achanne each time. In acouple of hours, | bet most of us could sink
basketsredly wdl, and if we added up the points, the teams would have more pointsthan if they, you
know, fought with each other.” Stellathought this over very earnestly for an instant and her face it up.
“Maybe athousand pointsin agame.”

“Nobody would want to watch,” Miss Kinney said. She was showing her exhaustion now, but aso
making afunny little grin that Stella could not interpret. Stellalooked at the blinking red light on the nosey
on MissKinney's belt. Miss Kinney had turned off the nosey before practice, perhaps because the girls
often triggered itstiny little wheeping darm when they exercised, no matter how much sdf-control they

displayed.

“I would watch!” Celiasaid, leaning into the words. 1 could learn how to train peoplein motion with,
you know, signs.” Celiaglanced a Stella conspiratorialy, and undered, /Sgns and smells and spit,
eyes that twirl and brows that knit. It wasalittle song they sometimes sang in the dorm before deep;
softly. “That would redly befun.”

The other girls agreed that they understood that sort of game.

MissKinney lifted her hand and twisted it back and forth like alittle flag. “What isit? Y ou don't like
competition?

“Welike push-pull,” Stellasaid. “Wedo it dl the time. On the playground, in the walking square.”
“Isthat when you do those little dances?” MissKinney asked.

“That's mosey or maybe push-pull,” said Harriet Pincher, the stockiest girl in the group. “Pams get
sweaty with mosey. They stay dry with push-pull.”

Stdladid not know how to begin to explain the difference. Sweaty palmsin agroup touch could make
al sortsof changes. Individuals could become stronger, more willing to leed, or lessaggressivein their
push to lead, or smply sit out a deme debate, if one happened. Dry pamsindicated a push-pull, and that
was less serious, more like play. A deme needed to adjust dl the time, and there were many waysto do
that, some fun, some more like hard work.

Rardly, ademe adjustment involved stronger measures. The few attempts she had seen had resulted in
some pretty nasty reactions. She didn't want to bring that up now, though Miss Kinney seemed genuindy
interested.

Adjusting to humans was a puzzle. The new children were supposed to do dl the adjusting, and that
madeit hard.



“Comeon,” said MissKinney, getting up. “ Try again. Humor me.”

4

Pathogenics Centers
Viral Threat Assessment Division
Sandia Labs

NEW MEXICO

“Wetrade alot of aptronymsto let off steam,” Jonathan Turner said as he spun the golf cart up to the
concrete guard box.

“Aptronyms?’ Christopher Dicken asked.

The sun had st in typical New Mexico fashion—suddenly and with some drama. Halogen lamps were
switching on dl over the facility, cagting the plain and often downright ugly architectureinto stark artificia

day.

“Namesthat suit thejob. I'll give you an example,” Turner said. “We have adoctor here at Sandia
named Polk. AsaPolk.”

“Ah,” Dicken said. The guard box stood empty. Something smal and white moved back and forth
behind smoked glasswindows. A long stedl tube jutted from the Side. He used a handkerchief to wipe
swest from his cheeks and forehead. The sweet was not just from the heat. He did not like thisnew role.
Hedid not like secrets.

In particular, he did not like stepping into the belly of the beadt.

Turner followed his gaze. “Nobody home,” he said. “We till use people a the main gates, but hereit's
an automated sentry.” Dicken caught aglimpse of agrid of purple beams scooting over Turner'sface,
then hisown.

A green light glowed beside the gate.

“You are who we say you are, Dr. Dicken,” Turner said. He reached into asmall box under the dash
and took out a plastic bag marked BIOHAZARD. “Therag, please, Kleenex in your pockets, anything
used to sop. Nothing like that isalowed in or out. Clothing is bad enough.”

Dicken dropped the handkerchief into the bag, and Turner sedled it and dipped it into asmall metal drop
box. The concrete and iron barriers sank and drew back.

“In accounting, we have Mr. Ledger,” Turner said as he drove through. “And in Satistics, Dr. Damlye.”
“I once worked with a pathologist named Boddy,” Dicken said.
Turner nodded provisond approvd. “One of our arbovirus geniusesis named Bugg.”

The cart hummed past adark gray water tower and five pressurized gas cylinders painted lime green,
then crossed amedian to afenced enclosure containing alarge white satdllite dish. With aflourish,
Turner did a 360 around the dish, then drove up to arow of squat bungalows. Behind the bungalows,
and beyond severd dectrified fences topped with razor wire, lay five concrete warehouses, dl of them
together code-named Madhouse. The fences were patrolled by squat gray robots and soldierstoting
automatic weapons.



“I once knew aplastic surgeon named Scarry,” Dicken said.

Turner smiled approval. “ An auto mechanic named Torker.”

“A nuclear chemist named Mason.”

Turner grimaced. “Y ou can do better. It may be essentia to your sanity, working here.”
“I'm fresh out,” Dicken admitted.

“I could go onfor days. Hundreds and hundreds, al on file and verified. None of this urban legend crap.”
“I thought you said just persond acquaintances.”

“I' may have been handicapping you,” Turner admitted, and pulled the cart into a parking space marked
in cargo letters on awhite placard: #3 madhouse honcho. “A gynecologist named Box.”

“An anthropologist named Mann,” Dicken said, peering right at the sunning cages for the more hirsute
residents of the Madhouse, now empty. “Mustn't let down the team.”

“A dog trainer named Doggett.”

“A traffic cop named Rush.” Dicken felt himsdf warming to the game.

“A cabby named Parker,” Turner countered.

“A compulsive gambler named Chip.”

“A proctologist named Poker,” Turner said.

“Y ou used that one.”

“Scout's honor, it's another,” Turner said. “And Iwas a scout, believeit or not.”
“Merit badge in hemorrhagic fevers?’

“Lucky guess”

They walked toward the plain double doors and the white-lit corridor beyond. Dicken's brow furrowed.
“A pathologist named Thomas Shew,” he said, and smiled sheepishly.

1] &?’
“T. Shew.”

Turner groaned and opened the door for Dicken. “Welcome to the Madhouse, Dr. Dicken. Initiation
beginsin haf an hour. Need to make a pit stop first? Restrooms to your right. The cleanest loosin
Chrigendom.”

“Not necessary,” Dicken said.

“Y ou should, redly. Initiation beginswith drinking three bottles of Bud Light, and ends with drinking
three bottles of Becks or Heinekens. This symbolizes the transition from the halls of typical piss-poor
science to the exalted ranks of Sandia Pathogenics.”

“I'mfine.” Dicken tapped hisforehead. “A libertarian named State,” he offered.



“Ah, that'sadifferent game entirely,” Turner said.

He rapped on the closed door to an office and stood back, folding his hands. Dicken looked aong the
cinder block halway, then down to the concrete gutters on each side, then up at sprinkler heads
mounted every six feet. Long red or green tags hung from the sprinkler heads, twisting in asow current
of air flowing north to south. The red tags read: caution: acid solution and detergent. A second pipe and
sprinkler system on the left Sde of the corridor carried green tags that read: Extreme caution: chlorine
dioxide.

At the southern end of the corridor, alarge fan mounted in the wall dowly turned. During an emergency,

the fan would switch off to dlow the corridor to fill with serilizing gas. Once the area had been
decontaminated, the fan would evacuate the toxic atmosphere into big scrubbing chambers.

The office door opened acrack. A plump man with thick black hair and beard and critical dark green
eyeswatched them suspicioudy through the crack, then smiled and stepped into the hal. He quietly
closed the door behind him.

“Christopher Dicken, thisis Madhouse Honcho number five, or maybe number four, Vassli Presky,”
Turner said.

“Proud to meet you,” Presky said, but did not offer his hand.

“Likewise” Dicken said.

“He happensnot to be acomputer geek,” Turner added.

Dicken and Presky stared at him with quizzica half-smiles. “Pardon?’ Presky said.
“ Press-key,” Turner explained, astounded by their density.

“Wewill pardon Dr. Turner,” Presky said with a pained expression.

“Were a step two of theinitiation,” Turner said. “On our way to the party. Vassli is Speaker to
Animas. Herunsthe zoo and does research, aswell.”

Presky smiled. “Y ou want it, we have it. Mammals, marsupia's, monotremes, birds, reptiles, worms,
insects, arachnids, crustaceans, planaria, nematodes, protists, fungi, even ahorticultural center.” He
snapped hisfingers and opened his door again. “1 forgot, thisisforma. Let me get my coat.”

He emerged wearing agray tweed jacket with worn cuffs.

The labs spun out like spokes from a hub. Turner and Presky led Dicken through broad double glass
doors, then navigated in quicktime amaze of corridors, guiding him toward the center of Sandia
Pathogenics. Dicken's ears throbbed with the surge in air pressure as the doors hissed shut behind them.

All the buildings and connecting corridors were equipped with sprinklers and evacuation fans,
emergency personnd showers—stainless sted —ined a coves with multiple showerheads,
decontamination rooms with remote manipulators, color-coded red-and-blue containment and isolation
suits hanging behind plastic doors, and extensve collections of emergency medica supplies.

“Pathogenicsisbug motel,” Presky said. Dicken wastrying to place his accent: Russian, he thought, but
modified by many yearsinthe U.S. “Bugs comein, they do not go out.”



“Dr. Presky never getsour jinglesright,” Turner said.
“I have no mind for trivia,” Presky agreed. Then, proudly, “Also, not watching TV dl my life”

A group of five men and three women awaited them in the lounge. As Dicken and his two escorts
entered, the group lifted bottles of Bud Light in salute and gave him arousing, “Hip, hip, hurrah!”

Dicken stopped in the doorway and rewarded them with asow, awkward grin. “Don't scareme,” he
admonished. “I'm ashy guy.”

“Wouldn't dream of it,” said avery young man with long blond hair and thick, dmost white eyebrows.
Hewore awell-tailored gray suit that took a stylish drape on his substantia frame, and Dicken pegged
him as the dandy. The others dressed asif they wanted covering and nothing more.

The dandy whistled a short tune, held out a strong, square-fingered hand, crossed two fingers, shook the
hand in the air before Dicken could grip it, then backed away, bowing obsequioudy.

“The secret handshake, unfortunately,” Turner said, lips pressed together in disapprova.
“It symbolizeslies and deceit and no contact with the outsde world,” the dandy explained.

“That's not funny,” said atdl, black-haired woman with adistinct oop and a pleasant, homely face with
beautiful blue eyes. “He's Tommy Powers, and I'm Maggie Flynn. Were Irish, and that's the extent of
what we share. Let me introduce you to the rest.”

They passed him abottle of beer. Dicken made his greetings al around. Nobody shook hands. This
closeto the center, it was apparent people avoided direct contact as much as possible. Dicken
wondered how much their love lives had suffered.

Thirty minutesinto the party, Turner took Dicken aside, using the pretext of swapping the half-consumed
Bud for abottle of Heineken. “Now, Dr. Dicken,” he said. “It's official. How do you like our players?’

“They know their stuff,” Dicken said.
Presky approached, bottle of Beckslifted in salute. “ Time to meet the magter, gentlemen?’
Dicken fdt hisback stiffen. “All right,” hesaid.

The group fell silent as Turner opened aside door leading off the lounge and marked by alargered
square at eye leve. Dicken and Presky followed him down another corridor of offices, innocuousin itsalf
but gpparently rich in symbolism.

“The rest back there don't usudly get thisfar,” Turner said. He walked dowly beside Dicken, alowing
for hispace. “It'stough recruiting for theinner circle,” he admitted. “ Takes a certain mindset. Curiosity
and brilliance, mixed with an absolute lack of scruples.”

“I ill have scruples,” Dicken said.

“I had heard asmuch,” Turner said, dead serious and alittle critica. “Frankly, | don't know why in hell
you're here.” He grinned wolfishly. “But then, you have connections and a certain reputation. Maybe
they balance out.”

Presky tried for an ironic smile. They cameto abroad stedl door. Turner ceremonioudy removed a
plagtic tag from his pocket and let it dangle from the end of ared lanyard imprinted withSandia in white



letters.“ Never tell the townies you work here,” he advised.

Helifted hisarms. Dicken lowered his head, and Turner dung the lanyard around his neck, then backed
off. “Looks good on you.”

“Thanks,” Dicken said.

“Let'smake sure you'rein the system before we enter.”

“Andif I'm not?’

“If lucky,” Presky said, “you are hit by Tazer before they use bullets.”

Turner showed him how to press his pam against a glass pad and stare into aretinal scanner. “It knows
you,” Turner said. “Better ill, it likesyou.”

“Thank god,” Dicken said.

“Securityis god here,” Turner said. “The atomic age was afirecracker compared with what's on the
other side of that door.” The door opened. “Welcome to ground zero. Dr. Jurieislooking forward to
mesting you.”

5
WASHINGTON, D.C.

Giandli swept through the waiting room of his office, accompanied by LauraBloch, hischief of saff. His
face was red and he looked just as Mitch had once described him: on the edge of a heart attack, with a
big, friendly expression topped by shrewd eyes.

Kaye stood up beside the long wrought iron-and-marble coffee table that held center positionin the
lobby. Even though she was aone, shefdt like acard being forced from a deck.

“They'rewrangling,” LauraBloch told Giandlli in an undertone. “ The director islate.”

“Perfect,” Gianelli said. Helooked at a clock on the wdll. It was dleven. “Wheres my star witness?” He
gave Kaye alopsded smile, his expression combining both sympathy and doubt. She knew she did not
look prepared. She did not fed prepared. Giandlli sneezed and walked into his office. A young mae
Secret Service agent closed the door and stood guard beside it, hands folded in front of him, eyes
unreadable behind smoked glasses.

Kaye let out her breath.
The maple-and-glass door opened amost immediately and the senator poked his head out.
“Dr. Rafelson,” he caled, and crooked hisfinger.

The office beyond was stacked with newspapers, magazines, and two antiquated desktop computers
perched on three desks. The huge desk nearest the window was covered with law books and leftover
boxes of Chinesefood.

The agent closed the door behind Kaye. The air was close and mustily cool. LauraBloch, in her forties,
smdl and plump, with intense, bulging black eyesand ahalo of frizzy black hair, scood and handed
papersfrom abriefcase to Giandli.



“Pardon our mess,” he said.

“He saysthat to everyone,” Bloch said. Her smilewas at once friendly and darming; her expression
reminded Kaye of apug or a Boston terrier, and she could not seem to look directly at anyone.

“This has been my home away from homethe last few days. | egt, drink, and deep here.” Giandlli
offered hishand. “ Thank you for coming.”

Kaye shook the hand lightly. He let her determine the strength and duration of the grip.
“ThisisLauraBloch. Shesmy right hand . . .and my left hand.”

“Weve met,” Bloch said, and smiled. Kaye shook Lauras hand; it was soft and dry. Laura seemed to
dare at Kaye's forehead and her nose. Suddenly, irrationally, Kaye liked and trusted her.

Giandlli she was not so sure about. He had moved up awfully fast in the last few years. Kaye had
become suspicious of paliticians who prospered in bad times.

“How's Mitch?’ he asked.
“We haven't spoken for afew weeks,” Kaye said.

“I like Mitch,” Giandlli said with an undulating shrug of his shoulders, apropos of nothing. He sat behind
his desk, stared over the crusted boxes, and frowned. “| hated to hear about what happened. Awful
times. How's Marge?’

Kaye could tell he did not redlly give adamn about Marge Cross, not at the moment. He was mentaly
preparing for the committee meeting.

“She sends her regards,” Kaye said.
“Good of her,” Giandli said.

Kayelooked up at aframed portrait to theright of the big desk. “We were sorry to hear of
Representative Wickham's death,” she said.

“Shook up everything,” Gianelli murmured, appraising her. “ Gave me the boost | needed, however, and
herel am. | am awhep, and many kind folksin this building are bound and determined to teach me
humility.”

He leaned forward, earnest now and fully focused. “Isit true?’
Kaye knew what he meant. She nodded.
“Based on what data sets?’

“Americol pharmacy tracking reports. Drop-in data collection systemsin two thousand area hospitals
servicing epidemiology contractswith Americol.” Kaye swallowed nervoudy.

Giandli nodded, his eyes shifting somewhat spookily over her shoulder as he thought thisthrough. “ Any
government sources?’ he asked.

“RSVP Plus, Air Force LEADER 21, CDC Virocol, NIH Population Health Monitor.”

“But no sources exclusve to Emergency Action.”



“No, though we suspect they listen in on some of our proprietary tracking systems.”
“How many will therebe?” Giandli asked.
“Tens of thousands,” Kaye said. “Maybe more.”

“Jesus, Homer, and Jethro Chrigt,” Giandlli said, and leaned back, histal chair creaking on old sted!
gorings. Asif to cam himsdf, heraised hisarms and folded his hands behind his head. “How's your
daughter?’

“She'sinacampin Arizona,” Kaye said.
“Good old Charlie Chase and hiswonderful state of Arizona. But howis she, Dr. Rafe son?”’
“Hedthy. She'sfound friends.”

Giandlli shook hishead. Kaye could not tell what he was thinking or feding. “It could be arough
meeting,” hesaid. “Laura, let'sgive Dr. Rafelson aquick tour of the subcommitteg's players.”

“| was briefed in Batimore,” Kaye said.

“Nobody knows ‘em better than we do, right, Laura?’

“Nobody,” LauraBloch said.

“Laurds daughter, Annie, died at Joseph Goldberger,” the senator said.
“I'm sorry,” Kaye said, and suddenly her eyesfilled with tears.

Bloch patted Kaye'sarm and set her face in grim reserve. “Shewas asweet kid,” shesaid. “A little
dreamy.” She drew hersdlf up. “Y ou are about to testify before a baboon, two cobras, agoose, a
certified bull ape, and a spotted leopard.”

“Senator Percy isthe baboon,” Giandli said. “ Jakes and Corcoran are the cobras, lying low in the grass.
They hate being on this committee, however, and | doubt they'll ask you anything.”

“Senator Thomasen is chairperson. She'sthe goose,” Bloch said. * Shelikesto think she's keeping the
other animalsin order, but she has no fixed opinions hersaf. Senator Chase clamsto be on our Sde—'

“Hesthe bull gpe,” Giandli said.
“But we don't know how hell vote, push comesto shove,” Bloch finished.

Giandli glanced at hiswatch. “1'm going to bring you in first. Lauratells methe director isstill stuck in
traffic.”

“Twenty minutesaway,” Bloch said.

“Shel'sworking hard to get the directorship of EMAC legidated into a Cabinet-leve position, giving her
sole budgetary control. The director isour leopard.” Giandli scratched his upper lip with aforefinger.
“We expect you to help us counter her suggestions, which are bound to be nasty beyond belief.”

“All right,” Kayesaid.
“Mark Augustinewill bethere,” Bloch said. “Any problem with that?’ she asked Kaye.



“No,” Kaye said.

“Y ou two get dong?’

“We disagreed,” said Kaye, “but we worked together.”

Bloch made afleeting face of dubiety.

“WEIl take our chances,” Giandli said with asnuffle.

“Y ou should never take chances,” Bloch advised, producing another handkerchief from her purse.

“lalways take chances” Giandli said. “That'swhy I'm here.” He blew hisnose. “ Goddamned alergies,”
he added, and watched Kaye's reaction. “Washington isfull of snotty noses.”

“No problem,” Kaye said. “I'm amommy.”

“Good,” Bloch said. “Weneed apro.”

NEW MEXICO

Dr. Jurie's office was smal and crammed with boxes, asif he had arrived only afew days before. Jurie
pushed back hisold Aeron chair as Dicken and Turner entered.

The shelves around the office were lightly populated with afew battered college texts, favorites for quick
reference, and bindersfilled with what Dicken assumed were scientific papers. He counted seven metal
lab stoolsin the small room, arranged in a cramped half-circle around the desk. The desk supported a
flat top computer with two panels popped up, displaying results from two experiments.

“Acclimatizing, Dr. Dicken?” Jurie asked. “ Altitude tregting you well?’

“Doing fine, thank you,” Dicken said. Turner and Presky assumed rel axed hunched positions on thelr
gooals.

Jurie motioned for Dicken to Sit in a second old Aeron, on the other side of the desk. He had to push
past astack of boxesto fit into the chair, which bent hisleg painfully. Once he sat, he wondered if he
would be ableto get up again.

Jurie wore brown oxfords, wool dacks, adark blue shirt with abroad collar, and adeeveless,
cream-colored knit swester, al clean but rumpled. At fifty-five, hisfeatures were il youthfully
handsome, his body lean. He had the kind of face that would have fit well right above the collar of an
Arrow shirt in amagazine ad. Had he smoked a pipe, Dicken would have thought him acliché scientist.
His body wastoo smal, however, to complete the Oppenheimer effect. Dicken guessed hisheight at
barely fivefeet threeinches.

“I'veinvited more of our research group headsto join us. | gpologize for showing you off, Dr. Dicken.”
Jurie reached over to send the flat top into deep mode, then rotated in his chair, back and forth.

A woman's head poked through the door and pushed afist into rap on theinside wall.
“Ah,” Juriesaid. “Dee Dee. Dr. Blakemore. Always prompt.”

“Toafault,” thewoman said. In her late thirties, comfortably rotund, with long mousy hair and a



self-assured expression, she pushed through the door and sat with some difficulty on astoadl. In the next
few minutes, four othersjoined them in the room, but remained standing.

“Thank you al for coming,” Jurie Sarted the meseting. “We are dl hereto greet Dr. Dicken.”

Two of the men had entered holding cans of beer, apparently cadged from the party. Dicken noted that
one—Dr. Orlin Miller, formerly of Western Washington University—till favored Bud Light over
Heineken.

“We'reardaxed group,” Jurie said. “ Somewhat informal.” He never smiled, and as he spoke, he made
small, unexpected hesitations between words. “What we're essentially interested in, here at Pathogenics,
is how diseases use us as genetic libraries and reservoirs. Also, how we've adapted to these inroads and
learned to use the diseases. It doesn't really matter whether viruses are rogue genesfrom inside us, or
outside invaders—the result is the same, a constant battle for advantage and control. Sometimeswe win,
sometimeswe lose, right?’

Dicken could not disagree.

“I'velistened to dl the media babble about virus children, and frankly | don't give adamn whether
they're the products of disease or evolution. Evolutionis adisease, for al | know. What | want to learnis
how viruses can recombine and kill us.

“Not coincidentaly, if welearn how that works, we have a pretty important wegpon for both nationa
defense and offense. Thisisthe age of gene and germ, and whatever subtle little perversons we can
think of, our enemies can dso think of. Which isa pretty good reason to keep Sandia Pathogenics
funded and running at fool steam, which wedl will benefit from.”

“Amen,” sad Turner.

| heard * fool steam,” Dicken thought, and looked around the room.Did anybody el se? Fool steam
ahead.

“Dr. Presky, shall we show Dr. Dicken our zoo?’ Jurie asked.

7
NEAR LUBBOCK, TEXAS

M itch had lost everything important, but once again he had dirt and bone chips and pottery. He was
back inthefield, carrying asmall spade and akit full of brushes. Starting from scratch was an
archaeologist's definition of workaday life, and he was definitely starting from scratch, al over again.

Around him, aneat square hole in the earth had been sculpted into many terraces on which sat fragments
of flint, the crushed remains of what might have once been awicker basket, arough ova of shardsfrom
asmall pot, and the thing that had absorbed his attention al day: an engraved shell.

The sun had set severa hours ago and he was working by the light of a Coleman lantern. Down in the
hole, al colors had long since turned to gray and brown. Brown was the color he knew best. Beige,
gray, black, brown. The brown dust in his nose made everything smell like dry earth. A brown, neutral
ardl.

The shdll lay in three pieces and was cruddly engraved with what looked like a crosshatched bird's wing.
Mitch had ahunch it might be smilar to the shellsfound at the Craig mound in Spiro, Oklahoma If it



was, that might generate enough publicity that they could persuade the contractorsto pause for afew
weeks.

The generator in the back of the truck had broken down the night before. Now, the lantern's gaswas
running out.

With asigh, heturned the lantern off, laid his spade and kit on the sde of the hole and climbed out
carefully, feding hisway in the dark, putting astrain on his good arm.

Aswith most universty-sponsored digs, the budget was minimal and equipment was precious, usudly
secondhand, and seldom reliable. Time wasimportant, of course. In two more weeks bulldozers would
move in and cover hundreds of acreswith fill and concrete dabsfor ahousing tract.

The twelve students working the site had gathered under atent and were Sipping beer in the cooling
twilight. Some things never changed. He accepted afreshly popped can from atwenty-year-old brunette
named Kylan, then sat with agroan in acamp chair reserved for him in part because he was the most
experienced and in part because he was the oldest and the kids thought he might require the bare
minimum of comfort to keep functioning.

The gimpy arm drew sympathy, too. Mitch could only dig effectively with one hand, propping the handle
of the shove under hisarmpit.

The others squatted on the dirt or on the two rugged wooden benches pulled from the back of the single
battered pickup, the same one that held the useless generator.

“Any luck?’ Kylan asked. They were not very takative this evening, perhaps because they saw the
imminent dashing of their hopes and dreams. This dig had become their livesin the past few weeks. Two
coupleswere dready lovers.

Mitch held up hishand, made agrasping motion. “Flashlight,” he said.

Tom Pritchard, twenty-four, skinny, with ahead of dusty and touded blond hair, tossed him ablack
duminum flaghlight.

The students looked at each other, blank-faced in the way kids have of hiding what might be an
ingppropriate emotion: hope.

“What isit?’ asked tall, sout Caitlin Bishop, far from her native New Y ork.
Mitch lifted his heed and sighed. “ Probably nothing,” he said.

They crowded around, dl pretense and weariness gone. They needed hope as much asthey needed
rehydrating fluids. “What?’ “What isit?’ “What did you find?’

Mitch said it was probably nothing; probably not what he thought it was. And even if it was, how did
that figureinto his plans? There were hundreds of shellsfrom Spiro scattered in private and university
collections. So what if he had just found one more?

What sort of prize wasthat to replace hisfamily?

He waved them off with the flashlight, then aimed the beam up at the first star to appear inthe sky. The
ar was dry and the beam was only visible because the dust they had been raising al day lingered in the
dill ar.



“ Anyone know about Spiro, Oklahoma? The Craig mound?’ he asked.

“Missssppian civilization,” said Kylan, the best student in the group but hardly the best digger. “Opened
during the nineteen thirties by the Pocola Mining Company. A disaster. Burids, pottery, artifacts, dl
gone, al sold to tourigts.”

“A famous source for engraved conch shells,” Mitch added. “ Decorated with birds and snakes and
such, vagudly Mesoamerican designs. Probably part of an extensive bartering community spread through
anumber of culturesin the East and South and Midwest. Anybody know about these shells?”’

They dl shook their heads.

“Show us,” said Bernard Rowland and stepped forward, astall as Mitch and broader acrossthe
shoulders. Hewas aMormon and did not drink beer; Iced Sweat, awickedly green drink in alarge
plagtic bottle, was hisliquid of choice.

Mitch led them back through the ranks of holesin the ground. Hieswere starting to zizz and hum after
hiding out during the heat of the day. The cattle feed lots near Lubbock were less than ten miles awvay.
When the wind wasright, the smell wasimpressive. Mitch wondered why anyone would want to build
homes here, so closeto that smell and theflies,

They cameto his hole and the students stood afoot back from the dry edges. He climbed into the hole
and pointed the flashlight at the terrace that held the shell, painstakingly revealed by his brush and denta
pick work of thelast six hours.

“Wow,” Bernard said. “How did it get out here?’
“Good question,” Mitch said. “ Anybody have acamera?’

Kylan handed him her digital, Dyno-labeled “ Potshooter.” Mitch drew out the marker strings with length
measurementsin small squares of tape, handed them to the sudents, who set them at right angles and
weighted them with rocks, and then snapped a series of flash pictures.

Bernard helped Mitch out of the hole. They stood solemnly for amoment.
“Our treasure,” Mitch said. Even to himself, he sounded cynical. “ Our only hope.”

Falon Dupres, atwenty-three-year-old from Canada, who looked like afashion model and kept
severely doof from most of the men, handed him another can of Coors. “Actualy, the Craig mound
shellsweren't conchs,” shetold Mitch in an undertone. “ They were whelks.”

“Thanks,” Mitch said. Falon tilted her head, blasé. She had made a pass at Mitch three days before.
Mitch had suspected her of being the type of attractive woman that instantly gravitated to age and
authority, however wesk that authority might be. In the near vacuum of thelittle dig, he was the most
authoritative male, and he was certainly the oldest. He had politely declined and told her she was very
pretty, and under other circumstances he might oblige. He had hinted, in as roundabout away as
possible, that that part of hislife was over. She had ignored the evasions and told him bluntly that his
attitude was not natural.

In fact, Mitch had not had awoman since he and Kaye had parted last year in Phoenix, shortly after his
release from prison. They had agreed to go their Strategic ways. Kaye had gone to work for Americol in
Maryland, and Mitch had gone on the road, looking for holesin the Earth to hide in.

“I thought Spiro was, like, a corrupt vice presdent,” said Larry Kelly, the dimmest and funniest of the



crew. “How'sashell going to save our dig?’
Fdlon, surprisingly, set hersdf to gently explain.

Mitch wandered off to check his cell phone. He had turned it off for the morning work hours, and
forgotten to switch it on during the nap he had taken at the burning center of the day. Therewasone
message. He vaguely recognized the number. With an awkward pass, he punched in the retrieva code.

The voice was ingtantly recognizable. It was Eileen Ripper, afellow archaeologist and friend. Eileen
specidized in Northwestern digs. They had not spoken in more than ten years. “ Mitch, something dishy.
Areyou busy? Better not be. Thisis, as| said,dishy . | am stuck here with abunch of women, can you
believe it? Want to upset some more gpple carts? Cal me.”

Mitch looked across the darkening plateau and the black ditches to where Fallon was explaining the
Spiro shellsto agroup of bone-weary students, about to have their dig closed and covered over by
lawns and concrete dabs. He stood with the phone in hisweak hand, clenching his strong hand. He
could not stand the thought of having this dig closed, however trivid it was, of having another part of his
life bejudged usdess.

He had been put away for two years for assault with a deadly weapon—alarge wood chip. He had not
seen Kaye for more than ayear. She was working on viruses for Marge Cross, and in Mitch's judgment,
that was akind of defeat aswell.

And there was Stella, stashed away by the government in aschool in Arizona

Falon Dupres waked up behind him. He turned just as she folded her arms, watching him carefully. “It
isn't awhek, Mitch,” she said. “It'sabroken clamshell.”

“I could have sworn,” he said. He had seen the Mesoamerican design so plainly.

“It's scratched up like adoodle pad,” the young woman said. “But it's not awhelk. Sorry.” Sheturned
away, glanced a him one moretime, smiled perhaps morein regret than pity, and walked off.

Mitch stood under the blue-black sky for afew minutes, wondering how many wish-thinks he had left in
him before helost it completely. Another door closing.

He could head north. Drop off and vist Stella aong the way—if they let him. Y ou could never find out in
advance.

He cdled Eileen's number.

WASHINGTON, D.C.

Giandli entered at the back of the chamber, carrying a stack of papers. Thomasen looked up. Augustine
glanced over his shoulder. Thelast senator on the committee was followed by a Secret Service agent,
who took a position with another agent by the door, and then by asmall, intense-looking woman.
Augustine recognized Laura Bloch. She was the main reason Giandli was asenator, and shewasa
formidable political mind.

Augustine had also heard that Bloch was abit of aspymadter.

“Glad you could make it, Dick,” Chase caled out across the chamber. “We were worried.”



Giandli smiled foxily. “Allergies” hesaid.

Kaye Lang Rafelson entered after Bloch. Her presence surprised Augustine. He recognized a setup and
suspected that the current director of EMAC would regret not arriving on time.

Kaye moved up to thewitnesstable. A chair and microphone awaited her. She was introduced to the
committee, al of whom knew her by name and reputation.

Senator Percy looked disconcerted. He, too, could smell a setup. “Dr. Rafelson isnot on our list, Dick,”
he said as Bloch helped Giandlli settle himsdlf at thedais.

“She bringsimportant news,” Giandli said brusquely.
Kayewas sworn in. Not once did she look at Augustine, though he sat fewer than five feet away.

Senator Thomasen stifled ayawn. She seemed perfectly happy to take her cuesfrom Gianelli. There
was some procedura wrangling, more interruptions by Percy and counterarguments by Chase, and
finaly Percy held up hishands and | et her testimony proceed. He was clearly unhappy that the director
was gtill not present.

“You work at Americol, correct, Dr. Rafelson?” Thomasen said, reading from the witness sheet handed
to her by Giandli.

“Yes, Senator.”

“And what isyour group doing?’

“We're studying ERV knockout techniquesin mice and chimpanzees, Senator,” Kaye said.
“Bravo,” Senator Percy said. “A worthy effort, to rid the world of viruses.”

“Were working to understand the roles viruses play in our genome and in our everyday lives” Kaye
corrected. The distinction seemed lost on Percy.

“Y ou aso work with the Centers for Disease Control,” Thomasen continued. “ Serving as a go-between
for Marge Cross and Fern Ridpath, the director of SHEV A affairs a the CDC?’

“Occasiondly, but Dr. Ridpath spends more time with our PI.”
“p

“Principa Investigetor.”

“Andthat is?’

“Dr. Robert Jackson,” Kaye said.

Thomasen looked up, as did the others, at the sound of the door at the back of the chamber opening
once more. Rachel Browning marched down the aide, wearing ablack dresswith awide red belt. She
glanced at Augustine, then looked over the senators on the dais with what she meant to be apuzzled
smile. To Kaye, the smile gppeared predatory. Two steps behind walked her counsel, asmall,
gray-haired woman in a beige cotton summer suit.

“You'relate, Ms. Browning,” Senator Thomasen said.



“It was my understanding Dr. Browning was to be testifying aone to the committee, in closed sesson,”
the counsd said, her voice commanding.

“Thehearingis closed,” Giandlli said with another sniff. “ Senator Percy invited Dr. Augustine, and |
invited Dr. Rafdson.”

Browning sat at the end of the table and smiled calmly as her counsel |eaned over to set up asmall
laptop on the desk. The counsdl then unfolded blinders, to prevent the computer display from being
visibleto either sde, and took her seet on Browning's left.

“Dr. Rafelson was interrupted,” Senator Giandlli reminded the chair.

Thomasen smirked. “I'm not sure which tune we're supposed to be dancing to. Who'sthefiddler?’
“You are, asadways, Madam Chair,” Giandli said.

“| sincerely doubt that,” Thomasen said. “All right, go ahead, Dr. Rafelson.”

Kaye did not like going up againgt the director of Emergency Action in thisway, but she clearly had no
choice. She was being squeezed between lines of scrimmage in agame far rougher than footbal l.

“Y esterday evening, ameeting was held in Batimore to discuss the results of a proprietary Americol
hedlth survey. Y ou were present,” Giandli said. “Tell uswhat's happening, Kaye.”

Browning'slook was awarning.

Kayeignored her. “We have conclusive evidence there have been new first-stage SHEV A ddliveries,
Senator,” she said. “Expulsion or abortion of interim daughters.”

A hush fell over the chamber. All the senators|ooked up and around, asif astrange bird had flown into
the room.

“I beg your pardon?’ Chase said.
“Therewill be new SHEV A births. We are now in our third wave.”

“Isthere not asecurity protocol 7’ Percy asked, regarding his fellow senators on the committee with a
look of astonishment. “ This committee is not known for itsdiscretion. | ask you to consider the politica
and socid fdlout—"

“Madam Chair,” the senator from Arizona demanded, exasperated.
“Dr. Refelson, plesse explain,” Giandli said, ignoring the ruckus.

“Blood samples from more than fifty thousand malesin committed relationships are again producing
SHEVA retroviruses. Current CDC estimates are that more than twenty thousand women will give birth
to second-stage SHEV A infants over the next eight to twelve monthsin the United States. In the next
three years, we may have as many as a hundred thousand SHEV A hirths.”

“My God,” Percy caled out, “Will it never end?’ Hisvoice made the sound system ring.
“Thebig bdl rallsagain,” Giandli sad.

“Isthistrue, Ms. Browning?’ Senator Percy demanded.



Browning drew hersalf up. “Thank you, Senator. Emergency Action iswell avare of these cases, and
we have prepared aspecia plan to counteract their effect. True, there have been miscarriages.
Subsequent pregnancies have been reported. Thereisno proof that these children will have the same
kind of virally induced mutations. In fact, the retrovirus being shed by malesis not homologousto the
SHEVA viruseswe are familiar with. We may be witnessing anove resurgence of the disease, with new
complications”

Senator Percy moved in. “ Thisis awesome and awful news. Ms. Browning, don't you think it ishigh time
that we free ourselves of theseinvaders?’

Browning arranged her papers. “I do, Senator Percy. A vaccine has been developed that confers
Substantia resistance to transmission of SHEV A and many other retroviruses.”

Kaye held onto the edge of the table to keep her hands from shaking. There was no new vaccine; she
knew that for afact. Thiswasthe purest scientific bullshit. But now was certainly not thetimeto cal
Browning to account. Let her spin her web.

“We expect to be able to stop thisnew vira phaseinitstracks,” Browning continued. She dipped on
granny reading glasses and read from notes on her data phone. “We are adso recommending quarantine
and GPS-chipping and tracking of al infected mothers, to prevent further outbreaks of Shiver. We hope
to eventualy get court permisson to chip dl SHEVA children.”

Kaye looked along the row of faces behind the dais, seeing only fear, and then turned to Browning again.

Browning held Kay€'s gaze for along moment, eyes square and forthright over the granny glasses.
“Emergency Action hasthe authority, under Presidential Decision Directives 298 and 341, and the
authority conferred by Congressin our origina charter, to announce afull quarantine of al affected
mothers. We are ordering separate house arrest for males shedding the new retrovirus, removing them
from households where they may infect their partners. The bottom lineiswe do not want any more
SHEV A-affected children to be born.”

Chase had gone pae. “How do we prevent that, Ms. Browning?’ he asked.

“If chipping cannot be implemented immediately, well resort to older methods. Ankle braceetswill be
attached to monitor the activities of affected males. Other plans are being drawn up even now. Wewill
prevent this new surge of disease, Senator.”

“How long until we can cleanse our bodies of these viruses completely?’ Senator Percy asked.

“That'sMs. Lang'sarea of expertise,” Browning said, and turned to her with an ingenuous expression,
one professional to another. “Kaye? Any progress?’

“Our divison istrying new procedures,” Kaye said. “ So far, we have been unable to remove legacy
retroviruses—ERVs—from mouse or chimpanzee embryos and proceed to live birth. Removing most or
al of theancient vird genes, including SHEV A genes, produces gross chromosomal abnormaities
following mitoss, failure of fertilized eggsto implant, early absorptions, and miscarriages. Aswdl, we
have not made progress at Americol with any effective vaccine. Theresalot to belearned. Viruses—"

“Thereitis” Browning interrupted, turning back to the senators. “Utter failure. We have to move now
with practical remedies.”

“Onewonders, Dr. Rafelson, whether or not you are to be trusted with thiswork, given your
sympathies?’ Senator Percy said, and mopped his forehead.



“That'suncalled for, Senator Percy,” Giandlli said sharply.

Browning swept on. “We hopeto share dl scientific datawith Americol and with this committee,” she
sad. “We ancerely believe that Ms. Lang and her fellow scientists should be as forthcoming with us, and
perhaps atad more diligent.”

Kaye folded her hands on top of the table.

After the session was gaveled to aclose, Augustine sipped a glass of water in the waiting room.
Browning walked briskly by.

“Did you have anything to do with this, Mark?’ she asked in an undertone, pouring herself aglassfrom
the frosted pitcher. Three years ago, he had underestimated the fear and hatred of which Americans
were capable. Rachdl Browning had not. If the new director of Emergency Action trailed any rope,
Augustine could not seeit.

Many more years might pass before she hanged hersdlf.
“No,” Augustine said. “Why would 1?7’
“Weéll, the newswill get out soon enough.”

Browning turned away from the door to the waiting room as Kaye was ushered in by Laura Bloch, and
dipped away with her counsd. Bloch quickly secured Kaye a cup of coffee. Augustine and Kaye stood
less than a pace apart. Kayelifted her cup. “Hdlo, Mark.”

“Good evening, Kaye. You did well.”
“| doubt that, but thank you,” Kaye said.
“I wanted to tell you I'm sorry,” Augustine said.

“For what?’ Kaye asked. She did not know, of course, all that had happened on that day when
Browning had called and told him about the possible acquisition of her family.

“Sorry you had to be their decoy,” he said.
“I'musedtoit,” Kayesad. “It'sthe price I'm paying for being out of theloop for so long.”

Augustinetried for asympathetic grin, but his stiff face produced only amild grimace. “1 hear you,” he
sad.

“Finaly,” Kaye said primly, and turned to join Laura Bloch.

Augustine fdlt the rebuff, but he knew how to be patient. He knew how to work in the background,
slently and with little crediit.

He had long since learned how to emulate the lowly viruses.

9
NEW MEXICO

To enter the Pathogenics zoo, they had to pass through aroom with bare concrete walls painted black



and dip their shoesin shdlow trays of sweset, cloying yellow fluid—avariaion on Lysol, Turner
explaned.

Dicken awkwardly swirled his shoesin thefluid.
“Wedo it onthe way out, too,” Presky said. “Rubber soleslast longer.”

They scraped and dried their shoes on black nylon mats and dipped on combination cotton booties and
leggings, cinched around the calf. Presky gave each a snood and fine mesh filter masksto cover their
mouths, and ingtructed them to touch aslittle as possible.

The zoo would have made asmall town proud. It filled four warehouses covering severa acres, sted
and concrete walls lined with enclosures containing loose facamiles of natura environments.
“Comfortable, low stress,” Turner pointed out. “Wewant al our ancient viruses cam and collected.”

“Dr. Blakemoreisworking with vervets and howler monkeys,” Jurie said. “Old World and New World.
Their ERV profilesare vadtly different, as1'm sure you know. We hope soon to have chimps, but
perhaps we can just piggyback on Americol's chimp project.” He glanced at Dicken with speculative
brown eyes. “Kaye Lang'swork, no?’

Dicken nodded absently.

Thefivelarge primate cages had most of the amenities: tree limbs, swings and rings, floors covered with
rubber matting, multiple levels for pacing and climbing, awide selection of plagtic toys. Dicken counted
six howler monkeys segregated mae and femae in two cages, with perforated plastic sheeting between:
They could see and smell each other, but not touch.

They walked on and paused before along, narrow aguarium containing ahappily swimming platypus
and severd smdll fish. Dicken loved platypuses. He smiled like alittle boy at the foot-long juvenile asit
breached and dove several times through the clear green water, Silvery lines of bubbles streaming from
itsdick fur.

“Her nameisTorrie,” Presky said. “ She's pretty, no?’
“She'swonderful,” Dicken said.

“Anything with fur, scales, or feathers, hasvira genesof interest,” Jurie said. “Torri€srather adud, at
the moment, but we like her anyway. Weve just finished sequencing and comparing the alogenomes of
echidnas and, of course, platypuses.”

“We're taking a census of monotreme ERV'S” Turner explained. “ERVsare useful during viviparous
development. They help us subdue our mothers immune systems. Otherwise, her lymphocytes would kil
the embryos, because in part they type for the father's tissue. However, like birds, monotremes lay eggs.
They should not use ERV's so extensively during early development.”

“The Temin-Larsson-Villarrea hypothess” Dicken said.

“You'refamiliar with TLV?" Turner asked, pleased. TLV stood for atheory of virus-host interactions
concocted from work done over decades, at different ingtitutions, by Howard R. Temin, Eric Larsson,
and LuisP. Villarred. TLV had gained alot of favor snce SHEVA.

Dicken nodded. “ So, do they?’
“Dowho, what?’ Presky asked.



“Do echidnas and birds express ERV particlesto protect their embryos?’

“Ah,” Presky said, and smiled mysterioudy, then wagged hisfinger. “ Job security.” He faced Turner.
Wherever hishead moved, his body moved aswell, like a clocktower figure. “Torriewill have amate
soon. That effects many changesintriguing to us.”

“Intriguing to Torrie, aswdll, presumably,” Jurie added, deadpan.

They moved on to a concrete enclosure with a convincing, though smal grove of conifers. “No lionsor
tigers, but we have bears,” Presky said. “Two young males. Sometimes they're out sparring with each
other. They are brothers, they liketo play fight.”

“Bears, raccoons, badgers,” Turner added. * Peaceful enough critters, virdly, at least. Apes, including us,
seem to have the mogt active and numerous ERV.”

“Mog plants and animds have their own capabilitiesin biologica propagandaand warfare. War
happens only if the populations are pressed hard,” Jurie said. “ Shall we hear Dr. Turner'sfavorite
example?’

Turner took them across to alarge enclosure containing three rather mangy-looking European bison.
Four large, shaggy animals, fur hanging in patches, regarded the human onlookers with ageless placidity.
One shook its head, sending dust and straw flying. “Fresh in modern memory, for hamburger eaters
anyway: Toxin genetransfer toE. coli bacteriain cattle,” Turner began. “Modern factory farming and
daughterhouse technique puts severe stress on the cattle, who send hormond signalsto their multiple
tummies, their rumen.E. coli react to these signals by taking up phages—virusesfor bacteria—that carry
genes from another common gut bacteria, Shigella. Those genesjust happen to code for Shigatoxin.
The exchange does not hurt the cow, fascinating, no? But when apredator kills acow-like critter in
nature, and bitesinto the gut—which most do, eating haf-digested grass and such, wild salad it'scaled
—it swalowsaload of E. coli packed with Shigatoxin. That can make the predators—and us—very
sick. Sick or dead predators reduce the stress on cows. It'saclever relief vave. Now we sterilize our
beef with radiation.All the beef.”

“Persondlly, | never eat rare meat,” Jurie said with a contemplative arch of hisbrows. “Too many loose
genesfloating around. Dr. Miller, our chief botani<, tellsme | should be concerned about my greens, as
wdl.”

Orlin Miller raised hishandsin collegid defense. “ Equd timefor veggies.”

They entered Building Two, the combination aviary and herpetarium. Mounted on benches beside the
large diding warehouse door, glass boxes housed king snakes coiled beneath red heat lamps.

“We have evidence of adow but constant laterd flow of genes between species,” Juriesaid. “Dr.
Foresmith is studying transfer of genes between exogenous and endogenous virusesin chickens and
ducks, aswdl asin the Psittaciformes, parrots.”

Foresmith, an imposing, gray-haired fellow in hisearly fifties, formerly of the Massachusetts Indtitute of
Technology—Dicken knew him for hiswork on minimum genome bacteria—took up the topic. “Flu and
other exogenous viruses can exchange genes and recombine within host or reservoir populations,” he
said, hisvoice abass rumble. “New strains of flu used to come rumbling out of Asaevery year. Now,
we know that exogenous and endogenous viruses—herpes, poxviruses, HIV, SHEV A—can recombine
inus. What if these viruses make amistake? Sip ageneinto thewrong locationinacell'sDNA ... A
cdl gartsto ignoreits duties and grows out of control. Voila amaignant tumor. Or, ardatively mild
virus acquires one crucia gene and flips from a persistent to an acute infection. One redlybig mistake,



andpow ,” hedapped hisfigt into his pam, “we suffer one hundred percent mortality.” Hissmilewasa
once admiring and nervous. “One of our paleo guys figureswe can explain alot of mass extinctions that
way, intheory. If we could resurrect and reassemble the older, extremely degraded ERV's, maybe we
would learn what actualy happened to the dinosaurs.”

“Not so fadt,” Dicken said, raising hishandsin surrender. “1 don't know anything about dinosaurs or
Stressed cows.”

“Let'shold off on thewilder theoriesfor now,” Jurie admonished Foresmith, but his eyes gleamed.
“Tom, you're next.”

Tom Wrigley wasthe youngest in the group, in hismid-twenties, tal, dark-haired, and homely, with a
red nose and a perpetudly pleasant expression. He smiled shyly and handed Dicken acoin, aquarter.
“That's roughly what abirth control pill costs. My group is studying the effect of birth control on
endogenous retrovirus expression in women between the ages of twenty and fifty.”

Dicken rolled the quarter in hishand. Tom held out his pam, lifting his eyebrows, and Dicken returned
the coin.

“Tell them why, Tom,” Jurie prodded.

“Twenty years ago, some researchersfound that HIV infected pregnant women at a higher rate. Some
human endogenous retroviruses are closdly related to HIV, which goes after our immune systemswith a
vengeance. The fetuswithin the mother expresses|ots of HERV from its placenta, which some think
helps subdue the mom'simmune system in abeneficid way—just enough so that it won't attack the
deveoping fetus. TLV, asyou know, Dr. Dicken.”

“Howard Teminisagod inthisplace” Dee Dee Blakemore said. “Weve set up alittle shrinein C wing.
Prayers every Wednesday.”

“Birth contral pills produce conditionsin women smilar to pregnancy,” Wrigley said. “We decided that
women on birth control would make an excedllent sudy group. We have twenty volunteers, five of them
our own researchers.”

Blakemore raised her hand. “I'mone,” she said. “I'm fedling testy aready.” She growled at Wrigley and
bared her canines. Wrigley held up his handsin mock fright.

“Eventudly, SHEV A femdeswill be getting pregnant,” Wrigley sad, “and some may even use birth
control pills. Wewant to know how that will effect production of potentid pathogens.”

“Sexua maturity and pregnancy in the new childrenislikely to be atime of great danger,” Jurie said.
“Retroviruses reeased in the natural course of a second generation SHEV A pregnancy could transfer to
humans. The result could be another HIV-like disease. In fact, Dr. Presky here, among others, believes
something smilar explanshow HIV got into the human population.”

Presky weighed in. “ A hunter in search of bush meset could have daughtered a pregnant chimp.” He
shrugged; the hypothesiswas still speculation, as Dicken knew well. Asa postdoc in the late 1980s,
Dicken had spent two yearsin the Congo and Zaire tracking possible sourcesfor HIV.

“And last but not least, our gardens. Dr. Miller?’

Orlin Miller pointed to flats of greenery and flower gardens spread out under skylights and artificid sun
bulbs hanging inimposing phaanxes, like greet glassy fruit, on the north sde of the warehouse. “My
group studiestransfer of viral genes between plants and insects, funguses and bacteria. AsDr. Jurie



hinted earlier, were dso studying human genesthat may have originated in plants,” Miller added. “I can
just seethe Nobel hanging from that one.”

“Not that you'll ever go up on stage to collect,” Jurie warned.
“No, of coursenot,” Miller said, somewhat deflated.

“Enough. Just ataste,” Jurie said, stopping in front of abasin containing athick growth of young corn.
“Seven other division heads who could not be here tonight extend their congratul ations—to me, for
landing Dr. Dicken. Not necessarily do they congratulate Dr. Dicken.”

The others smiled.

“Thanks, gentlemen,” Jurie said, and waved bye-bye, asif to agroup of school children. The directors
sad their farewels and filed out of the warehouse. Only Turner remained.

Juriefixed Dicken with agaze. “NIH tellsmel can find ausefor you at Pathogenics,” Jurie said. “NIH

funds asubstantia portion of my work here, through Emergency Action. Still, I'm curious. Why did you
accept this gppointment? Not because you love and respect me, Dr. Dicken.” Jurieloosely crossed his
arms and his bony fingers engaged in afit of searching, marching along toward the elbows, drawing the
amsinto atighter hug.

“I gowherethe scienceis,” Dicken said. “| think you're primed to discover some interesting things. And
| think | can help. Besides. . .” He paused. “They gaveyou alist. Y ou picked me”

Jurielifted one hand dismissively. “Everything we do hereis palitical. I'd be afool not to recognizeit,” he
said. “But, frankly, | think we're winning. Our work is too important to stop, for whatever reason. And
we might aswell have the best people working with us, whatever their connections. You'reafine
scientist, and that's the bottom line.” Jurie strolled before a plastic-wrapped greenhouse filled with
bananatrees, obscured by the tranducent plastic. “If you think you're ready, | have atheoretical

problem for you.”

“Ready as!'ll ever be,” Dicken said.
“I'd likefor you to start with something alittle off the beaten path. Up for it?’
“I'mligtening,” Dicken said.

“Y ou can work with Dr. Wrigley's volunteers. Assemble a staff from our resident postdocs under Dee
Dee's supervision, no more than two to begin with. They're analyzing ancient promoter regions
associated with sexud characterigtics, physiological changesin humans possibly induced by retrovird
genes.” Jurie swallowed congpicuoudly. “Viruses have induced changes quite evident in our SHEVA
children. Now, I'd like to study more mundane instances in humans. Can you think of the fold of tissue of
which I'm suspicious?’ Jurie asked.

“Not redly,” Dicken said.

“It'slike an darm mounted on a gate kept closed until maturity. When the gate is breached, that
announces amgjor accomplishment, acrucia change; announcesit with aburst of pain and awhole
cascade of hormonal events. The hormones generated by this experience appear to activate HERV and
other mobile e ements, preparing our bodies for anew phase of life. Reproduction isimminent, this
breach tells the body. Timeto prepare.”

“Thefemae hymen,” Dicken guessed.



“Thefemale hymen,” Jurie said. “Isthere any other kind?” He was not being sarcadtic. It was astraight
guestion. “Are there other gates to be opened, other signals?. . . | don't know. I'd liketo know.” Jurie
studied Dicken, eyes glittering with enthusiasm once again. “1'm supposing that viruses have adtered our
phenotype to produce the hymen. Rupturing the hymen gives them warning that sex istaking place, so
they can prepareto do all that they do. By dtering expression of key genes, promoting or blocking them,
the viruses may change our behavior aswell. Let'sfind out how.” He reached into his jacket pocket,
removed asmall plagtic case, and handed the case to Dicken. “My notes. If you find them useful, I'll be
content.”

“Good,” Dicken said. He knew very little about hymens; he wondered what his other resources would
be.

“SHEVA femdesdon't have hymens, you know,” Jurie said. “No such membranes. Comparison should
bring up fascinating divergencesin hormona pathways and vird activations. And vira activationsare
what concern me.”

Dicken found himsdf nodding. He was dmaost hypnotized by the audacity of the hypothesis. It was
perverse it was perversaly brilliant. “Y ou think menarchein SHEV A femaeswill switch onvird
mutations?’ he asked.

“Possibly,” Jurie said evenly, asif discussing the weether. “ Interested?’
“I am,” Dicken said after athoughtful pause.

“Good.” Jurie reached up and pulled his head to one side, making the bonesin his neck pop. His eyes
turned elsewhere, and he nodded once and walked away, leaving Turner and Dicken dlonein the
warehouse between the trailers and the gardens.

Theinterview was over.

Turner escorted Dicken back through the zoo, the foot baths, and the corridors to the sted door. They
stopped off at the maintenance office to get the key to Dicken's dorm room.

“Y ou've survived mesting the Old Man,” Turner said, then showed Dicken the way to the dorm wing for
new residents. He held up akey, pinched the key'stag, turning it from blue to red, and dropped it into
Dicken's pam. He stared at Dicken for along, uncomfortable moment, then said, “Good luck.”

Turner walked back down the hal, shaking his head. Over his shoulder, he called out, “ Jesusl Hymens.
What next?’

Dicken closed the door to the room and switched on the overhead light. He sat on the narrow, tightly
made-up bed, and rubbed his temples and jaw muscles with trembling fingers, dizzy from repressed
emation.

For thefirs timein hislife, the prey Dicken was after was not microbid.

It was adisease, but it was entirely human.
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Stella awoke to the sound of an over-under songfest between barracks. The wake-up bell had not yet
rung. She rolled between the crisp white sheets of the top bunk and stared up at the ceiling tiles. She



was familiar with the routine: A few dozen boys and girls were hanging out of the windows of their
barracks, singing to each other across the razor-wire fence. Theover wasloud and dmost tuneless, the
under wassubtle and not very clear from where shelay. She had no doubt it carried alot of
early-morning gossip, however.

She closed her eyesfor amoment and listened. The singersin the barracks tended to dip into harshly
sweet and sky-shaking laments, pushing sounds around both sides of their ridged tongues, circulating
breath through nose and throat smultaneoudy. The two streams of song began to play counterpoint,
weaving in and out in away designed to prevent any eavesdropping by the counsglors.

Not that the counsel ors had yet figured out how to interpret underspeech.

Stdlaheard loud clanging. She closed her eyes and grinned. She could seeit dl so clearly: Counsdors
were going through the barracks, banging meta trash-can lids and shouting for the children to shut up.
Sowly, the songs scattered like gusts of scented air. Stellaimagined the heads withdrawing from the
windows, children rushing to their bunks, climbing under their covers.

Tomorrow, other barracks would take their turns. Therewas akind of lottery; they tried to predict how
long it would take the counsdlors to get from their compound to the guilty barracks, and how long they
could befooled as to which were the offending barracks. Her barracks might join in and undergo the
same trash-can-lid response. Stellawould be part of the songfest. She did not look forward to the
challenge. She had a high, clear overvoice, but needed work on her underspeech. She was not quite as
facile asthe others.

Silence returned to the morning. She sank under the covers, waiting for the darm bell. New uniforms
had been deposited at the end of each bunk. The bunks were stacked three high, and the kids began
each morning with a shower and achange of clothes, to keep the scent from building on their bodies or
what they wore.

Stellaknew that her natural smell was not offensive to humans. What concerned the camp counselors
and captains was persuasion.

Thegirlsbelow her, Cdiaand Mandy, were ftirring. Stella preferred to be among thefirst in the
showers. Thewake-up bell at the south end of the hall went off as she ran toward the gate to the
showers. Her thin white robe flapped a mid-thigh level.

Fresh towels and brushes were provided every day. She took atowe and atoothbrush but avoided
using toothpaste. It had alingering smell that she suspected was meant to confuse. Stella stood at the
long basin with the polished stedl mirror and ran the moist brush over her teeth, then massaged her gums
with onefinger, as Mitch had showed her how to do dmost ten years ago.

Twenty other girlswere dready in the shower room, most from other barracks. Stellas building—
barracks number three—tended to be dow. It contained the older girls. They were not as chipper or
enthusiagtic asthe younger girls. They knew al too well what the day had in score—boredom, ritud,
frugtration. Stagnation.

The youngest girl in the camp wasten. The oldest was fifteen.
StellaNovawas fourteen.

After shefinished, Stellareturned to her bunk to dress. She looked down the lines of bunks. Most of the
girlswere gill in the showers. It was her day to act as monitor for the barracks. She had to be
inconspicuous—smply walking from bunk to bunk, bending over, and taking abig whiff would probably



land her in detention, with Miss Kantor asking pointed questions. But it had to be done.

Stellacarried a stack of school newspapers printed the day before. She walked from bunk to bunk,
placing apaper on each bunk and gently sniffing the unmade sheets without bending over.

Within ten minutes, asthe girls returned from the showers and began to dress, Stella had agood picture
of the health and well-being of the barracks. Later, she would report to her deme mentor. The mentors
changed from day to day or week to week. Underspeech or cheek-flasheswould tell her who was
responsible today. She would make a quick report with underspeech and scenting, before the heavily
supervised, once-aweek, coed outdoor activity began.

The girls had thought this procedure up al by themsdlves. It seemed to work. The bed check was not
just useful in knowing how each member wasfaring, it was dso an act of defiance.

Defiance was essentid to keeping their sanity.

Perhaps they would have early warning if the humans passed along any more diseases. Perhapsit was
just away of fedling they had some control over their lives. Stelladidn't care.

Catching the scent of her barracks mates was reward enough. It made her fed asif she were apart of
something worthwhile, something not human.
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“Elcob hobe!”

Liz Cantrerarushed past Kaye, arack of clear plagtic trays clattering in her arms beneath the flopping
edge of afolder clamped between her teeth. She deposited the rack near the safety sink and pulled the
black-bound folder from her mouth. “Thisjust in from La Robert.”

Kaye hung her coat on the knobs behind the lab door. “ Another salvo?’
“Mm hmm. | think Jackson is jeal ous you were asked to testify and not he.”
“Nobody should envy methat.” Kayewaggled her fingers. “Giveit to me.”

Cantrera smirked and handed her the folder. “Hell be pushing adisease model long after the Karolinska
hangs gold onyou.”

Kaye leafed through the fifty-page brief and responseto their work of the last two years. Thiswasthe
big one. Robert Jackson, Pl for the larger group and in some respects her boss, was working very hard
to get Kaye out of hislabs, out of the building, out of the way.

The expected publication date for Jackson's paper in theJournal of Biologics and Epigenetics was
sticky-tabbed to the last page: December. “How nice he's passed peer review,” Kaye said.

Liz put her hands on her hips and stood in an attitude of defiant expectation. She pushed back a strand
of curly strawberry blonde hair and loudly chewed awad of gum. Her eyes were bright as drops of fresh
blueink. “He sayswe're removing necessary transcription factors surrounding our ERV targets, throwing
out the baby with the contaminated bathwater.”



“A lot of those factors are transactivated by ERV. Y ou can't haveit both ways, Dr. Jackson. Well, at
least we can shoot that one down.” Kaye dumped on astoal. “Were not getting anywhere,” she
muttered. “We're taking out the viruses and not getting any baby chimps. What doesit takefor himto
come around?” She glanced up at Liz, who was still waggling her hips and sngpping her chewing gumin
mock defiance of La Robert.

Liz cracked abig sappy smile. “Fed better?’

Kay shook her head and laughed despite herself. “Y ou look like a Broadway gamine. Who are you
supposed to be, Bernadette Peters?’

Liz cocked her hips and fluffed her hair with one hand. “ Shel's a corker. Which play?’ she demanded.
“Revivd of Mame 7’

“ Sveeney Todd,” Kaye said.

“That would be Winona Ryder,” Liz countered.

Kaye groaned. “Where do you get so much energy?’

“Bitterness. Serioudy, how did it go?’

“I'm being used as a prop by one side and a patsy by the other. | fed like Dorothy in the tornado.”
“Sorry,” Lizsad.

Kaye stretched and felt her back pop. Mitch used to do that for her. Sheriffled through Jackson's folder
again and found the page that through instinct, and atouch of luck, had caught her eye amoment before:
suspect lab protocols.

Asever, Jackson was trapped in amaze of in vitro studies—test-tube and petri dish blind aleysusing
Tera2 tumor cell lines—proven traps for making mistakes with ERV.Hell, he's even using chicken
embryos, shethought.Egglayers don't use ERVs the same way we do.

“Jackson's vaccines kill monkeys,” Kaye said softly, tapping the page. “Marge doesn't like projects that
never get past animd studies”

“Shdl we play another game of Gotchawith Dr. Jackson?’ Liz asked innocently.
“Sure,” Kayesaid. “1 am amost cheered by this.” She dropped the folder on her small, crowded desk.

“I'm off to check our arrays, and then I'm going home,” Liz called out as she pushed through the door
with thetray. “I've been working dl night. Y ou in for the week?’

“Until they fireme,” Kaye said. She rubbed her nosereflexivey. “I need to look over the fragile site
gudiesfrom last week.”

“Prepped and digitized. They're on the photobase,” Liz said. “ There's some leftover spaghetti in the
fridge”

“Heavenly,” Kayesad.
“Bye,” Liz cdlled asthe door swung closed behind her.
Kaye got up and rubbed her nose again. It fdt dightly stuffy, not unpleasantly so. The lab smelled



unusualy sweet and fresh, not that it ever smelled dirty. Liz wasastickler for cleanliness.
The scent was hard to place, not at al like perfume or flowers.

There was along day'swork ahead, preparing for tomorrow's morning meseting. Kaye closed her eyes,
hoping to find her calm spot; she needed to focus on the chromosome results from last week. Get the
sour clamp of Washington off her gut.

She pulled the stool over to the workstation and entered her password, then called up the tables and
photos of chimpanzee chromosome mutations.

Early-stage embryos modified for [ab work had had dl of their single-copy ERVs deleted, but al
multicopy ERV's, LINES, and “ defective’” ERV s eft intact. They had then been alowed to develop for
forty-eight hours. The chromosomes, bunched up by mitos's, were removed, photographed, and cruddly
sequenced. What Kaye was looking for were anomalies around fragile sites and hot spotsin the
chromosomes—regions of genesthat responded quickly to environmental change, suggesting rapid
adaptive response.

The modified chimp chromosomes were severely distorted—she could tell that just by looking at the
photos. The fragile Steswere al screwed up, broken and rearranged incorrectly. The embryoswould
never have implanted in the womb, much less gone to term. Even single-copy ERV s were important to
fetal development and chromosome adaptation in mammals, perhaps especially so in primates.

She looked over the anadlysis and saw random and destructive methylation of genesthat should be
actively transcribing, necessary lengths of DNA mothballed like afleet of old ships, curling the chromatin
into an agony of aternating misplaced activity and dark, inactive lassitude.

They lookedugly , those chromosomes, ugly and unnaturd. The early-stage embryos, growing under the
tutel age of such chromosomes, would die. That was the story of everything they had donein thelab. If,
by rare chance, the ERV-knockout embryos managed to implant and begin development, they were
invariably resorbed within the first few weeks. And getting that far had required giving the chimp mothers
massive drug regimens devel oped for human mothers at fertilization clinicsto prevent miscarriages.

The ERVs served so many functionsin the devel oping embryos, including mediating tissue differentiation.
And it was aready obviousthat TLV —the Temin-Larsson-Villarreal conjecture—was correct. Highly
conserved endogenous retroviruses expressed by the trophectoderm of the devel oping embryo—the
portion that would develop into the surrounding amnion and placenta—protected against attacks by the
mother'simmune system. The vira envelope proteins selectively subdued the mother'simmune response
to her fetus without weakening the mother's defenses againgt externa pathogens, an exquisite dance of
SHectivity.

Because of the protective function of legacy retroviruses, ERV knockout—theremovd or stifling of
most or al of the genome's*“origind sSns’—wasinvariably fatd.

Kaye vividly remembered the chill she had felt when Mitch's mother had described SHEV A as“origind
sn.” How long ago had that been—fifteen years? Just after they had conceived Stella.

If SHEVA and other ERV congtituted original sin, then it was starting to look asif al placenta mammals,
perhapsdl multiceled life forms, werefilled with origind sin, required it, died without it.

And wasn't that what the Garden of Eden was all about? The beginning of sex and
self-knowledge and life as we know it.



All because of viruses.

“The hell with that,” Kaye muttered. “We need anew name for these things.”
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Roall cdl was Sdlas|east favorite time of day, when the girlswere dl gathered together and Miss
Kantor walked between the rows under the big tent.

Stellasat cross-legged and drew little figures of flowers and birdsin the dust with her finger. The canvas
flapped with the soft morning breeze. Miss Kantor walked between the lines of seated, cross-legged
adolescents and leafed through her daybook. Sherelied entirely on paper, smply becauselosing an
e-pad or lgptop in the reserve was a severe offense, punishable by dismissal.

The dormitories held no phones, no satellite feeds, no radios. Televison was limited to educationa
videos. Stellaand most of the other children here had come to abhor television.

“EllieAnn Garcia”

“Here”

“StellaNova Rafelson.”

“Here,” Stellacaled out, her voice slvery in the cool desert air.

“How'syour cold, Stella?’ Miss Kantor asked as she walked down the row.
“Done,” Stellaanswered.

“Eight days, wasn't it?” Miss Kantor tapped her pen on the daybook page.
“Yes, maam.”

“That'sthe fifth wave of coldsweve had thisyear.”

Stellanodded. The counsdlors kept careful and tedious track of al infections. Stella had spent severa
hours being examined, five days ago; so had two dozen other children with smilar colds.

“Kathy Chu.”

“Herel”

Miss Kantor waked by Stella again after she had finished. “ Stella, are you scenting?’
Stellalooked up. “No, Miss Kantor.”

“My little sensor tellsme you are.” She tapped the nosey on her belt. Stellawas not scenting, and neither
was anybody around her. Miss Kantor's e ectronic snitch was wrong, and Stellaknew why; Miss
Kantor was having her period and that could confuse the nosey. But Stellawould never tell her that.

Humans hated to be clued when they produced reveding odors.

“Youll never learn to live in the outsde world if you can't control yourself,” Miss Kantor said to Stella,
and kndt in front of her. “'Y ou know therules”



Stellagot to her feet without being prompted. She did not know why she was being singled out. She had
done nothing unusud.

“Wait over by thetruck,” Miss Kantor said.

Stellawalked to the truck, brilliant white under the morning sun. The air over the mountains wasintense
and blue. It was going to be hot in afew hours, but it might rain heavily later; that would make the
late-afternoon air perfect for catching up. She did not want to missthat.

Miss Kantor finished her count and the kidsfiled off to the morning classesin the trailers and bungalows
scattered over the dusty grounds. The counsdlor and her assistant, a quiet, plump young woman named
Joanie, walked across the gravel to the truck. Miss Kantor would not ook straight at Stella.

“I know it wasn't just you,” Miss Kantor said. “But you're the only one | could catch. It hasto stop,
Stela But I'm not going to punish you thistime.”

“Yes, maam.” Stellaknew better than to argue. When things went her way, Miss Kantor was
reasonable and fairly easygoing, but any show of defiance or contradiction and she could get harsh.
“Can| goto classesnow?’

“Not yet,” Miss Kantor said, placing her notepad in the truck. She opened the rear door of the truck.
“Your father isvigting,” she said. “We're going back to theinfirmary.”

Stdlasat in the back of the truck, behind the plastic barrier, feding confused. Miss Kantor climbed into
the front seat. Joanie closed the door for her and went back to the tent. “Is he there, now?’ Stella asked.

“Hell arrivein an hour or 0,” Miss Kantor said. “Y ou two just got approva. That's pretty good, isn't
it?

“What do they want?’ Stella asked suddenly, before she could control her tongue.
“Nothing. Itsafamily vigt.”

Miss Kantor switched on the truck motor. Stellacould fed her disgpprova. Parental visitswerefutile at
the best of times, Miss Kantor believed. The children would never befully integrated into human society,
no matter what the school policy said. She knew the children too well. They just could not behave

appropriatdly.

Worse dill, MissKantor knew that Stella's father had served timein prison for assaulting Emergency
Action enforcement officers. Having him as avisitor would be something of an affront to her. Shewasa
holdover from the times when Sable Mountain School had been aprison.

Stdlahad not seen Mitch in three years. She hardly remembered what he smelled like, much lesswhat
he looked like.

Miss Kantor drove over the gravel to the paved road, and then between the brush half amileto the
brick building they caled the hospitd. It wasn't redlly ahospitd. Asfar as Stellaknew, for sure, the
hospital was just the administration and detention center for the schooal. It had been ahospital once, for
the prison. Some kids claimed the hospital was where they injected salt into your cheeks, or resected
your tongue, or Botoxed the new facid muscles that made your expressions so compdlling.

It wasthe place they tried to turn SHEV A kidsinto humans. Stella had never met akid who had
undergone such torments, but that was explained, some said, by the fact that they sent those kids away
to Suburbia, atown made up of nothing but SHEV A kidstrying to act just like humans.



That was not true, asfar as Stellaknew, but the hospital was where they sent you when they wanted to
draw blood. She had been there many timesfor that purpose.

Therewerelots of goriesin the camps. Few of them were true, but most were scary, and the kids could
get ominoudy bored.

Asthey drove through arazor-wire fence and over amoat, Stellafelt something sad and cold grow in
her.

Memory.

She did not want to lose her focus. She stared through the window, resenting Mitch for coming. Why
now? Why not when she had her act together and could tell him she had accomplished something
worthwhile? Life was till too confused. Thelast visit with her mother had been painful. Stellahad not
known what to say. Her mother had been so sad and full of needs neither could satisfy.

She hoped Mitch would not just Sit and stare at her over the tablein the family conference room. Or ask
pointed questions. Or try to tell Stellathere was hope they would get together again. Stelladid not think
she could stand that.

Stelladipped her head and rubbed her nose. She touched the tip of her finger to the corner of her eye
and then to her tongue, out of sight of the rearview mirror. Her eyes were moist and the tears tasted of
bitter salt. Shewould not cry openly, however. Not in front of ahuman.

Miss Kantor stopped the truck in the parking lot of theflat brick building, got out, and opened Stellas
door. Stellafollowed her into the hospital. Asthey turned a corner, through agap in the brick breezeway
she saw along yellow bus drawn up beside the processing office. A load of new kids had arrived. Stella
hung back afew steps from Miss Kantor as they passed through the glass doors and walked to the
detention center.

The door to the secretary's office was aways open, and through the wide window beyond, Stella
thought she would catch aglimpse of the new kids from the shipment center. That would be something
to take back to the deme; possible recruits or news from outside.

Suddenly, irrationaly, she hated Mitch. She did not want him to visit. She did not want any distractions.
She wanted to focus and never have to worry about humans again. She wanted to lash out a Miss
Kantor, strike her down to the linoleum floor, and run away to anywhere but here.

Through Stellas brief, fierce scowl—amore intense scowl than most humans could manage—she caught
aglimpse of thelineup of children beyond the secretary's window. Her scowl vanished.

She thought she recognized aface.

Stella dropped to remove her shoe and turned it upside down, shaking it. Miss Kantor looked back and
stopped with hands on hips.

The nosey on her belt wheeped.
“Areyou scenting again?’ she asked.

“No, maam,” Stdlasaid. “Rock in my shoe.” This pause gave her time enough to chase down the
memory of thefacein the lineup. She stood, shuffled awkwardly for amoment until Miss Kantor glanced
away, then shot a second look through the window.



Shedid know the face. He wastaler now and skinnier, dmost awalking skeleton, his hair unruly and his
gyesflat and lifdlessin the bright sun. Theline began to move and Stellaflicked her gaze back to the
corridor and Miss Kantor.

She no longer worried about Mitch.

The skinny kid outside was the boy she had met in Fred Trinket's shed in Virginia, when she had run
away from Kaye's and Mitch's house.

It was Will. Strong Will.
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Kaye shut down the displays and removed the specimens, then carefully returned them to a preservation
drawer in the freezer. She knew for thefirst time that she was close to the end of her work at Americol.
Three or four more experiments, sx months at most of 1ab work, and she could go back to Congress
and face down Rachel Browning and tell the oversight subcommitteethat al apes, all monkeys, dl
mammals, probably dl vertebrates, even dl animas—and possbly al forms of life above the bacteria—
were genetic chimeras. In ared sense, weweredl virus children.

Not just Sella. Not just my daughter and her kind.

All babies use viruses to get born. All senators and all representatives and the president and all of
their wives and children and grandchildren, all the citizens of the United Sates, and all the
people of the world, are all guilty of original sin.

Kaye looked up asif at a sound. She touched the bridge of her nose and peered around the |ab, the
ranks of white and beige and gray equipment, black-topped tables, |lamp fixtures hanging from the ceiling
like upside-down egg cartons. She felt a gentle pressure behind her eyes, the coal, liquid silver trickle
down the back of her head, a growing awareness that she was not aone in the room, in her body.

The caler was back. Twicein the past three years, she had spent as much asthree daysin its presence.
Always before, she had been traveling or working on deadline and had tried to ignore what she had
come to regard as a pointless distraction.

“Thisisnt agood time,” she said out loud and shook her head. She stood up and stretched her arms and
bent to touch her toes, hoping exercise might push the caller into the background. “ Go away.” It did not
go away. Itssgnd camein with even greater conviction. Kaye started to laugh helplessly and wiped
away thetears. “Please,” she whispered, leaning against alab bench. Shetipped a stack of petri dishes
with her ebow. As she was rearranging them, the caller struck full force, flooding her with delicious
approva. Kaye shut her eyes and leaned forward, her entire body filled with that extraordinary sensation
of onenesswith something very close and intimate, yet infinitely creetive and powerful.

“It fedslikeyou love me,” she said, shaking with frugtration. “ So why do you torment me? Why don't
you just tell me what you want meto do?’ Kaye did down the bench to a chair near adesk in the corner
of the lab. She put her head between her knees. She did not feel weak or even woozy; she could have
walked around and even gone about her daily work. She had before. But thistimeit was just too much.

Her anger swelled even over theingstent waves of vaidation and approva. Thefirst timethe caller had
touched her, Mitch and Stella had been taken away. That had been so bad, so unfair; she did not want
to remember that time now. And yet this affirmation forced her to remember.



“Go away. Please. | don't know why you're here. Thisworld iscrud, even if you aren't, and | haveto
keep working.”

Shelooked around, biting her lip, seeing the lab, the equipment, so neatly arranged, the dark beyond the
window. Thewal of night outsde, the bright rationdity within.

“Please”

She felt the voice become smdller, but no lessintense.How polite, she thought. Abruptly, panicked at
thisnew loss, this possible withdrawal, she jumped to her feet.

“Areyou trying to clue mein to something?’ she asked, desperate. “ Reward me for my work, my
discoveries?”’

Kaye received the distinct impression that this was not the case. She got up and made sure the door was
locked. No sense having people wander in and find her talking to hersdlf. She paced up and down the
ades. “So you're willing to communicate, just not with words,” she said, eyes haf-closed. “All right. I'll
talk. Y ou let me know whether I'm right or wrong, okay? This could take awhile.”

She had long since learned that an irreverent attitude had no effect on the caller. Even when Kaye had
loathed hersdlf for what she had done by abandoning Mitch in prison and her daughter in the schools,
ruining dl their livesin adesperate gambleto use dl the tools of science and rationdity, the caler had il
radiated love and approval.

She could punish hersdf, but the caller would not.

Even more embarrassing, Kaye had cometo think of the caller as definitely not female, and probably not
neuter—butmale. The caller was nothing like her father or Mitch or any other man she had ever met or
known, but it seemed strangely masculine nonetheless. What that meant psychologicaly, she was most
unwilling to discover. It was alittletoode rigueur |, alittle too churchy, for comfort.

But the caller cared little about her qualms. He was the most consistent thing in her life—outside of her
need to help Stella.

“Am | doing theright thing?’ she asked, looking around the lab. Her tremors stopped. Shelet the
extraordinary calm wash over her. “ That meansyes, | suppose,” she said tentatively. “Are you the Big
Guy? Areyou Jesus? Or just Gabrie ?’

She had asked these questions before, and received no response. Thistime, however, shefelt an dmost
inggnificant dteration in the sensations flooding through her. She closed her eyes and whispered, “No.
None of the above. Are you my guardian angel?’

Again, afew secondslater, she closed her eyes and whispered, “No.
“Then what areyou?’

No response a al, no change, no clues.

Nothing.

“You'reinsde me or up there or someplace where you can just pump out love and approva al day
long, and then you go away and leave mein misery. | don't understand that. | need to know whether



you're just something in my head. A crossed nerve. A burst blood vessel. | need solid reassurance. |
hope you don't mind.”

The caller expressed no objection, not even to the extent of withdrawing under the assault of such
questioning, such blasphemies.

“You'reredly something ese, you know that?" Kaye sat before the workstation and logged on to the
Americol intranet. “ Therés nothing Sunday school about you.”

She glanced a her watch—6 p.m.—and looked up the roster that recorded who wasin the building at
thishour.

Onthefirgt floor, chief radiologist Herbert Roth was il at his post, working late. Just the man she
needed. Roth was in charge of the Noninvasive Imaging Lab. She had worked with him two weeks ago
taking scans of Wightoes, their oldest femae chimp.

Roth was young, quiet, dedicated to his craft.

Kaye opened the lab door and stepped out into the hal. “ Do you think Mr. Roth will want to scanme 7’
she asked no onein particular.
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They did not let Stellasee Mitch for hours. First Stellawas visited by a nurse who examined her, took a
cheek swab, and drew afew cc's of blood.

Stellalooked away asthe nurse lightly jabbed her with the needle. She could smell the nurse's anxiety;
shewas only afew yearsolder than Stellaand did not like this.

Afterward, Miss Kantor took Stellato the vigtor's area. The firgt thing Stella noticed was that they had
removed the plastic barrier. Tables and chairs, nothing more. Something had changed, and that
concerned her for amoment. She patted the cotton patch taped to theinside of her elbow. After an
hour, Miss Kantor returned with a pile of comic books.

“X-Men,” shesaid. “Youll likethese. Y our father's still being examined. Give me the cotton.”
Stellapulled off the tape and handed it to Miss Kantor, who opened a plastic bag to Soreit.
“Hell be done soon,” Miss Kantor said with a practiced amile.

Stdlaignored the comics and stood in the bare room with its flowered wallpaper and the single table and
two plagtic chairs. There was awater cooler in the corner and a couple of lounge chairs, patched and
dirty. Shefilled a paper cup with water. A window opened from the main office, and another window
looked out over the parking lot. No hot coffee or tea, no hot plate for warming food—no utensils.
Family vistswere not meant to last long or to be particularly comfortable.

She curled the paper cup in her hand and thought alternately about her father and about Will. Thinking
about Will pushed her father into the background, if only for amoment, and Stelladid not like that. She
did not want to be chaotic. She did not want to be unpredictable; she wanted to be faithful to the god of
putting together a stable deme, away from the school, away from human interference, and that would
require focus and an emotiona constancy.



She knew nothing about Will. She did not even know hislast name. He might not remember her.
Perhaps he was passing through, getting a checkup or going through some sort of quarantine on hisway
to another school.

Butif hewassaying. . .

Joanie opened the door. “Y our father's here,” she said. Joanie dwaystried to hide her smell behind
baby powder. Her expression was friendly but empty. She did what Miss Kantor wanted and seldom
expressed her own opinions.

“Okay,” Stellasaid, and took a seat in one plastic chair. The table would be between them, she hoped.
She squirmed nervoudy. She had to get used to the thought of seeing Mitch again.

Joanie pointed the way through the door and Mitch camein. Hisleft arm hung by hisside. Stellalooked
at the arm, eyeswide, and then a Mitch's denim jacket and jeans, worn and alittle dusty. And then she
looked at hisface.

Mitch wasforcing anervous smile. He did not know what to do, either.
“Hello, swestie,” hesaid.
“You can gt inthechair,” Joaniesad. “Takeyour time”

“How long do we have?’ Mitch asked Joanie. Stella hated that. She remembered him as being strong
and in charge, and his having to ask about such athing waswrong.

“We don't have many visits scheduled today. There are four rooms. So.. . . take your time. A couple of
hours. Let me know if you need anything. I'll bein the office right outsde.”

Joanie shut the door and Mitch looked at the chair, the table. Then, at his daughter.
“Don't you want ahug?’ he asked Stella.

Stellastood, her cheeks tawny with emotion. She kept her hands by her sides. Mitch walked acrossthe
room dowly, and she tracked him like awild animd. Then the currents of air in the room brought his
scent, and the cry came up out of her before she could stop it. Mitch took the last step and grabbed her
and squeezed and Stellashook in hisarms. Her eyesfilled with tears that dripped on Mitch'sjacket.

“Youresotdl,” Mitch murmured, swinging her gently back and forth, brushing the tips of her shoes
agang thelinoleum.

She planted her feet and pushed him back and tried to pack in her emotions, but they did not fit. They
had exploded like popcorn.

“I've never given up,” Mitch said.

Sdlaslong fingers cutched at hisjacket. The smell of him was overwheming, comfortable and familiar;
it made her fed likealittle girl again. He was basic and smple, no el aborations, predictable and
memorable; he wasthe smdl of their homein Virginia, of everything she hed tried to forget, everything
she had thought waslogt.

“I couldn't cometo seeyou,” he said. “ They wouldn't Iet me. Part of probation.”

She nodded, bumping her chin gently againgt his shoulder.



“| sent your mother messages.”
“Shegavethemtome.”

“Therewasno gun, Stella. They lied,” Mitch said, and for amoment he looked no older than her, just
another disappointed child.

“I know. Kayetold me.”

Mitch held his daughter at arm'slength. “ Y ou're gorgeous,” he said, histhick brows drawing together.
Hisface was sunburned. Stella could smell the damage to his skin, the toughening. He smelled like
leather and dust above the fundamentd of just being Mitch. In his smell—and in Kaye's—she could
detect alittle of her own fundamental, like a shared license number in the genes, acommon passkey to
the emotions.

“They want usto gt .. . . here?” Mitch asked, swinging one arm at the table.

Stelawrapped her arms around hersdlf, fill jammed up inside. She did not know what to do.
Mitch smiled. “Let'sjust stand for awhile,” he said.

“All right,” Stellasaid.

“Try to get used to each other again.”

“All right.”

“Arethey treating you well?’ Mitch asked.

“They probably think so.”

“What do you think?’

Shrug, long fingerswrapping around her wrists, making alittle cage of her handsand arms. “They're
afrad of us”

Mitch clenched hisjaw and nodded. “Nothing new.”

Stellas eyes were hypnotic as she tried to express herself. Her pupils shifted size and gold flecks passed
likefizz in champagne. “ They don't want usto bewho we are.”

“How do you mean?’

“They move usfrom one dorm to another. They use sniffers. If we scent, we're punished. If we
cloud-scent or fever scent, they break us up and keep usin detention.”

“I've read about that,” Mitch said.

“They think well try to persuade them. Maybe they're afraid welll try to escape. They wear nose plugs,

and sometimesthey fill the dormswith fake strawberry or peach smell when they do a hedth ingpection.
| used to like strawberry, but now it'sawful. Worgt of dl isthe Pine-Sol.” She shoved her pdm againgt

her nose and made a gagging sound.

“I hear the classes are boring, too.”

“They're araid well learn something,” Stellasaid, and giggled. Mitch felt atingle. That sound had



changed, and the change was not subtle. She sounded wary, more mature . . . but something else was at
work.

Laughter was akey gauge of psychology and culture. His daughter was very different from thelittle girl
he had known.

“I'velearned alot from the others,” Stellasaid, straightening her face. Mitch traced the faint marks of
lines under and beside her eyes, at the corners of her lips, fascinated by the dance of cluesto her
emotions. Finer muscle control than she had had as ayoungster . . . capable of expressions he could not
begin to interpret.

“Areyou doing okay?’ Mitch asked, very serioudy.

“I'm doing better than they want,” she said. “It isn't so bad, because we manage.” She glanced up at the
ceiling, touched her earlobe, winked. Of course, they were being monitored; she did not want to give
away any secrets.

“Glad to hear it,” Mitch said.

“But of course there's stuff they aready know,” she added in alow voice. “I'll tell you about that if you
want.”

“Of course, swestie” Mitch sad. “Anything.”

Stellakept her eyes on the top of the table as she told Mitch about the groups of twenty to thirty that
caled themselves demes. “It means ‘the people,” ” she said. “We're like Sstersin the demes. But they
don't let the boys deep in the same dorms, the same barracks. So we have to sing acrossthe wire at
night and try to recruit boysinto our demesthat way.”

“That's probably for the best,” Mitch said. He lifted one eyebrow and pinched his lipstogether.

Stellashook her head. “But they don'tunderstand . The demeislike abig family. We help each other.
Wetalk and solve problems and stop arguments. We're so smart when we'rein ademe. Wefed so
right together. Maybethat'swhy . .."

Mitch leaned back as his daughter suddenly spoke in two bursts at once:
“We need to be together/We're hedlthier together

“Everyone caresfor the othersEveryoneis happy with the others

“The sadness comes from not knowing/The sadness comes from being apart.”

The absolute dlarity of the two streams astonished him. If he caught them immediately and andyzed, he
could string them together into aserid statement, but over more than afew seconds of conversation, it
was obvious he would get confused. And he had no doubt that Stella could now go on that way
indefinitely.

She looked at him directly, the skin over the outside of her eye orbits drawing in with apucker he could
neither duplicate nor interpret. Frecklesformed around the outside and lower orbitslikelittle
tan-and-gold stars; she was sparking in ways he had never seen before.

He shivered in both admiration and concern. 1 don't know what that means, when . . . you do that,” he
sad. “1 mean, it's beautiful, but . . .”



“Dowhat?’ Stellaasked, and her eyeswere norma again.

Mitch swallowed. “When you're in ademe, how many of you talk that way . . . a once?’
“Wemakecircles” Stellasaid. “Wetak to each other in the circle and acrossthe circle.”
“How many inthecirde?’

“Fiveorten,” Stellasaid. “ Separately, of course. Boys have rules. Girls have rules. We can make new
rules, but some rules dready seem to be there. Wefollow the rules most of thetime, unlesswe fed
there's an emergency—someoneisfeding steepy.”

1] Sm.”

“Not part of cloud. When we cloud, were even more like brothers and sisters. Some of us become
mamaand papa, too, and we can lead cloud, but mama and papa never make us do what we don't want
to do. We decide together.”

She looked up at the ceiling, her chin dimpling. “Y ou know about this. Kaye told you.”

“Some, and I've read about some of it. | remember when you were trying out some of these. . .
techniques on us. | remember trying to keep up with you. | wasn't very good. Y our mother was better.”

“Her face...” Stellabegan. “I see her face when | become mamain cloud. Her face becomes my face.”
Her brows formed e egant and compelling double arches, grotesque and beautiful at once. “It'stough to
explan.”

“I think | understand,” Mitch said. His skin was warming. Being around his own daughter made him fedl
left out, even inferior; how did it make the counselorsfed, their keepers?

In this zoo, who werethe animals, redlly?
“What happens when someone disagrees? Do you compe her? Him?’

Stellathought about thisfor afew seconds. “Everyoneisfreein cloud, but they cooperate. If they don't
agree, they hold that thought until the timeisright, and then cloud listens. Sometimes; if it'san
emergency, the thought is brought up immediately, but that dows us down. It hasto be good.”

“And you enjoy being in the cloud?’

“Beaingin cloud,” Stella corrected. “ All clouds are part of each other, just smeared out. We sort the
differences and stuff later, when the demes catch up. But we don't get to do that often, so most of us
don't know what it'sredly like. We just imagine. Sometimesthey let it happen, though.”

Shedid not tell Mitch that those were the times when nearly everybody got taken to the hospita to be
sampled, after.

“Sounds very friendly,” Mitch said.

“Sometimestheres hate,” Stella said soberly. “We haveto ded withit. A cloud fedspainjust likean
individud.”

“Do you know what I'm fedling, right now?’

“No,” Stedllasaid. “Your faceiskind of ablank.” She smiled. “The counselors smell like cabbages when



we do something unexpected./ They smelled like broccoli when we caught colds afew daysago./
“I'm over my cold now and it wasn't serious but we acted sicker to worry them.”

Mitch laughed. The crossed intonations of resentment and wry superiority tickled him. “That's pretty
good,” hesaid. “But don't push it.”

“Weknow,” Stdlasaid primly, and suddenly Mitch saw Kayein her expression, and felt arush of real
pride, that this young woman till came of them, from them.l hope that doesn't limit her.

He aso felt asudden burst of longing for Kaye.
“Isprisonlikethis?” Stella asked.

“Well, prison isabit harder than here, even.”
“Why aren't you with Kaye, now?’

Mitch wondered how he could possibly explain. “When | wasin prison—she was going through rough
times, making hard decisions. | couldn't be a part of those decisions. We decided we'd be more
effective if we worked separately. We. . . couldn't cloud, | guessyou'd say.”

Stellashook her head. “ That'sfit , like drops of rain hitting each other. Sipskin iswhen the dropsfal
goart. Cloud isabigger thing.”

“Oh,” Mitch said. “How many words for snow?’

Stdllas expression became one of asimple lack of comprehension, and for amoment Mitch saw his
daughter as she had been even ten years ago, and loved her fiercely. “Y our mother and | talk every few
weeks. She's busy now, working in Batimore. Doing science.”

“Trying to turn us back into humans?’
“Youare human,” Mitch said, hisface going red.
“No,” Stellasaid. “We aren't.”

Mitch decided thiswasn't the time or the place. “ She'strying to learn how we make new children,” he
said. “It'snot as smple as we thought.”

“Viruschildren,” Stdlasad.

“Yes, well, if | understand it correctly, viruses play al sorts of roles. Wejust discovered that fact when
we looked at SHEVA. Now . . . it's pretty confused.”

Stdlaseemed, if anything, offended by this. “We're not new?’

“Of courseyourenew,” Mitch said. “1 redlly don't understand it very well. When we al get together
again, your mother will know enough to explain it to us. She'slearning asfast as she can.”

“Were not taught biology here,” Stellasaid.

Mitch clamped histeeth together. Keep them down. Keep them under lock and key. Otherwise, you
might prime their fuse.

“That makesyou angry?’ Stellaasked.



He could not answer for amoment. Hisfists knotted on the top of the table. “ Of course,” he said.
“Makethem let usgo. Get usadl out of here,” Stdllasaid. “Not just me.”

“Weretrying,” Mitch said, but knew he wasn't being entirely truthful. Asaconvicted felon, hehad a
limited range of options. And his own sense of resentment and damage reduced his effectivenessin
groups. In his darkest moods, he thought that was why he and Kaye were no longer living together.

He had become apaliticd liability. A lone wolf.

“I havelots of families here, and they're growing,” Stellasaid.

“We'reyour family,” Mitch said.

Stdlawatched him for amoment, puzzled.

Joanie opened the door. “Times up,” shesaid.

Mitch spun around in his chair and tapped hiswatch. “It's been less than an hour,” he said.
“Ther€ll be moretime tomorrow if you can come back,” Joanie said.

Mitch turned to Stella, crestfalen. “I can't stay until tomorrow. There's something . . .

“Go,” Sdlasaid, and sood. She came around the table as Mitch got to hisfeet and hugged her father
again, brisk and strong. “ There'slots of work for dl of us”

“Y ou are o adult now,” Mitch said.
“Not yet,” Stellasaid. “None of us knowswhat that will be like. They probably won't let usfind out.”

Joanie tsked, then escorted Mitch and Stellafrom the room. They parted in the brick corridor. Mitch
gave her asmal wave with hisgood arm.

Mitch sat in the hot interior of histruck, under the low Arizonasun, sweeting and near despair, londier
than he had ever beenin hislife.

Through the fence and across the brush and sand, he saw more children—hundreds of them—waking
between the bungaows. His hand drummed on the steering whed!.

Stellawas Hill hisdaughter. He could still see Kayein her. But the differences were gtartling. Mitch did
not know what he had expected; he had expected differences. But she was not just growing up. The
way Stellabehaved was deek and shiny, like anew penny. Shewas unfamiliar, not distant in the least,
not unfriendly, just focused elsewhere.

The only conclusion he could cometo, as he turned over the big enginein the old Ford truck, was a
sef-observation.

His own daughter scared him.
After the nursefilled another tube with her blood, Stellawalked back to the bungal ow where they would

watch videos after dinner of human children playing, talking, Stting in class. It was called civics. It was
intended to change the way the new children behaved when they were together. Stella hated civics.



Watching people without knowing how they smdlled, and watching the young human faceswith their
limited range of emotions, disturbed her. If they did not face the televisions, however, Miss Kantor could

get redly ugly.

Stelladeliberately kept her mind clear, but atear came out of her |eft eye and traveled down her cheek.
Not her right eye. Just her left eye.

She wondered what that meant.

Mitch had changed so much. And he smelled like he had just been kicked.
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Theimaging lab office was separated from the Magnetic Resonance Imager—the Machine—by two
empty rooms. The forcesinduced by the toroidal magnets of the Machine were awesome. Visitorswere
warned not to go down the hal without first emptying their pockets of mechanica and eectronic
devices, pocket PCs, wallets, cell phones, security name tags, eyeglasses, watches. Getting closer to the
Machine required exchanging day clothesfor meta-free robes—no zippers, meta buttons, or belt
buckles, no rings, pins, tie clasps, or cuff links.

Everything loose within afew meters of the Machine was made of wood or plastic. Workers here wore
eladtic belts and specialy sdlected dippersor athletic shoes.

Fiveyearsago, right in thisfacility, a scientist had forgotten the warnings and had her nipple and clitoris
rings ripped out. Or so the story went. People with pacemakers, optic nerve rewiring, or any sort of
neural implants could not go anywhere near the Machine.

Kaye was free of such appliances, and that was the first thing she told Herbert Roth as she stood in the
door to the office.

Slight, bading, in hisearly forties, Roth gave her a puzzled smile as he put down his pencil and pushed a
batch of papersaside. “Glad to heer it, Ms. Rafelson,” he said. “But the Machine isturned off. Besides,
we spent severa daysimaging Wishtoes and | aready know that about you.”

Roth pulled up aplastic chair for Kaye and she sat on the other side of the wooden desk. Kaye touched
the smooth surface. Roth had told her that hisfather had crafted it from solid maple, without nails, using
only glue. It was beautiful.

He still has a father.

Shefdt the cool river in her spine, the sense of utter delight and approval, and closed her eyesfor a
moment. Roth watched her with some concern.

“Long day?
She shook her head, wondering how to begin.

“Is Wishtoes pregnant?’

“No,” Kaye said. Shetook the plunge. “ Are you feding very scientific?’

Roth looked around nervoudy, asif the room was not completey familiar. “Depends.” Hiseyes



squinched down and he could not avoid giving Kaye the once-over.
“Scientific and discrest?’

Roth's eyes widened with something like panic.

“Pardon me, Ms. Rafelson—"

“Kaye, please”

“Kaye. | think you're very attractive, but . . . If it's about the Machine, I've aready got alist of Web sites
that show . . . | mean, it'saready been done.” He laughed what he hoped was agdlant laugh. “Hell, I've
doneit. Not aone, | mean.”

“Donewhat?’ Kaye asked.

Roth flushed crimson and pushed his chair back with ahollow scrape of the plastic legs. “1 have no idea
what in hell you'retalking about.”

Kaye smiled. She meant nothing specific by the smile, but she saw Roth relax. His expression changed
to puzzled concern and the excess color faded from hisface. There is something about me, about this,
shethought.It's a charmed moment.

“Why are you down here?’” Roth asked.

“I'm offering you a unique opportunity.” Kaye felt impossibly nervous, but she was not going to let that
stop her. Asfar as she knew, there had never been an opportunity like thisin the history of science—
nothing confirmed, at leadt, or even rumored. “1'm having an epiphany.”

Roth raised one eyebrow, bewildered.

“Y ou don't know what an epiphany is?’ Kaye asked.

“I'm Cathalic. It'safeast celebrating Jesus divinity. Or something like that.”
“It'samanifedation,” Kayesad. “God isingdeme.”

“Whoa,” Roth said. The word hung between them for severd seconds, during which time Kaye did not
look away from Roth's eyes. He blinked firdt. “1 supposethat's great,” he said. “What does it have to do
withme?’

“God comes to most of us. I've read William James and other books about this kind of experience. At
least hdlf of the human race goesthrough it at onetime or another. It'slike nothing else I've ever fdlt. It's
lifechanging, evenif itisvery . .. very inconvenient. And inexplicable. | didn't ask for it, but | can', |
won't deny that itisred.”

Roth listened to Kaye with afixed expression, brow wrinkled, eyes wide, mouth open. He sat up inthe
chair and folded his arms on the desk. “No joke?’

“No joke.”
He considered further. “ Everyoneis under pressure here.”

“I don't think that has anything to do with it,” Kaye said. Then, dowly, she added, “I've considered that
possihility, | redly have. | just don't think that'swhat it is.”



Roth licked hislips and avoided her stare. “ So what does it have to do with me?’

She reached out to touch hisarm, and he quickly withdrew it. “Herbert, has anyone ever imaged a
person who's being touched by God? Who's having an epiphany?’

“Lotsof times,” Roth said defensively. “ Persinger's research. Meditation states, that sort of thing. It'sin
theliterature”

“I'veread them al. Persinger, Damasio, Posner, and Ramachandran.” Sheticked thelist off on her
fingers. “You think | haven't researched this?’

Roth smiled in embarrassment.

“Meditation states, oneness, bliss, dl that can be induced with training. They are under some persona
control . . . But notthis. I'velooked it up. It can't be induced, no matter how hard you pray. It comes
and it goesasif it hasawill of itsown.”

“God doesn't justtalk to us” Roth said. “1 mean, eveniif | believed in God, such athing would be
incredibly rare, and maybe it hasn't happened for a couple of thousand years. The prophets. Jesus. That
sort of thing.”

“Itisn't rare. It's caled many things, and people react differently. It does something to you. It turnsyour
lifearound, givesit direction and meaning. Sometimes it breaks people.” She shook her head. “Mother
Teresawept because she didn't have God making regular visits. She wanted continuing confirmation of
the value of her work, her pain, her sacrifices. Y et no one actualy knowsif Mother Teresa experienced
what I'm experiencing . . .” Shetook a deep breath. “I want to learn what is happening to me. To us.
We need abasdline to understand.”

Roth tried to fit thisinto some cataog of socid quid pro quos, and could not. “Kaye, isthisredly the
place? Aren't you supposed to be doing research on viruses? Or do you think God isavirus?’

Kaye stared a Roth in disbdief. “No,” shesaid. “ Thisisnot avirus. Thisis not something genetic and
it's probably not even biologica. Except to the extent that it touchesme.”

“How can you be so sure?’

Kaye closed her eyes again. She did not need to search. The sensation rolled on, coming in waves of
amazement, of childlike glee and adult consternation, al of her emotions and reactions met not with
tolerance, nor even with amusement, but with an equdly childlike yet infinitely mature and wise
acceptance.

Something was s pping from Kaye Lang's soul, and found her delicious.

“Becauseit'shigger than anything | know,” shesaid findly. 1 have no ideahow longit'sgoing to las,
but whatever it is, it's happened before to people, many times, and it's shaped human history. Don't you
want to seewhat it looks like?’

Roth sighed as he examined the images on the large monitor.

Two and ahaf hours had passed; it was amost ten o'clock. Kaye had been through seven varieties of
NMR, PET, and computerized tomography scans. She had been injected, shielded, injected again,
rotated like achicken on a spit, turned upside down. For awhile, she wondered if Roth was bent on
taking revenge for her impaosition.



Finaly, Roth had wrapped her head in awhite plastic helmet and put her through afina and, he claimed,
rather expendve CT-motion scan, capable, he muttered vaguely, of extraordinary detail, focusing on the
hippocampus, and then, in another sweep, the brain stem.

Now she sat upright, her wrist wrapped in abandage, her head and neck bruised from clamps, feeling a
vague urge to throw up. Somewhere near the end of the procedures, the caler had smply faded, likea
shortwave radio signa from across the seas. Kaye felt calm and relaxed, despite her soreness.

Shedso fdt sad, asif agood friend had just departed, and she was not sure they would ever meet again.

“Waéll, whatever heis” Roth said, “heisn't talking. None of the scans show extensive speech processing,
abovethelevel of norma internal dialog and my own datum of questions. Y ou seem, no surprise, alittle
nervous—but |ess so than other patients. Stoic might be the word. Y ou show afair amount of deep
brain activity, Sgnifying apretty strong emotional response. Do you embarrass essily?’

Kaye shook her head.

“Theresalittle indication of something like arousd, but | wouldn't call it sexua arousdl, not precisdly.
Nothing like orgasm or garden-variety ecstasy such as, for example, you might find in someone using
consciousness-atering drugs. We have recordings—movies—of people meditating, engaging in sex, on
drugs, including LSD and cocaine. Y our scans don't match any of those.”

“I can'timagine having sex in that tube.”

Roth amiled. “Mostly enthusiagtic young people,” he explained. “ Here we go—CT motion scans coming
up.” He became deeply absorbed in the false-color images of her brain on the display: dark fields of
gray overlaid with symmetric, blossoming Rorschach birds, touched here and there with little cods of
metabolic activity, maps of thought and persondity and deep subconscious processes. “All right,” he
sad to himsdf, pausing the scroll. “What's this?” He touched three pulsing yellow splotches, alittle
bigger than athumbnail, points on a scan taken midway through their on. He made smal humming
sounds, then flipped through an on-line library of images from other explorations, some of them years
and even decades old, until he seemed satisfied he had what he wanted.

Roth pushed his chair back with an echoing scrape and pointed to a blue-and-green sagittal section of a
head, smdll and oddly shaped. Hefilled in and rotated theimage in 3-D, and Kaye made out the outlines
of aninfant's skull and the fog of the brain within. Radiating fields of mental activity spun within ghostly
curves of bone and tissue.

An indefinite grayish mass seemed to issue from the infant's mouth.

“Not so much detall, but it'sapretty close match,” Roth said. “Famous experiment in Japan, about eight
years ago. They scanned anormal birthing session. Woman had had four kids previoudy. Shewasan
old pro. The machines didn't bother her.”

Roth studied the image. He hummed for amoment, then clicked hisfingernailslike castanets. “Thisisa
scan of the infant's brain while he or she was getting acquainted with mom. Taking theteat, I'd say.” He
used hisfinger to point out the gray mass, magnified the activity centersin theinfant's brain, rotated them
to the proper azimuth, then superimposed the baby's scan on Kaye's.

Theactivity centerslined up negtly.
Roth smiled. “What do you think? A maich?’

Kayewaslogt for amoment, remembering the first time Stella had suckled, the wonderful sensation of



the baby at her nipple, of her milk letting down.
“They look the same,” she said. “Isthat amistake?’

“Don't think 0,” Roth said. “I could make some anima brain comparisons. There's been somewaork in
thelast few years on bonding in kittens and puppies, even some in baboons, but not very good. They
dont hold ill.”

“What doesit mean?’ Kaye asked. She shook her head, il lost. “Whatever Heis, HE's not using
gpeech—that much has been clear from the start. Irritating, actudly.”

“Mumbles from the burning bush?’ Roth said. “ And no stone tablets”

“No speeches, no proclamations, nothing,” Kaye confirmed.

“Look, thisisthe closest | can cometo ameatch,” Roth said.

With her finger, Kaye traced the Rorschach birdsinsde theinfant's brain. “I till don't understand.”

Roth tilted his head. “Looks to me like you've made a big connection. Y ou're imprinting on someone or
something big-time. Y ou've become ababy again, Ms. Rafelson.”

16

K aye unlocked her apartment, entered, and used her briefcase to block the front door from closing. She
punched in her sx-number code to desctivate the larm, then took off her swester, hung it in the closet,
and stood in the hdlway, breathing deeply to keep from sobbing. She wasn't sure how much longer she
could endure this. The voidsin her life were like deserts she could not cross.

“What aboutyou 7’ she asked the empty air. She waked into the darkened living room. “Theway | see
it, if you're somekind of big daddy, youprotect those you love, you keep them from harm. What's the
God . . . what'sthedamned ,” shefindly shouted it, “theGod damned excuse?’

The phone beeped. Kaye jumped, pulled her eyes away from the corner of the celling she had been
addressing, stepped to the kitchen counter, and reached across to pick up the handset.

“Kaye?It'sMitch.”

Kaye drew in another breath, amost of dread, certainly of guilt, before speaking. “I'm here.” She sat
diffly upright in the easy chair and covered the mouthpiece as shetold the lights to switch on. Theliving
room was small and neat, except for stacks of journals and offprints arrayed at angles to each other on
the coffee table. Other piles spilled across the floor beside the couch.

“Areyou dl right?’

“No-0-0,” shesaid dowly. “I'm not. Areyou?’

Mitch did not answer this.Good for him, Kaye thought.
“I'montheroad again,” he sad.

A pause.

“Where areyou?’ she asked.



“Oregon. My horse broke down and | thought I'd give you acal, ask if you had someextra. . . | don't
know. Horseshoes.” He sounded even more exhausted than she was. Kaye intercepted something else
in histone and zeroed in with sudden hope.

“You saw Stela?’

“They let me see Stdla Lucky guy, right?’

“Isshewd|?’

“She gave me abig hug. She'slooking pretty good. She cried, Kaye.”

Kayefdt her throat catch. She held the phone aside and coughed into her figt. “ She misses you. Sorry.
Dry throat. | need some water.” She walked into the kitchen to take a bottle from the refrigerator.

“She misses both of us” Mitch said.
“I can't bethere. | can't protect her. What'sto miss?’

“| just wanted to call and tell you about her. She's growing up. It makes me fed logt, thinking that she's
amost grown and | wasn't around.”

“Not your fault,” shesaid.

“How'sthe work?’

“Finished soon,” Kaye said. “1 don't know if they'll believeit. So many are ill stuck inold ruts”
“Robert Jackson?’

“Yeeh, him, too.”

“You're lucky to beworking a what you do best,” Mitch said. “Ligten, I'm—"

“Y ou don't deserve what happened, Mitch.”

Another pause. You didn't deserve being dumped, she added to herself. Kaye |ooked back to that
empty corner of wall and ceiling and continued, “I missyou.” She tightened her lipsto keep them from
trembling. “What'sin Oregon?’

“Eileen's got something going, very mysterious, so | left thedigin Texas. | mistook aclamshell for a
whelk. I'm getting old, Kaye.”

“Bullshit,” Kaye sad.

“Y ou give metheword, I'll drive Straight to Maryland.” Mitch'svoice stedled. “I swear. Let's go get
Sdla”

“Stopit,” Kaye said, though with sudden gentleness. “I want to, you know that. We have to keep to our
plan.”

“Right,” Mitch said, and Kaye was acutely aware he had had no part in making the plan. Perhaps until
now Mitch had not realy been informed therewas a plan. And that was Kaye's fault. She had not been
ableto protect her husband or her daughter, the most important people on Earth.So who am | to
accuse?



“What are the kids up to? How has she changed?’ Kaye asked.

“They're forming groups. Demes, they call them. The schools are trying to keep them broken up and
disorganized. I'd guessthey're finding ways around that. There'salot of scenting involved, of course,

and Stellataks about new kinds of language, but we didn't have time for details. She looks hedlthy, she's
bright, and she doesn't seem too stressed out.”

Kayefixed on this so intensely her eyes crossed. “| tried to call her last week. They wouldn't put me
through.”

“The bagtards,” Mitch said, hisvoice grating.
“Go help Eileen. But keep in touch. | redly need to hear from you.”
“That'sgood news.”

Kayelet her chin drop to her chest, and stretched out her legs. “I'm relaxing,” she said. “Listening to you
relaxesme. Tl mewhat shelookslike.”

“Sometimes she moves or acts or talks like you. Sometimes she reminds me of my father.”
“I noticed that years ago,” Kaye said.

“But she's very much her own person, her own type,” Mitch said. “I wish we could run our own school,
bring lots of kidstogether. | think that's the only way Stellawould be happy.”

“We were wrong to isolate her.”
“Wedidn't have any choice”
“Anyway, that's not an issue now. Is she happy?’

“Maybe happier, but not exactlyhappy ,” Mitch said. “I'm calling on alandline now, but et me give you
anew phone code.”

Kayetook up a pad and wrote down a string of numbers keyed to abook she still kept in her suitcase.
“You think they're dtill ligtening?”

“Of course. Hello, Ms. Browning, you there?’

“Not funny,” Kaye said. “I ran into Mark Augustine on Capitol Hill. That was. ..” It took her afew
seconds to remember. “Y esterday. Sorry, I'm just tired.”

“What about him?’

“He seemed gpol ogetic. Does that make sense?’

“Hewas busted to the ranks,” Mitch said. “He deservesto be apologetic.”

“Yeah. But somethingdse. . "

“Y ou think the atimaosphere is changing?’

“Browning wasthere, and she treated me like a Roman generd standing over adying Gaul.”

Mitch laughed.



“God, that isso good to hear,” Kaye said, tapping her pen on the message pad and drawing loops
around the numbers, across the pad.

“Give metheword, Kaye. Just oneword.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Kaye said, and sucked in abreath against the lump in her throat. “I hate it so much, being
done”

“I know you're on theright course,” Mitch said, and Kaye heard the reservein hisvoice, filling in,even if
it means leaving me outside.

“Maybe,” Kayesad. “Butitisso hard.” She wanted to tell him about the other things, the imaging lab,
chasing down her vistor, the caller, and finding nothing conclusive. But she remembered that Mitch had
not reacted well to her attemptsto talk about it on their last night together in the cabin.

She remembered aswell the love-making, familiar and sweet and more than alittle desperate. Her body
warmed. “Y ou know | want to be with you,” Kaye said.

“That'smy line” Mitch's voice was hopeful, fragile.
“Youll beat Eileen'sste. Itisaste, | assume?’

“| don't know yet.”

“What do you think she'sfound?’

“She'snot tdling,” Mitch said.

“Whereisit?’

“Can't say. | get my find directionstomorrow.”

“ She's being more cagey than usud, isn't she?”

“Yeah.” She heard Mitch moving, breathing into the handset. She could hear aswell the wind blowing
behind and around him, amost picture her man, rugged, tal, his head lit up by the domelight in the
booth. If it was abooth. The phone might be next to a gas Sation or arestaurant.

“I can't tell you how good thisis,” Kaye said.

“Sureyou can.”

“Itisso good.”

“| should have called earlier. | just felt out of place or something.”
“I know.”

“Something's changed, hasn't it?’

“There's not much more | can do at Americol. Showdown istomorrow. Jackson actualy dropped off
his game plan today, he'sthat cocky. They either listen to the truth or they ignoreit. | wantto . .. I'll just
fly out to see you. Save meashove.”

“You'l get rough hands”



“I love rough hands.”
“I believeinyou, Kaye” Mitch said. “Youll doit. You'll win.”

She did not know how to answer but her body quivered. Mitch murmured hislove and Kaye returned
hiswords, and then they cut off the connection.

Kaye sat for amoment in the warm yellow glow of the smdl living room, surveying the empty walls, the
plain rented furniture, the stacks of white paper. “I'm imprinting,” she whispered. “ Something saysit
loves me and believesin me but how can anything fill an empty shell?” She rephrased the question.
“How can anyone or anything believein an empty shell?’

Leaning her head back, shefdt atingling warmth. With some awe she realized she had not asked for
help, yet help had arrived. Her needs—some of them, at least—had been answered.

At that, Kayefinaly let down her emotions and began to weep. Still crying, she made up her bed, fixed
hersalf acup of hot chocolate, fluffed a pillow and st it against the headboard, disrobed and put on satin
pajamas, then fetched a stack of reprints from the living room to read. The words blurred through her
tears, and she could hardly keep her eyes open, but she needed to prepare for the next day. She needed
to have dl her armor on, al her facts straight.

For Stdla For Mitch.

When she could stand it no more and deep was sedling the last of her thoughts, she ordered the light to
turn off, rolled over in bed, and moved her lips, Thank you. | hope.

You are hope.
But she could not help asking one more question.Why are you doing this? Why talk to us at all?

She stared at the wall opposite the bed, then dropped her focus to the cover rising with her knees above
the bed. Her eyeswidened and her breath dowed. Through the shadowy grayness of the cover, Kaye
seemed to look into an infinite and invisible fount. The fount poured forth something she could only
describe aslove , no other word was right, however inadequate it was; love never-ending and
unconditiona. Her heart thudded in her chest. For amoment, she was frightened—she could never
deservethat love, never find its like again on this Earth.

Lovewithout condition—without desire, direction, or any qudity other than its purity.
“I don't know what that means,” shesaid. “I'm sorry.”

Kayefdt thevision, if that waswhat it was, withdraw and fade—not out of resentment or anger or
disappointment, but just because it wastimeto end. It left amellow, peaceful glow behind, like candles
thick as stars behind her eyes.

Thewonder of that, the awesome wonder, was too much for her. She laid her head back and stared into
the darkness until she drifted off to deep.

Almogt immediatdly, it seemed, she dreamed of waking over afied of snow highinthe mountains. It did
not matter that she waslost and aone. She was going to meet someone wonderful.
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The high desert morning was warm and it was barely seven o'clock. Mitch walked across the motel
parking lot, swung his bag into the battered old truck's side seat and shielded his eyes against the sun
over the low, gray eastern hills. An hour to the Spent River. Half an hour to the outlying camp. He had
hisingructions from Eileen, and one morewarning: Don't breathe a word to anyone. No students, no
wives, no girlfriends, no dogs, no cats, no guinea pigs. Got it?

Hegot it.

He pulled out of the Motel 50 parking lot, scraping his bumper on the way. The old truck was on itslast
few thousand miles; it smelled of singed oil and was starting to cough blue smoke on the grades. Mitch
loved big old trucks and cars. He would be sad to see the truck die.

The motd'sred sign grew tiny in hismirror. The road was straight and on either side lay rolling brown
terrain daubed with greasewood and sage and low, stubby pines and an occasiona sketchy line of fence
posts, leaning and forlorn, the wire broken and coiled like old hair.

Theair got cooler asthe truck climbed the gentle grade into the high country. The Spent River was not
ontheitinerary of most tourists. Surrounded by forest, in the long shadow of Mount Hood, it consisted
of awinding, flat sandy bed cutting through black lavadiffs, leaving tufty idands and curving oxbows.
Theriver itsdf hadn't flowed for many thousands of years. It was not well known to archaeol ogists, and
with good reason; the geological history of adternating floods—gravel bedsfilled with pebbly lavaand
rounded bits of granite and basat—and periodic eruptions of lavamade it hellaciousto dig and
disappointing to those who did. Indians had not built or stayed much in these areas over the last few
thousand years.

Out of time, out of human interest, but now Eileen Ripper had found something.
Or she had looked into the sun too long.

The road mesmerized him after awhile, but he was jounced to full dertnesswhen it started to get rough
from washouts. The land had taken on afive o'clock stubble of trees and grass. The asphalt switched to
gravd.

A smdl gtate Sgn came and went: spent river recreation area: three miles. The sign looked asif it had
been out inthe sun for at least fifty years.

The road curved west abruptly, and as he turned, Mitch caught a gleam about amile ahead. It looked
likeacar windshied.

The old truck barked out blue smoke as he took a short grade, then he spotted awhite Tahoe and saw
astocky figure standing up and waving from the open driver's door. He pulled over to the side of the
road and draped his arm out the window. Enough grip remained in his hand to clutch the door frame and
make the gesture look casudl.

Eileen had gone completely gray. Her clothes and skin and hair had wesathered to the color of theland
out here.

“I recognized your taste in trucks,” Eileen said as she walked acrossthe gravel shoulder. “God, Mitch,
you're as obvious asasailor with astack of two-dollar bills.”

Mitch smiled. “Y ou're aregular Earth mother,” he said. *Y ou should at least wear ared scarf.”

Eileen pulled arag from her pocket and draped it from her belt. “ Better?”



“Jugt fine”

“How'syour arm?’ she asked, patting it.
“Limp,” Mitch said.

“WEell put you on toothbrush detail,” she said.
“Sounds good. What have you got?’

“Itsdishy ,” Eileen said. “It'sgrand.” Shedid alittlejig onthe grave. “It's deadly dangerous. Want to
come 7’

Mitch squint-eyed her for amoment. “Why not?’ he said.

“It'sjust over there,” she said and pointed north, “about ten more miles.”

Mitch scowled. “1'm not sure my truck will makeit.”

“I'll follow and scoop up parts.”

“How can you tel mewhen to turn?” Mitch asked.

“It'sagame, old friend,” Eileen said. “ Y ou'll haveto sniff it out, sameas| did.” She smiled wickedly.
Mitch squinted harder and shook his heed. “For Christ's sake, Eileen.”

“Older than Christ by at least eighteen thousand years,” she said.

“Y ou should wesr thicker hats” he said.

Eileen looked tired beneath the bravado. “ Thisis the big one, Mitch. In acouple of hours, | swear to
God you won't even know who you are.”
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At deven inthe morning, Stellawaked with dl the girlsfrom their barracks through agate in the razor
wirefenceto the open field, attended by Miss Kantor and Joanie and five other adults.

Once aweek, the counsdlors and teachers et the SHEV A children mingle coed on the playground and
under the lunch table awnings.

The girlswere uncharacterigticaly quiet. Stellafelt thetenson. A year ago, going through the fence to
socidize with the boys had been no big dedl. Now, every girl who imagined herself a deme maker was
plotting with her partners as to which boyswould be best in their group. Stella did not know what to
think about this. She watched the demesform and disintegrate and reform in the girl's dorms, and her
own plans changed in her head from day to day; it wasal so confusing.

The sky was sprinkled with broken clouds. She shaded her eyes and looked up and saw the moon
hanging in the pure summer blueness, awan face blankly amused by their silliness. Stellawondered what
the moon smelled like. It looked kindly enough. It looked alittle smple, actudly.

“Singlefile. We're going to South Section Five,” Miss Kantor told them dl, and waved her hand to give



them direction. The girls shuffled where she pointed, cheeks blank.

Stella saw the boys come through their own fence line from the opposite rows of barracks. They were
more touching heads and weaving and pointing out the girlsthey noticed. They smiled like goofs, cheeks
brown at this distance with indistinguishable color.

“Oh, joy,” Cdiasadligledy. “Sameold.”
The sexes would be dlowed to mingle with heavy supervision for an hour.
“Ishehere?’ Cdiaasked. Stellahad told her last night about Will.

Stelladid not know. She hadn't seen him yet. She didn't think it likely. Sheindicated dl thiswith alow
whistle, afew desultory freckles, and atwitch of her shoulders. “My, you're-KUK touchy,” Celiasaid.
She bumped shoulders with Stella as they walked. Stelladid not mind.

“I don't know what they expect usto doin an hour,” Stellasaid.
Celiagiggled. “We could try to-KUK kiss one of them.”

Stellas brows formed an uneven pair of curves and her neck darkened. Cedliaignored this. 1 could kiss
James Cdlahan. | dmost let him hold my hand last year.”

“Wewerekidslast year,” Stellasaid.
“What-KUK arewe now?’ Cdiaasked.

Stellawaslooking down aline of boys drawn up in the sun beside the lunch table awnings. The tallest
sherecognized immediatdly.

“Thereheis” shesaid, and pointed him out to Celia. Three other girls moved in and followed her point,
al smdling of aroused curiosity—smoke and earth.

Will stood, looking at the ground with shoulders dumped and hands stuck firmly in his pockets. The
other boys seemed to be ignoring him, which was to be expected; boys didn't cloud as quickly with
newcomers as girlsdid. It would take Will afew daysto form tight bonds with his barracks partners.

Or maybe not, Stdla thought, watching him. Maybe he never would.

“Hesnot very pretty,” said Felice Miller, asmall, brown-haired girl with thin, strong arms and thicker
legs

“How do you know?" asked Ellie Gow. “Y ou can't smdll him from here”
“Hewouldn't smell pretty, either,” Felice said disdainfully. “Hestoo tal.”

Ellie winced. She was known for her sengtivity to sounds and a preference for talking while lying under a
blanket. “What's that got to do with acat'sfart?’

Feice smiled tolerantly. “Whiskers,” shesad.
Stdlapad no atention to them.
“ Someone you met when you were young can exert aprofound influence,” Felice continued.

“I didnt seehimfor very long,” Stellaadmitted.



Cdiaquickly told them the story of Stellaand Will, spesking in her halting double, while the counsdors
and teachers huddled and arranged the rules of the confab. The rules changed week to week. Today, on
the outskirts of the field, three men stood watching them with binoculars.

Nine months ago, Stella had been taken aside and driven to the hospitd with five other girls after such a
meeting. They had al given blood and one, Nor Upjohn, had suffered other indignities she would not
describe, and afterward she had smelled like amildewed orange, awarning scent.

The girls made their formation, four long columns of fifty each. The counsdors did not try to stop them
from talking, and Stella saw that some of them—paossibly al—had turned off their nosies.

Will looked across the brown grass and gravel at thelines of girls. Hisbrows drew into anarrow straight
line and he seemed to be sucking on something sour. His matted hair was cut jagged and his cheeks
were hollow pits, asif he had lost some teeth. He looked older than the others, and tired. He looked
defeated.

“He'snot pretty, he'sugly ,” Fdlice said, and with a shrug turned her attention to the other boysthey had
not seen before. Stella had counted the new arrivals on the bus: fifty-three. She had to agree with Felice.
Whatever her memory of Strong Will, thisfellow was no one'sidea of agood deme partner.

“Y ou want to cloud withhim 7’ Celiaasked in disbelief.
“No,” Stellasaid, and looked away with a sharp pang of disappointment.
The woods were far away now for both of them.

“What's anything got to do with toad skin?’ Ellie asked nervoudly as the teachers started to shoo the
rows and columns toward each other.

“Crow ontheroad,” Felicereplied.
“What's that have to do with gpple feathers?’ Ellie riposted by reflex.

“Oh, just-KUK grow ,” Celiasaid. Her face wrinkled like adried peach in asudden despair of shyness.
“Grow big andhide me .

Thelines drew up before the concrete lunch tables and the boys were pushed to go and sit, three to one
sde, leaving the opposite side of each table empty.

“What'll we say?’ Ellie asked, hiding her eyes astheir turn approached.

“Samething wedwayssay,” Stellasaid. “Hello and how are you. And ask how their demes are growing
and what they're doing on the other side of the wire.”

“Harry, Harry, quite contrary,” Felice sang in an undertone, “how does your garden grow? Pubic hairs
and wanton stares, making the hormones flow.”

Ellietold her to shush. Miss Kantor walked in front of the rows from their barracks. “All right, girls,” she
sad. “You may tak, you may look. Y ou may not touch.”

But the nosies are turned off, Stellathought. The girls fanned out from the lines. Stellalooked up at the
cameras mounted on the long sted poles, swinging dowly right and |eft.

Elliesturn came and she ran off to join atable of boyswhom, asfar as Stella knew, she had never
vigted before. So much for shyness. Stellas turn came, and of course whatever she had thought earlier,



she moved toward the table where Will sat with two smaller boys.

Will hunched over thetable, looking at the old food stains. The two smdler and younger males watched
her approach with some interest and freckled each other. She thought she heard some under, difficult to
be sure at this distance, and Will looked up. He did not seem to recognize her.

Stelawasthe only girl to St at their table. She said hello to the two boys, and then focused on Will. Will
rested his cheeksin the pams of his hands. She could not see his patterns, though she saw his neck
darken.

“He'sin our barracks,” said the boy on the right, strong but short, Jason or James; the boy to the left of
Will was named Philip. Stellahad sat with Philip three weeks ago. He was pleasant enough, though she
had learned quickly she did not want to cloud with him. Neither Jasor/James nor Philip smelled right.
Shefreckled Philip abutterfly greeting, friendly but not open, meaning no offense, etc.

“Why did you st here?’ Philip asked with afrown. “ Doesn't somebody €l se want to St here?’

“| want to talk to him,” Stellasaid. She was not very good at dedling with the boys, but then few of the
girlswere. There were unspoken, unwritten rules, rules yet to be discovered, but thisway of doing things
was never going to make the rules any plainer.

“He doesn't talk much,” Jason/James said.
“Girlsplay games” Philip said resentfully.

“Nothing likehuman girls,” Will murmured, and looked up at her. The glance was brief, but Stella knew
he remembered their last meeting. “ They cut you like knives and you never know why.”

“Right,” Philip said. “Will lived among the savages.” Jasorn/James giggled at this, and made agesture of
tangled fingers Stella could not interpret.

“I passed,” Will said.
“Wasit thewoods?’ Stella asked, hope flickering like asmall ember.
“What?" he asked.

“They scrubbed him before he cameto our barracks,” Philip said, just being informative. “His skin was
red from soap.”

“Did you stay with your parents?” Will asked. He looked up and let her see his cheeks. They were
blank, dark and raw. Most of Will's neck and face were red and rough. Stellainhaed, only what was
polite under the circumstances, and could still smell the Lysol and soap on his skin and clothes.

“Only for afew days,” Stellasaid. “1 got sick.”

“I missed out on getting scabs,” Will said, touching between hisfingers. The SHEV A kidsreferred to the
disease that had killed so many of them as“scabs’ or “the ache.”

“We're going to another table,” Jason/James and Philip said, dmaost in unison.
“Y ou two should be done,” Philip added brusquely. “We can tell.”

Stellawanted to ask them to stay, but Will shrugged, so she shrugged aswdll. “They're breaking the
rules,” she said after they were gone.



“They can find atable with not enough boys,” Will suggested. “ They're making up rulesin the barracks.
Something about demes. What are demes?’

“Demesarefamilies” Stelasad. “New families. Weretrying to figure out what they'll look like when
we're grown up.”

Will looked directly at her once more, and Stellalooked away, then covered her own cheeks. “It
doesn't matter,” Will said. “I don't care.”

“I came over to say hello,” Stellasaid. He could not know what his words had meant to her. “Y ou must
have got away.” She watched him eagerly, hoping for hisstory.

“Weretalking human talk. Do you know the under and the over?’
“Yes” Stelasaid. “Do you spesk it the same way?’

“Not the way they do in the barracks,” Will admitted with atwitch of onearm. “Out ontheroad . . . It's
different. Stronger, faster.”

“Andinthewoods?” Stellaasked.
“Thereareno woods,” Will said, face crinkling asif she had spoken some obscenity.
“When you got away, where did you go?’

Will looked up at the sky. “1 can et lots here,” he said. “I'll get better, stronger, learn the smell, talk the
two tongues.” He baled up his hands and bounced them lightly on the table, then against each other,
thumb to thumb, asif playing agame. “Why are they letting us get together, boy-girl ?’

“I don't know. Sometimes they draw blood and ask questions.”

Will nodded.

“Do you know what they're doing?’ Stella asked.

“Not aclue,” Will sad. “They teach nothing, like dl the schools. Right?’

“We read some books and learn some skills. We can't cloud or scent or we're punished.”
Will smiled. “ Stupid blanks” he said.

Stellawinced. “Wetry not to cal them names.”

Will looked away.

“How long were you free?” Stella asked.

“They caught meaweek ago,” Will said. “I've lived on my own and with runaways and street kids.
Covered my cheekswith hennatattoos. Neck, too. Some human kids mark their facesto look like us,
but everyone knows. They aso claim to read thoughts and have better brains. Like they think we do.
They say it's coal, but their freckles don't move.”

Stella could see some brown il staining the raw patches on Will's face. “ How many of us are outside?’

“Not many,” Will said. “1 got turned in by ahuman for apack of cigarettes, even after | saved him from
getting beat up.” He shook hishead dowly. “It'sawful out there.”



Stella smelled Joanie nearby, under her signature mask of baby powder. Will straightened as the stout
young counselor approached.

“No one-on-one,” Stellaheard Joanie say. “Y ou know therules.”

“Theothersleft,” Stdlasaid, turning to explain, stopping only when Joanie gripped Stellas shoulder.
Touched and held, she refused to meet the counselor's eyes.

Will stood. “I'll go,” he said.

Then, speaking two streams at once, the over aflow of young gibberish, he said, “ See you, say hi to
Cory in Sx” (there was no Cory and no Six) and “keep it low, keep it topped, shop with pop, nay?’

Theunder:
“What do you know about a place caled Sandia?’

He mixed the streams so expertly that it took Stellaamoment to know he had delivered the question. To
Joanie, it probably sounded like adur in the gibberish.

Then, with atoss of hishand, as Joanieled Stellaaway, Will said, in one stream, “Find out, hey?’

Stellaweatched Ellie beled away to give blood. Ellie pretended it was no big dedl, but it was. Stella
wondered if it was because Ellie had attracted alot of boystoday, five at the table where she and Felice
had sat. Therest of the girls went to their late morning classrooms, where they were shown films about
the history of the United States, guysin wigs and women in big dresses, wagon trains, maps, alittle bit
about Indians.

Mitch had taught Stella about Indians. The film told them nothing important.

Fdicewas ditting in the aide next to her. “What's agreen bug got to do with anything?” she whispered,
making up for Ellie's absence.

Nobody answered. The game had gone sour. Thistime, being with the boys had hurt, and somehow
Stellaand the others knew it would only get worse. The time was coming when they would al need to
be |eft done, boys and girlstogether, to work things out for themselves.

Steladid not think the humanswould ever let that happen. They would be kept apart likeanimasina
zoo, forever.

“You're scenting,” Celiawarned in awhisper behind her. “Miss Kantor turned her nosey on.”
Stelladid not know how to stop. She could fedl the changes coming.

“You'redoing it, too,” Felice whispered to Cdlia.

“Damn,” Celiasaid, and rubbed behind her ears, eyeswide.

“Girls” MissKantor cdled from the front of the classroom. “Be quiet and watch thefilm.”
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Promptly at eleven, Kaye entered the Americol twentieth-floor conference room, Liz close behind.
Robert Jackson was dready in the room. His hair had turned salt and pepper over the years but
otherwise he had not matured much either in behavior or appearance. He was still handsome, skin pale
to the point of blueness, with a sharply defined nose and chin and aglossy five o'clock shadow. His
quartzlike eyes, dark gray, bored into Kaye whenever they met, occasions shetried to keepto a
minimum.

Angled on either side of Jackson at the corner position he favored were two of his postdocs—research
internsfrom Corndll and Harvard, in their late twenties, compact fellows with dark brown hair and the
nervous aoofness of youth.

“Margewill be herein afew minutes” Jackson told Kaye, briefly half-standing.

He had never forgiven her an awkward moment in the early days of SHEV A, sixteen years ago, when it
seemed that Marge and Kaye had ganged up on him. Jackson had won that round in the long run, but
grudges came naturdly to him. He was as passionate about office politics and the socid side of research
as he was about science as an ideal and an abstraction.

With so0 keen a sense of the socia, Kaye wondered why Jackson had been other than brilliant in
genetics. To Kaye, the processes behind both were much the same; to Jackson, that ideawas heresy of
adisgugting magnitude.

The representatives from three other research divisons had aso arrived before Kaye and Liz. Two men
and onewoman, dl in their late forties, bowed their heads as they pored over touch tablets, getting
through the perpetua network-enabled tasks of their day. They did not look up as Kaye entered, though
most of them had met her and conversed with her at Americol mixers and Christmas parties.

Kaye and Liz sat with their backs to along window that |ooked out over downtown Baltimore. Kaye
felt abreeze go up her back from afloor vent. Jackson had taken pole position, leaving Liz and Kaye
with theair conditioning.

Marge Cross entered, aone for once. She seemed subdued. Crosswasin her middle sixties, portly, her
short-cut, scraggly hair brilliantly hennaed, her face jowly, her neck alandscape of hanging wrinkles. She
possessed avoice that could carry across a crowded conference hall, yet carried herself with the poise
of aballet dancer, dressed in carefully tailored pant suits, and somehow could charm the butterflies out
of the skies. It was difficult to know when she did not like what she was hearing. Like arhino, Cross
was said to be at her most dangerous when she was till and quiet.

The CEO of Americol and Eurocol had grown stouter and more beefy-faced over the years, but till
walked with graceful confidence. “Let the gamesbegin,” she said, her voice mellow as she made her
way to the window. Liz moved her chair as Cross passed.

“You didn't bring your lance, Kaye,” Jackson said.

“Behave, Robert,” Crosswarned. She sat beside Liz and folded her hands on the table. Jackson
managed to look both properly chastened and amused by the jabbing familiarity.

“We're here to judge the success so far of our attemptsto restrict legacy viruses,” Cross began. “We
refer to them genericaly as ERV —endogenous retroviruses. We've aso been concerned with their close
relations, transgenes, trangposons, retrotransposons, LINE eements, and what have you—al mohile
elements, al jumping genes. Let's not confuse our ERV with someone e se's ERV—equine rhinovirus,
for example, orecotropic recombinant retrovirus , or, something weve al experienced in these
sessions, asudden loss of expiratory reserve volume .”



Polite smilesaround theroom. A little shuffling of feet.

Cross cleared her throat. “We certainly wouldn't want to confuse anybody,” she said, her voice
dropping an octave. Most of the time, it hovered between a quavering soprano and amellow ato. Many
had compared her to Julia Child, but the comparison was surface only, and with age and hennaed hair,
Cross had gone well beyond Juliaand into her own stratospheric realm of uniqueness. “1've looked over
the team reports from our vaccine project, and of course the chimpanzee and mouse ERV knockout
projects. Dr. Jackson's report was very long. Also, I've looked over the research reviews and audits
from thefertility and generd immunology groups.” Crosss arthritis was bothering her; Kaye could tell
from the way she massaged the swollen knuckles on her hands. “ The consensusis, we seem to have
failed a everything we set out to do. But we're not here for a postmortem. We need to decide how to
proceed from where we are at this moment. So. Where are we?”’

Glum silence. Kaye stared straight ahead, trying to keep from biting her lip.

“Usudly, wetossacoin and let thewinner start. But we're dl familiar with this debate, up to apoint, and
| think it's time we begin with some probing questions. I'll choose who goesfirgt. All right?’

“Fine” Jackson said nonchdantly, lifting his hands from the tabletop.
“Fine,” Kaye echoed.
“Good. Wedl agreeit sucks,” Crosssaid. “Dr. Nilson, please begin.”

Lars Nilson, amiddle-aged man with round glasses, had won a Nobel twenty years ago for hisresearch
in cytokines. He had once been heavily involved in Americol's attempts to resolve retrovira issuesin
xenotrangplants—the trangplanting of anima tissues into human recipients—a prospect that had come to
adrastic halt with the appearance of SHEV A and the case of Mrs. Rhine. He had since been reassigned
to generd immunology.

Nilson peered around the room with awry expression, looking to Kaye like agray and disconsolate
pixie. “1 presume I'm expected to speak first out of some notion of Nobel oblige or something more
awful ill, like seniority.”

A smdll, very dim ederly manin agray suit and yarmulke entered the room and looked around through
friendly, crinkled brown eyes, hisface wreathed in aperpetud smile. “Don't mind me,” he said, and took
achair inthefar corner, crossng hislegs. “Larsisno longer senior,” he added quietly.

“Thank you, Maurie,” Nilson said. “Glad you could makeit.” Maurie Herskovitz was another of Crosss
Nobel laureates, and perhaps the most honored biologist working a Americol. His specidty was loosdy
labeled “genomic complexity”; he now functioned as aroving researcher. Kaye was startled and alittle
unnerved by his presence. Despite his smile—Dbuilt-in, she suspected, like a dolphin's—Herskovitz was
known to be ademanding tyrant in the lab. She had never seen him in person.

Cross folded her arms and breathed loudly through her nose. “Let'smove on,” she suggested.

Nilson looked to hisright. “ Dr. Jackson, your SHEV A vaccines have unexpected side effects. When

you work to block transmission of ERV particles between cellsin tissue, you kill the experimental animals
—apparently in part because of amassve overreaction of their innate immune syssem—whether they be
mice, pigs, or monkeys. That seems counterintuitive. Can you explain?’

“We bdieve our effortsinterfere with or mimic some essentia processes involving the breakdown of
pathogenic messenger RNA in somatic cells. The cells seem to interpret our vaccines as a byproduct of



the appearance of vird RNA, and stop all transcription and trandation. They die, apparently to protect
other cdlsfrominfection.”

“I understand there may aso be a problem with shutting down function of transposasesin T cells”
Nilson continued. “RAG1 and RAG2 are apparently affected by nearly al the candidate vaccines.”

“Asl said, we're dill tracking that connection,” Jackson said smoothly.
“Most expression of ERVsdoesnt trigger cell suicide,” Nilson said.

Jackson nodded. “It's acomplicated process,” he said. “Like many pathogens, some retroviruses have
developed a cloaking ability and can avoid cell defenses.”

“So themodd that all viruses are interlopers or invaders may not apply in these cases?’

Jackson vehemently disagreed. Hisargument wasrigidly traditiona: DNA in the genome was atightly
congtrained and efficient blueprint. Viruses were smply parasites and hangers-on, causing disorder and
disease but, in rareinstances, also creating useful novelty. He explained that putting vira promotersin
front of anecessary cellular gene could cause more of that gene's products to be manufactured at akey
moment in the cdl's history. More rarely, within germ cells—egg or sperm progenitors—they might land,
randomly, in such away asto cause phenotypic or developmentd variation in the offspring. “But to call
any such activity orderly, part of some cellular reaction to the environment, isridiculous. Viruses have no
awareness of their actions, nor are the cdlls specifically activating viruses for some wonderful purpose.
That has been obvious for more than a century.”

“Kaye? Do viruses know what they're doing?’ Cross asked, turning in her chair.

“No,” Kaye sad. “They're nodesin adistributed network. Greater purpose as such lieswith the
network, not the node; and not even the network can be described as self-aware or deliberately
purposeful, in the sense that Dr. Jackson has purpose.”

Jackson amiled.

Kayewent on. “All viruses appear to be descendants, directly or indirectly, of mobile elements. They
did not pop up from outside; they broke free from inside, or evolved to carry genes and other
information between cells and between organisms. Retroviruseslike HIV in particular seem closely
related to retrotrangposons and ERV in the cdlls of many organisms. They al use similar genetic tools.”

“So afluvirus, with eight genes, is derived from aretrotrangposon or retrovirus with two or three
genes?’ Nilson asked with some disdain. His brows dropped into a puzzled and stormy expression at
this patent absurdity.

“Ultimatdly, yes,” Kaye said. “Gaining or mutating genes, or losing them, is mediated by necessity. A
virus entering anew and unfamiliar host might take up and incorporate useful genes found within the host
cdl, butit'snot easy. Most of thevirusessmply fail to replicate.”

“They go in, hoping for ahandout at the gene table?’ Jackson asked. “ That's what Dr. Howard Urnovitz
believed, isn't it? Vaccinationsled to HIV, Gulf War Syndrome, and every other iliness known to
modern man?’

“Dr. Urnovitz's views seem closer to yoursthan to mine,” Kayereplied evenly.

“That was more than twenty years ago,” Cross said, yawning. “ Ancient history. Move on.”



“We know many viruses can incorporate genesfrom ERVS,” Kaye said. “Herpes, for example.”

“Theimplications of that processarenot at all clear,” Jackson said, a rather weak-kneed response,
Kayethought.

“I'm sorry, but it amply isnot controversid,” she perssted. “We know that ishow Shiver aroseindl its
variety, and that ishow the virus mutated that gave our children lethal HFMD. It picked up endogenous
vira genesfound only in non-SHEVA individuads.”

Jackson conceded these points. “ Some of our children,” he amended quietly. “But I'm willing to concede
that viruses may be enemiesfrom within. All the more reason to eradicate them.”

“Jugenemies 7’ Cross asked. She propped her chinin one palm, and looked up at Jackson from
beneath her bushy eyebrows.

“I did say ‘enemies’ not handmaids or subcontractors,” Jackson said. “ Jumping genes cause problems.
They are rogues, not handmaids. We know that. When they're active, they produce genetic defects.
They activate oncogenes. They'reimplicated in multiple sclerosis and in schizophrenia, in leukemiaand
al manner of cancers. They cause or exacerbate autoimmune diseases. However long they canlie
dormant in our genes, they're part of a panoply of ancient plagues. Viruses are acurse. That some are
now tame enough to get by without causing their hosts mgjor damage isjust the way disease evolution
works. We know that HIV retroviruses mutated and jumped from one primate species to another, to us.
In chimps, the HIV precursor evolved to be neutral, a genetic burden and little more. In us, the mutation
proved to be highly immunosuppressive and lethd. SHEVA islittle different. The ERV we arefighting
areamply not useful to the organism in any fundamenta way.”

Kayefdt asif she had traveled back in time, asif thirty years of research had never happened. Jackson
had refused to change despite massive strides; he smply ignored what he could not believein. And he
was not aone. The number of papers produced each year in virology aone could fill the entire meeting
room. To thisday, most such papers stuck to adisease modd for both viruses and mobile e ements.

Jackson felt safely enclosed by thick walls of tradition, away from Kaye's mad, howling winds.

Cross turned to the sole woman on the review committee, Sharon Morgenstern. Morgenstern
gpecidized infertility research and developmenta biology. A nervous- ooking, thin woman, reputedly a
spingter, with awithdrawn chin, prominent teeth, wispy blonde hair, and a soft North Carolina accent,
she dso chaired the Americal jury that approved papers before they were submitted to the journals—
in-house peer review set up in part to quash publications that might reveal corporate secrets. “ Sharon?
Any questions while were jumping up and down on Robert?’

“Y our test animals, when given candidate vaccines, have aso been known to suffer the loss or reduction
of key sexud characteristics,” Morgenstern began. “That seems exceptionaly odd. How do you planto
get around those problems?’

“We have noticed reduction of certain minor sexua charactersin baboons,” Jackson said. “ That may
have no relevance to human subjects.”

Nilson moved in once more, ignoring Morgenstern'sirritated expression.Let the woman finish, Kaye
thought, but said nothing.

“Dr. Jackson's vaccine could be of immense importance in our attemptsto neutralize virusesin
xenotrangplant tissues,” Nilson said. “Dr. Rafelson's endeavors dso hold tremendous promise—to
knock out al ERV genesin these tissues has been one of our holy grailsfor at least fifteen years. To say



we're disappointed by these failuresis an understatement.” Nilson shifted in his seat and referred to his
notes by leaning over sSdeways and looking through the edge of his glasses, like a bird examining a seed.
“I'd like to ask some questions about why Dr. Jackson's vaccinesfail.”

“The vaccines do not fail. The organismsfail,” Jackson said. “ The vaccines succeed. They block
intercdlular transmisson of dl ERV particles”

Nilson smiled broadly. “ All right. Why do theorganisms fail, time after time? And, in particular, why do
they become gterileif you're blocking or otherwise frustrating aviral load—all the disease-causing
elementswithin their genomes? Shouldn't they experience aburst of energy and productivity?’

Jackson asked that the overhead projector be lowered. Liz sighed. Kaye kicked her gently under the
table.

Jackson's presentation was classic. Within three minutes, he had used nine acronyms and Six made-up
scientific termswith which Kaye was unfamiliar, without defining any of them; he had entangled them dll
in an ingenious map of pathways and byproducts and some deep evolutionary suppositions that had
never been demonstrated outsde atest tube. When he was on the defensive, Jackson invariably

reverted to tightly controlledin vitro demongtrations using the tumor cell culturesfavored for lab
research. All the experiments he cited had been tightly designed and controlled and had, al too often, led
to predicted results.

Marge Cross gave him five minutes. Jackson noticed her impatience and drew his Sidebar to aclose.
“It'sobviousthat ERV's have devised ways to worm themsalves into the machinery of their host's
genome. We know of many ingtances in nature where trying to remove aparasite can kill ahogt. It's
even likely they've created safeguards against remova —pseudogenes, multiple copies, disguised or
compressed copiesthat can be reassembled later, methylation to prevent restriction enzyme activity, al
sorts of clever tricks. But the prime proof of the malevolent nature of al retroviruses, even the so-called
benevolent or benign, iswhat HIV and SHEV A have doneto our society.”

Kaye looked up from her notes.

“We have ageneration of children who can't fit in,” Jackson continued, “who arouse hatred and
suspicion, and whose so-called adaptive characteristics—randomly invoked from apanoply of possible
digtortions—only cause them distress. Viruses cause us grievous harm. Given time, our group will
overcome these unfortunate delays and iminate dl virusesfrom our lives. Genomic viruseswill be
nightmares from arough and nasty past.”

“Isthat aconcluson?’ Cross asked without |etting Jackson's dramatic effect snk in.
“No,” Jackson said, leaning back in his chair. “ Something of an outburgt. | apologize.”
Crosslooked at the questioners. “ Satisfied?’ she asked.

“No,” Nilson said, once again with that special Olympian frown Kaye had only seenin older mae
scientists, winners of Nobd prizes. “But | have aquestion for Dr. Rafelson.”

“Lars can always be relied upon to keep these sessonslively,” Crosssaid.
“I'm hoping Dr. Nilson will ask equally probing questions of Kaye,” Jackson said.

“Count onit,” Nilson said dryly. “Weredize how difficult it isto work with early-stage embryosin
mammals, mice for example, and how much more difficult it isto work with primatesand smians. Asfar
as | have been ableto review, your lab techniques have been creative and skilled.”



“Thank you,” Kaye said.

Nilson waved this off with another frown. “We aso know that there are many waysin which embryos
and their hogts, their mothers, work together to prevent rejection of the paternal components of
embryonic tissues. Isnt it possible that by removing known ERVsin chimpanzee embryos, you have dso
shut down genes crucid to these other protective functions? | am thinking in particular of FasL, triggered
by CRH, corticotropin releasing hormone, in the pregnant female. FasL. causes cell death in materna
lymphocytes asthey movein to attack the embryo. It is essentid to getting born.”

“Fasl isunaffected by our work,” Kaye said. “Dr. Elizabeth Cantrera, my colleague, spent ayear
proving that FasL. and al other known protective genes remain intact and active after we knock out
ERVs. Infact, we're tracking the possibility now that aLINE eement transactivated by the pregnancy
hormonein fact regulates FasL..”

“| do not seethat in your references,” Nilson said.

“We published three papersinPNAS. ” Kaye gave him the citations, and Nilson patiently wrote them
down. “The immunosuppressive function of particles derived from endogenous retrovirusesis
indisputably part of an embryo's protective armament. We've proven that over and over.”

“I'm concerned in particular about evidence that adrop in corticotropin releasing hormone after
pregnancy induces rapid expresson of ERV responsiblefor triggering arthritis and multiple scleross”
Nilson said. “The ERV inthis case are reacting to a sharpdrop in hormones, not arise, and they appear
to cause disease”

“Interesting,” Crosssaid. “Dr. Rafelson?”’

“It'sareasonable hypothesis. Thetriggering of autoimmune disorders by ERV isarich areafor research.
Such expression could be regulated by stress-related hormones, and that would explain the role such
hormones—and stressin generd —play in such disorders.”

“Thenwhichisit, Dr. Rafelson?’ Nilson asked, his eyes sharp upon her. “ Good virus, or bad virus?’

“Like everything else in nature, one or the other or even both, depending on the circumstances,” Kaye
sad. “Pregnancy isatough time for both the infant and the mother.”

Crossturned to Sharon Morgensgtern. “ Dr. Morgenstern showed me some of her questions earlier,” she
sad. “They are cogent. They arein fact excdlent.”

Morgenstern leaned forward and looked a Kaye and Liz. “I will state up front that although | often
agree with Dr. Nilson, | do not find Dr. Rafelson's |aboratory procedures free from bias or error. |
suspect that Dr. Rafelson came here to prove that something couldnot be done, not that itcould be
done. And now we are supposed to believe that she has proven that embryos cannot proceed to live
birth, or even grow to pubescence, without afull complement of old virusesin their genes. In short,
working backwards, sheistrying to prove a controversia theory of virus-based evolution that could
conceivably eevate the socid status of her own daughter. | am suspicious when such strong emotiona
motivationsareinvolved in ascientist'swork.”

“Do you have a specific criticism?’ Cross asked mildly.

“A number of them, actudly,” Morgenstern said. Liz handed Kaye anote. Kaye looked over the quickly
scrawled message. Morgenstern published twenty papers with Jackson over the last five years.
She's his contact on the Americol jury.



Kaye looked up and stuffed the note in her coat's Side pocket.
“My firg doubt—,” Morgenstern continued.

Thiswas the true beginning of the frontal assault. All that had come before was just the softening up.
Kaye swallowed and tried to relax her neck muscles. She thought of Stellg, far across the continent,
wasting her timein aschool run by bigots. And Mitch, driving to rgjoin an old lover and colleague on a
dig inthe middle of nowhere.

For one very bad moment, Kaye felt she was about to lose everything, al a once. But she drew herself
up, caught Crosss gaze, and focused on Morgenstern's stream of precisaly phrased, mind-numbing
technicdlities

20
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They had |eft the dirt road twenty minutes ago and Mitch gtill had not seen anything compdlling. The
game was beginning to wear. He dammed on the brakes and the old truck creaked on its shocks,
swayed for amoment, then stalled out. He opened the door and mopped his forehead with a paper
towel from theroll he kept under hisfront seat, dong with a squeegee to remove mud.

Dust billowed around them until astray draft between narrow rills spirited it away.

“I giveup,” Mitch said, walking back to stare into Eileen'swindow. “What am | supposed to be looking
for?’

“Let'ssay theresariver here.”

“Haan't been onefor afew centuries, by the looks of things.”

“Three thousand years, actudly. Let's go back even further—say, more than ten thousand years.”
“How much more?’

Eileen shrugged and made an “I'm not telling” face.

Mitch groaned, remembering al the troubles that came with ancient graves.

Eileen watched his reaction with aweary sadnessthat he could not riddle. “Where would you set up
some sort of long-term fishing camp, say, during the fall sdlmon run? A camp you could come back to,
year after year?’

“On hard ground above theriver, not too far.”

“And what do you see around here?’ Eileen asked.

Mitch scanned the territory again. “Mostly mudstone and week terraces. Some lava.”
“Ashfdl?’

“Yeah. Lookssolid. | wouldn't want to dig it out.”

“Exactly,” Eileen said. “Imagine an ash fdl big enough to cover everything for hundreds of miles.”



“Broken flats of ash. That would have to be above thisbed, of course. Theriver would have worn
through.”

“Now, how would an archaeologigt find something interesting in al that confuson?’
Hefrowned at her. “ Something trapped by ash?’

Eileen nodded encouragement.

“Animals? People?”’

“What do you think?" Eileen peered through the dusty windshield of the Tahoe. She looked sadder and
sadder, asif reliving an ancient tragedy.

“People, of course,” Mitch said. “A camp. A fishing camp. Covered by ash.” He shook his head, then
mockingly smacked his forehead, Such a dummy.

“I'm precticaly giving it away,” Eileen said.

Mitch turned east. He could see the dark gray-and-white layers of the old ash fall, buried under ten feet
of sediments and now topped by abroken wall of pines. The ash layer looked at |east four feet thick,
mottled and striated. He imagined walking over to the cut and fingering the ash. Compacted by many
seasons of rain, held in place by acap of dirt and silt, it would be rock hard at firgt, but ultimately
frangible, turning to powder if he hit it vigoroudy with apick.

Bigfdl, along time ago. Ten thousand and more years.

He looked north again, up awash and away from the broad mud and gravel bed of the long-dead river,
spotted with hardy brush and trees, a course now cut off even from snow melt and flash floods.
Undisturbed by heavy erosion for a couple of thousand years.

“This used to be a pretty good oxbow, 1'd say. Even in the Spent River heyday, thered have been
shalows where you could walk across and spear fish. Y ou could have set up awelr in that hollow,
under that boulder.” He pointed to abig boulder mostly buried in old slt and ash.

Eileen smiled and nodded. “Keep going.”

Mitch tapped hislipswith hisfinger. He circled the Tahoe, waving his arms, making swooshing sounds,
kicking thedirt, sniffing the air.

Eileen laughed and dapped her knees. “| needed that,” she said.

“Wadll, shucks,” Mitch said humbly. “If I'm tapping into mystic spirits, | got to act the part.” Hefixed his
gaze on agap that led to higher ground, above the ash. His head leaned to one side and he shook out his
bad arm, which was starting to ache. He got the look of a hound on the scent. Eyes sweeping the rough
ground, he walked up the wash and climbed around the boul der.

Eileenydled, “Wait up!”
“Noway,” Mitch called back. “I'm onit.”
And hewas.

He spotted the camp ten minuteslater. Eileen came up beside him, breathless. On aleve plateau only
thinly forested, marked by patches of gray where the deep ash layer had been exposed by erosion, he



saw twelve low-dung, light-wegther tents covered with netting, dead branches, and bushes uprooted
from around the site. A pair of old Land Rovers had been parked together and disguised asalarge
boulder.

Mitch had taken a seet on arock, staring glumly at the tents and vehicles. “Why the camouflage?’ he
asked.

“Satellites or remoters doing searches for the BLM and Army Corps, protecting Indian rights under
NAGPRA,” Eileen said. Federd interpretation of the complaints of certain Indian groups, citing
NAGPRA —the Native American Graves Protection Act—had been the nemesis of American
archaeologigtsfor amost twenty years.

“Oh,” Mitch said. “Why take the chance? Do we need that now? Having the feds cover your dig with
concrete?’ That was how the Army Corps of Engineers had protected Mitch's dig against further
intrusion, more than alifetime ago, it seemed now. He waved his hand at the site and made aface. “Not
very smart, staying hidden like this, hoping to avoid the Big Boys.”

“Isn't that what you did?" Eileen asked.
Mitch snorted with little humor. “It'safair cop,” he admitted.

“These are not rationd times,” Eileen said. “Y ou'll understand soon enough. Don't we dl need to know
what it means to be human? Now more than ever? How we got to where we are, and what's going to
comelater?’

“What are afew old Indian bones going to tell usthat we don't dready know?” Mitch asked, feeling his
sense of discovery start to sputter and stall.

“Would | have cdlled you out hereiif that was al we had a stake?’ Eileen said. *Y ou know me better
than that, Mitch Rafelson. | hope you do.”

Mitch wiped his hand on his pantsleg and |ooked over his shoulder at the long fan of thewash. They
had climbed about twenty feet, but he could till see evidence of ancient bank erosion. “Big river, way
back when,” he said.

“It was smdler a thetime of our Site,” Eileen said. “ Just abroad, shalow stream filled with samon.
Bears used to come down and fish. One of my students found an old mae on the other side. Killed by
an early phase of the ash fdl, stage one of the eruption.”

“How long ago?’ Mitch asked.

“Twenty thousand years, we're estimating. Ash gives agood potassum-argon result. Were il refining
with carbon dating.”

“Something more than just adead grizzly?’

Eileen nodded like alittle girl confirming that there were, indeed, more dollsin her room. “ The bear was
female. She was missing her skull. It had been cut off, the bones hacked through with stone axes.”

“Twenty thousand years ago?’

“Y eah. So my student crossed the Spent River and started looking at other reveds. Just killing time until
the Land Rover cameto pick her up. Shefound an eroded layer of high-glicaash, right down there,
about fifty meters from where the camp isnow.” Eileen pointed. “ She dmost stepped on ahuman toe



bone mixed with some gravel. Nothing spectacular, redlly. But she tracked down where it had
wesethered out, and she found more.”

“Twenty thousand years,” Mitch said, still incredulous.
“That isn't the hdf of it,” Eileen sad.

Mitch took ahuge leap of supposition and bent backwards, then did alittle dip of disbelief. “Y ou are not
suggesting . . "

Eileen ared at him keenly.
“Y oufoundNeandertals 7’

Eileen shook her head, a strong no,then rewarded him with ateary-eyed smile that gave some hint of the
distress she had gone through, & night, lying awake and thinking things over.

Mitch let out his breath. “What, then?’

“| don't want to be coy,” she said primly, and took his hand. “But you're not nearly crazy enough. Come
on, Mitch. Let'sgo meet thegirls.”
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M orgenstern's questions were spot on and difficult to answer. Kaye had done her best, but she felt she
had goofed afew of her responses rather badly. Shefelt like amousein aroom full of cats. Jackson
appeared more and more confident.

“Thefertility group concludesthat Kaye Rafelson is not the proper individud to continue researchin
ERV knock outs,” Morgenstern concluded. “ She has obvious bias. Her work is suspect.”

A moment of slence. The accusation was not rebutted; everyone was considering their options and the
map of the political minefied around them.

“All right,” Crosssaid, her face as serene asababy's. “| till don't know where we stand. Should we
continue to fund vaccines? Should we continue to look for waysto create organismswithout any vira
load?’ Nobody answered. “Lars?’ Crossinquired.

Nilson shook his head. “I am perplexed by Dr. Morgenstern's statements. Dr. Rafel son's work looks
impressveto me.” He shrugged. “1 know for afact that human embryosimplant in their mothers wombs
withthead of old vird genes. Dr. Morgengtern is undoubtedly familiar with this, probably morethan |.”

“Very familiar,” Morgengtern said confidently. “ Utilization of endogenous vird syncytin genesin Smian
development isinteresting, but | can quote dozens of papers proving thereis no rhyme or reason to this
random occurrence. There are even more remarkabl e coincidencesin the long history of evolution.”

“And the Temin modd of vird contributionsto the genome?’
“Brilliant, old, long since disproved.”

Nilson pushed his scattered notes and papersinto a stack, squared them, and thumped them lightly on
thetabletop. “All my life,” hesaid, “1 have cometo regard the basic principles of biology as tantamount
to an act of faith.Credo, this| believe: that the chain of ingtruction arising from DNA to RNA to proteins



never reverses. The Centrd Dogma. McClintock and Temin and Baltimore, anong many others, proved
the Central Dogmato be wrong, demonstrating that genes can produce products that insert copies of
themsalves, that retroviruses can write themselvesto DNA as proviruses and stay there for many millions
of years.”

Kaye saw Jackson regarding her with his sharp gray eyes. He tapped his pencil silently. They both knew
Nilson was grandstanding and that this would not impress Cross.

“Forty years ago, we missed the boat,” Nilson continued. “1 was one of those who opposed Temin's
idess. It took us yearsto recognize the potentia of retrovirusesto wreak havoc, and when HIV arrived,
we were unprepared. We did not have acrazy, creative bouquet of theoriesto choose from; we had
killed them dl, or ignored them, much the same. Tens of millions of our patients suffered for our own
stubborn pride. Howard Temin wasright;| waswrong.”

“I would not cadl it faith, I'd call it process and reason,” Jackson interrupted, tapping his pencil harder.
“It'skept us from making even more horrible blunders, like Lysenko.”

Nilson was having none of this. “Ah, get thee behind me, Lysenko! Faith, reason, dogma, all add up to
stubborn ignorance. Thirty years before that, we had missed the boat with Barbara M cClintock and her
jumping genes. And how many others? How many discouraged postdocs and interns and researchers? It
was prideful, | see now, to hide our weaknesses and spite our fundamentalist enemies. We asserted our
infalibility before school boards, poaliticians, corporations, investors, patients, whomever we thought
might challenge us. We were arrogant. We weremen , Ms. Cross. Biology was an incredible and
archaic patriarchy with many of the aspects of an old boy network: secret Signs, passwords, rituals of
indoctrination. We held down, for atime at least, some of our best and brightest. No excuses. And once
again wefailed to see the coming juggernaut. HIV rolled over us, and then SHEV A rolled over us. It
turned out we knew nothing whatsoever about sex and evolutionary variation,nothing. Y et some of us
il act asif weknow it dl. We attempt to assess blame and escape our failures. Well, wehave failed.
We havefailed to see the truth. These reports sum up our failure.”

Cross seemed bemused. “Thank you, Lars. Heartfelt, I'm sure. But | <till want to know, where do we go
from here? ” She hammered her fist on the table with each emphatic word.

Stll stuck in hischair inthefar corner, pushed back from the table, wearing histrademark gray jacket
and yarmulke, Maurie Herskovitz raised his hand. “I think we have a clear-cut problemin
epistemology,” he said.

Cross squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the bridge of her nose. “Oh, please, Maurie, anything butthat

“Hear me out, Marge. Dr. Jackson tried to create a positive, avaccine against SHEV A and other ERV.
Hefailed. If, as Dr. Morgenstern accuses, Dr. Rafel son came to Americol to demongtrate that no babies
would be born if we suppressed their genomic viruses, she has made her point. None have been born.
Regardless of her motivations, her work isthorough. It is scientific. Dr. Jackson continuesto put forth an
hypothesisthat the results of his labors seem to have disproved.”

“Maurie,where do we go from here? ” Cross repeated, her cheeks pinking.

Herskovitz lifted hishands. “If | could, | would put Dr. Rafelson in charge of vira research at Americol.
But that would only be to curse her with more managerid duties and lesstimein the laboratory. So, |
would give her what she needs to conduct her research on her own terms, and let Dr. Jackson focus on
what heis best suited for.” He peered happily at Jackson. “ Administration. Marge, you and | can make
sure hedoesit right.” Herskovitz then looked at everyone around the room, trying hard to appear



serious.
The faces at the table were stony.

Jackson's skin had turned a bluish shade of ivory. Kaye worried for a second that he might be on the
verge of aheart attack. Heticked his pen in a brisk shave-and-a-haircut-two-hits. “I welcome, as
aways, Dr. Nilson'sand Dr. Herskovitz's opinions. But | don't think Americol wants awoman who may
be losing her mind in charge of this particular area of research.”

Crossleaned back asif caught in acold wind. Morgenstern's watery gaze finally settled on Jackson with
an dtitude of dread expectancy.

“Dr. Rafelson, last night you spent some hours with our chief radiologist in theimaging lab. | noticed the
billing request when | was picking up results from radiology thismorning. | asked whet the billing was
for, and | wastold that you were looking for God.”

Kaye managed to hold on to her pencil and not let it drop to the floor. Sowly, she brought her hands up
to the tabletop. “1 was having an unusual experience,” she said. “I wanted to find out what the cause
might be.”

“Youtold the radiologist you felt God was insde your head. Y ou had been having these experiences for
sometime, ever sncetheremova of your daughter by Emergency Action.”

“Yes” Kayesad.
“Seeing God?’
“I've been experiencing certain psychologicd states,” Kaye said.

“Oh, come on, we've just been lectured by Dr. Nilson about truth and honesty. Will you deny your God
threetimes, Dr. Rafelson?’

“What happened was private and has no influence on my work. | am appalled that it should be brought
up a thismesting.”

“None of thisisrelevant? Other than the expense, some seven thousand dollars of unauthorized tests?’
Liz seemed thunderstruck.
“I'mwilling to pay for that,” Kaye said.

Jackson lifted a paper-clipped set of invoicesand rippled it inthe air. “1 see no evidence of your picking
up thebill.”

Crosss cadm ook was replaced by indignant irritation—but at whom, Kaye could not tell. “Isthistrue?’
Kaye sammered, “It isa persond State of mind, of scientific interest. Almost haf—"

“Wherewill you find God next, Kaye?’ Jackson asked. “1n your cunning viruses, shuffling around like
holy ratchets, obeying rules only you can understand, explaining everything you can't? If God was my
mentor, I'd be thrilled, it would al be so easy, but | am lessfortunate. | haveto rely onreason . Still, itis
an honor to work with someone who can smply ask ahigher authority where truth waitsto be
discovered.”

“Astonishing,” Nilson said. In the corner, Herskovitz sat up. His smile gppeared cut in plaster.



“Itisnot likethat,” Kaye said.
“That's enough, Robert,” Crosssaid.

Jackson had not moved since beginning his accusation. He sat haf-dumped in hischair. “None of uscan
afford to give up our scientific principles,” he sad. “Especidly not now.”

Cross stood abruptly. Nilson and Morgenstern looked at Jackson, then at Cross, and got to thelr feet,
pushing back their chairs.

“l havewhat | need,” Cross said.

“Dr. Rafelson, is God behind evolution?’ Jackson called out. “ Does he hold all the answers, does he
jerk usaround like puppets on astring?’

“No,” Kaye said, eyes unfocused.
“Areyou redly sure, now, in away none of the rest of us can be, with yourspecial knowledge 7’

“Robert, that isenough!” Cross roared. Seldom had any of them heard Cross when she was angry, and
her voice was painful inits crackling intengity. Shelet the stack of papersin her hands dip back to the
table and spill onto the floor. She glared at Jackson, then shook her fists at the celling. “ Absolutely
unbelievablel”

“Agtonishing,” Nilson repested, much quieter.

“I gpologize,” Jackson said, not at al chastened. His color had returned. He looked vigorous and
hedithy.

“Thisisover,” Cross declared. “Everyone go home. Now.”

Liz helped Kaye from the room. Jackson did not deign to look at them asthey |eft.

“What in hell isgoing on?’ Liz asked Kaye in an undertone as they walked toward the elevator.
“I'mfine” Kayesad.

“What in hell was La Robert on about?’

Kaye did not know where to begin.
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Eileen escorted Mitch down the dope on a crude stairway made of boards hammered into the dirt. As
they walked through a copse of pines and up ashort embankment, gaining acloser view of the camp,
Mitch saw that alarge excavation of about ten thousand square feet, L-shaped and covered by two
joined Quonset huts, had been hidden by brush arranged over netting. From the air, the entire site would
be little more than asmudge in the landscape.

“Thislookslike aterrorist base, Eileen. How do you concedl the heat sgnature?’ he asked haf-serioudy.

“It'sgoing to terrorize North American anthropology,” Eileen said. “That'sfor sure.”



“Now you're scaring me,” Mitch said. “Do | haveto sign an NDA or something?’
“I trust you,” Eileen said. Sherested ahand on his shoulder.

“Show me now, Eileen, or just let me go home.”

“Whereis home?’ she asked.

“My truck,” Mitch said.

“That hegp?’

Mitch mockingly implored forgiveness with his broad-fingered hands.

Eileen asked, “Do you believe in providence?’

“No,” Mitch said. “1 believein what | see with my eyes.”

“That may take awhile. Wereinto high-tech survey for now. We haven't actudly pulled up the
specimens. We have abenefactor. He's spending lots of money to help us. | think you've heard of him.
Herés his point man now.”

Mitch saw atent flap open about fifty feet away. A lean, red-headed figure poked out, stood, and
brushed dust from his hands. He shaded his eyes and looked around, then spotted the pair on the bluff
and lifted hischinin greeting. Eileen waved.

Oliver Merton jogged toward them across the pale, rugged ground.

Merton was the science journalist who had dogged Kaye's career and footsteps during the SHEVA
discoveries. Mitch had never been sure whether to look on Merton as afriend or an opportunist or just
adamned finejournaist. He was probably al three.

“Mitch!” Merton cdled. “How grand to seeyou again!”

Merton stuck out hishand. Mitch shook it firmly. The writer's hand was warm and dry and confident.
“My god, al Eileen told me was she was going to fetch someone with experience. How absolutely,
bloody appropriate. Mr. Daney will be ddighted.”

“Y ou dways seem to get there ahead of me,” Mitch said.

Merton shaded his eyes againg the sun. “They're having akind of mid-afternoon powwow, if that's the
right word, back in the tents. Bit of aknockdown, redlly. Eileen, | think they're going to decide to
uncover one of the girlsand take adirect look. Y ou have perfect timing, Mitch. I've had to wait daysto
see anything but videos.”

“It'sacommittee decison?’ Mitch asked, turning to Eileen.

“I couldn't stand having dl of thison my shoulders,” Eileen confessed. “We have afineteam. Very
argumentative. And Daney's money works wonders. Good beer at night.”

“Is Daney here?’ Mitch asked Merton.

“Not yet,” Merton said. “He's shy and he hates discomfort.” They hunkered their shouldersagainst a
gritty swirl blowing up the gully. Merton wiped his eyes with ahandkerchief. “Not hiskind of place a
al”



The wide, bush-studded net flapped in the afternoon breeze, dropping bits of dry branch and leaf on
them as they stooped to enter the pit. The excavation stretched about forty feet north, then branched
east to form an L. Mottled sunlight filtered through the net. They descended four meters on ametal
ladder to the floor of the pit.

Aluminum beams crossed the pit a two-meter intervals. Risesin the pit, like little mesas, were topped
with wire grids. Over the mesas, some of the beams supported white boxes with lenses and other
gpparatus jutting from the bottoms. As Mitch watched, the closest box dowly railed right afew
centimeters and resumed humming.

“Sdescannar?’ he asked.

Eileen nodded. “We've scraped off most of the mud and we're peeking through the find layer of tephra.
We can see about sixty centimetersinto the hard pack.” She walked ahead.

The Quonsat sructure—arched wooden beams covered by sheets of stamped, ribbed sted and afew
milky sheets of fiberglass—shdtered the long stiroke of the L. Sunlight poured through the fiberglass
sheeting. They waked over flat, hard dirt and haphazard cobbles of river rock between the high,
irregular wals. Eileen let Mitch go first, ascending adirt staircaseto the left of aflat-topped rise being
surveyed by two more white boxes.

“| don't dare walk under these damned things,” Eileen said. “I have enough skin blotches asis.”

Mitch knelt beside the mesato look at aternating layers of mud and tephra, capped by sand and silt. He
saw an ash fdl—tephra—followed by alahar, afast-moving durry of hot mud made of ash, dirt, and
glacier melt. The sand and st had arrived over time. At the bottom of the mesa, he saw more dternating
layers of ash, mud, and river deposits: A deep book going back far longer than recorded history.

“Computers do some really big math and show us apicture of what's down there,” Eileen said. “We
actually debated whether to dig any deeper or just cover it over again and submit the videos and sensor
readings. But | guessthe committeeisgoing for atraditiond invasion.”

Mitch moved his hand in asweeping motion. “ Ash came down for severa days,” he said. “Then alahar
swept down theriver basin. Up here, it dopped over but didn't carry off the bodies.”

“Verygood ,” Merton said, genuinely impressed.

“Want to see our etchings?’ Eileen asked.

Eileen unrolled adigplay sheet in the conference tent and tuned it to her wrist computer. “ Still getting
used to al thistech,” she murmured. “It'swonderful, when it works.”

Merton watched over Mitch's shoulder. Two women in their thirties, dressed in jeans and short-deeved
khaki shirts, stood at the rear of the long, narrow tent, debating in soft but angry voices. Eileen did not
seefit to introduce them, which clued Mitch that she was not the only high-powered anthropologist
working thedig.

The screen glowed faintly in the tent's haf-light. Eileen told the computer to run adide show.

“These are from yesterday,” she said. “We've done around twenty-seven complete scans. Redundancy
upon redundancy, just to be sure were not making it up. Oliver says he's never seen amore frightened
bunch of scientigts”



“I haven't,” Merton affirmed.

The first image showed the pale ghost of askeleton curled in fetal position, surrounded by what |ooked
like sheets of grass matting, afew stones, and a cloud of pebbles. “Our first. We're caling her Charlene.
Asyou can see, she'sfairly modernHomo sap . Prominent chin, relatively high forehead. But hereésthe
tomographic reconstruction from our multiple sweeps.” A second image came up and showed a
dolichocephalic, or long-headed, skull. Eileen told the computer to rotate thisimage.

Mitch scowled. “Looks Audrdian,” he said.

“Sheprobably is,” Eileen said. “ About twenty years of age. Trapped and asphyxiated by hot mud. There
arefive other skeletons, one close to Charlene, the others clustered about four meters away. All are
femae. No infants. And no sign of males. The grass matting has decayed, of course. Just molds remain.
We have a shadow mold around Charlene, acast of fine st from seepage through the mud and ash
showing the outlines of her body. Here's atomographic image of what that cast would look like, if we
could manageto pry it loose from the tephra and the rest of the overburden.”

A distorted ghost of ahead, neck, and shoulders appeared and rotated smoothly on the display sheet.
Mitch felt odd, sanding in atent that would have been familiar to Roy Chapman Andrews or even to
Darwin himsdlf, while staring down at the rolled-out sheet of the computer display.

He asked Eileen to rotate the image of Charlene again.

Astheimage swung around and around, he began to discern facial features, a closed eye, ablob of ear,
hair matted and curled, a hint of cooked and distorted flesh dumped from the back of the skull.

“Pretty awful,” Merton said.

“They suffocated before the heat got to them,” Eileen said. “1 hopethey did, anyway.”
“Early-stage Tierradd Fuegan?’ Mitch asked.

“That'swhat most of usthink. From the Australian migration out of South and Central America”

Such migrations had been charted more and more often in the last fifteen years; Audtraian skeletons and
associated artifacts found near thetip of South America had been dated to older than thirty thousand
years BP, before the present.

The two other women walked around them to reach the exit, as serious and unsocid as porcupines. A
plump, red-faced woman afew years younger than Eileen held the flgp open for them then stepped in
and stood before Mitch. “Is this the famous Mitch Rafelson?’ she asked Eileen.

“Muitch, meet Connie Fitz. | told her I'd bring you here.”

“Delighted to meet you, after dl these years.” Fitz wiped her hands on adusty towel hanging from her
belt before shaking hands. “Have you showed him the good tuff?’

“Were getting there.”
“Best picture of Gertieison sweep 21, Fitz advised.
“I know,” Eileen said testily. “It'smy show.”

“Sorry. I'm the mother hen,” Fitz said. “The others are il arguing.”



“Spareme,” Eileen said. Another image cast their facesin apale greenish light.
“Say hello to Gertie,” Merton said. He glanced up a Mitch, waiting to see hisreaction.

Mitch poked the surface of the screen, making the light pool under hisfinger. He looked up, on the edge
of anger. “Yourekidding me. Thisisajoke.”

“No joke,” Merton said.

Eileen magnified theimage. Then, clearing histhroat, Mitch asked, “Fraud?’
“What do you think?’ Eileen asked.

“They'rein close associaion? Not in different layers?’

Eileen nodded. “ They were buddies, probably traveling together. No infants, but as you can see, Gertie
was maybe fifteen or sixteen, and she was probably gravid when the ash covered her.”

“Either that or she ate babies,” Merton said. Another twitch of thelip from Eileen.
“Oliver'son borrowed time,” Fitz said.
“Matriarchy,” Merton accused, deadpan.

The tent suddenly seemed very stuffy. Mitch would have sat down had there been a convenient chair.
“Shelooks early. Different from Charlene. Issheahybrid?’ he asked.

“No onéswillingto say,” Eileenreplied. “ Y ou'l like our late-night debates. A few weeks back, when |
wanted you to join us, everyone shouted me down. Now, were dl at each other'sthroats, and Oliver,
I'm told, convinced Daney it wastime.”

“l did,” Merton said.

“Personally, I'm glad you're here,” Eileen added.

“I'mnot,” Fitz said. “If thefedsfind out about you, if there'sany publicity at al, were NAGPRA toast.”
“Tdl memore, Mitch,” Eileen suggested.

Mitch massaged the back of hisneck and for the ninth time watched the image of the skull grow and
rotate. “ Skull seems compressed. She'slong-headed, more even than the Audtralian. Therésaflint
implement near her hand, and she's carrying some sort of grass bag over her shoulder, if I'm not
mistaken.”

“Yourenot.”

“Filled with what looks like bush or smal tree roots”

“Desperation digt,” Fitz said.

“Maybethat wasjust her assignment, gathering roots for the stone soup.”
Merton looked puzzled. Eileen explained stone soup.

“How colonid,” Merton said.



“Ever the B-movie Brit, aren't you?” Fitz said.
“Please, children,” Eileen warned.

“Relatively tdl, taler than Charlene, maybe, and pretty robust, heavy boned,” Mitch continued, trying to
talk himsdf out of what he was seeing. “ Sloping forehead, mid-sized to smdl brain case, but thefaceis

fairly flat. Impressive supraorbital torus. A bit of asagittal kedl, even an occipitd torus. I'd loveto get a
better ook at theincisors.”

“Shovel-shaped,” Eileen said.

Mitch rubbed hislimp hand to till the tingling and looked &t the others asif dl of them might be crazy.
“Gertieismuch too early. Shelookslike Broken Hill 1. ShesHomo erectus .”

“Obvioudy,” Fitz said with asniff.
“They've been extinct for more than three hundred thousand years,” Mitch said.
“Apparently not,” Eileen said.

Mitch laughed and stood back with asnap asif he had been leaning over awasp that had suddenly
takenflight. “Jesus”

“Isthat it?" Eileen asked. “Isthat the most you can say?’ She was kidding, but her tone had an edge.
“You've had longer to get used to it,” Mitch said.

“Who sayswere used to it?" Eileen asked.

“What about the fetus?’

“Too early and too little detail,” Fitz said. “It's probably alost cause”

“I'm thinking we should drive atube, take athin core sample, and PCR mitochondrial DNA from the
remaining integuments,” Merton said.

“Dreamer,” Fitz said. “ They're twenty thousand years old. Besides, the lahar cooked them.”
“Not to mush,” Merton countered.
“Think likeascientigt, not ajourndist.”

“Shh,” Eileen said in deference to Mitch, who was still staring at the rolled-out screen, mesmerized.
“Heréswhat we have on the centra group,” she said, and paged through another set of ghostly images.
“Gertie and Charlene are outliers. These four are Hildegard, Natasha, Sonya, and Penel ope. Hildegard
was probably the oldest, in her late thirties and dready racked with arthritis”

Hildegard, Natasha, and Sonyawere clearlyHomo sapiens . Penelope was anotherHomo erectus .
They lay entwined asif they had died hugging each other, amandala of bones, egant in their sad way.

“Some of the hardliners are calling this aflood deposition of unassociated remains,” Fitz said.
“How wouldyou answer them?’ Eileen chalenged Mitch, reverting to histeacher of old.

Mitch was Hill trying to remember to breathe. “They'refully articulated,” he said. “ They havetherr arms
around each other. They don't lie at odd angles, tossed together. Thisisin no way aflood deposit.”



Mitch was startled to watch Fitz and Eileen hug each other. “ These womenknew each other,” Eileen
agreed, tears of relief dripping down her cheeks. “ They worked together, travel ed together. A nomadic
band, caught in camp by aburp from Mount Hood. | canfed it.”

“Areyouwith us?’ Fitz asked, her eyes bright and suspicious.

“Homo erectus. North America. Twenty thousand years ago,” Mitch said. Then, frowning, he asked,
“Where arethe males?”’

“To hdl with that,” Fitz fumed. “ Are you with us?’

“Yeah,” Mitch said, sensing the tenson and Eileen'sdiscomfort a his hestation. “1'm with you.” Mitch
put hisgood arm around Eileen's shoulders, sharing the emotion.

Oliver Merton clasped his handslike aboy anticipating Christmas. “ Y ou redize that this could be a
political bombshell,” hesad.

“For the Indians?’ Fitz asked.
“For usdl.”
“How 07"

Merton grinned like afiend. “ Two different species, living together. It'sasif someonesteaching usa
lesson.”

23
NEW MEXICO

Dicken showed his pass at the Pathogenics main gate. The three young, burly guards there—machine
pistols dung over their shoulders—waved him through. He drove the cart to the valet areaand presented
the passfor hiscar.

“Going for adrink,” he told the serious-faced middle-aged woman as she ingpected hisrelease.
“Did | ask?" She gave him a seasoned, chalenging amile.
“No,” he admitted.

“Don't tell usanything,” she advised. “We have to report every little thing. VVodka, white wine, or loca
beer?’

Dicken must have looked flustered.

“I'mjoking,” shesad. “I'll be back inafew minutes.”

She returned driving hisleased Malibu, adapted for handicapped drivers.

“Nice setup, dl the stuff onthewhed,” she said. “Took me abit to figureit out.”

He accepted the ingpection pass, made sure it was completely filled out—there had been some trouble
with such things yesterday—and dipped it into aspecid holder in the visor. The sun was lingering over
the rocky gray-and-brown hills beyond the main Pathogenics complex. “ Thanks,” he said.



“Enjoy,” thevalet said.

Hetook the main road out of the complex and drove through rush hour traffic, following the familiar
track into Albuguerque, then pulled into the parking lot of the Marriott. Crickets were starting up and the
ar wastolerable. The hotdl rose over the parking ot in one graceless pillar, tan and white against the
dark blue night sky, proudly illuminated by big floodlights set around stretches of deep green lawn.
Dicken walked into alow-dung restaurant wing, visited the men's room, then came out and turned | eft to
enter the bar.

The bar wasjust starting to crowd. Two regulars sat at the bar—awoman in her late thirties, looking as
if lifeand her partners had ridden her hard, and a sympathetic elderly man with along nose and close-set
eyes. The worn-down woman was laughing a something the long-nosed man had just said.

Dicken sat on atall stool by ahigh, tiny table beside afake plant in an adobe pot. He ordered a
Michelob when the waitress got around to him, then sat watching the people come and go, nursing his
beer and feeling miserably out of place. Nobody was smoking, but the air smelled cold and stale, with a
tang of beer and liquor.

Dicken reached into his pocket and withdrew his hand, then, under the table, unfolded ared serviette.
He pamed the serviette over the damp napkin on the table, dso red, and Ieft it there.

At eight, after an hour and ahalf, hisbeer dmost gone and the waitress starting to ook predatory, he
pushed off the stoal, disgusted.

Someone touched his shoulder and Dicken jumped.

“How does James Bond do it?’” asked ajovia fellow in agreen sport jacket and beige dacks. With his
balding pate, round, red Santa nose, lime green golf shirt bulging at the belly, and belt tightened severdly
to reclaim some girth, the middle-aged man looked like atourist with a snootful. He smelled like one, too.

“Dowhat?’ Dicken asked.

“Get the babes when they al know they're just going to die.” The balding man surveyed Dicken with a
jaundiced, watery eye. “1 cant figureit.”

“Do | know you?" Dicken asked gravely.

“I've got friends watching every porthole. We know the local spooks, and this place is not as haunted as
some”

Dicken put down his beer. “1 don't know what you're talking about,” he said.
“IsDr. durieyour peer?’ the man asked softly, pulling up another stool.

Dicken knocked his stool over in his haste to get up. He left the bar quickly, on the lookout for anyone
too clean-cut, too vigilant.

The balding man shrugged, reached across the table to grab a handful of peanuts, then crumpled
Dicken'sred serviette and dipped it into his pocket.

Dicken drove away from the hotel and parked briefly on aside street beside aused car lot. He was
breathing heavily. “Chrigt, Christ, Cheee-rist,” he said softly, waiting for his heart to dow.

His cdll phone rang and he jumped, then flipped it open.



“Dr. Dicken?’
“Yes.” Hetried to sound coldly professional.

“ThisisLauraBloch. | believe we have an gppointment.”

Dicken drove up behind the blue Chevrolet and switched off hisengine and lights. The desert
surrounding Tramway Road was quiet and the air was warm and till; city lightsilluminated low, spotty
cumulus clouds to the south. A door swung open on the Chevrolet and aman in adark suit got out and
walked back to peer into his open window.

“Dr. Dicken?

Dicken nodded.

“I'm Specia Agent Bracken, Secret Service. D, please?”’
Dicken produced his Georgiadriver'slicense,

“Federd ID?’

Dicken held out his hand and the agent whisked a scanner over the back. He had been chipped six years
ago. The agent glanced at the scanner display and nodded. “We're good,” he said. “LauraBlochisin the
car. Please proceed forward and take a seat in the rear.”

“Who wasthe guy inthe bar?’ Dicken asked.
Specia Agent Bracken shook his head. “I'm sure | haven't the faintest idea, Sir.”
“Joke?" Dicken asked.

Bracken smiled. “He was the best we could do on short notice. Good people with experience are kind
of in short supply now, if you get my meaning. Sim pickingsfor honest folks.”

“Yeah,” Dicken said. Specid Agent Bracken opened the door and Dicken walked to the Chevrolet.

Bloch's appearance was a surprise to him. He had never seen pictures and at first he was not impressed.
With her prominent eyes and fixed expresson, she resembled akeen little pug. She held out her hand
and they shook before Dicken did in beside her on the rear set, lifting hisleg to clear the door frame.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” she said.

“Part of the assignment, | guess.”

“I'm curious why Jurie asked for you,” Bloch sad. “ Any theories?’
“Because I'm the best thereis,” Dicken said.

“Of course”

“And he wants to keep me where he can see me.”

“Does he know?’

“That NIH is keeping an eye on him? No doubt. That I'm speaking with you, now, | certainly hope not.”



Bloch shrugged. “Maiterslittlein thelong run.”

“I should get back soon. I've been gone alittle too long for comfort, probably.”
“Thiswill just take afew minutes. I've been told to brief you.”

“Who told you?’

“Mark Augustine said you should be prepped before things start happening.”
“Say hdloto Mark,” Dicken said.

“Our man in Damascus,” Bloch said.

“Beg your pardon?| don't get the reference.”

“Saw thelight on the road to Damascus.” She regarded Dicken with one eye half closed. “He's being
very helpful. Hetdlls us Emergency Action is soon going to be forced to do some questionable things.
Their scientific underpinnings are coming under severe scrutiny. They haveto hit pay dirt within acertain
window of public fear, and that window may be closing. The public is getting tired of standing on tiptoes
for thelikes of Rachel Browning. Browning has put all her hopes on Sandia Pathogenics. So far, she's
keeping the Hill off her back by appedling to fear, nationd security, and nationd defense, al wrapped in
tight secrecy. But it'sMark's belief that Pathogenics will have to violate some pretty magor lawsto get
what they want, even should it exist.”

“What |aws?’

“Let'sleave that open for now. What I'm hereto tell you isthat the political winds are about to shift. The
White Houseis sending out federsto Congress on rescinding Emergency Action's blanket mandate.
Cases are coming up in the Supreme Court.”

“They'll support EMAC. Six to three”

“Right,” Bloch said. “But based on our polling, we're pretty sure that's going to backfire. What'sthe
science look like so far, from the Sandia perspective?’

“Interesting. Nothing very useful to Browning. But I'm not privy to what's going on with al the samples
brought in from Arizona—"

“The Sable Mountain School,” Bloch said.
“That'sthe main source.”
“Goddamned bastard is consistent.”

Dicken sat back and waited for Bloch'sface to clear an expression of angry disgust, then concluded,
“Thereésno evidence that socid interaction or stressis causing vird recombination. Not in SHEV A kids.”

“Sowhy isJurie perssing?’

“Momentum, mostly. And fear. Redl fear. Jurieis convinced that puberty isgoing to do thetrick. That,
and pregnancy.”

“Jesus,” Bloch said. “What do you think?”



“| doubt it. But it'still apossibility.”

“Do they suspect you're working with outside interests? Beyond NIH, | mean?’
“Of course,” Dicken said. “They'd befools not to.”

“So, whet isit with Jurie—adeath wish?’

Dicken shook hishead. “ Cdculated risk. He thinks | could be useful, but helll bring me into the loop only
when it's necessary and not a second before. Meanwhile, he kegps me busy doing far-out stuff.”

“How do the othersfed about what Pethogenicsisdoing?’

“Nervous”

Bloch clenched her teeth.

Dicken watched her jaw muscleswork. “ Sorry not to be more helpful,” he said.
“I will never understand scientists,” she murmured.

“I don't understand people,” Dicken said. “Anybody.”

“Fair enough. All right,” Bloch said. “We have about aweek and ahalf. Supreme Court is scheduled to
release their decison onRemick v. the state of Ohio . Senator Giandlli wantsto be ready when the
White House isforced to cut aded.”

Dicken fixed her gaze and raised hishand. “May | have my say?’
“Of course” Bloch sad.

“No haf measures. Bring them down all at once. Tell the big boys Department of Health and Human
Services needs to revoke EMAC's blanket national security exception to 45 CFR 46, protection of
human subjects, and exceptionsto 21 CFR parts 50 and . . . amended, what isit, 3127 3217 Informed
consent waiver for vird nationd emergency,” Dicken said. “Arethey going to do that?’

Bloch smiled, impressed. “21 CFR 50.24 actualy applies. | don't know. Weve got someingtitutional
review boards coming over to our Side, but it'sa dow process. EMAC till funds a boatload of
research. Get us whatever you can for ammunition. | don't want to sound crass, but we need outrage,
Dr. Dicken. We need more than just pitiful bonesin adrawer.”

Dicken tugged nervoudy on the door handle.
“Weé're on the knife edge of public opinion here. It could go either way. Understand?’ Bloch added.

“I know what you need,” Dicken said. “I'm just disgusted that it's gone this far, and we've become so
difficult to shock.”

“We don't claim any moral high ground, but neither the senator nor | arein thisfor political
advancement,” Bloch said. “ The senator's gpprovd rating isat an dl-timelow, thirty-five percent, twenty
percent undecided, and it's because he's outspoken on thisissue. I'm beginning to take adidike to our
condtituents, Dr. Dicken. | redly am.”

Bloch offered him her small, pale hand. He paused, looking into her steady black eyes, then shook it and
returned to hiscar.



Specid Agent Bracken closed hisdoor for him and leaned down to window levd. “ Some friendsin the
New Mexico State Police tell methat citizens around here aren't happy about what's going on at
Sandia,” he sad. “ They—the police, and maybe the citizens—plan to engage in some civil disobedience,
if you know what I mean. Not much we can do about it, and damned few details. Just aheads up.”

“Thanks” Dicken said.

Bracken tapped the roof of the car. “Freeto go, Dr. Dicken.”

24
ARIZONA

Stellaawoke before dawn and stared at the acoudtic tile celling over her bunk. Shewasingtantly vigilant,
aware of her surroundings. The dormitory was quiet but she smelled something funny intheair: an
absence. Then sheredized she couldn't smell anything at al. A peculiar sensation of claustrophobia
came over her. For amoment, she thought she saw a pattern of dark colorsform acircle over her bunk.
Little flashes of red and green, like distant glowing insects, illuminated the circle, becametiny faces. She
blinked, and the circle, the lights, the faces faded into the shadowy void of the celling tiles.

Stdlafdtachill, asif she had seen aghost.

Her thighs were damp. She reached under the covers with her hand and brought up her finger, curling it
to keep the sheet clean. Thefinger wastipped with asmudge of black in the moonlight shining through
thewindows. Stellamade alittle sound, not of fear—she knew what it probably was, Kaye had
explained it years ago to her—but of deeper recognition.

Just that afternoon, she had seen spots of blood on atoilet lid in the bathroom. Not her own; some other
girl's. She had wondered if somebody had cut herself.

Now she knew.

With asigh, she wiped the blood on her nightgown, benesth the fabric of her short deeve, then thought
for amoment, and touched the finger to thetip of her tongue. The sensation—taste was not redly the
right word—was not entirely pleasant. She had done something that seemed to violate her body'srules.
But dowly her sense of smell returned. The sensation on her tongue lingered, sharp with an undertone of

mystery.
I'm not ready, she thought. And then remembered what Kaye had told her: You won't believe you're
ready. The body propels us.

Shelifted the sheetswith her knees and then let them drop, wafting her own scent through the small gaps
around her midriff. She smelled different, not unpleasant, alittle sour, like yogurt. Sheliked her earlier
smdll better. She recognized it. This new smell was not welcome. She did not need any more difficulties.

| don't care. I'mjust not ready.

She shivered suddenly, asif aropey loop of emotion had been pulled, rasping, through her body, then
felt a sudden contraction of muscles around her abdomen, a cascade of unexpected pleasure. Thetip of
her tongue seemed to expand. Her entire body flushed. She did not know whether she was dreaming or

what was happening.
Stellakicked back the covers, then rolled on her side, wincing at the stickiness, wanting to get up and



get clean, wash away the new smell. Sowly, as the minutes passed, she relaxed, closed her eyes.Natural
stuff. Not so bad. Mother told me.

Her nogtrilsflared. Currents of dow air moved around the dormitory, propelled by drafts through the
doorways, cracksin the celling; at night, it was possible sometimes for girls to scent and communicate,
reassure each other, without getting out of bed. Stellawas reasonably familiar with the circulation
patterns of the building at different hours and with the wind outside coming from different directions.

Around the room, she smelled the other girls on their bunks and heard them moving quietly in the bars
and shadows of moonlight. Some of them moaned. One and then another coughed and softly called out
her friends names.

Celiarolled out of the bottom bunk and stood up beside Stella. Her eyeswere largein the dim light, her
face amoving blob of paenessframed by wild black hair. “Did you fed that?’ she whispered.

“Shh,” Selasaid.

Felice'sface joined Celias beside Stella's bed.

“I think it'sokay,” Stellasaid, amost too softly for them to hear.
“We're getting-KUK our first periods,” Celiasaid.

“Alltogether 7’ Felice asked, squeaking.

Someone in another bunk heard and giggled.

“ Shh,” Stlaingsted, wrinkling her face in warning. She sat up and looked aong the rows of bunks.
Some of the younger girls—ayear or more younger—were sill adeep. Then, her back tingling, Stella
looked up at the video cameras mounted in the rafters. Moonlight reflected from the linoleum floor
glinted intheir tiny plastic eyes.

Four girlsleft their bunks and padded into the bathroom, walking bowlegged.
Useless to hide it, Stellathought. They're going to know.

And they would be even more frightened. She could predict that easily and with assurance. Everything
different frightened the humans, and thiswas going to be very different.

25
OREGON

Eileen set the Coleman lantern on ametd table and laid out the cold dinner: anearly frozen loaf of white
bread, Oscar Meyer bolognain asquat, rubbery cylinder, American cheese, and a chilled, half-eaten tin
of Spam. A Tupperware box, yellow with age, contained cut celery stalks. She positioned two apples,
three tangerines, and two cans of Coors beside this assortment. “Want to seethewinelist?’ she asked.

“Beer will do. Breskfast of diggers,” Mitch said. The plastic roof of the hut over the long reach of the
L-shaped excavation rattled in the wind rolling down the old riverbed.

Eileen sat in the canvas seat of her camp chair and let out her breath in asigh that was halfway to a
shriek. But for them and the still-hidden bones, the excavation was empty. It was dmost midnight. “1 am
dead ,” sheproclaimed. “I can't take thisanymore. Dig ‘em out, don't dig ‘em out, keep your cool when



the academics start to scrap about emergence violations. The whole goddamned human raceis so
primitive .”

Mitch cracked his can and tossed back along gulp. The beer, dmost tasteless but for a prolonged fizz,
satisfied him intensaly. He put down the can and picked up adlice of cheese, then prepared to peel back
the wrapping. He turned it into a grand gesture. Eileen watched as he lifted the dice, rotated it on tripod
fingers, and then, using histeeth, delicately lifted and pulled off the intercalary paper. He glanced at her
with narrowed eyes and raised one thick eyebrow. “ Expose ‘em,” hesaid.

“Think s0?7’ Eileen asked.

“Give methat old-timerevedation. I'd rather see them personally than trust future generationsto do it
better. But that'sjust me.” The beer and exhaustion both relaxed Mitch and made him philosophical.
“Bring them into the light. Rebirth,” hesaid. “ The Indians areright. Thisisasacred moment. There
should be ceremonies. We should be appeasing their troubled spirits, and our own. Oliver isright.
They're hereto teach us”

Eileen sniffed. “ Some Indians don't want their theories contradicted,” she said. “They'd rather live with
fary taes”

“The Indiansin Kumash gave us shelter when Kaye was pregnant. They till refuse to hand their
SHEVA kids over to Emergency Action. I've become more understanding of anybody the U.S.
government has repeatedly lied to.” Mitch raised his beer in toast. “Here'sto the Indians.”

Eileen shook her head. “Ignorance isignorance. We can't afford to hang on to our childhood blankies.
Were big boysand girls.”

Mostly girls,Mitch thought. “ Are anthropologists any more likely to see what's under their noses?’

Eileen pursed her lips. “Wdll, no,” she said. “We've dready got two in camp who insst these cant
possibly beHomo erectus . They're creating atall, stocky, thick-browed variety of homo sap on their
laptops even as we speak. We're having ahell of atime convincing them to keep their mouths shut.
Ignorant bitches, both of them. But don't tell anybody | said s0.”

“Absolutely,” Mitch said.

Eileen had finished assembling a Spam and American cheese sandwich, with two stalks of celery sticking
out like lunate Gumby feet from the pressed layers of perfect crust. She bit into a corner and chewed

thoughtfully.

Mitch wasn't particularly hungry, not that he minded the food. He had eaten much worse on previous
gtes—including amed of roasted grubs on toast.

“Wasit another SHEV A episode?’ Eileen mused. “ A massive legp betweenHomo erectus andHomo
sapiens ?’

“I wouldn't think so,” Mitch said. “A little too radica evenfor SHEVA.”
Eileen's speculative gaze rose beyond the rattling plastic roof. “Men,” she said. “Men behaving badly.”
“Uh-oh,” Mitch said. “Here it comes.”

“Men raiding other groups, taking prisoners. Not very choosy. Gathering up dl the femaleswith the
appropriatdy satisfying orifices. Femaes only, whomever and whatever they might be.”



“Y ou think our absent males were raiders and rapists?” Mitch asked.

“Wouldyou date aHomo erectus ? 1 mean, if you weren't at the absolute bottom of any socid

hierarchy?’

Mitch thought of the mother in the cavein the Alps, more than alifetime ago, and her loya husband.
“Maybe they were more gentle”

“Psychic flower children, Mitch?’ Eileen asked. “1 say these galswere dl captives and they were
abandoned when the volcano blew. Anything eseis pure William Golding bullshit.” Eileen was pushing
the matter deliberately, playing both proponent and devil's advocate, trying to clear her head, or possibly
his

“| suppose theHomo erectus members of the group might have been daves or servants—captives,”
Mitch said. “But I'm not so sure socid life was that sophisticated back then, or that there were such fine
gradations of status. My guessisthey were traveling together. For protection, maybe, like different
species of herd animas on the veldt. Asequas. Obvioudly, they liked each other enough to diein each
other'sarms.”

“Mixed species band? Doesthat fit anything in your experience with the higher apes?’

Mitch had to admit it did not. Baboons and chimps played together when they were young, but adult
chimps ate baby baboons and monkeys when they could catch them. * Culture matters more than skin
color,” hesad.

“Butthisgap . . . | just don't see it being bridgeable. It'stoo huge.”
“Maybe weretainted by recent history. Where were you born, Eileen?’
“Savannah, Georgia. Y ou know that.”

“Kayeand | livedin Virginia” Mitch let the thought hang there for amoment, trying to find adelicate
way to phraseit.

“Plantation propaganda from my dave-owner ancestors, my thrice-great grandpappy, has tainted the
entire lagt three hundred years. Isthat what you're suggesting?’ Eileen asked, lips curling in adudist's
smile, savoring aswift and jabbing return. “What agoddamned Y ankee thing to say.”

“We know so little about what we're capable of,” Mitch continued. “We are creatures of culture. There
are other waysto think of thisensemble. If they weren't equals, at least they worked together, respected
each other. Maybe they smelled right to each other.”

“It'sbecoming persond, isn't it, Mitch? Looking for away to turn thisinto areal example. Merton's
politica bombshdl.”

Mitch agreed to that possibility with ady wink and anod.

Eileen shook her head. “Women have dways hung together,” she said. “Men have dwaysbeen a
sometimething.”

“Wait till wefind the men,” Mitch said, starting to feel defensive.
“What makes you think they stuck around?’

Mitch stared grimly at the plastic roof.



“Evenif therewere men nearby,” she said, “what makes you think well be lucky enough to find them?’
“Nothing,” he said, and felt hazily that thiswasalie.

Eileen finished her sandwich and drank haf her can of Coorsto chaseit down. She had never liked
eating very much and did it only to keep body and soul together. She was hungry and deliberate in bed,
however. Orgasms alowed her to think more clearly, she had once confessed. Mitch remembered those
times well enough, though they had not dept together since he had been twenty-three years old.

Eileen had cdled her seduction of the young anthropology grad student her biggest mistake. But they had
stayed friends and colleagues al these years, capable of aloose and honest interaction that had no
pretense of sexua expectation or disappointment. A remarkable friendship.

Thewind rattled the roof again. Mitch listened to the hiss of the Coleman lantern.
“What happened between you and Kaye, after you got out of prison?’ Eileen asked.

“I don't know,” Mitch said, hisjaw tightening. Her asking was aweird kind of betrayd, and she could
sense his sudden burn.

“Sorry,” shesaid.

“I'm prickly about it,” he acknowledged. He felt awaft of air behind him before he saw the woman's
shadow. Connie Fitz stepped lightly over the hard-packed dirt and stood beside Eileen, resting a hand
on her shoulder.

“Our little stew pot is about to boil over,” Fitz said. “I think we can hold the lid down for another two or
three days, max. The zealots want to issue apress release. The hardliners want to keep it covered up.”

Eileen looked a Mitch with acrinkled lower lip. All that was outsde her control, her expression said.
“Endaved women abandoned in camp by cowardly males,” she resumed, getting back to the main topic,
her eyesbright in the Coleman's pearly light.

“Doyou redly believethat?’ Mitch asked.
“Oh, come on, Mitch. | don't know what to believe.”

Mitch's ssomach worked over the meal with no conviction. “Y ou should &t least tell the students that they
need to expand the perimeter,” he said. “There could very well be other bodies around, maybe within a
few hundred yards.”

Fitz made aprovisona moue of interest. “We've taked about it. But everybody wants a piece of the
main dig, so nobody was enthusiastic about fanning out,” she said.

“Y ou fed something?’ Eileen asked Mitch. Sheleaned forward, her voice going mock-sepulchrd. “ Can
you read these bones?’

Fitz laughed.
“Just ahunch,” Mitch said, wincing. Then, more quietly, “ Probably not avery good one.”
“Will Daney continueto pay if we dawdle and poke around a couple of more days?’ Fitz asked.

“Merton thinks he's patient and helll pay plenty,” Eileen said. “He knows Daney better than any of us.”



“This could become every bit asbad as archaeology in Isradl,” said Fitz, anaturd pessmig. “Every ste
loaded with palitica implications. Do you think Emergency Action will comein and shut usdown, using
NAGPRA as an excuse?’

Mitch pondered, dow deliberation being about al he was capable of thislate, thisworn down by the
day. “I don't think they're that crazy,” he said. “ But the whole world's atinderbox.”

“Maybe we should tossin amatch,” Eileen said.
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K aye woke to the sound of the bedside phone dweedling, sat straight up in bed, pulled her hair avay
from her face, and peered through deep-fogged eyes at the edge of daylight dicing between the shutters.
The clock said 5:07 am. She could not think who could be calling her at thishour.

Today was not going to be agood day, she knew that already, but she picked up the phone and
plumped the pillow behind her into acushion. “Hello.”

“I need to speak with Kaye Lang.”
“That'sme,” she said deepily.
“Kaye, thisis LudlaHamilton. Y ou got in touch with usalittle while ago.”

Kaye fdt her adrendine surge. Kaye had met LudlaHamilton fifteen years ago, when she had been a
volunteer subject inaSHEV A study at the National Ingtitutes of Hedlth in Bethesda. Kaye had taken a
liking to the woman, but had not heard from her since driving west with Mitch to Washington state.
“Luella?| don't remember . . "

“Wdl, youdid.”

Suddenly Kaye held the phone close. She had heard something about the Hamiltons being connected to
Up River. It was reputed to be avery choosy organization. Some claimed it was subversive. She had
forgotten dl about her letter; that had been the worst time for her, and she had reached out to anyone,
even the extremists who claimed they could track and rescue children.

“Ludla?] didnt—"

“Wall, sincel knew you, they told meto make thereturn call. Isthat okay?’

Shetried to clear her head. “It's good to hear your voice. How are you?’

“I'm expecting, Kaye. You?’

“No,” Kaye sad. Luellahad to bein her middlefifties. Tak about rolling the dice.

“It'sSHEVA again, Kaye,” Ludlasad. “But no timeto chat. So listen close. Y ou there, Kaye?’
“I hear you.”

“I want you to get to ascrambled lineand cal usagain. Agood scrambled line. Y ou il havethe
number?’



“Yes” Kayesad, wondering if it wasin her wallet.

“You'l get acute mechanica voice. Our little robot. Leave your number and we might call you back.
Then, wéell go from there. All right, honey?’

Kaye amiled despite thetension. “ Yes, Ludla Thank you.”
“Sorry to ring so early. Good-bye, dear.”

The phone went dead. Kaye immediately swung her legs out of bed and walked into the kitchen to fix
coffee. Thought about trying to reach Mitch and tell him.

But it wastoo early, and probably not agood ideato spread such news around when any phone cdl
was risky.

She stood by the window looking out over Baltimore and thought about Stellaiin Arizona, wondering
how she was doing, and how long it would be until she saw her again.

Something snapped and she heard herself making little growls, like afox. For amoment, clutching the
coffee cup in her trembling hand, Kaye fdt ablind, helplessrage. “ Give me back my daughter,you
FUCKHEADS,” sherasped. Then she dropped back into the nearest chair, shaking so hard the coffee
spilled. She set the cup on a side table and wrapped herself in her arms. With the thick terry deeve of
her robe, she wiped tears of helplessnessfrom her eyes. “Cam down,dear, ” she said, trying to copy
Mrs. Hamilton's strong contralto.

It was not going to be an easy day. Kaye strongly suspected she was going to be put at liberty. Fired.
Ending her life asascientist forever, but opening up her options so she could go get her daughter and
reunite her family.

“Dreamer,” she said, with none of the conviction of LudlaHamilton.
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They pumped athick strawberry smdll into the dorm at eight in the morning. Stella opened her eyes and
pinched her nose, moaning.

“What now?’ Cdiaasked in the bunk below.

The humans did that whenever they wanted to do something the children might object to. Shots, mass
blood samples, medicd exams, dorm checksfor contraband.

Next came awave of Pine-Sol, blowing in through the vent pipes dung under the frame roof. The smell
camein through Stella's mouth when she breathed, making her gag.

She sat on the edge of the bed in her nightgown, her scomach twisting and her chest heaving. Three men
inisolation suits walked down the center aide of the dormitory. One of the men, she saw, wasnot a
man; it was Joanie, shorter and stockier than the others, her blank face peering through the plastic
faceplate of the floppy helmet.

Joanie reminded Stella of Fred Trinket's mother; she had that same calm, fated expectancy of everything
and anything, with no emotiond freight attached.



The suited trio stopped by abed four down from Stellas. The girl in the top bunk, Julianne Nicordli, not
amember of Stella's deme, climbed down at afew soft words from Joanie. She looked apprehensive
but not scared, not yet. Sometimes the counselors and teachers ran drillsin the camp, odd drills, and the
kids were never told what they were up to.

Joanie turned and walked deliberately toward Stella's bunk. Stelladid down quickly, not using the
ladder, and flattened her nightgown where it had ridden up above her knees. She hid her chest with her
hands; the fabric was alittle sheer, and she didn't like the way the men werelooking &t her.

“You, too, Stella,” Joanie said, her voice hollow and hissy behind the helmet. “Were going on atrip.”
“How many?’ Celiaasked.

Joanie smiled humorlesdy. “ Specid trip. Reward for good grades and good behavior. The rest get to eat
breskfast early.”

Thiswasalie. Julianne Nicordli got terrible grades, not that anyone cared.
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“Heads up. Marge will be herein twenty minutes” Liz Cantrerasaid. “ Ready?’

“Ready as!'ll ever be,” Kaye said, and took a deep breath. She looked around the lab to seeif there
was anything that could be put away or cleaned up. Not that it mattered. It was her last day.

“Youlook fine” Liz said sadly, straightening Kaye'slapels.

Marge Cross understood the messy bedrooms of science. And Kaye doubted that she wanted to check
up on their housekeeping.

Around Kaye, Cross was dmost dways cheerful. She seemed to like Kaye and to trust her as much as
shetrusted anybody. Today, however, Crosswas saying little, tapping her lip with her finger and
nodding. Shelifted her head to peer at the pipes hanging from the celling. She seemed to study a series
of red tags hanging from various pressurized lines.

Only three people accompanied Cross. Two handsome young men in charcod gray suits made notes on
e-tabs. A dender young woman with long, thin blonde hair and a short, upturned nose took photos with
apen-sized camera

Liz kept to the background, conspicuoudy alowing Kaye the point position. She gave them al abrief
tour, well aware they were taking inventory in preparation for atransfer or a shutdown.

“Wevelod,” Cross said. “Everything this company has been charged to do by the government and by
the people has turned into a can of worms,” she added quietly, and chewed her lower lip. “1 hear you
did agood job on the Hill thisweek.” Cross regarded Kaye with afaint smile.

“It went okay.” Kaye shifted her eyesto one side and shrugged. “ Rachel Browning tried to pull down
my shorts”

“Did she succeed?’ Cross asked.



“Got them down to my curlies” Kaye said.

The young men looked ready to appear shocked, should Cross be. Cross laughed. “ Jesus, Kaye. |
never know what 1'm going to hear from you. Y ou drive my PR folks nuts.”

“That'swhy | try to keep my head down and stay quiet.”

“We're not learning how to siop SHEVA,” Cross sad reflectively, still examining the ceiling pipes.
“That'strue,” Kaye sad.

“Youreglad.”

Once again, Kayefdt it was not her place to answer, that she had responsibilities to others besides
herdf.

“LaRobert isfalling, too, but he won't admit it,” Cross said. She waved her hands at the othersin the
lab. “Timeto go, kiddies. L eave us sacred mongters done for awhile.”

The young men filed through the door. The dender blond tried to remind Cross of appointments later in
themorning.

“Cancd them,” Crossingtructed her.

Liz had stayed behind, solicitous of Kaye. The way she twitched, Kaye thought her assistant might try to
physicdly interveneto protect her.

Cross smiled warmly at Liz. “Honey, can you add anything to our duet?’
“Not athing,” Liz admitted. “ Should | go?’ she asked Kaye.

Kaye nodded.

Liz picked up her coat and purse and followed the blond through the door.

“Let'stakethe expressto thetop floor,” Cross suggested pleasantly, and put her arm around Kaye's
shoulder. “It's been far too long since we put our heads together. | want you to explain what happened.
What you thought you'd find in radiology.”

The Americol boardroom on the twentieth floor was huge and extravagant, with along table cut
lengthwise from an oak trunk, handmade William Morris—style chairs that seemed to float on their
dender legs, and walls covered with early twentieth-century illudirative art.

Crosstold the room what to do and two of the walls folded up, revealing e ectronic whiteboards.
Sections of the table rose up like toy soldiers, thin persona monitors.

“If | were sarting over again,” Crosssaid, “1'd turn thisinto a kindergarten classroom. Little chairsand
wagons with little cartons of milk. That's how ignorant we are. But . . . Wedo cling to our beauty and
wedth. Weliketo fed wearein control and dwayswill be.”

Kaye listened attentively, but did not respond.

Cross pushed another button and the whiteboards replayed long strings of scrawled notes. Kaye
guessed these were afrozen record of severd late-night and early-morning pacing sessions, Cross adone



up herein the heights, widlding her little pen wand, moving aong the boards like a sorcerous queen
scattering spellson thewalls of her cadtle.

Kaye could decipher very few of the scrawls. Cross's handwriting was notorious.

“Nobody's seen this,” Cross murmured. “It's hard to read, isn't it?” she asked Kaye. “| used to have
perfect penmanship.” She held up her swollen knuckles.

Kaye wondered where Crossintended to go with this. Wasit al some devious way of letting her go
gracefully, with a hearty handshake?

“The secret of life,” Crosssaid, “liesin understanding how little thingstalk to each other. Correct?’
“Yes” Kayesad.

“And you've maintained, from before the beginnings of SHEV A, that viruses are part of the arsend of
communications our cellsand bodiesuseto talk.”

“That'swhy you brought meto Americol.”

Cross dismissed that with adight frown and alift of one shoulder. “ So you turned yourslf into a
laboratory to prove apoint, and gave birth to aSHEV A child. Gutsy, and more than alittle stupid.”

Kaye clenched her jaw.

Cross knew she had touched an exposed nerve. “| think the Jackson clique isright on the money.
Experience biases you in favor of beieving SHEV A isbenign, anaturd phenomenon that well just have
to knuckle under and accept. Don't fight it. 1t's bigger than dl of us.”

“I'm fond of my daughter,” Kaye said iffly.

“| don't doubt it. Hear me out. I'm going somewhere with this, but | don't know wherejust yet.” Cross
paced a ong the whiteboards, arms fol ded, tapping one elbow with the remote. “ My companies are my
children. That'sacliché, but it'strue, Kaye. | am as stupid and gutsy asyou were. | have turned my
companiesinto an experiment in politics and human history. Were very much dike, except | had neither
the opportunity—nor, frankly, the inclination—to put my body on the line. Now, we both stand to lose
what we love mogt.”

Crossturned and flicked the whiteboards clean with the press of abutton. Her face curled in disgust.
“It'sdl shit. Thisroom isawaste of money. Y ou can't help but think that whoever built dl this knew
what they were doing, had al the answers. It'san architecturd lie. I hate thisroom. Everything | just
erased was drivel. Let's go somewheredse” Crosswas visibly angry.

Kaye folded her hands cautioudy. She had no ideawhat was going to happen, not now. “All right,” she
sad. “Where?’

“No limos. Let'slosethe luxuriesfor afew hours. Let's get back to little chairs and cookies and cartons
of milk.” Cross smiled wickedly, revealing strong, even, but speckled teeth. “Let's get the hell out of this
building.”

A gray, drizzly light greeted them as they pushed through the glass doorsto the street. Crosshailed a
cab.



“Y our cheeks are pinking,” shetold Kaye asthey climbed into the backsest. “ Like they want to say
something.”

“That still happens,” Kaye admitted with some embarrassment.

Cross gave the driver an address Kaye did not recognize. The gray-haired man, a Skh wearing awhite
turban, looked over his shoulder.

“I will need card in advance,” he said.

Cross reached for her belt pouch.

“My treat,” Kaye said, and handed the driver her credit card. The cab pushed off through traffic.
“What wasit like, having those cheeks—Ilike signboards?’ Cross asked.

“Itwasareveaion,” Kaye sad. “When my daughter was young, we practiced cheek-flashing. It was
like teaching her how to spesak. | missed them when they faded.”

Cross watched her absorbedly, then gave alittle start and said, “I learned | couldn't have children when
| was twenty-five. Pavic inflammeatory disease. | wasabig, ungainly girl and had ahard time getting
dates. | had to take my men where | found them, and one of them . . . Well. No children, and | decided
not to reverse the scarring, because there was never aman | trusted enough to be afather. | got rich
pretty early and the men | was attracted to were like pleasant toys, needy, eager to please, not very
relisble”

“I'm sorry,” Kaye said.

“Sublimation isthe soul of accomplishment,” Crosssaid. “I can't say | understand what it meansto bea
parent. | can only make comparisons with how | fed about my companies, and that probably isn't the
same”

“Probably not,” Kaye said.

Cross clucked her tongue. “Thisisn't about funding or firing you or anything so smple. We're both
explorers, Kaye. For that reason a one, we need to be open and frank.”

Kaye peered out the taxi window and shook her head, amused. “It isn't working, Marge. You'retill rich
and powerful. You're sill my boss.”

“Wadll, hdl,” Cross said with mock disappointment, and snapped her fingers.

“But it may not matter,” Kaye said. “I've never been very good at concedling my true fedings. Maybe
you've noticed.”

Cross made a sound too high-pitched to be alaugh, but it had a certain eccentric dignity, and probably
wasn't agiggle, either. “Y ou've been playing medl dong.”

“You knew | would,” Kaye said.
Cross patted her cheek. “ Cheek-flashing.”
Kayelooked puzzled.

“How can something so wonderful be an aberration, adisease? If | could fever scent, | would be running



every corporation in the country by now.”

“Y ou wouldn't want to,” Kaye said. “If you were one of the children.”

“Now who's being nalve?’ Cross asked. “ Do you think they've left our monkey selves behind?”
“No. Do you know what ademe is?’ Kaye asked.

“Socia unitsfor some of the SHEV A kids”

“What I'm saying isademe might be the greedy one, not an individua. And when ademe fever scents,
we lesser gpes don't stand achance.”

Cross leaned her head back and absorbed this. “I've heard that,” she said.

“Do you know a SHEVA child?’ the driver asked, looking at them in the rearview mirror. He did not
walit for an answer. “ My granddaughter, aSHEV A girl, isin Peshawar, sheischarmer. Red charmer. It
isscary,” he added happily, proudly, with abroad grin. “ Redly scary.”
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Stellasat with Julianne Nicordlli in asmal beige room in the hospital. Joanie had separated them from
the other girls. They had been waiting for two hours. The air was till and they sat tiff as cold butter on
their chairs, watching afly crawl dong the window.

The room was dtill thick with strawberry scent, which Stellahad once loved.

“| fed awful,” Julianne said.

“Sodol.”

“What arethey waiting for?’

“Something's screwy/ Made amistake,” Stellasaid.

Julianne scraped her shoes on thefloor. “I'm sorry you aren't one of my deme,” she said.
“That'sokay.”

“Let'smake our own, right here. Well/ Like ug/ join up with anyone elsef locked away/ who comesin.”
“All right,” Stellasaid.

Juliannewrinkled her nose. “It stinks o bad/ Can't smell mysdlf think.”

Their chairswere severd feet apart, apolite distance consdering the nervous fear coming from the two
girls, even over the miasma of strawberry. Julianne stood and held out one hand. Stellaleaned her head
to one side and pulled back her hair, exposing the skin behind her ear. “ Go ahead.”

Julianne touched the skin there, the waxy discharge, and rubbed it under her nose. She made aface,
then lowered her finger and frithed—pulling back her upper lip and sucking air over the finger and into
her mouth.

“Bwww,” shesaid, not at al disgpprovingly, and closed her eyes. “I fed better. Do you?’



Stellanodded and said, “ Do you want to be deme mother?”

“Doesn't matter,” Julianne said. “We're not aquorum anyway.” Then shelooked darmed. “They're
probably recording us.”

“Probably.”
“| don't care. Go ahead.”

Stellatouched Julianne behind her ear. The skin was quite warm there, hot dmost. Julianne was fever
scenting, desperately trying to reach out and both politely persuade and establish abond with Stella.
That was touching. It meant Julianne was more frightened and insecure than Stella, more in need.

“I'll be deme mother,” Stllasaid. “Until someone better comesin.”

“All right,” Julianne said. It wasjust for show, anyway. No quorum, just whistling down thewind.
Julianne rocked back and forth. Her scent was changing to coffee and tuna—alittle disturbing. It made
Stellawant to hug somebody.

“I smdll bad, don't I?” Julianne said.

“No,” Stellasaid. “But we both smell different now.”

“What's happening to us?”’

“I'm sure they want to find out,” Stella said, and faced the strong stedl door.
“My hipshurt,” Julianne said. “1 am so miserable”

Stellapulled their chairs closer. She touched Juliann€e's fingers where they rested on her knee. Julianne
wastall and skinny. Stella had more flesh on her frame though as yet no breasts, and her hipswere
Narrow.

“They don't want usto have children,” Julianne said, asif reading her mind, and her misery crossed over
into sobs.

Stellajust kept stroking her hand. Then she turned the girl's hand over, spit into her palm, and rubbed
their pamstogether. Even over the strawberry smell, she got through to Julianne, and Julianne began to
settle down, focus, smooth out the useless wrinkles of her fear.

“They shouldn't make usmad,” Julianne said. “If they want to kill us, they better do it soon.”

“Shhh,” Stellawarned. “Let'sjust get comfortable. We can't stiop them from doing what they're going to
do.”

“What arethey going to do?’ Julianne asked.
1] S1h.”

The eectronic lock on the door clicked. Stella saw Joanie in her hooded suit through the smal window.
The door opened.

“Let'sgo, girls” Joanie said. “ Thisisgoing to be fun.” Her voice sounded like arecording coming out of
anold doll.



A ydlow bus, likeasmall school bus, waited for them on the drivein front of the hospita. The busthat
had brought Strong Will had been a different bus, secure and shiny, new; she wondered why they were
not using that bus.

Four counsdlorsin suits moved five girls and four boys forward, toward the door of the bus. Cdiaand
LaShawnaand Felice were in the group once again. Julianne walked ahead of Stella, her loose clogs
dapping the ground.

Strong Will was among the boys, Stella saw with both apprehension and an odd excitement. She was
pretty sureit wasn't asexua thing—based on what Kaye had told her—but it was somethinglike that.
She had never felt such athing before. 1t was new.

Not just to her.

She thought maybe it was new to the human race, or whatever the children were. A viruskind of thing,
maybe.

The boys waked ten feet apart from the girls. None of them were shackled, but where would they run?
Into the desert? The closest town was twenty miles away, and dready it was ahundred degrees.

The counsdlors held little gas gunsthat filled the air with acitrus smell, oranges and limes, and a perennid
favorite, Pine-Sal.

Will looked dragged down, frazzled. He carried a paperback book without a cover, its pages yelow
and tattered. He did not look at the girls; none of the boys did. They appeared to be okay physicaly,
but shuffled as they walked. She could not catch their scent.

The door to the bus opened and the boyswere led infirgt, taking seats on the left-hand side. Through
thewindows, Stella saw plagtic curtains being drawn and fastened. They looked flimsy, like shower
curtains. Joanie moved the girls up to the door. They walked to theright of the curtain and sat in the five
middle rows of dick blue plagtic bench seats, one girl to each seat.

Stdlasquirmed and her pants stuck to the plastic. The seat felt funny, tacky and aily. It exuded a
peculiar smell, like turpentine. They had sprayed the interior of the buswith something.

Cdiasat directly in front of her and leaned forward to talk to LaShawna.

“Stay whereyou are,” Joanie instructed them in amonotone. “No talking.” She surveyed the children on
both sides of the curtain, then walked forward and took Julianne by the arm. She removed Julianne,
backing out of the bus. Julianne shot afrightened but relieved look at Stella, then stood outside, arms
draight by her sdes, shivering.

A security guard came aboard. Hewasin his middle forties, stocky and bare-armed, wearing apair of
khaki pants and a short-deeved white shirt that clung to his shoulders. He carried a small machine pistol
in aholster on his belt. He glanced back at the boys, then leaned to one side, and peered aong the right
sdeof thebusat the girls.

Everyone on the buswas silent.
Stdlas stomach seemed to shrink insde her.

The door closed. Will swung his hand against the plagtic curtain and made the hooks rattle on therall
bolted to the roof. The guard leaned forward and frowned.



Stellacouldn't smell athing now. Her nose was completely clogged.

“Am | dlowed to read on the bus?’ Will yelled.

The guard shrugged.

“Thank you,” Will shouted, and the girls giggled. “ Thank you very much.”

The man obvioudy did not like this duty. He faced forward, waiting for the driver.
“What about lunch?’ Will shouted. “Arewe going to eat?”’

The boyslaughed. The girls sank back into their seats. Stellathought maybe they were being taken away
to bekilled and dissected. Felice was clearly thinking the same thing. Celiawas shivering.

Findly, Will stopped yelling. He pulled a page from the paperback, crumpled it into aball, and tossed it
over three seatsinto the well next to the driver'swindow. Tongue between hislipsand making a
clownish grin, he pulled out another page, crumpled it, and lobbed it into the empty driver's seet. Then
another, which fdl to the floor in front of the driver's seat. Stella watched through the transparent
sheeting between the rows, embarrassed and exhilarated by this show of defiance.

The driver climbed up the steps. He picked up the crumpled paper with his gloved hand, made aface,
then tossed it out the door. It bounced from the chest of the second security guard as she came aboard.
Shewasdso large and in her forties. The femae guard muttered something Stella could not hear. Both
guards were equipped with noseys pinned to their breast pockets. The noseys were switched off, Stella
noticed.

The driver took his seet.

“Let'sgo!” Will shouted. Behind him, one of the boys began to hoot. The femae guard swiveled and
glared at them, just in time to be hit by another crumpled ball of paper.

The male guard walked to the back aong the boys side of the plastic barrier.
“Go! Go!” Will shouted, and bounced in his seet.

“St down, damnit,” thefirst guard said.

“Why not tie usdown?’ Will asked. “Why not strap usin?’

“Shut up,” the guard said.

Selafet achill. They were being taken somewhere by ateam that had had little experience with
SHEVA children. She had an ingtinct for such things. These two, and the driver, looked even dumber
than Miss Kantor. None of the humansinside or outside of the buslooked happy; they looked asif
something had gone wrong.

Stellawondered what had happened to that other bus, the one they usually used.

Will waswatching the guards and the driver like a hawk, eyes steady. Stellatried to keep hisfacein
focus through the plastic, but he leaned back and got fuzzy.

The wire-reinforced plastic windows were locked shut from the outside; thiswas the kind of bus she had
seen asachild carrying prisonersto pick up trash or cut down brush aong the highways. She stared out
through the window and shivered.



Her body ached. In front of her, Celiahunched forward, whispering to herself, her hands clasping the
padded rail. LaShawnawas yawning, pretending not to care. Felice had wrapped hersdf in her arms
and wastrying to go to deep.

“Go, go, go!” the boys hooted, bouncing in their seats. Felicelaid her head againgt the window. Stella
wanted the boys to be quiet. She wanted everything to be quiet so she could close her eyes and pretend
she was somewhere else. Shefelt betrayed by the schooal, by Miss Kantor, by Miss Kinney.

That was stupid, of course. Being at the school was abetrayad in thefirst place. Why would leaving be
any worse? She leaned her head back to keep from fegling nauseated.

The female guard told the driver to close and lock the door. The driver started the busand put it in gear.
It lurched forward.

Celiabegan to throw up. The driver jerked the busto ahdt at the end of the concrete apron before the
main road.

“Never mind!” the femae guard shouted, her face amask of disgust. “Well clean it up when we get
there. Just go!”

“Go, go, go!” the boys chanted. Will glanced at Stella, straightened hislips, and began to ped another
page from the paperback.

Once the bus was under way, air began to move through small vents above the windows and Stellafelt
better. Cdiastayed quiet, and the two other girls sat fiffly intheir seats. Stellawas thinking over their
Stuation and decided it was dl very clumsy and badly planned, probably last-minute. They were being
transported like lobstersin atank. Time was of the essence. Someone was eager to get to them while
they were dll fresh.

Stdllatried to make some spit to moisten her mouth. The taste on her tongue was terrible.

“Thiswill take about an hour and ten minutes,” the driver said asthey pulled out of the school parking
lot. “Theréswater in bottles below each seat. Well make one bathroom stop.”

Stellareached below the blue seat and picked up a plastic bag with a bottle of water insde. She looked
down at it, wondering what it held besides water; what was going to happen at the end of theride, their
treat for being such good little boys and girls? To stay calm, she thought of Kaye, and then she thought
about Mitch. Lagt, but not least, she remembered holding their old orange cat, Shamus, and stroking him
while he purred.

If shewasgoing to die, she could at least be as dignified as old Shamus.
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M itch got up before sunrise, dressed without waking Merton, and |eft the tent they shared to stand at
the rim of the Spent River gulley. He watched the early-morning sun try to spread light over the shaded
landscape. He could clearly see Mount Hood, twenty miles away, its snows purple in the dawn.

Hefound atwig and stuck it between hislips, then bit it with histeeth.

Mitch had never thought he was prescient, sengitive, psychic, whatever name one gave to having second



sght. Kaye had told him, years ago, that scientists and artists shared smilar originsfor crestive thinking—
but that scientists had to prove their fancies.

Mitch had never told Kaye what he had gotten out of that conversation, but in away it had helped him
put thingsin perspective—to see the artistic Sde of how he cameto his own, often logicaly
unsupportable conclusions. It wasn't ESP.

Hewasjud thinking like an artist.

Or acop. Nature was the world's most efficient sexid killer. An anthropologist was akind of detective,
not so much interested in justice—that was entirely too abstract in the face of time'simmensty and so
many desths—but in figuring out how the victims had died and, more important, how they had lived.

He wiped his eyeswith one finger and looked north along the gulley, to the deeper gorge that had long
ago been cut through dternating layers of mud and lava and ash. Then he turned and peered at the
L-shaped ste with itsarray of canvas and plastic covers, conceadled by camouflage netting.

“Shit,” he said, amost in wonder at the way hisfeet began to walk him aong the rim of the gulley, avay
fromthemandig.

That bear. That damned, enigmatic bear that had started it all.

The bear had come down to the river to do some fishing and had been suffocated by afall of ash—but
severd days before the humans had arrived. The humans typically tracked bears, he was amost sure of
it, relying on them to find good fishing. Someone had claimed the skull, but had not butchered the carcass
—there were no cut marks on the bones—which meant it was probably in an unappetizing condition by
thetimethey foundit.

Samon came back in the spring, summer, and fal to spawn and die, different groups and different
species at different seasons. Nomadic bands had timed their journeys and arranged their settlementsto
take advantage of one or more of these returns, when the riversran thick with rich, red-fleshed fish.

Leaves changing color. Water running crigp and cold. Salmon wriggling over the rocky streambedslike
big red pull toys. Bears waiting to march across the stream and grab them.

But most of the bears had probably Ieft with the first ash fall, leaving behind one old maletoo sick to
travel far, maybe chewed up in afight, waiting to die.

Guessing.Just guessing, goddamnit.

Why would people wak up the river and ignore the ash fal? Not even hunger could have driven them
into that landscape, or made them stay once there. Unlessit had been raining, every step would have
brought up acloud of choking ash. Setting up afishing camp would have been stupid in the extreme.

Like the bear, they were being followed.

He had dreamed about the bonesin the night. He did not know whether artists dreamed their work—or
whether detectives dreamed solutionsto their cases. But the way he worked was, he often dreamed of
the people he found, in their graves or where they had fallen and died.

And sometimes hewasright.

Often hewasright.



Hell, ninetimes out of ten, Mitch's dreamsturned out to be right—so long as he waited for them to
evolve, to ripple through their necessary variations and reach their inevitable conclusion. That was how it
had been with the Alpine mummies. He had dreamed about them for months.

But now there was not enough time. He had to rely on what amounted to ahunch.

The Austraians had clued him, even more than theHomo erectus skeletons. They were very far north.
Only now was anthropology accepting the many tides and clashes of peoplesin the Americas—the early
arriva by storm-driven boats of afew Audtrdiansin the south, the later and frequent arrivals of the
Asians moving aong and over theland and ice bridgesin the north.

The Australoids had been in South America—and now it was apparent North America—for tens of
thousands of years before they met the Asans. The Asians conquered and killed, subdued, pushed them
back south from whatever northern territories they might have explored. It must have been amonumental
war, spread out over millions of square miles and many thousands of years, race-based and violent.

Inthe end, the Austrdians had al but vanished—Ieaving only afew mixed-race descendants on the
eastern coast of South America the Tierradd Fuegansfamiliar to Darwin and other explorers.

They were being chased. They partnered with theHomo erectusindividual s because they faced a
common eneny.

Mitch stepped out like an automaton, eyes sweeping the ground ahead, ignoring everything but the
pound of his boots on the old rounded river rocks. It was no place to take atumble, especidly with one
bumarm.

Too far north. In dangerous territory, surrounded by Asians. They had come up here for the rich
runs of fish, following the bears; men and women, an extended family group. Perhaps united
under one powerful male—and maybe he did like dabbling with theHomo erectusfemal es. No
sense being nalve.

But hiswomen did not care. No babies ever resulted. Mitch could almost see theHomo erectus
males and femal es tagging along, behind the Australians, begging at first, then being set up to do
work for the women, then offering themselves to the men, their own males indifferent to the
exchange. Attitudes of a hungry, dying people.

In the end, there had been some measure of affection, perhaps more than masters for their pets.
Equals? Probably not. But theHomo erectusmember s of the group were not stupid. They had
survived for more than a million years. Homo sapwas just a newcomer in the equation.

Mitch snuffed air and blew hisnoseinto his handkerchief; the warming air was thick with grass pollen.
Hewas not normally susceptible, but hisyearsin prison, with musty air and lots of mold, had
exaggerated hisreactions.

If the men are out here—and no guarantee of that—they couldn't save the women. They failed,
and they probably died, too. Or they hightailed it out of this miserable place ahead of the wave of
hot mud— eaving the women behind.

How am | any better?
| left my women behind, and they took Stella.

What if 1 dofind the males, what of it? What in hell am | looking for? Salvation? An excuse?



He glanced up at the sun, then shaded and dropped his eyes. The thickest deposit of mudstone had set
inadark brown layer al around the banks of the old river, weathered in spotsto soil rich enough to
support shrubs and trees, hard and stripped and barren elsewhere. Boulders the size and shape of
soccer balls pocked the ground, and nowhere any clue asto where an elusive collection of fossils might
just poke up underfoot.

He sat on awegther-split boulder and lifted hisleft elbow onto hiskneeto get thetingle out of hisdack
arm. Sometimes the blood just cut off in that arm, and then the nerves, and after awhile thearm jerked
awake and hurt like hell.

It wasn't easy Staying attentive and on point. Something indsted on getting in the way, perhaps an
al-too-rea sense of the complete futility of what he was trying to do. “Where would you go?’ he
whispered. He hunched his knees dowly around the rock, turning his eyesto sweep the rugged land, up
the high ground and down into the swalesfilled with brush. “Where would you westher out twenty
thousand years after you died? Come on, guys. Help me out.”

A light breeze whistled through the brush and touched his hair like phantom fingers. He blew afly avay
from hislips and brushed the hair out of his eyes. Kaye had aways chided him about getting haircuts.
After awhile she had just let it drop, giving up, and Mitch wondered what he resented more—being
treated like alittle boy or being given up on by hisown wife.

Histeeth ground lightly, like abeast scaring away enemies. His chest ached from londliness and guilt.
Wandering.

His eyes could tell achip of bone from a pebble at adozen paces, even now. He could set mentd filters
to ignore squirrel and rabbit bones, any recent subset of bleached, chewed, or sinew-darkened remnant.

His eyes narrowed to dits.

An experienced band of males might have seen or heard the lahar and become frightened, tried to make
it to high ground. That's where he was now, where hisfeet had taken him, to the highest ground in the
area, aridge of hard rock and cupped pockets of soil and brush. He could see the camp, or at least
where he knew it was, about half a mile away, obscured by tall brush and trees.

And north, the ever-present sentinel of Mount Hood, a quiet, squat dunce cap of repressed Earth
energy, hissng faint plumes of steam but confessing nothing about past tantrums, past crimes.

Mitch closed his eyes completdly and visudized the head male of the band. The picture cleared. Mitch
went away, and in his place stood the band's |ead hunter, the chief.

The chief'sface was dark and intent, hair flecked with ash, skin streaky gray with ash, likeaghost. In
Mitch'simagination, the chief started out purple-brown and quite naked, but pieced skins suddenly
appeared on hislanky, stooped frame, not crude rags even twenty thousand years ago, because people
were savvy about fashion and utility even then; leggingsand tunic tied at the waist, pouch for flints and
obsidian tips or whatever they might have with them.

Their hearts beat fast seeing the pallor on their skins, they already look dead. They're afraid of
each other. But the chief holds them together. He jumps and makes faces until they crow at their
ashen complexions. The chief is more than smart; he cares about the anomalous little group of
males, partnersin this harsh land; and he is solicitous of the females, the chewers of skins and
maker s of the clothing he wears.



Never underestimate your ancestors, your cousins. They lasted along, long time. And even then they
loved, they cared, they protected.

31
ARIZONA

The bus cut through a Flagstaff suburb, low, flat, brown brick and stucco houses surrounded by dusty
grave yards. Stellahad lived in such asuburb asagirl. Shelaid her head back on the plastic seat and
gtared at the passing homes. Even with air-conditioning, the bus was hot inside and her water was
running out fast.

The boys had stopped talking and Will seemed to be adeep next to asmall pile of crumpled yellow
pages from his old paperback book.

Someone tapped her shoulder. It was the male guard. He had alarger plastic bag from which he pulled
another bottle of water.

“Not long now,” he said, and stuck the bottle into her hand. “ Give me the empties.” The girls handed him
their empties and he passed them to the femae guard, who stuck them into another bag and sedled it.
Then he stepped around the curtain at the front of the bus and gave the boys fresh bottles, again
collecting the empties.

The mae guard shook his head and glared down disapprovingly at Will's mess before giving the boy a
bottle.

“Having fun?’ he asked Will.
Will stared up at him and shook his head dowly.

The bus driver was making lots of turns, taking them up and down many sregtsasif hewere lost. Stella
did not think the driver was|ost. They weretrying to avoid someone or something.

That made her sit up. Shelooked behind. The bus was being followed by asmall brown car. Up front,
asthey turned a corner she saw another car, this one green, with two peoplein the front seat. The bus
was following the lead car. They had escorts.

Nothing too unexpected about that. Why, then, did Stellafed that none of this had been planned out
well, that something had gone awry?

Will was watching her. He pushed close to the plastic curtain and moved hislips but she could not hear
what he was saying over the road noise; they were on gravel now, rumbling across afarm track through
afdlow dirt field to astate road. The bus bounced up onto the asphalt and swung left. The lead car
dowed for the busto catch up.

Shetracked Will's lips more carefully now that the bouncing had stopped: Sandia, he was mouthing
slently. She remembered him asking earlier if she had heard of it, but she il did not know what Sandia
was.

Will drew hisfinger across histhroat. Stella closed her eyes and turned away. She could not watch him
now. She did not need to be any more scared than she aready was.

Another hour, and they rode on astraight stretch of highway between rocky desert with low red



mountains on the horizon. The sun was dmost directly overhead. Thetrip wastaking alot longer than
Joanie had said it would.

The highway was amost empty, only afew cars going either way. A smal red BMW with New Mexico
plates swung around to the left of the short caravan and zoomed by. The boys tracked its speedy
passage listlesdy, then held up their hands with crooked finger signs and laughed.

Stdladid not know what they meant. The laughter sounded harsh. The boysworried her. They seemed
wild.

The long, sandy, rocky stretches beside the highway hypnotized her. The mountains were always far
away. She wondered what Sandia meant once more, then stuffed the word away, hating the sound of it,
more so because it was actudly a pretty word.

Screech of tires.

She was jerked up out of adoze by a sudden swerve. Stella clung to the seat back in front of her asthe
bus veered |eft, then right, then tilted. Tires kept on screaming over the asphalt. Celiashead and
shoulders bounced one way then another, and as Stellalooked right, the outside world flew up and
dropped down, mountains and desert and al. Then everything shoved sideways, and she dipped dong
the plastic seat and crashed down on the window, jamming her head, neck, and shoulder against the
plastic. Plastic crazed and peeled away in wire-clasped ripples and her shoulder pressed into dirt and
gravd.

For amoment, the bus was very quiet. It seemed to be lying on one side, theright Side, her side. The
light was not very good and the air wasthick and still and full of the smel of burned rubber.

Shetried to move and found that she still could, which caused asurge of excitement. Her body was il
working, shewas dill dive. She pushed up dowly and heard jingling and ripping sounds. Then, aboy fell
onto the curtain and jammed his kneeinto her sde. Through the taut vell of plastic above her, she saw
another boy's denim-clad butt and avague, contorted face.Will, she thought, and with agrunt, pushed
up againgt the body, but could not moveiit.

“Please, get off,” she demanded, her voice muffled.

Stdlawasin pain. She thought for aminute she was going to panic, but she closed her eyes and made
that go away. She could not bring her hand around to fed her shoulder, but she thought it might be
bleeding, and her blouse seemed to be ripped. She could fed gravel or something sharp againgt her bare
in.

Outside, she heard some voices, men talking, one man yelling. They seemed far away. Then adoor
sguealed open. The knee on her chest drew up and afoot came down hard on her ankle, pressing it into
the frame of the seat in front. She screamed; that redly hurt.

“Sorry,” aboy said, and the foot was lifted. She saw shadows moving over her, clumsy, dazed, pressing
againg the pladtic curtain. Will's face seemed to blur and fade, and he was gone. The curtain lay lightly
around her. Something sighed, a brake cylinder maybe, or aboy. Sherolled enough to finaly touch her
shoulder and lifted her hand against the curtain to see abit of blood there, not alot. Light filtered around
the seat back behind her. Someone had opened the bus's rear emergency door, and maybe a ceiling
hatch aswell.

“Wed better get you out of there,” aman caled congenidly. “Everybody hear me?’



Stellalay on her back now against the gravel and the dirt and the side of the bus. Sherolled over
completely and did akind of knee-up, arm-up between the seats, which were jammed together closer
than they had been before the crash. A feathery, leafy branch somehow got into her mouth and she spit it
out, then finished wriggling until she was on her knees.

She had cutsdl over, but none of them were bleeding alot. Stellaflailed against the plastic curtain until
someone pulled it away with ajingle of hooks.

“Whao'sin here? LaShawna? Y ou in here?” A man'svoice, degp and distinct.

And someone dse, “ Cdia? Hugh Davis? Johnny? Johnny Lee?’

“Itsme” Stellasaid. “I'm here.”

Then she heard LaShawnacal out. The girl began crying. “My legishurt,” shewaliled.
“We're going to get you, LaShawna. Be brave. Help iscoming.”

Someone cursed loud and long a someone else.

“You just back off. You stay away from here. Thisishorrible, but you back off.”

“Y ou drove usthe fuck off the road!”

“Y ouwent into askid.”

“Wdl, what the hell dse could | do? Therewere cars dl over the road. Jesus, we need an ambulance.
Cdl an ambulance”

Stedlawondered if perhaps she should just stay where she was for the time being, in the haf-dark, and
nobody knowing she wasthere.

Suddenly, someone was pulling on her arm, tugging her out from between the seats and into the space
between the top of the seats and the roof of the bus, now akind of hallway with windows on the floor. It
was Will. He crouched and peered at her like afrazzle-haired monkey, hisface smeared with blood.

“We can go now,” hesaid.

“Where?” Stella asked.

“It's people coming for us. Humans. They want to rescue us. But we can leave.”
“Wehaveto hep.”

“What can we do?’ Will asked.

“We havetohelp. ”

For a passing moment, she wanted to smear her hand on hisface. Her earsfelt hot.

Will shook his head and scrambled in a half-hunch to the front of the bus. He looked for amoment asif
he were just going to climb out through awindow, but then two pairs of arms stretched down, and he
glanced back at Stella. A sour look cameto hisface.

“Theresagirl back there; she'sokay,” he said. “ Take care of her, but leave me done.”



Stella sat by the side of the long two-lane highway with her face in her hands. She had banged her head
pretty hard in the wreck and now it throbbed. She peeked between her fingers at the adults walking
around the bus. About twenty minutes had passed since the crash.

Will lay beside her, hand tossed casudly over hiseyes asif he were taking anap. He had ripped his
pants and along scratch showed through. Otherwise, they both seemed to be okay.

Celiaand LaShawna and the three other boys were dready stting in the backs of two cars, not the
escort cars. Both of the escort cars had run off into a culvert and were pretty banged up—crumpled
grilles, steam hissing, trunk lids popped.

She thought she heard the two security guards on the other side of the bus, and possibly the bus driver
aswdll.

Parked by the sde of the road about ahundred yards behind were two law enforcement vehicles. She
could not seetheinggniabut their emergency lightswere blinking. Why weren't they helping out, getting
ready to take the children back to the school ?

Would there be an EMAC van coming soon, or an ambulance?

A black man in arumpled brown suit approached Stellaand Will. “ The other girls and boys are pretty
badly bruised, but they're going to befine. LaShawnaisfine. Her leg is okay, thank God.”

Stellapeered up a him doubtfully. She did not know who he was.

“I'm John Hamilton,” he said. “1I'm LaShawnas daddy. Weve got to leave here. Y ou have to come with
lJSI”

Will sat up, his cheeks dmost mahogany from the combination of sun and defiance. “Why?" he said.
“Areyou taking usto another school 7’

“We have to get you to adoctor for checkups. The closest safe placeis about fifty milesfrom here” He
pointed back down the road. “Not back to the school. My daughter will never go there again, not while
I'mdive”

“What's Sandia?” Stella asked John, on impulse.

“It'ssome mountains,” John said, with a startled expression, and swallowed something that must have
been hitter. “Come on, let'sget going. | think theré'sroom.”

A third car pulled up, and John talked to the driver, amiddlie-aged woman with large turquoise rings on
her fingers and brilliant orange hair. They seemed to know each other.

John came back. He wasirritated.

“You'll gowith her,” he said. “Her name is Jobeth Hayden. She'samom, too. We thought her daughter
might be here, but sheisn't.”

“Y ou ran the buses of f theroad?’ Stella asked.

“Wetried to dow down the lead car and take you off the bus. We thought we could do it safely. | don't
know how it happened, but one of their cars spun out and the bus plowed into it and everyone went off
the road. Carsall over. Were damned lucky.”

Will had retrieved his battered and torn paperback book from the dirt and clutched it in hishand. He



peered at therip in hisjeans, and the scratch. Then he stared back down the road at the cars with the
emergency lights. “I'll just go by mysdif.”

“No, son,” John Hamilton said firmly, and he suddenly seemed very large. “ Y ou'll die out here, and you
won' hitch any rides because they'll know what you are.”

“They'll arrest me,” Will said, pointing at the blinking lights.
“No, they won't. They'refrom New Mexico.”

Hamilton did not explain why that was sgnificant. Will stared e Hamilton and hisface wrinkled in either
anger or frugtration.

“Wereresponsble,” Hamilton said quietly. “ Please, comewith us.” Even more quietly, focusing on Will,
his voice degp, dmost deepy, Hamilton said again, “Please.”

Will sstumbled as he took a step, and John helped him to the car with the orange-haired woman, Jobeth.

Ontheway, they came closeto the red Buick that carried Celia, Felice, LaShawna, and two of the
boys. LaShawna leaned back in the rear seet, in the shadow of the car roof, eyes closed. Felice sat
upright beside her. Celia stuck her head out the window. “What-KUK aridel” she crowed. A white
bandage |ooped around her head. She had blood on her scalp and in her hair and she clutched a plastic
bottle of 7-Up and asandwich. “1 guess no more school, huh?’

Will and Stellagot in the car with Jobeth. John told Jobeth where they were going—aranch. Stelladid
not catch the name, though it might have been George or Gorge.

“I know,” thewoman said. “I love there.”
Stellawas sure the woman did not say “live,” shesaid “love.”

Will leaned his head back on the seat and stared at the headliner. Stellatook a bottle of water and a
bottle of 7-Up from John, and the cars drove back on the road, leaving the wreck of the bus, two
guards, and three drivers, all nestly tied and squatting on the shoulder.

The officid vehiclesturned out to be from the New Mexico State Police, and they spun off in the
oppogite direction, their lights no longer flashing.

“Won't be more than an hour,” Jobeth said, following the other two cars.
“Who areyou?’ Stellaasked.

“I havenoidea,” Jobeth said lightly. “Haven't for years.” She glanced back over the seat at Stella.
“You'reapretty one. You'real pretty onesto me. Do you know my daughter? Her nameis Bonnie.
Bonnie Hayden. | guess she's il at the school; they took her there six months ago. She has natura red
hair and her sparks are redly prominent. It's her Irish blood, I'm sure.”

Will ripped a page out of his paperback and crumpled it, then waggled it under hisnose. He grinned at
Sela

32
OREGON

They've been out hunting, the men, taking along the younger males, those near or beyond



puberty; heading up to the high ground to see where there might be some game left after the ash
fall. But the ash has covered everything with grit for a hundred miles and the game has moved
south, all but the small animals still quivering in their burrows, in their warrens, waiting . . .

And then the men hear the lahar coming, see the pyroclastic cloud that has melted all the snow
and ice rippling around the base of the mountain like a dirty gray shawl falling from the black
Sorm Bear whose claws are lightning . . . or the mountain goddess sitting and spreading her
wrap, the edge of the soft skin rushing over the land tens of miles away with a sound like all the
buffalo on Earth.

Beneath the wrap, the meltwater has mixed with hot gas and gathers ash and mud and trees,
roaring toward where the men stand, pallid and weak with fear.

The chief, with the sharpest eyes, the quickest brain, the strongest arm, the most sons and
daughtersin this band, yet probably only thirty-five or forty years of age, at the oldest . . . The
chief has never encountered anything like the approaching lahar. The ash was bad enough. The
distant wall of gray smudge looks asif it might take days to reach them, rolling over and through
the distant forests. How could it ever touch where he stands with his sons and hunters, no matter
how furious and powerful ?

But, just in case, he walks back to be with the women.
Mitch pushed on his kneeto get up and started walking toward the camp.

The men lope down the hills, taking the short route from the high ground, puffs of ash rising
around their feet as they run, and the chief looks up above the ash cloaking the tiny crew in a
choking haze and sees that the cloud has come that much closer in just a few minutes. He
trembles, knowing how ignorant he is. Death could be very near.

Mitch strode down into the swale, across the old mudstone and around the whistling patches of brush.

Big old splash coming. Hot breath out of hell unnamed, perhaps unthought of then. The chief runs
faster asthe roar grows louder, the sound bigger even than the biggest stampeding herd in the
biggest hunt, the wall of cloud rampaging over the land with a swift but lumbering dignity, like a
great bear.

For a moment, the chief pauses and points out that the gray cloud has stopped. They laugh and
hoot. The gray cloud is thinning, breaking up. They cannot see the flood beneath.

Then comes the biggest ash fall yet, thick curtains and fat billows, blinding, stinging the eyes and
catching in the nose and mouth, gritty between lips and gums, choking. They try to cover their
eyes with their hands. Blind, they stumble and fall and shout hunting cries, identity cries, not yet
names. Theroar begins again, grows louder, rhythmic pounding, screaming of trees, ripping.

Mitch stopped briefly on the upsope of the swale, peering at the weathered layers, the broken,
crumbling remains of the ancient lahar. He rubbed his eyes, trying to push back adiver of light in his
vison.

From the top of the crest, he haf-did, haf-waked down to the edge of the Spent River, abluff
overlooking the dried-up watercourse. They might have been near theriver, waiting to cross, in astraight
line between the high ground where Mitch (and the chief) had been afew minutes before, not far from

where Mitch stood now, hisdead arm a his Side, ignoring the tingling there aswell asthe precessing,
aching silver crescent.



Hewalked dong the bluff. His eyes swept the ground afew meters ahead, looking for that
weathered-out phalange or even bigger bone or chip of bone not worried over by acoyote or hauled off
by aground squirrd, fdling out of itslittle hollow in the ash, that hard little mold of death.

Theroar isloud and growing louder, but the cloud seems to be dissipating. What they cannot see,
from where they stand, isthe lahar breaking up into long fingers, finding channels already carved
and ripped in the land, blowing out the last of its energy, reaching, reaching, but growing
weaker. What they cannot see clearly is that this new threat is trying with all of its fading might
to kill them.

Perhaps they will live.

They would be on hisright, if they were anywhere at dl, if they were fill here. Their bones might have
wesethered out and fallen from the bluff centuries ago. He was walking so near the edge that there might
be nothing left. The river would have been higher then, its bed not so worn and deep; but the bluff might
have been high enough to give them pause. . .

The chief looks northwest. The leading run of the dying lahar roars down the channel. His eyes
grow wide, his nostrils flare in rage and disappointment. It isa fuming, curling, leaping torrent of
mud and steaming water. It fills his eyes, hisbrain. It travels faster than they can run. They
hunker down and it roars past, below their feet, digging out the embankment. They crawl up the
bank to safety, but the lahar vaults up and the spill catches them as they raise their arms. The
thick liquid scalds, and the chief hears the others screaming, but only for a moment.

Mitch's bresth hitched.
Their women must have died at the same moment, or within seconds, across the Spent River.

The chief falls with his arms over his head. He and all his sons and the other hunters struggle for
tenths of seconds against the scalding mud and then must lie still. It covers them, a blanket more
than two feet thick, larded with sticks and chunks of log and rocks the size of fists, with bits of
dead animals.

AsMitch waked, he grew camer. Things seemed to fdl into place. When the search was on, hismind
became aquiet lake.

Theland is hot and steaming. Nothing near the river lives that stood above ground. Bushes
denuded of their leaves crouch smashed and wilted along the river course. Corpses lie baked and
half-buried under gouts of steaming mud. The ground smells like mud and steamed vegetables. It
smells like cooked herbsin a meaty stew.

The mud cooals.

And then comes the third fall of ash, entombing the remains of the men, the women, and the
ravaged land along the Spent River and for miles around.

It was over.

Mitch kept his head down and pressed one eye with afinger, but the pain was coming anyway. Priceto
be paid.

Rod Taylor pushes the lever forward on the old time machine. The mud hardens under the gray
pall of falling ash. Time flies past. The bodies decay within their molds, staining the hard mud.
The flesh seeps away and the bones rattle with earthquakes and the mud and stone cracks and



fresh water and mud enters, filling the hollow with mud of different density, different
composition, holding the bones, finally, still.

The men can rest.
Mitch knew they were ill here, somewhere.

He stopped walking and looked to hisright, into a step cut into the bluff by hundreds of centuries of
erosion. At first he could not see what had attracted his attention; it was hidden by the painful little diver
of light.

Thetop of the mudstone step was at least Six feet above hishead. A streak of dark gray capped the
step beneath a superficid wig of soil and brush. But hisvison tunneled into abright ball and dl he saw
was the shiny brown prominence lying horizontaly in the stone.

He hardly dared to bregathe.

Mitch stooped, arm hanging, propping his knees against the mound of westhered-out clods and pebbles.
Reached out with hisright finger and brushed aong the compacted gray ash and caked mudstone.

The prominence was firm in the hardened layer. 1t could have been abone from a deer, amountain goat,
or abighorn sheep.

But it was not. It was ahuman shin, atibia Inthislayer, it had to be at least as old asthe bonesin the
camp. He reached down with one hand, sparksflying in hisright eye, and felt for the small piece he had
seen there, adark brown talus of bone amongst the rocky talus.

Hehdd it up, turning it until he could seeit clearly. It was small, but dso from ahuman.Homo at least.
He replaced it. Position would be important when they surveyed.

Hetook adental pick from his jacket and worked at the hardened mud and ash around the tibia until he
was sure, fighting the pain in his cranium for long minutes. Then he sat back and drew up hisknees.

He could no longer put it off. The migraine had arrived. He hadn't had one this bad in more than ten
years. The dentd pick fell from hishand as he curled up on the ground, trying not to moan.

He managed to reach up with one finger and stroke the haf-buried length of bone.
“Found you,” Mitch said. Then he closed hiseyes and felt his own lahar wash over him.
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Dicken's monitor wasfilled with comparisons of protein expression in embryonic tissues at different
stages of development, looking for the elusive retrovird or trangposon trigger that might have crept into a
complex of developmenta genes, promoting the hymen in human femaes. Even using prior searches and
comparisons—incredibly, he had found somein the literature—it looked asiif thiswould take months or
years.

Dr. Jurie had shunted Dicken into the safest and least interesting position at Sandia Pathogenics. Putting
him in safe, cold storage until needed.

An odd little dance of utility and security. Jurie was keeping Dicken under histhumb, asit were, just to



know where he was and what he was up to, and possibly to pick hisbrain.
But also to confess? To be caught out?
Dicken would not rule out anything where Aram Jurie was concerned.

The man had passed dong aligt of rambling, long e-mail messages, cryptic, eusive, and alittletoo
evocative for Dicken's comfort. Jurie might be on to something, Dicken thought, atwisted and crazy but
undenigbly big ingght.

Jurie held the belief—not exactly new—that viruses played asubstantia but cruderolein nearly every
stage of embryonic development. But he had some interesting notions about how they did so:

“ Genomic viruses want to play in the big game, but as genetic players go, they're simple,
constrained, fallen from grace. They can't do the big stuff, so they engage in cryptic little
elaborations, and the big game tolerates and then becomes addicted to their subtle plays. . .

“Weak in themsel ves, endogenous viruses may rely on a very different form of apoptosis,
programmed cell suicide. ERVSs express at certain times and present antigen on the cell surface.
The cdll isinspected by the agents of the immune system and killed. By coordinating how and
which cells present antigen, genomic viruses can participate crudely in sculpting the embryo, or
even the growing body after birth. Of course, they work to increase their numbers and their
position in the species, in the extended genome. They work by maintaining a feeble but persistent
control in the face of a constant and powerful assault by the immune system.

“ And in mammals, they've won. We have surrendered some of the most crucial aspects of our
lives to the viruses, just to give our babies time to develop in the womb, rather than in the
constraining egg; time to develop more sophisticated nervous systems. A calculated gamble. All
our generations are held ransom because of our indebtedness to the viral genes.

“ Like getting a loan from the Mafia. . .”
Maggie FHynn knocked on the open door to Dicken's office. “ Got amoment?’ she asked.
“Not redly. Why?" Dicken asked, turning in hisrolling chair. Fynn looked flushed and upset.

“ Something's come up. Jurie's off the campus. Hetdlsusto st tight. | don't think we can. Wejust aren't
prepared.”

“What isit?’

“We need expert advice,” FHynn said. “ And you could be the expert.”

Dicken stood and stuck his handsin his pants pockets, alert and wary. “What sort of advice?’

“We have anew guest,” Flynn said. “Not amonkey.” She did not appear a al happy with the prospect.

If Maggie Flynn believed Dicken had Juri€'s confidence, who was he to correct her? FHynn's pass could
clear them both if his own pass was blocked—he had learned that much yesterday, visting Presky's
monotreme study |ab.

Hynn took him outside the building to asmall cart and drove him around the five linked warehouses that
contained the zoo. Out in the open, away from listening devices, she expressed hersalf more clearly.

“Y ou've worked with SHEV A kids,” FHynn began. “| haven't. We have atough situation, medically



speaking, ethically speaking, and | don't know how to approach it. Asthe only married femadein this
block, Turner picked me to provide some moral support, establish arapport . . . but frankly, | haven't a
due”

“What are you talking about?’ Dicken asked.
Flynn stopped the cart, even more nervous. “Y ou don't know?” she asked, her voice risng anotch.

Dicken's mind started to race and he saw he was on the edge of screwing up a golden opportunity.
You've worked with . . . Asthe only married female. . .

They're doing it. They've done it.Hefdt his pulse going up and hoped it did not show.
“Oh,” hesad, with afair imitation of casuaness. “Virus children.”

Flynn bit her lip. “1 don't like that phrase.” She pushed the cart forward again with the little control stick.
“Jdurie never worked directly with them. Only with specimens. Neither has Turner, and of course Presky
isan anima guy, no bedsde manner whatsoever. We thought of you. Turner said that must be why
you're here, and why you're being given shit theoretical work—s0 you can be pulled loose for something
like thiswhen the time comes”

“Okay,” Dicken said, putting on amask of professona caution. He pressed hislips together to keep
from saying anything revealing or supid.

“Something's gone wrong at the border, | don't know what. I'm not in that particular loop. Juri€sin
Arizona. Turner told meto bring you in before he gets back.” Her smile was flegting and desperate.
“The cat'saway.”

It was an in-house conspiracy after dl, and not avery convincing one. Flynn seemed to expect him to
say something reassuring and glib. The whole damned lab functioned on amorphine high of glibness, asif
to hide the gnawing awareness that what they were doing might someday attract the attention of The
Hague.

“God bless the beasts and children,” Dicken said. “Let'sgo.”

On the north ssde of the array of Pathogenics warehouses, a segmented, inflatable silver enclosure
perched on ablack expanse of parking lot like some huge dien larva. An access tube led from the
enclosure into Warehouse Number 5, which contained most of the primate study |abs. Dicken noticed
two outside compressors and a complicated, freshly assembled sterilization unit on the south end of the
sausage.

Hedidn't redlize how big the enclosure was until they were dmaost upon it. The whole complex was as
big as one of the warehouses and covered at least an acre.

They parked the cart and entered Warehouse 5 through the delivery door. Turner met them in asmall
clinic insde the warehouse—a hospita clinic, obvioudy equipped for humans and not just for primates.
“Glad you could make it, Christopher,” he said. “ Jurie€'s dealing with some mess at the border. A bunch
of protesters blocked alab bus, refused to let it enter Arizona. They had help from theloca police,
apparently. Jurie had to order up another bus at the last minute and route it around the roadblocks.”

“No surprise,” Hynn said. Dicken glanced between them both. What he saw chilled him. The glibness
had completely evaporated. They knew their careerswere on theline.



“The preparations have been obvious, but Jurie only told us yesterday,” Turner said. Their Satements
piled together.

“Shelsavery unhappy girl,” Flynn said.

“I'm not sure we should even have her here,” Turner said.
“She's pregnant,” Flynn said.

“A rape, we'retold. Her foster father,” Turner said.

“Oh, God, | didn't know it wasrape ,” Flynn said, and pressed her knucklesto her cheek. “ She'sonly
fourteen.”

“They brought her from aschoal in Arizona,” Hynn said. “ Juriecalsitour school. That'swhereweve
been getting most of our specimens.”

“She's pregnant?’ Dicken asked, dumbfounded, and then wondered if he had blown his cover.
“That's not generdly known evenintheclinic,” Turner said. “1'd appreciate some discretion.”

Dicken let his astonishment come forward. “ That's mgjor.” Hisvoice cracked. “But she's 52 xx. What
about polyploidy?’

“I only know what | see” Turner said grimly. “ She's pregnant by her foster father.”
“That's absolutdyhuge ,” Dicken said.

“She arrived at the school amonth ago,” Turner said. “We discovered her pregnancy when we
processed a set of her blood tests. Jurie dmost had a heart attack when he got the results from the lab.
He seemed eated. He got her transferred to Pathogenics last week without telling the rest of us.”

“I wasso mad,” Flynn said. “I could have clobbered him.”

“What else could we do? The school couldn't take care of her, and it'sfor damn sure no hospital would
touch her.”

Dicken held up his hand. “Who'sworking the clinic?’ he asked.

“Maggie, Tommy Wrigley—you met Tommy at the party, and Thomas Powers. Some people brought in
from Cdifornia; we don't know them. And, of course, Jurie, on the research side. But he's never even
vigted thegirl.”

“What's her condition?”

“She's about three months dong. Not doing too well. We think she may have self-induced Shiver,”
Hynnsad.

“That isnot confirmed,” Turner said angrily. “ She'sacting asif she hastheflu, and that'sal it may be.
But we're being extra cautious. And thisinformation goes nowhere. . . don't eventell anyonedse at
Pethogenics.”

“But Dr. Dicken would know if it's Shiver, wouldn't he?” Hynn said defengively. “1an't that why Jurie
brought you here?’



“Let'slook at thegirl,” Dicken said.
“Her nameis Fremont, Helen Fremont,” Flynn said. “ She's originaly from Nevada. LasVegas, | think.”

“Reno,” Turner corrected. Then, hisface collapsing in utter misery, his shoulders dumping, he added, “I
don't think | can take thismuch longer. | really don't.”
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Kaye and Marge Cross sat in the back of thetaxi in silence. Kaye looked at the passive neck of the
driver below histurban, caught aglimpse of hissmdl grin in the rearview mirror. Hewaswhigtling to
himself, happy. For him, having aSHEV A granddaughter was no greet burden, obvioudy.

Kaye did not know much about conditionsfor SHEV A children in Pakistan. Generaly, traditional
cultures—Mudims, Hindus, Buddhists—had been more accepting of the new children. That was both
aurprisng and humbling.

Cross drummed her fingers on her knee and |ooked out the window at the highway, passing cars. A long
semi rolled past with TRANS-NATIONAL BIRMINGHAM PORK emblazoned in huge red letters on
thesdesof itstwo tralers.

“Spent lots of money onthat one,” Cross murmured.
Kaye assumed she was referring to pig tissue trangplants. “\Where are we going, Marge?’ she asked.

“Just driving,” Cross said. Her chin bounced up and down, and Kaye could not be sure whether she
was nodding or just moving her jaw in timeto the truck rutsin the roadway.

“That addressisin aresidential neighborhood. | know Baltimore and Maryland pretty well,” Kaye said.
“| assume you aren't kidngpping me.”

Cross gave her awesk amile. “Héll, you're paying,” she sad. “ There's some people| think you'll want to

“All right,” Kaye said.

“Lars came down pretty hard on Robert.”

“Robert's a sanctimonious prick.”

Cross shrugged. “Nevertheless, I'm not going to take Larss advice.”

“I didn't think you would,” Kaye said. She hated to lose her labs and her researchers, even now. Doing
science was her last comfort, her |ab the last place she could take refuge and lose hersdlf in work.

“I'mletting you go,” Crosssaid.

To her surprise, the blow did not fed so heavy after dl. It was Kaye'sturn to nod in time to the cab's
rubbery suspension.

“Y our work with meisover,” Crosssaid.

“Fine” Kaye sadtightly.



“lan'tit?’" Cross asked.

“Of course,” Kaye said, her heart thumping.What | have been putting off doing. What | cannot do
alone.

“What more would you do at Americol ?’

“Pure research on hormonal activation of retrovird dementsin humans,” Kaye said, il grasping at the
past. “Focus on stress-related signaling systems. Transfer of transcription factors and regulating genes by
ERV to somatic cdlls. Study the viruses as common genetic transport and regulatory systemsfor the
body. Prove that the al-disease modd iswrong.”

“It'sagood area,” Crosssaid. “A little too wild for Americol, but | can make some calls and get you a
position elsewhere. Frankly, | don't think you're going to havetime.”

Kayelifted her eyebrows and thinned her lips. “1f I'm no longer employed by you, how can you know
how much timel'll have?

Cross smiled, but the smile vanished quickly and she frowned out the window. “Robert picked the
wrong hammer to hit you with,” shesaid. “Or at least he did it in front of the wrong woman.”

“How'sthat?’

“Twenty-three years ago come August, | was beginning to drum up venture capital for my first company.
| was packing my schedule with meetings and heavy-duty lunches” Her expression turned wistful, asif
shewererecalling an old, wonderful romance. “ God dropped in. Bad timing, to say theleast. He hit me
50 hard | had to drive to the Hamptons and hide out in a hotel room for aweek. Basically | swooned.”

Shewas avoiding direct eye contact, like alittle girl confessing. Kaye leaned forward to see her face
more clearly. Kaye had never seen Cross|ook so vulnerable.

“I can't tell you how scared | was that He was asign of madness, epilepsy, or worse.”
“Y ou thought it was ahe?’

Cross hodded. “Doesn't make sense for a couple of strong women, doesit? It bothered me alot, then.
But no matter how bothered | was, how scared | was, | never thought about visiting aradiology center.
That was brilliant, Kaye. Not cheap, but brilliant.”

Kaye glanced a the driver'sface in the rearview mirror. He was obvioudly trying to ignore the words
being spoken in the backsedt, trying to give them privacy—and not succeeding.

“Loveisn't theword, but it'sal we have. Love without desire.” Cross reached up to wipe her perfectly
manicured fingers beneath her eyes. “1've never told anybody. Someone like Robert would have used it
agang me.”

“Butit'sthetruth,” Kaye sad.

“No, itisn't,” Crosssaid peevishly. “It'sapersona experience. It wasred to you and to me, but that
doesn't get usanywherein thisold, cruel world. That same vision might have compelled someone elseto
burn old women aswitches or kill Englishmen, like Joan of Arc. Cranking up the old Inquisition.”

“I don't think s0,” Kaye said.

“How do you know the butchers and murderers didn't get a message?’



Kaye had to admit that she did not.

Crosssaid, “I've spent so much of my timetrying to forget, just so | could do thework | had to do to
get where | wanted to be. Sometimes it was cruel work, stepping on other folkss dreams. And
whenever | remembered, it just crushed me again. Because | knew thisthing, it, He, would never punish
me, no matter what | did or how | misbehaved. Not just forgiveness—no judgment. Only love.He can't
beredl,” Crosssaid. “What He said and what He did doesn't make any sense.”

“Hefdtred tome” Kayesaid.
“Did you ever hear what happened to Thomas Aquinas?’ Cross asked.
Kaye shook her head.

“The most admired theologian of al. Furioudy adept thinker, logica beyond al measure—and pretty
hard to read nowadays. But smart, no doubt about it, and a young fellow when he made his mark.
Student of Albertus Magnus. Defender of Aristotle in the Church. He wrote big thick tracts. Admired
throughout Christendom, and still revered as athinker to this day. On the morning of December 6, 1273,
he was saying Mass in Naples. He was older, about my age. Right in the middle of the sermon, he just
stopped speaking, and stared at nothing. Or stared ateverything . | imagine he must have gawped likea
fish.” Crosss expresson was quizzica, distant.

“He stopped writing, dictating, stopped contributing to theSumma , hisliféswork. And when he was
pressed to explain why he had stopped, he said, ‘1 can do no more; such things have been revealed to
methat dl | have written ssemsas straw, and | now await the end of my life.” He died afew months
later.” Cross snorted. “No wonder Aquinas was brought up short, the poor bastard. | know a hierarchy
when | see one. I'm little better than awriggly worm in a pond compared to what touched me. | wouldn't
daretry to tell God how to behave.” She smiled. “Yes, dear, | can be humble.” Cross patted Kaye's
hand. “And that'sthat. Y ou'refired. Y ou've done al you need to do, for now, a my company.”

“What about Jackson?’ Kaye asked.

“Hé'slimited, but he's till useful, and there's still important work for him to do. I'll have Larswatch over
him.”

“ Jackson doesn't understand,” Kaye said.

“If you mean he's narrowly focused, that's just what | need right now. Helll crossdl thet 'sand dot dl the
i 's, trying to prove he'sright. Good for him.”

“But héell get it wrong.”

“Then hell do it thoroughly.” Crosswas adamant. “ Robert's problem was familiar to Aquinas. He called
itignorantia affectata , cultivated ignorance.”

“God should touch him,” Kaye said hitterly, and then flushed in embarrassment, asif that were any kind
of punishment.

Cross considered this serioudy for amoment. “1'm surprised God touchedme ,” she said. “1'd be
shocked if He wanted to have anything to do with Robert.”
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I nsde the Slver tent were eight single wide mobile hometrailers, Sitting up on blocks on awrinkled and
patched gray plagtic floor and surrounded, at adistance of thirty fegt, by acircle of transparent plastic
pandstopped with razor wire. Thetrailersdid not look in the least comfortable or friendly.

Dicken tried to orient himsdlf in the generd gloomy light that seeped through the silver tent. They had
entered on the western side. North, then, was where asmall Emergency Action van was parked, the
same van that had presumably brought Helen Fremont from Arizona South of the mobile homesand the
wall of plastic and razor wire, asmall maze of tables and |ab benches had been set up and stocked with
standard medical and lab diagnostic equipment.

A few klieg lights mounted on long stedl poles supplemented the dim sunlight.

Dicken saw no one else under the tent.

“Wedon't have ateamin place yet,” Flynn said. “ Shejust came down sick thismorning.”
“Isthere aphone connection in thetrailer, an intercom, a bullhorn, anything?’

Flynn shook her head. “We're ill putting it together.”

“Goddamnit, shesaonein there?”

Turner nodded.

“For how long?’

“Sincethismorning,” Hynn said. “1 went in and tried to do an exam. She refused, but | took some
pictures, and of course, there's the video. We're running tests on the waste line fluid and the air, but the
equipment hereisn't familiar to me. | didn't trust it, so | took the samples over to the primate lab. They're
dill being run.”

“Does Jurie know she'sill?” Dicken asked.

“Wecdled him,” Turner sad.

“Did hegiveany indructions?’

“Hesaid to leave her done. Let nobody in until we were sure.”
“But Maggiewent in.”

“I had to,” Flynn said. “ She looked so scared.”
“Youwereinasuit?’

“Of course.”

Dicken swung about on his tiff leg and leaned his head to one side, biting his cheek to keep hisopinions
to himsdlf. Hewasfurious.

Flynn would not meet hiseyes. “It's procedure. All tests done under Leve 3 conditions.”

“Wéll, we sure as hell follow the goddamned rules, don't we?’ Dicken said. “Haven't you at |least asked
her to come out and have a doctor inspect her?’

“Shewon't come out,” Turner said. “We have video cameras tracking her. She'sin the bedroom. She's



just lying there”

“Dandy,” Dicken said. “What in hell do you want meto do?’

“We have the pictures,” Flynn said, and took her data phone from her pocket.
“Show me,” Dicken said.

She brought up a succession of five pictures on the phone's screen. Dicken saw ayoung SHEV A girl
with dark brown hair, pale blue eyes with yellow specks, thin features but prominent cheekbones, pae
skin. Thegirl looked like afrightened cat, her eyes searching the unseen corners, refusing evenin her
misery to beintimidated.

Dicken could tell the girl was exhibiting no obvious sgns of Shiver—no lesons on her skinny arms, no
scarlet cingulated markings on her neck. A live update chart butted in at the conclusion of the dide show
and displayed atemperature of 102.

“Remote temperature senang?’
Flynn nodded.
“You sad her vird titerswere high.”

“She cut hersdf getting into the van. They had been ingtructed not to draw blood, but they sequestered
the stain and we took a sample under controlled conditions. That's why the van is gill here. She's
producing HERV.”

“Of course sheis. She's pregnant. She doesn't present any of the necessary symptoms,” he said. “What
makesyou think it's Shiver?’

“Dr. Juriesad it might be.”

“Jurieisn't here, and you are.”

“But she'spregnant ,” Turner said, scowling, asif that explained their concern.
“Have you tested for pseudotype viruses?’

“Weredill running the samples” Turner said.

“Anything?

“Not yet.”

“You've had Shiver,” Hynn said sullenly. *'Y ou should be even more cautious.” She looked more angry
than distressed now. They were wondering whose side he was on, and he was haf inclined to tell them.

“I won't even need asuit,” he said contemptuoudy, and tossed the phone back to Flynn. He walked
toward thetrailer.

“Holdit,” Turner said, hisfacered. “Go in there without asuit, and you'll stay. We won't—wecan't let
you out.”

Dicken turned and bowed, holding out his armsin exasperated placation. There waswork to do, a
problem to resolve, and anger wasn't helping. “ Then get me a goddamned suit! And aphone or an



intercom. She needs to communicate with the outside. She needs to talk with someone. Where are her
parents—her mother, | mean?’

“We don't know,” Hynn said.

The narrow rooms insde the mobile home were neat and cheerless. Rentd-style furniture, upholstered in
beige and yelow plaid vinyl, lent them an air of cheap and soulless utility. The girl had brought no
persond effects, and had touched none of the stuffed anima toysthat lined the shelvesin thetiny living
room, till intheir plastic wrappings.

Dicken wondered how long ago the stuffed animal's had been purchased. How long had Jurie been
planning to bring SHEV A children into Pathogenics?

A year?

Two dining chairs had been upset beside the dinette. Dicken bent to set them right. The plastic in his suit
sgueaked. He was aready starting to swest, despite the air conditioner pack. He had long since cometo
sncerely hate isolation suits.

Helooked for other obstructions that might snag the plagtic, then moved dowly toward the bedroom at
the back of thetrailer. He knocked on the frame and peered through the half-open door. The girl lay on
her back on the bed, still wearing peda pushers, blouse, and a denim jacket. The bed's green plastic
covers had been tossed aside, and she was staring at the celling.

“Hdlo?

Thegirl did not ook at him. He could see her skinny chest moving, and her cheeks were ruddy with
fever or fear or perhaps despair.

“Helen?” He waked dong the narrow space beside the bed and bent over so she could see hisface.
“My nameis Christopher Dicken.”

She swung her head to one side. “ Go away. I'll makeyou sick,” she said.
“| doubt it, Helen. How do you fed ?’

“I hate your suit.”

“I don't likeit much, ether.”

“Leavemedone.”

Dicken gtraightened and folded hisarms with some difficulty. The suit rustled and squeaked and he felt
like one of the plastic-wrapped stuffed animals. “ Tell me how you'refeding.”

“I want to throw up.”
“Have you thrown up?’
“No,” shesaid.

“Thet's good.”

“I keep trying.” Thegirl sat up on the bed. “Y ou should be afraid of me. That'swhat my mother told me



to say to anyone who tries to touch me or kidnap me. She said, ‘Usewhat you have.” ”
“Y ou don't make people sick, Helen,” Dicken said.
“I wish | could. | wanthim to be sick.”

Dicken could not imagine her pain and frustration, and did not fee comfortable probing it out. “I won't
say | understand. | don't.”

“Stop talking and go away.”

“We won't talk about that, okay. But we need to talk about how you're fegling, and I'd like to examine
you. I'm adoctor.”

“Sowashe ,” she sngpped. Sherolled to one Sde, still not looking at Dicken. Her eyes narrowed. “My
muscleshurt. Am | going to die?’

“| don't think s0.”
“| should die”

“Please don't talk that way. If things are going to get any better, | have to examineyou. | promise | won't
hurt you or do anything that makes you fed uncomfortable.”

“I'm used to them taking blood,” the girl said. “ They tieusdown if wefight.” She stared fixedly at his
face through the hood. *'Y ou sound like you've helped alot of sick people.”

“Quite afew. Some were very, very sick, and they got better.”

“And somedied.”

“Yes” Dickensad. “Somedied.”

“I don't fed that sick, other than wanting to throw up.”

“That might be your baby.”

The girl opened her mouth wide and her cheekswent pale. “I'mpregnant 7’ she asked.
Dicken suddenly felt the bottom fal out of hisstomach. “They didn't tell you?’

“Oh, my God,” the girl said and curled up, facing away from him. “I knew it. | knew it. | could smell
something. It was his baby insde of me. Oh, my God.” Thegirl sat up abruptly. “I need to go to the
bathroom.”

Dicken must have showed his concern even through the hood.
“I'm not going to hurt mysdlf. | haveto throw up. Don't look. Don't watch me.”
Hesad, “I'll wait for you in the living room.”

She swung her legs out over the side of the bed and stood, then paused, arms held out asiif to keep her
balance. She stared down at the fake wooden floor. “He used nose plugs and scrubbed me with soap,
and then he covered me with cheap perfume. | couldn't make him stop. He said he wanted to learn
whether he would ever have grandchildren. But he wasn't even my redl father. A baby. Oh, my God.”



Thegirl'sface wrinkled up in an expression so complex Dicken could have studied it for hours and not
understood. He knew how a chimpanzee must fed, watching humans emote.

“I'm sorry,” Dicken said.

“Have you met anyone dse like me who was pregnant?’ the girl asked, holding, compelling his gaze
through the plastic.

“No,” Dicken sad.
“I'mthefirg?’
“Yourethefirg in my experience”

“Yeah.” Shegot apanicky look and walked tiffly into the bathroom. Dicken could hear her trying to
throw up. He went into the living room. The smell of his sorrow and loathing filled the helmet and there
was no way to wipe hiseyesor hisnose.

When the girl came out, she stopped in the doorway, then sidled through, asif afraid to touch the frame.
She held her arms out to her side like wings. Her cheeks were asteady golden brown and the yellow
flint-sparksin her eyes seemed even larger and brighter. More than ever, shelooked like acat. She
glared a him quizzicaly. She could see his puffy eyes and wet cheeks through the plastic. “What do you
care?’ she asked.

Dicken shook his head inside the helmet. “Hard to explain,” he said. “1 wasthere at the beginning.”
“What doesthat mean?’

“I'm not suretheréstime,” he said. “We need to find out why you're sick.”

“Explainit to me, and then you canlook a me,” thegirl said.

Dicken wondered how they would react outside if he spent acouple of hoursinthetrailer. If Jurie
should happen to come back . . .

None of that mattered. He had to do something for the girl. She deserved so much more than this.

He pulled up the covering sed and unzipped his helmet, then removed it. It certainly wasn't the worst
risk he had ever taken. “| was one of thefirgt to know,” he began.

The girl lifted her nose and sniffed. The way her upper lip formed aV was so strangdly beautiful that
Dicken had to amile.

“Better?’ he asked.
“You'renot afraid, youreangry,” thegirl sad. “You're angryfor me”
He nodded.

“Nobody's ever been angry for me. It smdlskind of sweet. Sit intheliving room. Stay afew feet avay,
in case I'm dangerous.”

They walked into the living room. Dicken sat on adinette chair and she stood by the couch, armsfolded,
asif ready torun. “Tell me” shesaid.



“Can | examineyou while| talk?Y ou can keep your clotheson, and | won't stick you with anything. |
just need to look and touch.”

Thegirl nodded.

Rumors and haf-truths were dl she had ever heard. She remained standing for the first few minutes,
while Dicken pressed hisfingers gently under her jaw, into her armpits, and looked between her fingers
and toes.

After awhile, she sat on the vinyl couch, listening closaly and watching him with those incredible
flint-spark eyes.
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Thethree cars split off a a crossroads going through asmal desert town. Stellalooked through the rear
window at the diminishing dot of the car that contained Celiaand LaShawnaand two of the boys. Then
sheturned to look a Will, who seemed to have fallen asleep.

JoBeth Hayden had talked about her daughter for the first half hour or so, about how she had been glad
Bonnie was not on the bus, being taken to Sandia, yet how disappointing it was not to see her and have
her befree.

After awhile, Stellahad felt her muscles tighten from the aftereffects of the crash, and she had tuned out
Jobeth, focusing instead on the pile of crumpled pages that Will had arranged on the seat between them.

Will opened his eyes and leaned forward. “Mrs. Hayden,” he said, and ran histongue over dry lips,
avoiding Stdllas curious stare.

“Yes Your nameisWilliam, it it?’

“Will. I'd like to put these up by you.” He dropped some crumpled pagesin the middle of the front
bench sest.

“That'strash,” Jobeth Hayden said disgpprovingly.
“I can't keep it back here,” Will said.
“I don't seewhy not.”

Stellacould not figure out what Will was up to. She rubbed her nose. The front bench seat wasin direct
sunlight. Will was fever-scenting. She could smell him now, subtle but direct, like cocoa powder and
butter. She had never smdled anything exactly likeit.

“Can 17" Will asked.

Jobeth Hayden shook her head dowly. Stella saw her eyesin the rearview mirror; she looked confused.
“All right,” shesad.

Stellapicked up acrumpled page and smelled it. She drew back, rgjecting the urge to frith, and stared at
Will resentfully. The paperback was areservoir. Will had been rubbing the pages behind his ears, storing
up scent. She poked him with her finger and flashed a query with her cheeks. He took the paper from
her hands.



“We don't want to go to thisranch,” Will said to Mrs. Hayden.

“That's where were going. Theres adoctor there. It's asafe place, and they're expecting you.”
“I know abetter place,” Will said. “ Could you drive usto Cdifornia?’

“That'sslly,” Jobeth Hayden said.

“I've been trying to get there for more than ayear now.”

“We're going to the ranch, and that's that.”

Will dropped another wadded-up page onto the pool of sun on the front seat. Stella.could smell Will's
particular form of persuasion very clearly now, and however much shefought againgt it, what he said
was beginning to seem reasonable.

Mrs. Hayden continued to drive. Stellawondered if too much persuasion would confuse her and make
her drive off the road.

Will cradled hishead in hisarms. “Werefine. | don't need adoctor./ She'sfine, she can ill drive.”

“Were going to see adoctor in asmdl town in Arizona, and then we're going straight to the ranch,”
Mrs. Hayden said.

“It'sright across the state line. Y ou have to drive through Nevada, though. Can | see the map?’

Mrs. Hayden was frowning deeply now, and she started to toss back the pieces of crumpled paper. “|
don't think that'sagood idea,” she said. “What are you doing?’

“I just want to seethe map,” Will said.
“Well, | supposethat's okay, but no more of thistrash, please. | thought you children behaved better.”
Stelatouched Will'sarm. “Stop it,” she whispered, leaning forward so only he would hear.

Will ignored Stellaand tossed the paper again onto the front seet, in the pool of sunshine that warmed it
and made it release its scent.

“Thisisredly intolerable,” Mrs. Hayden said, but her head straightened and she did not sound angry.
She reached over, opened up the glove box, and handed Will an Auto Club map of Arizonaand New
Mexico. “I don't usethem often,” shesaid. “ They're pretty old.”

Will opened the map and spread it acrosstheir knees. His finger followed highways going north and
west. Stellaleaned into the corner where the seat met the door and folded her arms.

“You'll haveto St up Straight, swestie,” Mrs. Hayden told her. “The car hasside airbags. It'snot safe to
dump over.”

Stellasat up. Will looked at her. Her back was redlly hurting now. Camly, he reached over and touched
her hands, her legs, then her back.

“What are you doing back there?’” Mrs. Hayden asked, dimly concerned.

Will did not answer, and she did not press the question. His fingers marched lightly up Stellas spine, and
sherolled over to let him examine her back.



“Youll be okay,” Will said.
“How do you know?’ Stella asked.

“Youd smdl different if you were bleeding inside, or if something was broken. Y ou're just suffering from
alittlewhiplash, and | don't think there's any nerve damage. | smelled aboy with a broken back once,
and he had asad, awful smdll. Y ou smell good.”

“| don't likeyou tdling uswhat to do,” Stellasaid.

“I'll ¢op once shetakesusto Cdifornia,” Will said. He did not seem very confident, and he did not
amell sure of himsalf. Thiswas one nervous young man.

“It'sabeautiful day/ | learned alot in North Caroling” Will doubled. “I'm glad you're here/ That was
before they burned our camp.”

Stellahad never met anyone more adept at persuasion. She wondered whether histalent was natural, or
whether he had been taught somewhere. She aso wondered whether they would bein any danger. But
Stellawas not willing, not yet anyway, to tdl Mrs. Hayden her suspicions. She apparently had suspicions
of her own. “I'd liketo roll down thewindows,” Mrs. Hayden said. “It's getting stuffy in here.”

“It'sfine, redly,” Will said. At the sametime, he undered to Stella, “/I need your help. Don't you want to
see what we can do?’

Stellashook her head, thinking of Mitch and Kaye, thinking irrationally of the housein Virginia, the last
place she had redlly felt safe, though that had been aniillusion.

“Didn't you ever want to run away?’ Will asked in anear whisper.
“It redlyis stuffy,” Mrs. Hayden said. Will was running out of pages.
“Help me” Will pleaded softly, earnestly.

“What isthis place?” Stella asked.

“I think it'sinthewoods,” Will said. “It's hidden, far from the towns. They have animasand grow their
own food./ They raise marijuanaand sdll it to make money to buy stuff.”

Marijuanawas legal now in mogt states, but till that sounded dangerous. Stella suddenly felt very
cautious. Will looked and smelled scary, with hisjumbled hair and cocoa-powder richness, hisface that
seemed capable of so many expressions.He's been with others and they've taught him so much.
What could they teach me—and what could | add?

“Would | be ableto cdl my parents?”’

“They're not like ug They'd take you back,” Will replied. “We need to be with our own people/ You'll
grow and learn who you redly are.”

Stdlafdt her somach knot with confusion and indecision. It was what she had been thinking about in the
school. Forming demes was imposs ble with humans around; they aways found waysto interfere. For dl
she knew, demes were just what children tried on for practice. Soon they would be adults, and what
would they do then?

How would they ever find out if humans kept clinging to them?



“It'stimeto grow up,” Will said.

“Why, you're so young,” Mrs. Hayden said dreamily. She was driving straight and steedily, but her voice
sounded wrong, and Stellaknew they had to do something in concert soon or Mrs. Hayden could go
oneway or the other.

“I'm only fifteen,” Stellasaid. Actualy, she had not yet had her fifteenth birthday, but she aways added
in the time her mother had been pregnant with the first-stage embryo.

“There's supposed to be aman therein hissixties, one of us,” Will said.

“That'simpossble” Stellasaid.

“That'swhat they say. He's from the south, from Georgia. Or maybe Russia. They weren't sure which.”
“Do you know where this placeis?

Will tapped his head. “ They showed us a map before the camp was burned.”

“Isitred?”

Will could not answer this. “I think so./ | want it to bered.”

Stellaclosed her eyes. She could fed the warmth behind her eyelids, the sun passing over her face, the
suspended redness, and below that the rising up of al her minds, al the parts of her body that yearned.
To be aonewith her own kind, making her own way, learning al she needed to learn to survive among
people who hated her . . .

That would be an incredible adventure. That would be worth so much danger.
“It'sdl youvewanted, | know it,” Will said.

“How do | know you're not justpersuading me?’ Her cheeks added unconscious quotes to the
emphasis on that word, which sounded so wrong, so lacking in nuance, so human.

“Look indde,” Will said.
“Ilhave, ” Stdlasaid, alittlewalil that brought Mrs. Hayden's head around.

“I'mfine” Stellasaid, armsfolded tightly across her chest. Thetires squeded as Mrs. Hayden
straightened the car out on the road.

Stella gripped the arm of her sedt.
“I'm sweeting like abagtard,” shetold Will with alittle giggle.
“Soam|,” Will said, and smiled crookedly.

Therewas one last question. “What about sex?’ she asked, so quietly Will did not hear and she had to
repest hersalf.

“Don't you know?” Will said. “Humans can rape us, but we don't rape each other. It just doesn't work
that way.”

“What if it happens anyway, and we don't know what were doing, or how to stay out of trouble?’



“I don't know the answer to that,” Will said. “Does anybody? But | know one thing. With us, it doesn't
happen until it'sright. And now it isn't right.”

That was honest enough. She could fed her independence returning, and al the answers were the same.
She was strong. She was capable. She knew that.

Shefocused on fever-scenting for Mrs. Hayden.

“Whoo,” Will said, and waved hishand in theair. “Y ou strong, lady.”

“I amwoman ,/l anstrong ,” Stella sang softly, and they giggled together. She leaned forward. “Please,
would you take usto Cdifornia?’ she asked Mrs. Hayden.

“WEell haveto stop for gas. | only brought alittle money.”
“It1l be enough,” Will said.

“Do you need the book?” Stellaasked him. It was a yellowed, dog-eared, and now thoroughly reduced
paperback calledJpartacus by Howard Fast.

“Maybe,” Will said. “I redly don't know.”
“Did you learn that in the woods, too?’

Will shook hishead. “I madeit up mysdf,” he said. “We have to be smart. They were taking usto
Sandia. They wanted to kill usal. We haveto think for ourselves.”

37
MARYLAND

The cab dropped off Kaye and Marge Cross a a single-story brick house on a pleasant, dightly weedy
sreet in Randalstown, Maryland. The grassin the front yard stood a foot high and had long since turned
graw yellow. A big old Buick Rivierafrom the last century, covered with rust and half-hearted patches
of gray primer, sat up on blocksin the oil-stained driveway.

They walked up the overgrown path to the front porch. Kaye stood on the lower step, unsure where to
look or what to expect. Cross punched the doorbell. Somewhere inside the house, éectronic chimes
played the four opening notes from Beethoven's Fifth. Kaye stared a a plagtic tricycle with big white
whedlsamost logt in the grass beside the porch.

The woman who opened the door was Laura Bloch, from Senator Giandlli's office. She smiled at Kaye
and Cross. “ Delighted you could be here,” she said. “Welcome to the Maryland Advisory Group on
Nationd Biologica Policy. Were an ad hoc committee, and thisis an exploratory meeting.”

Kayelooked at Cross, lips downturned in dubious surprise.
“You belong here,” Crosstold her. “I'm not sure | do.”
“Of courseyou do, Marge,” Bloch said. “Come on in, both of you.”

They entered and stood in the small foyer opposite the living room, separated by alow wall and arow
of turned wooden columns. Theinside of the house—brown carpet, cream-colored walls decorated
with family pictures, colonia-style maple furniture and a coffee table covered with magazinesand a



flattop computer—could have been anywhere in the country. Typical middle-class comfort.

In the dining room, seven people sat around a maple table. Kaye was not acquainted with most of them.
She did recognize one woman, however, and her face brightened.

LuellaHamilton waked acrossthe living room. They stood apart for amoment, Kaye in her pants suit,
Mrs. Hamilton in along orange and brown caftan. She had put on alot of weight since she and Kaye
had last seen each other, and not much of it from her pregnancy.

“Dear baby Jesus,” Mrs. Hamilton let out with asmdll, wild-eyed laugh. “We were just on thephone .
Y ou were going to stay put. Marge, what isthisal about?’

“Y ou know each other?’ Cross asked.
“Wesuredo,” Kaye said. But she did not explain.

“Wecometo therevolution,” Ludlasaid, smiling swesetly. “Y ou know Laura. Come meet the others.
Quite ahigh-toned group we have here.” She introduced Kaye to the three women and four men seated
at thetable. Most were in their middle years, the youngest, awoman, appeared to bein her thirties. All
were dressed in suits or stylish office work clothes. All looked like Washington insdersto Kaye, who
had met plenty. She saw gratefully that they were dl wearing nametags.

“Most of these folks come from the offices of key senators and representatives, eyes and ears, not
necessarily proxies,” LauraBloch explained. “Wewon't connect the dots until later. Ladies and
gentlemen, Kaye is both aworking scientist and amommy.”

“Y ou're the one who discovered SHEVA,” said one of the two gray-haired men. Kayetried to demur,
but Bloch shushed her.

“Take credit whereit'sdue, Kaye,” Bloch said. “We're presenting a paper to the president within the
week. Marge sent us your conclusions about genomic viruses, along with alot of other papers. Were
gl digesting them. I'm surethere arelots of questions.”

“Wow, I'll say,” chuckled amiddle-aged man named Kendal Burkett. “Worse than homework.”

Kaye remembered Burkett now. They had met at a conference on SHEV A four years ago. Hewasa
fundraiser for legal aid for SHEV A parents.

Luelareturned from the kitchen carrying a pitcher of orangejuice and aplate of cookies and celery
stalkswith peanut butter and cream cheesefillings. “1 don't know why you folks come here,” shetold the
group. “I'm not much of acook.”

Bloch put her arms around Luella's shoulders. They made quite a contrast. Kaye could tell Ludlawas
sx months or more dong, dthough it was only dightly apparent on her ample frame.

“Come sit,” said the younger woman. She pointed to an empty chair beside her and smiled. Her name,
printed negtly on her tag, was Linda Gae. Kaye knew that name from somewhere.

“It's our second meeting,” said Burkett. “We're fill getting acquainted.”

“Orangejuice okay for you, honey?’ Luellaasked, and Kaye nodded. Ludlafilled her glass. Kayefdt
overwhelmed. She did not know whether to resent Cross for not warning her in advance, or to just hug
her, and then hug Ludlla. Instead, she walked around the table and settled into the seat beside Gale.



“Lindais asssant to the chief of staff,” Bloch said.

“At the White House? For the president?’ Kaye asked, hopeful as a child looking over a Christmas
package.

“The president,” Bloch confirmed.
Galesmiled up at Bloch. “Am | famousyet?”

“About time,” Ludlasaid, passing around the plate. Gale demurred, saying she had to keep in fighting
trim, but the others snatched the cookies and held out glassesfor juice.

“It'sthelegacy thing,” Burkett said. “ The polls are going fifty-fifty. Net and mediaaretired of being
scaremongers. Marge tells us the scientific community will come out in support of the conclusion that the
SHEVA kidswon't produce disease. Do you go aong with that?’

In palitics, even afragile certainty could move mountains. “I do,” Kaye said.

“The president istaking advice from al sectors of the community,” Gale said.

“They'vehadyears ,” Kaye said.

“Lindaison our Sde, Kaye,” Bloch said softly.

“Won't belong,” Luellasaid, and nodded, her eyes both angry and knowing. “Mm hmm. Not long now.”
“Dr. Rafelson, | have a question about your work,” Burkett said. “1f | may . . .”

“Frg thingsfirst,” Bloch interrupted. “Marge knows dready, but Kaye, you have to be absolutely clear
onthis. Everything said in thisroom isin the gtrictest confidence. Nobody will divulge anything to
anybody outside this room, whether or not the president chooses to act. Understood?’

Kaye nodded, till in adaze.
“Good. We have some papersto sign, and then Kendall can ask his questions.”
Burkett shrugged patiently and chewed on a cookie.

Two phones rang at once—onein the kitchen, which Luella pushed through the swinging door to
answer, and LauraBloch's cell phonein her purse.

Luella clutched an old-fashioned handset on along cord. “Oh, my God,” shesaid. “Where?’ Her eyes
met Kaye's. Something crossed between them. Kaye stood and clutched the back of her chair. Her
knucklesturned white.

“LaShawnaswith them?’ Ludlaasked. Then, once more, “Oh, my God.” Her facelit up with joy. “We
caught abusin New Mexico!” she cried. “ John saysthey got our children! They have LaShawna, dear
Jesus, John has my swest, sweet girl.”

LauraBloch finished her cal and clacked her phone shut, furious. “ The bastards findly did it,” she said.
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“Y ou found them,” avoice said, and Mitch opened his eyesto a haze of facesin the shadows. The
migraine was not done with him, but at least he could hear and think.

“The doctor saysyou're going to be okay.”

“Soglad,” Mitch said groggily. Hewaslying on an air mattress under atent. The mattress squesked
benesth his shifting weight.

“Oneof your migraines?’
That was Eileen.

“Yeah.” Hetried to it up. Eileen gently pushed him down again on the mattress. Someone gave him a
gp of water from aplastic cup.

“Y ou should have told us where you were going,” awoman he did not know said disapprovingly.

Eileen interrupted her. “Y ou didn't knowwhere you were going, did you?” she asked him. “ Just what
you wanted to find.”

“Thiswhole camp is on the knife edge of anarchy,” the other woman said.

“Shut up, Nancy,” said Eileen's colleague, what was her name again, Mitch liked her, she seemed smart:
something Fitz. Then, it cameto him, Connie Fitz, and asif in reward, the pain flowed out of his head
likeair from aballoon. His skull fdt cold. “Wheat did | find?’

“Something,” Fitz said admiringly.
“We're taking scans now with the handheld,” said Nancy.

“Good,” Mitch said. He took aplastic bottle of water from Eileen and swallowed long and hard. Hewas
asdry asabone; he must have lain out on the rock and dirt for at least an hour. “1'm sorry,” he said.

“Denada,” Eileen said with ahint of pride.

“It'satibia isntit?” Mitch asked.

“It'smorethan that,” Eileen said. “We don't yet know how much more.”
“I found theguys,” he sad.

Thewomen would not commit.

“Just be happy you didn't die out there,” Eileen said.

“It'snot that hot,” Mitch said.

“Y ou werethree feet from the bluff,” Eileen said. “Y ou could havefalen.”

“They weathered out,” Mitch mused, and took another swallow of water. “How many arel€ft, |
wonder?’

He peered into the blue light of the tent at the three women: Nancy, atal, striking woman with long
black hair and astern face; Connie Fitz; Eileen.

The tent flap opened and the light assaulted him, bringing back a stab of pain.



“Sorry,” Oliver Merton said. “Just heard about the incident. How's our boy wonder?”

“Explainittome” Merton said.

Mitch sat donewith Oliver under the sun shade. He sipped a beer; Oliver was working away, or
pretending to, on hissmall date. He had atracer cap on onefinger and typed on empty air. All the
archaeol ogists from the camp, except for two younger women standing guard at the main Site, were at
the bluff, leaving Mitch grounded, “to recover,” as Eileen put it, but he strongly suspected it wasto keep
him out of their hair, out of trouble, until it was determined what he had found.

“Explanwhat?’ Mitch asked.
“How you do it. | sense apattern.”
Mitch covered his eyeswith hishands. The sunlight was till dazzling.

“Y ou undergo some sort of psychic revelation, enter atrance state, troop off in search of something
you've aready seen. . . . Isthat it?’

“God, no,” Mitch said, grimacing. “Nothing like that. Was | showboating, Oliver?” he asked, and did
not know himself whether he spoke with satisfaction, pride, or red curiosity asto what Merton thought.

Before Merton could answer, Mitch winced at a spike in histhoughts. His neck hair prickled.
Something's wrong.

“Oh, most definitely,” Merton said with anod and ady little grin. “ Sherlock Holmes, | presume?”
“Holmeswas not psychic. Y ou heard them. They still don't know what | found.”

“Y ou found ahominid leg bone. All of Eileen's students, searching for two months around this Site,
haven't found so much asachip.”

“They were making uslook bad,” Mitch said. “Menin generd.”

“A camp full of angry women digging out acamp full of abandoned women,” Merton said. “Look bad?
Right”

“Have there ever been any men here?’

“Beg your pardon?’ Merton asked petulantly.

“Working at the camp. Digging.”

“Besidesme, not aone,” Merton admitted, and scowled at the screen on the date.
“Why isthat?” Mitch asked.

“Eileen'sgay, you know,” Merton said. “ Sheand ConnieFitz . . . very close”

Mitch thought this over for afew seconds but could not connect it right away with redity, hisredlity.
“You'rekidding.”

Merton tried to cross his heart and hope to die, but got it wrong.



The closest Mitch could come to acknowledging this bit of information was to wonder why Eileen had
not introduced her lover to him as such. He said, very dowly, “Y ou could have fooled me.”

That's not what's wrong.
“Mr. Daney isamused by it dl. He takes quite an anthropological view.”
Mitch pulled back from somewhere, an unpleasant place coming closer. “ They're notall gay, arethey?’

“Oh, no. But itis abit of acrazy coincidence. The others appear to be single, to awoman, and not one
has shown any interest in me. Funny, how that dants my view of theworld.”

“Yesh,” Mitch said.

“Nancy thinksyou'retrying to stedl their thunder. They're sendtive about that.”

“Right.”

“It'sjust you and me, until Mr. Daney gets here,” Merton said.

Mitch finished the can of Coorsand propped it gently on the wooden arm of the camp chair.

“Shdl | crush that for you?’” Merton asked with atwinkle. “ Just to keep up masculine gppearances.”

Mitch did not answer. The camp, the bones, his discovery, suddenly meant nothing. Hismind wasa
blank sheet with vague writing starting to appear, asif scrawled by ghosts. He could not read the writing,
but he did not likeit.

Hejerked, and the can fell off the arm of the chair. It struck the gravel with ahollow rattle. “ Jesus,” he
said. He had never had a hypnagogic experience before.

“Something wrong?’ Merton asked.
“Eileen wasright. Maybe I'm still sick.” He pushed up out of the chair. “Can | use your phone?’
“Of course,” Merton said.

“Thanks.” Mitch sdled awkwardly one step to the left, asif about to lose his balance, perhaps his sanity.
“How secureisit?’

“Very,” Oliver said, watching him with concern. “Private trunk feed for Mr. Daney.”

Mitch did not know whom to trust, whom to turn to. He had never felt more spooked or more helpless
inhislife

No ESP, hethought.Please, et there be no such thing as ESP.
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NEW MEXICO

Dicken sat beside Helen Fremont on the couch in the trailer. She was staring at the wall opposite the
couch, fever-scenting, he suspected, but he could not tell what she was hoping to accomplish, if
anything. Theair inthetrailer smelled of old cheese and teabags. He had finished his story ten minutes
ago, patiently going back over old history and trying to jugtify himsdlf aswell: hisexistence, hiswork, his



loathing for theisolation he had felt all these years, buried in hiswork asif it were another kind of plastic
auit, proof againg life. There had been silence for several minutes now, and he did not know what to
say, much lesswhat would happen to them next.

The girl brokethe silence. “Aren't you at dl afraid I'll make you Sick?’ she asked.

“I'm stuck,” Dicken said, lifting his hands. “ They won't let me out until they can make other
arangements.”

“Arent you afraid?’ she repeated.

“No,” Dicken sad.

“If 1 wanted to, could | make you sick?’

Dicken shook his head. “I doubt it.”

“But if they know that, why keep me here? Why keep any of us away from people?’

“WEell, we just don't know what to do or what to believe. We don't understand,” he added, speaking
softly. “That makes usweak and stupid.”

“It'scrud,” thegirl said. Then, asif shewasjust coming to believe she was pregnant, “How will they
treat my baby?’

The door to thetrailer opened. Aram Jurie entered first and was almost immediately flanked by two
security men armed with machine pistols. All wore white isolation suits. Even through the plastic cowl,
Jdurie's pallid face was a pepperbd| of irritation. “ Thisis stupid,” he said as the security men stepped
forward. “ Are you trying to sabotage everything weve done?’

Dicken stood up from the couch and glanced at the girl, but she did not seem at al surprised or
disturbed.God help us, it's what she knows . Dicken said, “Y ou're holding thisyoung woman illegaly.”

Jurie was comicaly incredulous for aman whose face was normaly so placid. “What in God's green
Earth were you thinking?’

“Y ou're not an authorized holding facility for children,” Dicken continued, warming to his subject. “Y ou
illegally trangported thisgirl across sate lines”

“Shelsathreat to public hedlth,” Jurie said, suddenly recovering hiscalm. “And now you've joined her.”
Hewaved hishand. “ Get him out of here”

The security men seemed unable to decide how to react. “Isn't he safe where heis?” one guard asked,
his voice muffled insde the hood.

Thegirl reached up to Dicken and tightly gripped hisarm. “Thereisno threat,” Dicken told Jurie.

“Y ou do notknow that,” Jurie said, staring hard at Dicken, but the comment was more for the benefit of
the guards.

“Dr. Jurie has stepped way over theline,” Dicken said. “Kidnapping isatough rap, guys. Thisisa
facility doing contract work under EMAC, which isunder the authority of the Department of Hedlth and
Human Services. All of them have strict guiddines on human experimentation.” And nobody knows
whether those guidelines still apply. But it's the best bluff we have. *Y ou have no jurisdiction over
the girl. Were leaving Sandia. I'm taking her with me.”



Jurie shook his head vigoroudy, making hishood waggle. “Very John Wayne. Y ou got that out very
nicely. I'm supposed to growl and play thevillain?’

The Stuation was incredible and tense and fairly funny. “Yeah,” Dicken said, druptly bresking out ina
shit-kicking, full-out hayseed grin. He had atendency to do that when confronted by authority figures. It
was one reason why he had spent so much of hislife doing fieldwork.

Jurie misinterpreted Dicken's smile. “We have an incredible opportunity here. Why wasteit?” Jurie said,
wheedling now. “We can solve so many problems, learn so much. What we learn will benefit millions. It
could saveusal.”

“Not thisgirl. Not any of them.” Dicken held out hishand. The girl got to her feet and together, hand in
hand, they walked cautioudy toward the door.

Jurie blocked their way. “How far do you think you'll get?’ he asked, livid behind the cowl.

“Let'sfind out,” Dicken said. Jurie reached out to hold him, but Dicken's arm snaked up and he grabbed
the edge of the faceplate, asif to remind Jurie of their unequal vulnerability. Jurie dropped his hands,
Dicken let go, and the man backed off, catching up againgt achair and dmogt faling over.

The security men seemed rooted to the trailer'sfloor. “Good for you,” Dicken murmured. “Hire some
lawyers, gentlemen. Time off for good behavior. Mitigating factorsin sentencing.” Still murmuring legd
inanities, he peered through the door of thetrailer and saw acluster of scientific and security staff,
including Flynn, Powers, and now Presky, hanging back beyond the open gate in the reinforced acrylic
fence. “Let'sgo, honey,” Dicken said, and they stepped out onto the porch.

Behind, he heard ascuffle and swiveled his head to see Jurie, hisface contorted, trying to grab apistol
and the security guards doing an awkward little dance keeping their weapons out of hisreach.

Scientists with guns, Dicken thought. That really was the living end. Somehow, the absurdity cheered
him. He squeezed the girl's hand and marched toward the others standing by the gate.

They did not stop him. Maggie Flynn actualy held the gate open. Shelooked relieved.

40
CALIFORNIA

Stellaand Will had |eft the car after it ran out of gas near atown caled Lone Pine. They werein the
woods now, but she did not fed any closer to freedom, or to where she wanted to be.

They had |eft Mrs. Hayden adeep in the car, drained after driving al night and then cutting back and
forth across the state routes and freeways and back roads al morning. Will trudged ahead of Stella,
carrying two empty plastic bottles.

At noon, the air was cool and hazy. Summer was turning into fal. The pines and larches and oaks
seemed to shimmer as breezes blew and clouds raced over the low mountains.

They had seen very few houses aong the road, but there were some. Will talked about a place that was
in the middle of nowhere, with no humansfor tens, if not hundreds, of miles. Stellawas too tired to fed
discouraged. She knew now they did not belong anywhere or to anyone; they were just logt, ingde and
out. Her feet hurt. Her back hurt. The discomfort from her period was passing. That wasasmall
blessing, but now she was beginning to wonder who and what Will redly was.



He looked morethan alittle fera with hishair sweaty and sticking straight up at the back where he had
leaned againgt the rear seet in Mrs. Hayden's car. He smelled gamy, angry, and afraid, but Stellaknew
shedid not smell any better.

She wondered what Celiaand LaShawna and Felice were up to, what had happened to the drivers
trussed up and left by the side of the road.

She had only adim ideahow the map in Will's back pocket correlated with where they were. The road
looked like along black river rolling into the distance, vanishing around atree-framed curve.

For amoment, she stopped and watched a ground squirrd. It stood on alow flat rock beside the
shoulder, hunched and dert, with shiny black eyes, like the Shrooz in her roomin Virginia.

She hoped they would end up on afarm and she could be with animals. She got dong well with animals.

Will came back. The squirrd fled. “We should keep moving,” he said. They trotted clumsly into the
trees astwo carsrumbled by.

“Maybe we should hitchhike,” Stella suggested from behind a pine trunk. She smelled the cloying
swesetness of the tree's sap and it reminded her of school. She curled her lip and pushed away from the
rough bark.

“If we hitchhike, they'll catch us,” Will said. “Wereclose. | know it.”

Shefollowed Will. She could amost imagine abig blue Chevy or abig pickup barreling down the road
with Mitch behind the whed. Mitch and Kaye, together, looking for her.

The next timethey heard acar coming, Will ran into the trees but she kept walking. After the car had
passed, he caught up with her and gave her asquinch-faced look.

“We're hdplessout here,” Stellasaid, squinching back at him, asif that were areasonable explanation.
“Morereason to hide.”
“Maybe somebody knows where this placeis. If they stop we can ask.”

“I'm not very lucky,” Will said, hismouth twigting into aline that was not asmile and not quite asmirk.
Wry and uncertain. “ Areyou lucky?’ he asked.

“I'm here with you, aren't |7’ she asked, deadpan.

Will laughed. He laughed until he started waving his arms and snorting and had to stop to wipe hisnose
onhisdeeve.

“Eeyeew,” Stellasaid.
“Sorry,” hesad.
Againg her better judgment, Stellaliked him again.

The next car, Will stuck out his hand, thumb up, and gave his biggest smile. The car flashed by doing a
least seventy miles an hour, smoked windowsfull of blurred facesthat did not even look their way.

Will hunched his shoulders as he resumed walking.



They heard the next vehicle twenty minutes later. Stellalooked over her shoulder. It was an old Ford
minivan, cresting arise in the two-lane road and laying down athin cloud of oily white smoke. Neither
she nor Will moved back from theroad. Their water bottleswere empty. It wouldn't be long before they
had to turn around and retrace their journey.

The minivan dowed, moved into the opposite lane to avoid them, and passed with alow whoosh. An
older man and woman in the front seats peered at them owlishly; the back windows weretinted blue and
reflected their own faces.

The minivan pulled over and stopped about two hundred feet down the road.

Stellahiccupped in surprise and crossed her arms. Will stood sidewayss, like afencer expecting astrike,
and Stella saw his hands shake.

“They don't look mean,” Stellasaid, but she thought of the red truck and Fred Trinket and his mother
who had cooked chicken, back in Spotsylvania County.

“Wedo need aride” Will admitted.

The minivan backed up dowly and stopped about twenty feet away. The woman leaned her head out of
theright sde window. Her hair was sat-and-pepper gray and she had a square, strong face and direct
eyes. Her arm, elbowing out, was covered with freckles, and her face was heavily wrinkled and pae.
Stdlasaw she had lots of big silver rings on the fingers of her left hand, which rested on her forearm as
she looked back at them.

“Areyou two viruskids?’ the older woman asked.

“Yeah,” Will said, hands shaking even harder. Hetried to smile. “We escaped.”

The older woman thought about that for amoment, pursing her lips. “ Are you infectious?’
“| don't think so,” Will said, and stuck his handsin the pockets of hisjeans.

The older woman turned back to the man in the driver's seat. They shared a glance and reached asilent
agreement possible only to a couple who had lived together avery long time. “ Need aride somewhere?’
the woman asked.

Will looked at Stella, but dl Stella could sniff was the thick fume of oil. The man was at |least ten years
older than the woman. He had athin face, bright gray eyes, and a prominent nose, and his hands, on the
whed, were also covered with rings—turquoise and coral and silver, birds and abstract designs.

“Sure” Will said.

The minivan's side door popped and did open automaticaly. The interior stank of cigarette smoke and
hamburgersand fries.

Stellas nose wrinkled, but the smell of food made her mouth water. They hadn't esten since the morning
of the day before.

“Weve been reading about kidslike you,” the old man said asthey climbed in. “Hard times, huh?’
“Yeeh,” Will said. “Thanks.”

PART THREE



SHEVA + 18

“Werein year eighteen of what some have called the Virus Century. Thewhole world istill running
scared, though there are faint and tremulous hints of a political solution.

“Y et the mgjority of people polled today haven't the faintest ideawhat avirusis. For most of us, ‘They're
small and they make ussick’ just about saysit al.

“Mog scientistsinsst thet viruses are genetic pirates, hijacking and killing cellsto reproduce: * Sdfish
geneswith switchblades,” * Terrorist DNA.” Others say we've got it mostly wrong, that many virusesare
genetic messengers, carrying signals between cedllsin the body and even between you and me: “ Genetic
FedEx.’

“Thetruth probably combines both views. It'saweird old biologica balgame, and most scientists agree
were not even in the second inning.”

—FoxMedia producer pitching a FloodnetRed Life,
Real Newsspecial ;rejected

“Who'll buy ad time? It'stoo scary. What the hell does ‘tremulous’ mean? I'm tired of dl this science
shit. Science ruins my day. Let me know if and when the president stay's on the pot long enough to get
hisjob done. He's our boy. Maybe if, maybe then, but no promises.”

—Memo from FoxMedia CEO and program executive

1
FORT DETRICK, MARYLAND

Kaye gtared into Mrs. Rhine's darkened living room. The furniture had been rearranged in bizarre ways,
acouch overturned, covered with a sheet, the bumps of itslegs pointing into the air and pillows arranged
inacross on thefloor around it; two wooden chairs leaning face-forward against thewall in acorner as
if they were being punished.

Small white cardboard boxes covered the coffee table.
Freedman tapped the intercom button. “ Carla, we're here. I've brought Kaye Lang Rafelson.”

Mrs. Rhinewalked briskly through the door, took a chair from a corner, swung it into the center of the
room, two yards from the thick window, and sat. She wore plain blue denim coveralls. Gauze covered
her arms and hands and most of her face. Shewore akerchief, and it did not ook asif she had any hair.
Thelittle flesh that showed was red and puffy. Her eyes were intense between the mummy folds of gauze.

“I'll turn my lights down,” she said, her voice clear and dmost etched over theintercom. “Y ou turn yours
up. No need to look at me.”

“All right,” Freedman said, and brightened the lightsin the viewing room.

Thelightsin Mrs. Rhingsliving room darkened until they could see her only in silhouette. “Welcometo
my home, Dr. Rafelson,” she said.

“1 was pleased to get your message,” Kaye said.



Freedman folded her arms and stood back.

“Christopher Dicken used to bring flowers,” Mrs. Rhine said. Her movements were avkward, jerky. “I
can't have flowers now. Once aweek | haveto go into alittle closet and they send arobot in hereto
scrub everything. They haveto get rid of dl thelittle house-dust things. Fungus and bacteriaand such
that might grow from old flakes of skin. They can kill menow, if they build up in here.”

“| appreciated the | etter you sent me.”
“TheWebismy life, Kaye. If | may cdl you Kaye”
“Of course”

“I seem to know you, Christopher has spoken of you so often. | don't get too many visitors now. I've
forgotten how to react to real people. | type on my clean little keyboard and travel al around the world,
but I never go anywhere or touch or see anything, really. | thought | had gotten used to it, but then | just

got angry again.”

“I canimagine,” Kayesad.

“Tell mewhat youimagine, Kaye,” Mrs. Rhine said, head jerking.
“I imagineyou fed robbed.”

The dark shadow nodded. “My whole family. That'swhy | wrote to you. When | read what happened
to your husband, to your daughter, | thought, she's not just ascientist, or asymbol of amovement, or a
celebrity. She'slike me. But of course youcan get them back, someday.”

“| am dwaystrying to get back my daughter,” Kaye said. “We ill search for her.”

“I wish | could tell you where sheis”

“Sodol,” Kaye sad, swalowing within the hood. The air flow in the tiff isolation suit was not the best.
“Have you read Karl Popper?’” Mrs. Rhine asked.

“No, | never have,” Kaye said, and arranged a plastic wrinkle around her midriff. She noticed then that
the suit was patched with something like duct tape. Thisdistracted her for amoment; she had heard that
funding had been cut, but she had not fully redized the implications.

“. .. saysthat awhole group of philosophersand thinkers, including him, regard the self asasocid
appurtenance,” Mrs. Rhine said. “If you areraised away from society, you do not develop afull self.
Wéll, | amlosing my sdf. | fed uncomfortable using the persond pronoun. | would go mad, but | . . . this
thingl am...” She stopped. “Marian, | need to speak with Kaye privately. At least let me believe
nobody islistening or recording us.”

“I'll check with the technician.” Freedman spoke briefly with the safety technician. She then moved
gingerly out of the viewing room, the umbilical coiling behind her. The door closed.

“Why areyou here?’ Mrs. Rhine asked in alow voice, barely audible. Kaye could seethe reflectionsin
the woman's eyes from the brighter lights behind the glass.

“Because of your message. And because | thought it wastimethat | meet you.”

“Y ou're not here to reassure me that they'll find a cure? Because some people come through here and



say that and | hateit.”
“No,” Kaye said.

“Why, then? Why speak with me? | send e-mail lettersto lots of people. | don't think most of them get
through. I'm surprised you got yours, actudly.”

Marian Freedman had made sure of that.

“Y ou wrote that you felt you were getting smarter and more distant,” Kaye said, “but you werelosing
your saf.” She stared at the shadowy figure in the dark room. The eczema had gotten very bad, so
Kaye had been told in the briefing before joining Marian Freedman. “1'd like to hear more,” Kaye said.

Suddenly, Mrs. Rhineleaned forward. “1 know why you're here,” she said, her voicerising.
“Why?" Kaye asked.

“Weve both had the virus.”

A moment'ssilence.

“| don't get you,” Kaye said softly.

“Ascetics St on pillars of rock to avoid human touch. They wait for God. They go mad. That isme. I'm
Saint Anthony, but the devils are too smart to waste their time gibbering at me. | am dready in hell. |
don't need them to remind me. | have changed. My brain fedsbigger but it'salso like abig warehouse
filled with empty boxes. | read and try to fill up the boxes. | was s0 stupid, | was just a breeder, the virus
punished mefor being stupid, | wanted to live so | took the pig tissue ingde of me and that was
forbidden, wasn't it? I'm not Jewish but pigs are powerful creatures, very spiritual, don't you think? | am
haunted by them. I've read some ghost stories. Horror stories. Very scary, about pigs. I'm talking amile
aminute, | know. Marian listens, the otherslisten, but it'sachore for them. | scarethem, | think. They
wonder how long I'll lagt.”

Kaye's somach was so tense she could taste the acid in her throat. She felt so much for the woman
beyond the glass, but could not think of anything to say or do to comfort her. “I'm till listening,” she said.

“Good,” Mrs. Rhinesaid. “I just wanted to tell you that I'm going to die soon. | can fed it in my blood.
So will you, though maybe not so soon.”

Mrs. Rhine stood and walked around the overturned and shrouded couch.

“I have these nightmares. | escape from here somehow and walk around and touch people, trying to
help, and | just end up killing everybody. Then, | vist with God .. . . and | make Him sick. | kill God. The
devil saystoHim, ‘I told You so.” He's mocking God whiles He's dying, and | say,Good for you .”

“Oh,” Kayesad, swalowing. “That isnt theway itis. It isn't going to be that way.”
Mrs. Rhinewaved her arms at the window. “Y ou can't possibly understand. I'm tired.”
Kaye wanted to say more, but could not.

“Go now, Kaye,” CarlaRhineinssted.

Kaye spped a cup of coffeein Marian Freedman's small office. She was crying so hard her shoulders



were shaking. She had held back while removing the suit and showering, while taking the eevator, but
now, it could not be stopped. “ That wasn't good,” she managed to say between sobs. “| didn't handle
thet a dl well.”

“Nothing we do matters, not for Carla,” Freedman said. “| don't know what to say to her, either.”
“I hopeit won't set her back.”

“I doubt it,” Freedman said. “ Sheis strong in so many ways. That's part of the cruelty. The othersare
quiet. They havetheir habits. They're like hamsters. Forgive me, but it'strue. Carlais different.”

“She's become sacred,” Kaye said, straightening in the plastic chair and taking another Kleenex from the
floral box on Freedman's desk. She wiped her eyes and shook her head.

“Not sacred,” Freedman inssted, irritated. “ Cursed, maybe.”
“She says shelsdying.”

Freedman looked at the far wall. “ She's producing new types of retroviruses, very together, eegant little
things, not the patchwork monstrosities she used to make. They don't contain any pig genes whatsoever.
None of these new viruses are infectious, or even pathogenic, asfar aswe can tell, but they'reredly
playing hell with her immune system. The other ladies. . . the same.”

Marian Freedman focused on Kaye. Kaye studied her dark, drained eyes with agrowing sense of
dismay.

“Lagt time Christopher Dicken was through here, he worked with me on some samples,” Freedman
sad. “Inlessthan ayear, maybe only afew months, wethink al our ladieswill start showing symptoms
of multiple sclerasis, possibly lupus.” Freedman worked her lips, fell silent, but kept looking at Kaye.

“And?’ Kaye said.

“He thinks the symptoms have nothing to do with pig-tissue transplants. The ladies may just be
accelerated alittle. Mrs. Rhine could be the firgt to experience post-SHEV A syndrome, a side effect of
SHEVA pregnancy. It could be pretty bad.”

Kaye let that information sink in, but could not find any emotion to attach to it—not after seeing Carla
Rhine. “ Chrigtopher didn't tell me.”

“Wel, | can ssewhy.”

Kaye ddiberatdy switched her thoughts, asurviva tactic at which she had become adept in the last
decade. “I'm flying out to Cdiforniato meet with Mitch. He's ill searching for Stella”

“Any signs?’ Freedman asked.
“Not yet,” Kaye said.

She got up and Freedman held up a specid disposal basket marked “Biohazard” to receive her
tear-dampened tissue. “Carlamight behave very differently tomorrow. Shélll probably tell me how glad
sheisyou dropped by. She'sjust that way.”

“| understand,” Kaye said.

“No, you don't,” Freedman said.



Kayewasinnomood. “Yes, | do,” shesad firmly.

Freedman studied her for amoment, then gave in with ashrug. “ Pardon my bad attitude,” she explained.
“It's become an epidemic around here.”

Kaye boarded a planein Batimore within two hours, heading for Cdifornia, denying the sun its chance
to rest. Scents of ice and coffee and orange juice wafted from a beverage cart being pushed down the
ade. Asshe sat watching anewsreport on the federa trials of former Emergency Action officids, she
clamped her teeth to keep them from chattering. She was not cold; she was afraid.

Nearly al of her life, Kaye had believed that understanding biology, the way life worked, would lead to
understanding hersdlf, to enlightenment. Knowing how life worked would explainit dl: origins, ends, and
everything in between. But the deeper she dug and the more she understood, the less satisfying it
seemed, dl clever mechanism; wonders, no doubt, enough to mesmerize her for athousand lifetimes, but
redlly nothing more than an infinitely devious shell.

The shell brought birth and consciousness, but the price was the push-pull of cooperation and
competition, partnership and betrayal, success causing another's pain and failure causing your own pain
and degth, life preying upon life, dragging down victim after victim. Vast daughters|eading to adaptation
and more cleverness, temporary advantage; a never-ending process.

Viruses contributed to both birth and disease: genestraveling and talking to each other, speaking the
memories and planning the changes, al the marvelsand dl the failures, but never escaping the push-pull.
Natureis a bitch goddess.

The sun came through the window opposite and fell brilliant on her face. She closed her eyes.| should
have told Carla what happened to me. Why didn't | tell her?

Because it's been three years. Fruitless, painful years. And now this.

CarlaRhine had given up on God. Kaye wondered if she had aswell.
2

CENTRAL CALIFORNIA

M itch adjusted histiein the old, patchy mirror in the dingy motel room. Hisface looked comical inthe
reflection, tinted yellow around his|eft eye, spotted black near hisright cheek, a crack separating neck
and chin. The mirror told him he was old and worn out and coming apart, but he smiled anyway. He
would be seeing hiswifefor thefirst timein two weeks, and he was looking forward to spending time
alone with her. He did not care about his appearance because he knew Kaye did not care much, either.
So hewore the suit, because dl his other clothes were dirty and he had not had time to take them down
to the little outbuilding and plug dollar coinsinto the washing machine.

The rumpled queen-sized bed was scattered with half-folded maps and charts and pieces of paper with
phone numbers and addresses, an imposing pile of cluesthat so far had gotten him nowhere. In the last
three years of searching acrossthe state, and finaly zeroing in on Lone Pine, it seemed no one had seen
Stella, no one had seen any youngsters traveling, and most certainly no one had seen any virus children
playing hooky from school.

Stellahad vanished.



Mitch could locate with stunning insight a cluster of men who had died twenty thousand years ago, but
he could not find his seventeen-year-old daughter.

He pinched the tie higher and grimaced, then turned out the bathroom light and went to the door. Just as
he opened the door, ayoung-looking man in aswesatshirt and gray windbreaker, with long blond hair,
pulled back aknocking fist.

“Sorry,” theman said. “ Areyou Mitch?’

“Can| hdpyou?’

“The manager says maybel can helpyou .” He tapped his nose and winked.
“Wheat's that mean?’

“Y ou don't remember me?’

“No,” Mitch said, impatient.

“| deliver hardware and electrica supplies. | can't smell athing, never have, and | can't taste much,
ether. They call it anosmia. | don't like the taste of food much, and that'swhy | stay skinny.”

Mitch shrugged, till at aloss.
“You'relooking for agirl, right? A Shevite?’

Mitch had never heard that word before. The sound of it—aright sound—gave him gooseflesh. He
regppraised the thin young man. Therewas something familiar about him.

“I'm the only one my baoss, Ralph, will send to deliver supplies, because dl the other guys come back
confused.” He tapped his nose again. “Not me. They can't make me forget to pick up the money. So
they pay us, and since | treat them with respect, they pay well, with bonuses. See?’

Mitch nodded. “I'm listening.”

“I like them,” the young man said. “They're good folks, and | don't want anybody to go up there and
make trouble. | mean, what they do is sort of lega now, and it'sabig business around here.” He peered
off into the bright morning sunshine heating up the smal asphalt parking lot, the grassy field, and the
scattered pines beyond.

“I'minterested in any information,” Mitch said, stepping out onto the porch, careful now not to spook
the man. “ She's my daughter. My wife and | have been looking for her for three years.”

“Cool,” theman said, shuffling hisfeet. “I have alittle girl mysdf. | mean, she'swith her mother, and
we're not married—" He suddenly looked darmed. “1 don't mean she'saviruskid, no, not at al!”

“It'sokay,” Mitch said. “I'm not pregjudiced.”

The man looked strangdly at Mitch. “ Don't you recognize me? | mean, okay, it'sbeen along time. |
thought | remembered you, and now that | seeyou, it'sall asclear asyesterday. Strange, how people
come back together, isn't it?’

Mitch made little motions of shoulder and head to show he dill wasn't clued in.

“Wdll, it might not have beenyou . . . but I'm pretty sureit was, because | saw your wife's picturein the



paper afew months later. She'safamous scientis, isn't she?’
“Sheis” Mitch said. “Look, I'msorry . ..”

“Y ou picked up some hitchhikers along time ago. Two girlsand aguy. That was me, the guy.” He
pointed askinny finger a hisown chest. “One of the girlshad just lost ababy. They were caled Ddlia
and Jayce.”

Mitch'sface dowly went blank, with both astonishment and memory. He was surprised, but he
remembered dmost everything, perhaps because it had taken placein another small motel.

“Morgan?” he asked, stooping asif hisarmswere dragged down by weights.

The man broke into the broadest grin Mitch had seen in months. “Blessyou,” Morgan said. There were
actudly tearsin hiseyes. “Sorry,” he said, shuffling hisfeet and backing off into the sunshine. He wiped

his eyeswith the backs of hishands. “It'sjust, after al theseyears. . . I'm sorry. I'm acting stupid. | am

redly grateful to you guys”

Mitch reached out to save Morgan from faling off the curb. He pulled Morgan gently back into the
shadow, and then, spontaneoudly, two men who had been through alot over the years, they hugged.
Mitch laughed despite himsdlf. “ Goddamnit, Morgan, how areyou?’

Morgan accepted the hug but not the profanity. “Hey,” he said. “I'm with Jesus now.”

“Sorry,” Mitch said. “Where's my daughter? What can you tell me? | mean, soundslikeyou'veruninto a
group of people who don't want to be found.” He felt the questionslining up, refusing to be dowed,
much less stopped. “SHEV A people. Shevites, isthat what you caled them? How many? A commune?
How did you find out | waslooking for my daughter?’

“Like| said, the manager in the motel, heés my girlfriend'suncle. | deliver hardware to the garage he runs
up on North Main. Hetold me. | wondered if it was you. Y ou made someimpression on me.”

“Y ou want to take me out there, just in case | can't be trusted?’

“I'm pretty sure you can betrusted, but . . . it'shard to find. I'd like to take you there, justin caseit is
your daughter. | don't know who sheis, understand? But if sheisout there. . . I'd liketo return afavor.”

“I understand,” Mitch said. “Would you like to take my wife dong, too? She'sthe famous one.”
“Isshe here?’ Morgan asked, preparing to be stunned and shy again.

“Shelll be herein acouple of hours. I'm picking her up at thearportin Las Vegas.”
“KayeLang?

“That'sher.”

“Wow!” Morgan said. “I've been watching the Senate hearings, the court stuff. When I'm not working.
Y ou know, | saw her on Oprah? That was along time ago, | was ill just akid. But | redly can't

promise anything.”

“Well go onfaith,” Mitch said, happier than he had been in he did not remember how long. “Had some
breskfast?’

“Hey, | earn my keep now,” Morgan said, straightening and sticking hisfinger tipsinto the pockets of his



jeans. “I'll buyyou breakfast. What goes round, comes round.”

In the room, Mitch's data phone rang. He half-closed the door as he loped to pick it up from the bed.
Mitch pinched open the phone's display door. The call was from Kaye. “Hédllo, Kaye! Guess—"

“I'm on the plane. What an awful, awful morning. | really need to hold someone,” Kaye said. Her image
inthe little screen looked pae. He could see ahigh seat back and people sitting behind her. “1 need
some good news, Mitch.”

He held back for a second, hand trembling, knowing how many times there had been fase hopes. He
did not want to add yet another disappointment.

“Mitch?’
“I'm here. | wasjust going out the door.”
“I just couldn't stand not talking to you. Hight's haf full.”

“I think we've got something,” Mitch said, his voice rough and throat tight around the words. You know
it'sright. You know thisisit.

“Isthat Dr. Lang? Say ‘hi!"” ” Morgan called brightly from the motel porch outside the door.

“What isit?” Kayetried to make out Mitch's expresson on the little screen. “Isit a detective? Do we
have that kind of money |eft?’

“Just get here safe. I've found an old friend. Or, rather, he'sfound me.”

3

Lake Stannous
NORTHERN CALIFORNIA

Theair fell away from the heat of the afternoon. Through the pines Stella Nova could see thunderheads
risng in slent, self-involved billows over the White Mountains. The woods were dry and full of the
fragrances of lodgepole, spruce, and fir.

She had finished doing her share of the laundry in the big old concrete washhouse near the center of
Oldstock. Now she sat on an empty oil drum beside the long lines hung with sun-drenched linens and
underwear and some digpers and work clothes, smelling the laundry soap and bleach and steam, sSipping
ablack cherry soda—arareluxury here, she dlowed hersdf only one aweek—and thinking, kicking her
feet back and forth, scuffing the concrete dab around the washhouse with her clogs.

From where she sat, she could see the gravel turnaround beside the old abandoned bowling dley,
painted gray decades ago, the paint now pedling; three long dark redwood-stained dormitoriesthat used
to house seminary students and pilgrims and afew tourists; and up north of that, the fuel cell and solar
gation that ran the medica center and nursery. Beyond the station and an old fenced-in compound for
goring mining equipment strefched adebrisfidld dominated by asmal mountain of tailings. The mountain
marked the old mine and made that end of the camp ano-man's-land of heavy metas and cyanide. No
onewaked there unlessthey had to; sometimes after a heavy rain she could smell the poison inthe air,
but it wasn't bad enough to make them sick, unlessthey did something stupid.

In the middle of the last century, humans had mined copper and tin and even some gold at Oldstock, and



built alittle town—that was where the bowling aley and the seminary buildings had come from. South of
town, just off the main road down to the shore of Lake Stannous, you could find weed-grown streets
and concrete foundations where houses had once stood, built by Condite Copper Company to house
miners families. In the woods Stella had come across old refrigerators and washing machines and piles
of bottles and bigger junk, abandoned steam and diesdl engineslike big iron spaceships, squat dark
hopper cars, stacks of iron rails orange with rust, and creosote-dipped crossties glistening with black
beads from yearsin the sun.

Oldstock was a designated Superfund site, located on the north end of Lake Stannous, wherefishing
was poor, and that combination kept most humans away. But Oldstock was beautiful, and aslong asit
did not rain too much, the tailings did not wash out into the lake and the villages water wasfine. So far,
they had been lucky. The weather had been dry for twenty years, ever snce Mr. and Mrs. Sekartvelo
had bought the place from a L utheran church group.

Sakartvelo was not their real name. They had been immigrants from the FSU, the Former Soviet Union,
the part now cdled the Republic of Georgia. The name they had adopted was the name of their country
the way the natives said it. They had been hiding here for amost twenty years, knowing others would
ariveeventudly.

Five years ago, the others had started arriving, and the town had dowly come dive once more.

Mr. and Mrs. Sakartvelo werein their sixties. Physically, they were obvious Shevites. They said others
like them—not many—went back over two hundred yearsin Georgiaand Armeniaand Turkey. Stella
Novasaw no reason not to believe them. Mitch had talked about such things.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, turning her face like aflower to soak up more sun before
it dipped behind the trees. She listened for red-winged blackbirds and jays, mockinghbirds and robins.
Her cheeksfreckled with butterflies of contentment.

A gamefor the younger kids was Rawshock—freckling up in symmetrica patterns and guessing what
they meant. It trained them at cheek flashing. Some came to Oldstockfreckle-dumb, with no knowledge
of how to communicate with their own kind. Slowly, they learned. Stellaand others taught the young
ones.

The woods had been full of ticksthis summer—and deer, as well—but ticks and even mosquitoes did
not bother them much. The Sakartvel os taught them how to use fever-scenting to keep biting insects
away, and also how to soothe animas—black bearsin particular—that they might encounter. Thetwo
hundred Shevitesin Oldstock were the only inhabitants for ten miles, and the woods were wild.

And of course, the Sakartvel os had taught the children how to keep Oldstock a secret, and trained them
inwhat to do if humans came looking for them.

They had been taught well. No one had ever been taken away, and no one had ever been hurt—by
animas or humans. Life had been pretty good, and Stella had started to forget the bad times and even
the times with Mitch and Kaye, the good times, though sad. She had started to believe therewas alifeto
live, rooted and real, among her own kind.

Then, Will had gone wrong.

Some gtill had nightmares of the schools and of living among humans. Stelladid not dream about such
things. Will had not been so lucky. He had hidden many thingsfrom al of them, things he had
experienced, that had happened to him.



Therewere no radios or televisionsin Oldstock, no telephones except for asingle satellite phonein the
main meeting hal, kept locked in acabinet. It had not been used since Stellaand Will had arrived, and
probably not for along time before that.

A breeze made the sheets and diapersflap. Stellawiped swesat from her forehead, got up, and started
taking down and folding the dry pieces. She stacked them in aplastic tub and scented the tub by
touching the ball of her thumb behind her ear and rubbing the handle.

Randolph—the only Randolph in Oldstock, so she did not know his human last name—came up and
sparked a greeting. Randolph was four years younger than Stella, what some called an off-born, not part
of the Waves. Those born during the three big Waves were caled boomers, she did not know why.
They talked with just their facesfor awhile asthey plucked and folded pillowcases and dungarees and
digpers. They exchanged pleasantries and imitated the scents of others, akind of joking gossip that

passed the time,

Randol ph was being brought into the Blackbird Deme, not Stellas but an offshoot of her group. They
could talk openly about deme business, but not about personal affairs within the demes. That required
triples, to prevent misunderstanding between the demes: three figures from each deme, engaging in full
fever-scenting and sparking and facing. Tripleslooked like aweird dance to outsiders, but they solved a
lot of problems and kept friction way down.

Oldstock had two children from the most recent Wave, foundlings aged two years and twenty-six
months respectively. Stella cared for them sometimesin preparation, in training, and enjoyed their wild
toddler scenting. Shevite infants raised among their own kind got enthusiastic sometimes and could emit
arank odor like dead skunks, and not from their dirty diapers.

Shevite babies knew how to swear with scent long before they could talk.

Everyone was learning. Fortunately, Mr. and Mrs. Sakartvelo were far from tyrants. They had been
derilized by the Communigtsin Thilis in the 1960s and could not have children of their own. In astrange
way, that made them perfect to be everyone's Shevite godparents, their guidesin small, cloistered
Oldstock.

Randolph finished folding agood share of the laundry and pamed Stellas cheek in abrotherly fashion,
with just ahint of the Question that the young males often asked, even of someonein her condition. Even
of someone who ill had a partner.

Stellaresponded with alittle warning grumble under her throat and a polite chirrup. They smiled and
parted, having spoken not asingleword. Stella could go for days without speaking, and though
sometimes she shouted out loud in her deep, she could never recal why on waking.

Supper was being served in the refectory for those who had been cutting wood and planing boards
garting early that morning. Maes and females came out of the fresheners, stals where they rubbed
down with wet towel sto take off the sweat—otherwise, most showered less than once aweek. Cutting
or hiding scent was consdered rude. Smelling like heavy |abor, however, could aso hide scent.

Mr. Sakartvelo had told them, “We're dl French, at heart.” Stelladid not know precisaly what he
meant. In France, Shevites were employed in perfume factories, they had heard. Maybe that was his
meaning.

Shefelt so ignorant. She was hungry much of the time now, so she stood in line with the workers, hands
on her ssomach, trying to fed the shape beneath, but there was hardly even abulge yet. Fedling her
stomach made her alittle sad. A cup of coffee would help. Caffeine made the day easier. Shevites



reacted so strongly to caffeine that coffee and tea and even chocolate were only alowed between the
hours of ten and five.

Sdlasmind raced dl the time even without coffee. Half the time she wanted to cry, the other hdf just to
suck it back and get on with the hours of each day and what they could bring. So much work to do.
Months and years could go by and still she could not fit herself in completely. All those years away from
her kind . . . Had they handicapped her, made her more human than Shevite?

But there were siweet moments, classes with the younger boomers and especially the babies.

Shetook her tray from the food line and walked into the refectory, large and quiet, twelve workers off
duty, none speaking, gesturing and facing and flashing, pleasant odors of cocoaand yogurt and even
jaamine—somebody was beingvery pleasant—mingled together and out of context at this distance, like
words pulled out of aconversation and tossed together randomly, the discourse going on at the old
wooden tables and benches.

Stdlasat by hersdlf, which she did often enough to icit comments, kindly meant but alittle criticd. She
ate her bowl of canned kidney beans and sprinkled or dribbled in the extra spices and flavorings that
Shevites enjoyed, Indian black salt, extracts of broccoli raab and sour anchovy sauce.

Luce Ramone sat down beside her with abowl of chips. Luce was more takative than others, and Stella
greeted her with asmile that showed some need.

“What, you want a chaity person?’ Luce asked. She was ayear younger than Stella, from the tail end of
thefirst boomers, smdll for a Shevite and pale of skin, with thick black hair that tended to bristle. She
smelled wonderful, however, and attracted much attention from males hoping to be periphera to her
deme. Stellas deme and Luce's were currently in merger, codescing but still keeping their bounds.
Nobody knew where that might lead, or what it might mean to the domestic anglers, hopeful malesand
femdesin dther deme.

“I'd love achatty person,” Stellasaid.

“Hair of the humary I'm your girl. Y ou're down/ looking stretched.”

“I'm thoughtful.”

Both were cheek-flashing, but speech over and under was dominant for the time being.
“Joe Siprio, you know him?’

“Will'sfriend,” Stellasaid.

“He'sangling for me. Should 17’

“No way/ too young,” Stdllasaid.

“Y ou were angled a my age/ hypocrite.”

“Look what happened to me.” Not emphasized, but standing aone, no under.
“Hesatota cheer-fly,” Luce said with amusing glance. “Our bodies like each other.”

“What'sthat got to do with acat'sfat?’ Stellaasked, irritated. “ Y ou're moth. Y ou need to rise to bee.”
Moth and bee were names for two levels of menarche in the Shevites. Women passed through three
stages: thefirst, moth, receptive to sexual overtures but not to actua intercourse; the second, bee,



sexudly active but infertile—and this was still a guess, even to the Sakartvelos—to dlow more subtle
hormona and pheromona samplings and communications; and the third, wasp, totd fertility, leading to
sexud activity with prospects of pregnancy. Shevite femaes could actudly fal back into bee stageif a
deme broke up or an angling failed.

Males started puberty at bee and from there went straight to wasp, sometimes within hours.

“Lemon and Lime are old notion about that,” Stellaadded. Lemon and Lime were the fundamentals of
the Sakartvelos. “ They think you should wait.”

“Youdidn't,” Lucesad.

“It was different,” Stellasaid, and freckled awarning that she did not like thinking about this, much less
taking.

“Lemon and Lime supportyou, ” Luce said tedtily.
“They didn't have much choice, did they?’

A ten-year-old male named Burke walked to the end of the table and stood there shyly, hands folded in
front of him, rocking on hishedls.

“Wha?" Stellasngpped, facing him with cheeksflashing full gold.

Burke backed off. “Lemon and Lime are down at the gate with some others. There's humans down
there”
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“They say they're your parents. Another brought them, the numb-nose delivery guy.”

Stella dapped her hands on the table, then drummed them, shaking her head, making the platesrattle.
Heads turned in the cafeteria, and two stood in case intervention was the consensus.

L uce pushed back, never having seen her friend this disturbed.

“It'snot them,” Stellasaid, and swung her legs around on the bench, then got to her feet. “Not now.”
She approached Burke, face and pupils ablaze in full accusative query, asif she wanted to punish him.

“Thewoman smdllslikeyou!” Burke wailed, and then others surrounded them and prodded Stellaaside
with gentle elbow nudges. Touching with angry hands was considered very bad. Burke ran off, crying.

“Go see,” Luce suggested, her own color flaring. Nobody was a better persuader than Luce. “If they're
not your parents, they'll smoke them out of here and they'll forget everything. If they are your parents,
you haveto go.” She held out her spit-damp pams, as did others who had formed acircle around the
table, but Stellarefused them dl.

“l don't want to know!” shewailed. “I don't wantthem to know!”
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Senator Laura Bloch greeted Christopher Dicken in the hall outside the courtroom. Dicken was dressed
in hisusua excuse for business wear, brown tweed jacket and corduroy pants with awidetie
completely out of fashion. Senator Bloch was dressed in anavy blue suit and carried asmall briefcase.
Behind her stood ayounger balding man and alone, harried-looking middle-aged woman, both wearing
suitsand carrying their own briefcases.

“Shel's going to get off,” Bloch declared curtly. * She's painting herself as the cop on the beat who
protected usdl.”

Dicken was not much on punishment, and did not look forward to having to testify.

“I| wonder what Giandli would think,” Bloch added softly, staring at the benches, thelines of lawyers
and witnesses waiting to be alowed into the courtroom to Sit and wait until called.

The sound of Mark Augustine's cane was unmistakable. Dicken and Bloch turned to see him making his
way down the hall toward the courtroom. He nodded to his attorneys, spoke to them for afew seconds,
eyesturning to Dicken, then broke away and stepped gingerly toward them.

“Dr. Augustine,” Bloch said, and extended her hand.

“Senator, pleasure to see you.” Augustine smiled and shook her hand, but kept his eyes on Dicken.
“Sorry duty, eh, Christopher?’

Dicken nodded. “How are you, Mark?’
“Steep learning curvefor usdl,” Augudtinesaid.
Dicken nodded. He fdt no triumph, only a hollow sensation of unfinished business.

Augustine pursed hislips and took afolded sheet of paper from his pocket. “ Two items of news,” he
sad. “Firgt, I've got Sumner's chief of staff, Stan Parton, on board for areconciliation joint session.
We're going to have asdect few children in the House chambers, at the president'sinvitation. Thevice
president will bethere.”

“That'sgreat,” Senator Bloch said, her eyes brightening. “Dick would have loved to hear that. When?’
“Could be months. The other newsisbad.”

The last thing the group wanted was bad news. Bloch sighed and rolled her prominent eyes.
“Let'shaveit,” Dicken said.

“Mrs. Rhine dipped into acomaat six thirty thismorning. Shedied at eleven fifteen.”

Dicken felt hisbreath hitch.

“She had beenin pain for years,” Augustine said.

“A blessng, redly,” Bloch said.

Dicken asked where arestroom was on this floor, then excused himself. In the echoing hollowness, he
closed the door to astall. No tears came. He did not even fed numb.

“Funny world,” he whispered, and looked up at the ceiling, asif Mrs. Rhine might be listening. “Funny
old world. Wherever you are, Carla, | hopeit's better.”



Then he stepped out of the stall, washed his hands, and returned to stand with Bloch and Augustine
outside the courtroom.

Rachd Browning and her attorneys had arrived and now huddled in atight cluster about twenty feet
from Augustine and Bloch. Her face had become deeply lined, pae asif cast in plaster, a deasth mask.
She nodded to the tune of the attorneys back-and-forth. One stopped to whisper in her ear.

“I'm sorry for her,” Dicken said, vulnerable to the point of charity.
“Don't be” Augustine primly advised. “ Sheld hate that.”
The court clerk opened the doors.

“Let'sgo, gentlemen,” Bloch said. She placed her hands on their elbows and escorted them, three
abreadt, into the courtroom.

5
LAKE STANNOUS, CALIFORNIA

M itch held Kaye's hand as a group of more than twenty youths tightened its gyre around them. Morgan
had been drawn aside and now stood surrounded by three young men. He held out his hands and smiled
nervoudy, face flushed, windbreaker pulled off one shoulder. He looked surprised.

Severd other adolescents and afemaein her late seventies were searching Morgan's truck, looking,
Mitch guessed, for communications or tracking equipment. They weredl quiet and serious.

“We'retrying to find agirl named StellaNova,” Kaye repesated. The air was thick with persuasion.
Mitch felt woozy and confused aready, despite the nose plugs they had manufactured in the motel
bathroom out of toilet paper and vanilla-scented lip bam.

Anolder male, dsoin his seventies, with ruddy cheeks and an unruly halo of reddish hair shot with gray,
came through the gyre and reached to take Mitch's and Kaye's handsin his. He wore a denim jacket
with brass buttons. Except for hisround face and SHEV A features, he might have been an itinerant
farmworker. “ There was no need for you to come,” he said pressing their handsto his chest.

“We're her parents,” Kaye said, eyes pleading. “Weve been looking for her for years.”

“Sheian't here” The old man's cheeks freckled in rapid patterns, unreadable, and hisemerad green
irises sparkled with yellow and brown. His accent was mild but Mitch could till detect ahint of eastern
European. Mitch tried to think clearly, tried to resist the ondaught. Any minute now, he was certain, they
would al get back in the truck and drive away, sure they had made a mistake—no matter what Morgan
would tell them had happened.

For thefirst time, Mitch felt frightened, being among his daughter's people.
The old woman stood beside the old man and spoke a stream of over-under in another language.

“Georgian,” Kaye said to Mitch. Mitch and Kaye tried to pull their hands back, but the old man was
strong and would not release them and Mitch did not want to start any kind of struggle. They stood in a
tight triangle with the old man, who was no longer looking at them, but had focused on the old woman
and the adolescents.

“They'reyour friends” Morgan shouted, struggling againgt the clasping arms, his voice breaking with



anger and frugtration. “1 wouldn't bring no enemies here, you know that. She'sfamous ! She's been on
Oprah!”

The old man let their hands go, but till the gyre of youths, red-headed, strawberry blond, sandy
brunette, al colors—Mitch had never seen so many varieties of SHEVA child—stayed close and fever
scented the air.

Mitch doubted he would ever enjoy chocolate again.

Kaye sammered afew words of Georgian, then asked the old couple, in English, “When did you come
here? Where are you from?’

“ Qelal” Mitch shouted at the buildings adjoining the turnaround.

The old man touched hisfinger to Mitch'slips. Mitch bent his head like asubmissive dog and fell silent.
“Please,” Kaye pleaded. Mitch supported her as her legs gave way.

“Go home,” the old man said.

“Go home,” the children said in many voices, over and under, arising, snging, al-too-convincing and
reasonable murmur in the late afternoon warmth.

Mitch saw something from the corner of hiseye. Heraised his head and stood on tiptoesto look over
the crowd. A face he knew, like Kaye's, like his mother's, moved steadily toward the gyre from the
direction of the gray buildings. Hetried to keep the young woman in sight through the bobbing heads and
singing mouths and gold-flecked eyes. She wore abaggy pair of black pants and clogs and awhite
deeveless blouse. Her shoulders were narrow, like Kaye's, and her arms were tanned to areddish
bronze, like astatue in apark. Her cheeksformed a butterfly pattern that Mitch recognized ingtantly, the
complicated expression reveding both surprise and uncertainty, and then unwitting greeting.

“She'sherel” Mitch said, choking.

Kaye saw Stellaand stood up straight and tried to shove her way out of the circle. The youths crowded
into stop her.

Stella stopped outside the gyre, arms crossed, 1ooking thisway and that asif she had not found what she
had come looking for, or did not want to seeiit.

Kaye best at the young people to get free, using no words, just grunts and shrieks.
Stella suddenly dashed forward and grabbed at the members of the gyre.

The old man lifted his hands, the woman did the same, and the gyre dropped back, leaving Kaye and
Mitch and Stella at the center of aloose and expanding crowd.

A breeze whispered through the trees and across the gravel turnaround and dispelled the scent. Stella
hugged her mother, then reached around Kaye's shoulder and grabbed Mitch'sarm and pulled himiin, as
wal.

Other youths arrived, curious, waiting to join in and do whatever was necessary.
“Seel” Morgan shouted triumphantly. “Would | shit you? Man, let them be! They're family!”



They said good-bye and thanks to Morgan, and Mitch shook his hand. Morgan was sternly told by the
old Shevite man that he was not to return again, ever.

“Hey, itwasworthit,” Morgan said defiantly. He waved farewel | as Stdllaled Mitch and Kayeto a
small meseting room at the back of the old bowling dley.

“They're unhappy that you're here,” she said, pulling out chairs around a battered wooden table. She
motioned for them to sit. The window at the back of the room was dark; night had fallen. “They don't
want usto be found.”

“Who arethey 7’ Kaye asked, too sharply, but she could not help herself. “ Cult leaders? What are their
names, Bo and Peep?”’

“| don't know what you mean,” Stellasaid.
“They wouldn't talk with me,” Kaye said, trying to control her agitation. “Do they hate us o much?’

Stelashook her head, unable to answer for the moment. She could not easily explain how complicated
an answer to that question might be.

“I sympathizewith al of you,” Kaye said. “We both do, Stdlla. They have amarvelous story, I'm sure of
it, but we have been looking forso long, we were so afraid!” She pounded the table hard enough to
meake the floor vibrate and the window rattle.

Mitch placed his hands over hers. “Weve both been searching.” He watched Stellawith aternating
expressons of relief and anger.

“I'm sorry,” Stdlasaid. “Will and | came here after the bus accident. It was for the best.”

“Will? Mitch asked. “Was he the boy?” John Hamilton had told them about putting Stellaand Will in
the car with Jobeth Hayden. Hayden had been arrested by state police in Nevada and turned over to the
FBI, but she had never been charged with anything.

She had had no ideawhere the children might have gone. Piles of crumpled paperback pages had been
found in her car.

“You saw himin Virginia, in thelong building where you found me. Wherethegirl died,” Stellasaid.
“| don't remember much about him,” Mitch said.

“Hewasmy friend,” Stellasaid. Sheturned to Mitch, examining hisface with shy, flicking glances, her
own face turning dark and her pupils dropping down to pinpricks. Mitch had never seen his daughter
looking so down, so discouraged.

“Was?"
“He's dead.”

“How did he die?’ Kaye asked.

Stella shook her head and looked away.
“Did hefitin, here?’ Kaye asked cautioudy.

Stellashook her head once more. “Helived with humanstoo long. They hurt him. They made him wild.



He couldn't fit with any deme, not even mine.”

“You've lived with humans,” Kaye said softly.

“Not the same.”

“Stdla, are you pregnant?’ Mitch asked, and Kaye jerked asif kicked.
“Yes” Stdllasad.

Kaye'sjaw clenched. Mitch moved hishand to Stellas shoulder. “Will?’
“Yes” Stdllasad.

Kaye moaned, then wrapped her hands around her mouth and jaw. Stella stared at the window,
unwilling to witness her mother's anguish.

“He'sthefather,” Mitch said.

“I went to wasp so quickly,” Stellasaid. “I1t seemed so right, and he was sweet and gentle, with me,
when he was away from the others.”

“Did they kill him?" Mitch asked.

Stellashook her head and her cheeks went alovely shade of senna, which, Mitch knew, signified avery
unlovely emotion: grief. Her cheeks had taken asimilar color when they had found Shamus huddled
dead in the kudzu, years ago. Lifetimes away. “He stopped eating. Nobody could force him. Nobody
would. | don't know why; we can do so much with somewho areill. | stayed with him. We played
games. It was hisdecison. He said he did not fit. He was in such pain, he became so far away.”

Kayelad her head on the table. Mitch saw glints of tearsfalling from her eyes, darkening the scarred
wood.

“He couldn't be with us, and he couldn't be anything he wanted to be away from us. Something was
broken insde of him. He knew he would never beright with us or anybody ese. Yevgeniaand Y uri—
our hosts—they tried everything they knew.”

“Thereis so much to learn,” Kaye murmured, and turned her head toward her daughter.

“Hedid not want to live, a theend,” Stddlasaid. “We buried him in the woods.” She shook her head
vigoroudy. “No moretak about Will.”

Kaye got up and stood behind her daughter. “ Can we stay for awhile?’ she asked Stella. “Be with you?
Help around here, maybe?’

“I don't know,” Stellasaid.

“Do you want usto stay?’ Mitch asked.

Stellastroked Kaye's fingers where they rested on her collarbone. “Yes,” she said.
“Arewethefirg . . . from the old kind of people, to come here, to vist?’ Kaye asked.

“No,” Stdlasad. “ There are four more. An old man and three old women. They lived at Oldstock when
Y evgeniaand Y uri bought the place, and they stayed. The man does maintenance and they dl work in



the cafeteria”
“So it wouldn't be unprecedented. Maybe they can explain somethingsto us,” Kaye suggested.
“I'd like you to be here when the baby comes,” Stdlasaid. “ That would be good.”

Kayelay her cheek on the crown of Stella's head. “1 would be so proud,” she said. “Isthere adoctor
here?’

“Yevgeniaand Y uri weredoctorsin Russia,” Stellasaid. “Minewill bethefirst baby born here”

“Likemother, like daughter,” Mitch said with ahint of hisold reluctance. “ Pioneers.” Hiswife and Stella
ventured smiles,

“Y ou could sing to the baby, like you did to me,” Stdllasaid. “Y ou have agood voice, for babies”
“She'sright,” Kayesad. “What if it'saboy?’

“Itis” Sdlasad. “I can smdl him. HeamdlIslike Will, inddeme.”

6
SPENT RIVER, OREGON

Some said the turning point had come. Kaye was not so sure. After al the years of struggle she could
hardly imagine atime of reconstruction, of engagement and change. As she sat with her husband and the
three girlsin the back of thelong passenger van, jouncing aong the rutted trails beneath the white glare
of Mount Hood, what she felt insde was akind of frozen patience.

She held her husband's arm and stared between the driver and the Secret Service agent sitting up front.
Then sheturned to look back at Stellaand Celiaand LaShawna, and John Hamilton behind them. The
girns—young women now—were giff asdolls, their eyeslarge. They had watched the landscape change
from high arid brush to farms and pear orchards and then to thin forest; saying little, pushed close
together on the bench seat. John was looking out the back window at where thelong line of vansand
cars had been.

He wants to be with Luella, Kaye thought.He's tired of this fight and he wants to be with his wife.
For the next fight.

No peace. No rest.

Mitch leaned forward to peer through the side window, looking for thefirst signs of the Spent River and
the camp. He had not wanted to return here. “I've given up the dead,” he had told Kaye after the visit
from Oliver Merton aweek ago. “No more dirt and bones for me. Give metheliving. They'retrouble

enough.”

Mitch did not like the publicity aspect, nor the connection with William Daney, Eileen Ripper's
benefactor at the Spent River dig; it smacked too much of astunt. None of this junket had appealed to
him, and at first Kaye had shared his opinion. Why go forth into the world to help an administration that
had cometo the table so late, after so much destruction—one of three clueess, terrible adminigtrationsin
arow?

What good to help the monsters understand? Best to stay in Oldstock, hidden away from everyone and
walit for Stellas baby.



But Oldstock was no longer hidden. Morgan had been doing alot of talking. Reporters were arriving,
pilgrims, parents searching for lost children.

It had taken avisit from Senator Bloch to findly persuade Kaye that thiswas a good idea. Troublesome
gifts sometimes came out of |eft field; it was unwise to ignore them. Or impossible.

Kaye understood that better than most.

The EMAC schools were closing down or being converted to orphanages. Sandia Pathogenics was
fighting for its existence and trying to redefine itsdf. Eileen's Spent River Ste was about to become an
object lesson. The president of the United States wanted it as a symbol for a country trying to come
together after along and awful battle between conscience and fear.

“There are dways those who fear the future,” Bloch had told Kaye and Mitch. “ They fear change, fear
being replaced; onething they do in their fear iskill children. They haveto beleft completely powerless,
or the nagtinesswill start dl over again.

“Either you joinin, or you get left behind.” Bloch had said. “1 think you should go. Fruits of victory.
People want to know what Kaye thinks.” She had added, “Y ou, too, Mitch.”

Inthe end, it was Stellawho had tipped the scales.

“Let'sgo,” she had said in the kitchen of the Oldstock cafeteria, wiping her hands on adish towe and
resting them on her prominent ssomach. “I've dways wanted to see where Dad worked.”

Theline of cars and vans crested arise and descended on the rough road to the dry meander of the
ancient river bed. A few of the cars, with lower suspensions, were being left behind.

“Thereitis” Mitch said. “ They've taken off the camouflage.” The girlsturned their headsto follow his
finger. The Ste had expanded enormoudly. There were over thirty tents and shelters now on both sides
of the old brush-strewn river bed.

Secret Service agents waited for them, checked with the drivers, then flagged them through, diverting the
VIP vansto one area and the reporters to another.

Thetwo long vans pulled into amakeshift parking lot marked by crumbling logs and shut off their
engines. Senator Bloch waited for them under awhite plastic awning. The sun poked through uncertain
clouds and illuminated the covered H of the new main dig shdlter. Again, linked Quonset huts provided
cover. It lay a the end of afenced pathway leading north.

“Isthiswherethey died?’ LaShawna asked.

Secret Service agents opened the van doors. Five photographers, led by a subdued Oliver Merton,
surrounded the trucks and snapped pictures and made video. They concentrated on Stella.

Oliver amiled at Mitch and Kaye and stared at Stellawith something like reverence. It wasaquiet Sde
of Oliver Kaye had never seen before.

“Just ayear ago,” areporter was saying into her lapel mike, staring earnestly into atiny camera mounted
on acurved pole poking from her belt, “the sight of a pregnant Shevite female would have caused panic.
Now—"

Kaye turned away and refused to listen.



Mitch spotted Eileen Ripper walking dong thetrail from the big new shelter. He would have recognized
her dow, deliberate saunter even had she worn amask. She did not like this any more than he did, but it
was indeed atriumph. A federa circuit court judge had ruled just three months before, after dmost
twenty years of litigation, that the Five Tribes had no standing—could claim no legitimate rdationship to
the remains of peoples physicaly and temporally so far from their own. The Department of the Interior
would no longer hdt these digs or return any remains found to the complaining tribes.

Thus had ended along nightmare for North American archaeology.
Strange that Mitch did not fed any sense of victory.

The bones he had found, goaded on by Eileen's challenge, had been just part of the story. He had not,
after al, completely understood the motives of the ghostsflitting over the landscape.

Perhaps ghosts dlso lied to get their own way.

Eileen pushed through the photographers and past Bloch's entourage with hardly anod. She came
sraight to Mitch and Kaye, and her eyeslingered for amoment on the girls as she held out her hand to

Kaye.

“Welcome,” she said with abroad, nervous smile. “ And welcome back. Glad you could bring the
family.”

She st about introducing the others, dl moving forward with varying degrees of shyness or confidence
or diffidencein front of the cameras.

Mitch was sure this was going to turn out badly.

At the airport, LaShawna and Celia had been glad to see Stella again. Breaking from John Hamilton's
protection, LaShawna had grabbed Celiaand then Stellaand they had al gone off together to the closest
women's restroom—a frightening place for them al, even more than the airplane, with the smdlls of so
many humans.

LaShawna had dragged Stellaiinto astall and whispered fiercely at her, “What are you doing, girl, going
wasp and getting yoursdf puffed! Wasit that boy Will?’

Celiahad caled through the closed door, “ Shell explain later. Let'sgo! | don't likeit in here.”

But there had been little time for talk, much less clouding and conveying the full story. Therideinthe
truck had made them dl alittle quiet, even with Kaye and Mitch and John along. LaShawna had
whispered in Stellas ear, “Y our mother looks good.”

Stellahad pulled back and looked LaShawnafull in the face.

“Mommahasit,” LaShawnahad said sadly, dropping her chin to her chest and pulling up her knees,
propping them againgt the seat back. “ She'sin awhedchair.”

Stellabrushed the short hair from her eyes asthe wind blew in her face. She stepped down from the
truck and blinked at the cameras. Cdiaand LaShawna seemed to fdl in place behind her like ducklings.
Being pregnant gave her seniority, she wondered why; it was stupid the way it had happened, supid
losing Will. She had left Oldstock to come herein part to get perspective; she wondered how much



longer shewould live at the compound.

Without Will, she doubted she would ever find the childish freedom that had once seemed so important.
Asshe smdlled and felt the baby insde her, she thought of responsibility and getting things done.

Meeting with a senator and with all these other folkswas astart.

The landscape around the dry river bed was somewhere between blesk and pretty and it smelled much
like Oldstock though cooler; the trees knew less sun than the trees around L ake Stannous. Quiet, cool
pines poked up through gray brush and hard, crusty dirt with broken pieces of purple-black and gray
rock overlying.

There was something going on between the woman archaeologist, Eileen, and her father. They were old
friends. Something had happened between them along ago; Stellawas sure of it. She watched her
mother, but Kaye did not seem bothered. In fact, Kaye and Eileen seemed to walk aike and to look
around with the same dignified curiogty.

That pleased Stella.

Mitch put an arm around her shoulder. Stellaleaned into his embrace and cameras whirred and flashed
al around.

“They'reaffectionate ,” said amale newscaster to unseen eyes. “lsn't that wonderful 7’

Mitch gently squeezed Stella. “Never mind,” he said in alow voice. “We're going to visit the bones.” He
sounded asif that would be like entering achurch.

And it was. They waked down into the big shdlter, following long plywood sheets, and reporters were
ingtructed to turn off their bright lights. A large sunburned man, about thirty yearsold, in muddy jeans
and adeeveless T-shirt, with dirty forearms and a bandanna around his head, and dentd tools and
brushes dung on his bdt, made the reporters pass through inspection and a shoe scrub. They al donned
plastic booties. “Dirt isimportant here,” the man explained, hisvoice arich tenor. “We don't want to add
anything that doesn't belong.”

Eileen broke from asmall group of reporters and introduced him. “Thisis Carlton Fierro,” she said.
“Carlton the Doorman. We cal him that because he can hardly fit through most doors. He'sin charge of
thisdig now.”

Stellagmiled a Carlton.
“Glad you could makeit,” hetold thegirls.

Connie Fitz walked around a sculpted pillar of dirt and hooked arms with Eileen. “We need big boysto
protect us when there are reporters around,” she said, and winked a Mitch.

Stdladid not understand any of this. She focused on Carlton, who was shaking hands with Mitch.
“Weve got the biggest grouping over here,” Carlton said, and led them all dong the boards and through
aconnecting corridor to the second wing of the shelter. They turned right and stood before awide
excavated mesa, sheared off about ten feet below the datum—the leve of the surrounding land.
Scaffolds had been erected around the mesaand filtered sunlight fell on them al through milky fiberglass
shests.

“Eight at atime,” Carlton ingtructed, “and that includes me.” The reporters pushed around him, trying to
keep the girlsand Kayein direct view.



He made a path through the crowd for the people Eileen pointed out, holding her hand over their heads
and nodding.

“Coming through,” Carlton said, and they climbed the duminum steps. Hewasthe last.

Stellalooked down on the excavation. At first, all she saw was alarge jumble of dark bones on hard
planed dirt, mud, and what looked like old ash. She could smell the dust. Nothing more.

Mitch and Kaye stood across from her, Celiaand LaShawna beside her; John Hamilton and Senator
Bloch, both very quiet, were catercorner on the scaffold beside Carlton. Oliver Merton was staying out
of the way, standing alone in one corner with arms crossed.

Eileen and Connie Fitz and Laura Bloch had also stayed bel ow. 1t was now Carlton's show.

“There are eight adult females and two children, one male and onefemale, in thisgrouping,” Carlton

sad. “A lahar of volcanic gas and mud and water came roaring down this river bed about twenty
thousand years ago. They died together, covered with hot mud. One of them dropped awoven grass
basket. Itsmold is il in that cube of unexcavated mudstone to the right. The woman on top of the group
—she's marked with ared plastic square, and her outlineis made more clear by the thin strip of blue tape
—istdler and more robust; shesHomo erectus , alate stage variety smilar toheidelbergensis but as

yet without ascientific designation. She gppearsto bein her forties, well past child bearing and very old
for thetime. A grandmatype. We think she was protecting the children, and perhaps two other women.
The femde child and the other femaes are dlHomo sapiens, virtudly indistinguishable from you and

me. The mae child isanotherHomo erectus.

“At firgt, we thought—Connie and Eileen and the pioneers a this Ste thought, that is; I'm sort of late here
—that there were only females, that the males had run off and abandoned them. Later, Mr. Rafelson
found thefirgt sgns of the males, not far away and acrossthe river. We thought they might have been out
hunting and coming back to their females. Well, that may till be the case, but there was alot more going
on. Weve since excavated thirteen sites around the Spent River, al within athousand yards of here.
Wevefound atota of fifty-three whole skeletons and perhaps seventy partids, abit of femur or skull

cap or tooth here and there.

“Thiswasakind of village, set up in the autumn to take advantage of salmon runsin theriver. Family
groups made camp along aloose network of trails, waiting for the run to begin. They were caught by the
volcanic eruption and frozen in time, for usto find, and to reacquaint ourselveswith . . . wdll, | think of
them asold friends. Old teachers, actuadly.”

Stellaglanced at Mitch and saw atear on his cheek.

Carlton paused to gather histhoughts. Cedliawas transfixed and maybe allittle frightened by thisbig,
rough-looking mae. Her jaw hung open. LaShawnawas frowning in concentration.

“And what they teach us now is pretty smple. They were traveling as equas. Persondlly, | don't know
what they were offering each other. But we've found roughly equa numbers of both species, erectus and
sapiens . There are children of both species, and maesaswdll. Our first Ste was anomalous. If | could
makeaguess. ..

“Hesalot likeyou, Mitch,” Eileen called from the crowd below the scaffold.

Carlton smiled shyly. “I'd say maybe theer ectus individuas worked as hunters, using tools made by the
sapiens . We haven' finished analyzing one of the outermost digs yet, ahunting party, but it lookslike
some of theerectus femaes served aslead hunters. They carried flint knapping tools and the heavy



wegpons and some stones that might or might not be hunting charms. That'sright. Tdl girlswith great
sniffersleading the brainy boys.

“We'relooking for acentra butchering ground for game—usudly near where the large cutting tools
were manufactured. In those days hunters tended to carry big game back to the village and butcher it in
aprotected area. We aren't sure why—aeither they hadn't yet thought of carrying the butchering tools
with them, or they weretrying to avoid attracting large predators.

“Thesapiens femal es cooperated in weaving grass and leather and bark and preparing the fish and
gathering berries and bugs and such around the camps. We've found beetles and grubs and grass and
blackberry seedsin some of the baskets. Everyone had their place. They worked together.”

“So should we dl,” said Senator Bloch, and Stella could see that she, too, was deeply moved.
Steladid not know what to think. The bones were still atangle, as were her thoughts.

“Aswereved the bones, remove the overburden and brush them clean, we don't know what beliefs
they held, twenty thousand years ago,” Carlton said softly. “ So basically we just respect them with
slence, for awhile, and gratitude. We get acquainted, asit were. They were not our direct ancestors, of
course—well probably never find direct ancestorsthat old. It would belike digging up needlesina
mighty sparse and distributed haystack.

“But the people down here, and dl around the Spent River, they're stillus . Nobody owns them. But
they'refamily.” Carlton nodded to his own strong convictions.

“Amen,” Eileen and Connie Fitz said smultaneoudy below the scaffold.

Stellasaw her father's hands on therail. His knuckles were white and he was staring directly &t her.
Stelaleaned her head to one sde. He moved hislips. She could easly tell what he was saying.

Human.

Eileen and Laura Bloch and Mitch watched as the photographers arranged Kaye and the girls at the
base of the mesa, standing in front of the scaffolding. No pictures of the bones were being alowed.

“Rumor hasit Kaye met God,” Eileen said in alow voiceto Mitch. “Isit true?’
“Soghetelsme”

“That's got to be awkward for ascientist,” Eileen said.

“Shelsdoing okay,” Mitch said. “She cdlsit just another kind of inspiration.”

Senator Bloch listened to this with afocused pug-dog expression.

“What about you?’ Eileen asked.

“I remain blissfully ignorant.”

“Kind of asometimething, huh?’

Bloch weighed in. “That can't be bad,” she mused. “Not for politics. Did she see Jesus?’

Mitch shook hishead. “I don't think so. That's not what she says, anyway.”



Bloch pouched out her lips. “If there's no Jesus, we best keep it under our hats for now.”

“What does God tell her about all of this?’ Eileen asked, sweeping her hand over the excavations, the
revealed bones.

Mitch scowled. “Not much, probably. It doesn't seem to be that kind of relationship.”
“What good ishe, then?’ Eileen asked petulantly.

Mitch had to look hard to tell if she wasjoking. She appeared to be, and she lost interest as some
photographers came too near agrid square propped against atable and amost knocked it over.

After berating them and resetting the square, she came back and patted Mitch on the shoulder. “Good
for Kaye,” shesaid. “ Just provesthat we're atough old species. We can survive anything, even God.
How about you? Going to come back soon and dig with us?’ Eileen asked.

“No,” Mitch said. “That's over for me.”

“Shame. Hewasthe best,” Eileen said to Bloch. “ A real natural.”

Mitch helped Kaye back into the van. Kaye sat and massaged her calves. Her feet were numb and she
had had a difficult time climbing the gairs out of the shelter.

Stdlaand Cdiaand LaShawnawalked in atight cluster to the van and climbed in behind her, then sat
quietly. John Hamilton and Mitch stood talking as they waited for Bloch to rejoin them.

Kaye could hear her husband and John, but only a scatter of words between whisks of dusty wind.

Johnwas saying, “. . . and bad. They say it'sworse with two. Summer in Maryland is going to be tough.
She wanted to come here. Just couldn't.”

Kaye licked her dry lips and stared forward. Stella placed her hand on Kaye's shoulder and touched her
cheek.

“How areyou dl doing?’ Kaye asked abruptly, swiveling around despite the twingesin her thighsand
surveying the girls—the young women.

“Werrejust fine” LaShawnasaid dreamily. “1 wish | knew what thiswasal about.”
“I think-KUK | do,” Cdliasaid. “Human politics”
“How areyou, dear?’ Kaye asked Stella.

“Werefineg” Stellasaid, and her cheeks flushed butterfly gold with something like fear, and something
likejoy.

She gets it, Kaye thought.What we just saw. She's like her father that way.

She watched Stellalean back in the seat and put on adistant, thoughtful expression, cheeks paling to
beige. Celiaand LaShawna sat back with her.

Together, they dl folded their arms.



That evening, Stellaand Cdiaand LaShawna sat in their own room in amote in Portland. Kaye and
Mitch and John Hamilton were in other roomsin the same motd; the girls had asked to be together,
aone, “Tojus lie back and revert,” Stellahad explained.

They had eaten with the others and watched Senator Bloch and Oliver Merton leaveinalimo to fly
back on ared-eye to Washington, D.C., and now they were relaxing and thinking quietly.

Seeing the bones had bothered Stella. Will was not much more than bones now. All that time, al that
life; gone, leaving nothing but scattered rubble. Celiaand LaShawnawere dso quiet at first, absorbed in
their ownindividua thoughts.

They were saddened by the prospect of parting, but they all had thingsto do at home, loved onesto
attend to. Cdiawasliving with the Hamiltons and working with Shevite outreach servicesin Maryland
and had her own life. LaShawnawas getting her generd education requirements at aloca high school
and planned on going to ajunior college to study nursing. With her father, she took care of her mother,
who was not getting around on her own much now, and her baby sigter.

So much had changed in afew short months.

Stellasat up from apile of pillows and made acircling motion with her pam, dipping her heed likea
bird, and LaShawna seconded. Celiagave alittle groan of weary protest but joined them on the bed
farthest from the curtained window. They pam-touched and sat in acircle, and Stellafelt her cheeks
flush and her ears grow warm.

“Whoweare,” LaShawna sang. “What we are/ who. What we are/ who. Get usin, get us out/ who.”

It was achant that helped them focus, they had done it before at Sable M ountain when the teachers and
counsslors weren't watching or listening, and especialy after adifficult day.

Theroom filled with their scents. A little something like dectricity passed between them and LaShawna
started to hum two tunes, two sets of over and under. She was good at that, better than Stella.

The day seemed to melt away and Stellafelt her neck and back loosen and they began to remember all
the good they had experienced together.

“Lovely. Wereinit,” LaShawnasaid, and started to hum again.

“I can-KUK fed the baby,” Cdiasad. “He'sso smal and quiet. He sméellslike Will, alittle—if |
remember, it's been so long.”

“Heamdlslike Will,” Stellaagreed.
“It's so good to be with both of you again,” Celiasaid.

“I had adream about this, weeks ago,” LaShawnasaid. “I was awake, with my friends, but everything
was dark, and | waslooking so far down into mysdlf it hurt. | saw something down there. A little glow
hidden way at the bottom . . .”

“Likewhat?’ Cdiasad, squirming in fascination.

“Let me show you,” LaShawnasaid, and squeezed their palmstightly.

Cdiabit her lip and closed her eyes. “I'm looking deep.”

“Can you see them?” LaShawnawhispered. She chanted softly, “If you take away/strip it dowrV dl the



daysand yeard dl thethoughts. . . Who are we? Umm-hmm. Down there deep in acave. Get usin, get
usout/ Who?’

Stellareached down to where LaShawnawas, using her pam-touch for guidance. She actudly did see
something at the bottom of along, deep well, three somethings, actualy, and then four, the baby within
her joining. Like four luminous golden kernels of corn, hidden away at the bottom of four separate
tunnels of memory and life.

“What arethey?’ Celiaasked quietly, eyes still closed. Stellaclosed her own eyes now to seethese
peculiar things more clearly.

“They'relike us, part of us, but way below us,” LaShawna said.
“They're so quiet-KUK, like they're adeep. Peaceful.”
“The baby'sis not much different from ours,” Stellaobserved. “Why isthat?’

“Maybe they're the important ones and we're just shadows trapped way up here. We're ghosts to them,
maybe. Ummm. .. I'mlosing them. . . | can't see them now,” LaShawnasaid, and opened her eyes
with asigh. “ That was spooky.”

The waking dream ended and left Stellafeding alittlewoozy. The air in the room had turned cold and
they shivered and laughed, then clagped handstighter, listening to their own heartbests.

“Spooky,” LaShawnasaid again. “1'm glad you see them, t00.”

They sat that way for hours, just touching hands and scenting and being quiet together until the dawn
came,

7
LAKE STANNOUS

Thethird snow of the year camein late October, fat flakes dipping down and nodding between the trees
and over thedirt and gravel pathways throughout Oldstock. Kaye hurried from her classroomin the
overheated schoal building, clutching aparka over her shoulders. Puffing, her lips and fingers numb, she
met Mitch and Luce Ramone on the path to the infirmary—aname Kaye hated, with its emphasison
dysfunction. Mitch wrapped her in his arms and she marched quickly, closeto hisside, looking up a him
with tight lipsand large eyes.

“We have the partners and sde mothersin the birthing room,” Luce said. Most of the children—the
Shevites, Kaye corrected—did not speak in doubles, over-under, around them, more out of politeness
than any obvious reserve or caution. Sowly, over the last four months, the Shevites had cometo trust
Kaye and Mitch, and together they had worked out procedures to calm mothers about to give birth.
Kaye did not know whether it was mumbo jumbo or anew way of doing things. She was about to find
out. Now there were twelve pregnanciesin Oldstock and Stellawas serving avery important function.
Keep reminding yourself. Be proud. Be courageous. Oh, God.

So much was being learned. So many questions were being answered. But why my daughter ? Why
someone who, if she dies, takes me with her, soul if not body?

The last two months had been the happiest in Kaye's life, and the most tense and awkward.

They gingerly climbed the snowy stepsinto the old infirmary and down the linoleum-tiled floors, dong



the plastered hdlway lit with dim incandescent bulbs, into the delivery room.

Stellawas stting on the bent and padded bench, puffing and blowing. A rusty gurney covered with a
foam mattress and clean white sheets waited for her if she wanted to deep. She gritted her teeth into a
contraction.

Kaye set about arranging the medical instruments, making sure they had been kept in the old autoclave
long enough.

“Where did you get these antiques?’ she asked Y uri Sakartvelos as he camein, handsheld intheair,
dripping from the scrub station. Y evgeniasmiled at Kaye and her wrinkled cheeks grew golden-green as
she dipped the gloves on Y uri's hands.

“Pray they don't have to do anything,” Kaye whispered grimly to Mitch.
“Shush,” Mitch warned. “They're doctors.”

“FromRussia , Mitch,” Kaye responded. “How long since they've done anything but set abroken leg or
dressawound?’

As Mitch caught acatnap, in the twelfth hour of Stella's long delivery—that had not changed much,
difficult birthsfor babies with large heads—Kaye stood outside the infirmary and bresthed the cold early
morning air and watched the snow.

While Kaye taught in the village school, Mitch had hel ped the Shevites restore asmall lumber mill and
clear the debris from the old concrete foundations and start putting up new houses for the families.

It was not yet clear what shape those families would take; probably not just father, mother, and children,
and on this score the Sakartvel os were as cludess as Kaye and Mitch. There had never been so many
Shevitestogether before; though some said there were larger communitiesin the East and the South,
perhapsin New Jersey or Georgiaor Mississppi, lying low.

The young Shevites were designing the homes. They felt uncomfortable when deprived of company for
more than afew hours. Large windows Kaye could certainly understand, after so many yearsin
cramped dorms and even cdlls. But there was no double pane glass available, not yet, and wintersin
Oldstock could be cold. While the foundations provided some congtraint on their imaginations, some of
the drawings were looking very odd indeed: bathrooms and toilet facilities without walls—*Why
privacy? We know what's happening” —and narrow “scent shafts’ connecting adjacent homes. The
wholeideaof privacy seemed up for grabs.

Kaye's best moments were spent with Stellaand Mitch and Stella's deme. Most of the studentsin
Kaye's class were part of Stellals deme. Her curiosity and relative ease with these intruder humans, her
parents, seemed to blend over into those closest to her, and that extended family had adopted Kaye and
Mitch.

The Sakartvel os, on the other hand, treated Kaye and Mitch civilly enough, but seldom socidized. They
seemed alittle standoffish even with the othersin their community, perhaps because of early traumaand
years of living done, growing middle-aged with little company.

The concept and practice of demeswas gill growing, but the demes formed thus far made up the most
gtable of al the socia structures and experiments going on in Oldstock, and the oldest. Stellals deme



consisted of seven permanent partners—three males and four females—and twel ve exchange members.

Deme partners usualy did not mate, though they could fal in love—Stellawas very definite about that,
but not very clear what it entailed. Romantic love was running wild in Oldstock, complete with
exchanges of dried fruit, perfumes when available, carved wooden statues, but such infatuations seldom
had anything to do with sex.

Sex, it seemed, was too important to be |eft to the whims of romance. Love, yes, but not this bailing
torrent of fickle affection.

In late summer, the paths and woods had sometimes smelled like an explosion in acocoa factory, mixed
with shocking and eye-gtinging hints of musk and civet. Couples, dl combinations—and sometimestriples
—could be seen wrapped in congeries of saf-involved, fondling splendor, intertwined, giggling,
fever-scenting, persuading—everything but having sex.

At firgt, Kaye and Mitch had speculated that some of the couples and triples were too young, but soon
the sixteen-year-olds were proving them wrong, mating outside the romance, and dmost dway's across
demes.

Those who were sill prepubescent could become juniorsin romantic groups, but such relationships were
less demondtrative, more reserved and ingtructional. Love, and new varieties of passion, it seemed,
would find many new usesin Shevite society, and the homes had to reflect these novdties.

Kaye's thoughts darted back to the one thing she did not want to think about, not now. She lifted her
eyesto the dark sky. She wanted to be around for her daughter, to be useful to Mitch and to Stellafor
many years. But the CDC had confirmed that there was indeed a post-SHEV A syndrome. Luella
Hamilton had it; so did many others.

Thetips of Kay€'s fingers and portions of her calves were growing numb as the months passed, her walk
less quick, her strength and staminawaning.

She had told nobody at Oldstock, though Mitch knew. Kaye could seldom hide important things from
Mitch. Except, of course, for what he did not want to hesr.

The cdler had touched her just aweek ago. A short visit, pleasant but not conclusive; asocia call. She
had asked if she might be dlowed to live to see her grandson born.

Asbefore, no answers.

Inside the ddlivery room, Stellawas surrounded by al thefemalesin her deme. They dternately sang and
read stories from old children's books and put their heads together, rubbing their damp pams on hersto
cam her and relieve her pain.

Stellaleaned back at the last and her eyes seemed to dip up into her head. She gave along, loud shriek,
operatic initsintendty, and the room smelled like saltwater and violets. Everyone moaned together, no
sgnd, just theway it was, would be, moaning in an over-under song of sympathy and greeting.

Stellagave avigorous wriggle and then ashove, and her son cameinto the larger world. The moaning
softened as the child was examined, and then changed to ddlighted coos and chuckles.

Y evgeniaand Kaye cooperated in lifting the baby onto Stellals ssomach. Y evgeniasmiled at Kaye.
“Now you aretruly grandmother,” she said.



The afterbirth came. Y uri moved them urgently to one sSide and caught it in astedl basin lined with a
plastic bag. To Kaye's surprise, Y uri insgsted on cutting the cord, then wrapping and removing the
placentaright away. He cleaned up al the blood with a sponge soaked in bleach, then brought basins of
sogpy water and insisted the hel pers wash their hands.

He bathed Stdla solicitoudy. “ It might be dangerous, no touching,” Y uri inssted, and left the infirmary
with thetissue.

Kaye was beyond analysis or caring. She huddled with her daughter and the femalesin the deme, and
Mitch, and one young male, the stand-in for Will, looking confused and bewildered at this unexpected
role.

Theinfant, wrinkled and small, squirmed dowly in Stella's arms, seeking the breast, then looked up at
them dl, drawing back hiseyeidsuntil it seemed hisface was all eyes, wide, mobile, focused. His
cheeksflared golden and pink, melanophores shaping at first a series of flower-petal rawshocks. All
those in the room, except for Kaye and Mitch, responded to the newborn with the same colors and
patterns, flower petals and butterflies, sparks and flares, and the baby saw this and smelled their
pleasure and delight. He smiled with saintly ease and reassurance as he took the nipple.

That smiletook Kaye's breath away. She squeezed Mitch's hand. Ever the anthropologist, Mitch was
watching the deme, the sde mothers, al the Shevitesin the room, with aquizzica expresson.

“Doyou have aname yet?’ Kaye asked Stella.
Stellashook her head dreamily. “ Give ustime. Something nice.”

Moments later, suckling her son, Stellarelaxed and dept. Her cheeks kept showing patterns. Even
adeep, the new mother could sign her love.

Theinfant released his mother's nipple and looked up at Mitch. “Sing,” he said.

The deme laughed, and the young man who was standing in for Will, in aburst of emotion, hugged them
and shook Mitch's hand. Kaye touched his shoulder and smiled up at him, and Mitch knelt beside the
bed and sang the a phabet song, the same he had sung for Stella.* Ah, beh, say, duh, eh, fuh, guh, huh,
kuh, ih, juh,em...”

Mitch's grandson relaxed and took Stellas nipple. Hislarge purple-flecked eyes became heavy-lidded,
and then closed. He joined his mother in deep before Mitch got towuh .

EPILOGUE

SHEVA2+1
LONE PINE, CALIFORNIA

Kayetried to move her lips. Such wonderful thoughts. So smple, so clear. If she could only speak to
her husband.

Mitch looked at the lamp on the table, brows knit; he could hear hiswife's steady breath and the hum of
the medical monitor and little more. When her breath changed its rhythm, he dowly turned his head and
saw her lips move. He leaned forward, wondering if she was coming back, but her eyes stared out into
gpace and blinked only once while he watched.



Still, thelips moved. That hurt. Any expectations were painful. Kaye's periods of paradysis had been
coming with greater frequency. He leaned forward, hoping with childish hope to see hiswife, hiswoman,
return to him, beginning with that small motion. He brought his ear down to her lipsand felt the breath
againg thelittle hairs on the skin of hislobe. Kaye's breath puffed, worked, to shape afew words.

Mitch could not be sure what he heard, if he heard anything at al. He pulled back to look at Kaye's face
and redized she was trying with superhuman effort to communicate something she thought was
important. The dightest coming together of her brows, stiffening of her cheeks, set of her eydlids,
reminded him of earnest conversations years past, when she struggled to convey something not quite
within her grasp or authority. That had been his Kaye, dways reaching beyond what words could do.

He placed his ear close, dmost blocking her lips. He fancied he heard, for amoment, his name, and then,
“Something's. . . going on.”

Helistened again.

“Something's. . . happening.”

Then shelay ill. Breath lifted the sheets but her eyeswere ill. Her face was blank.

She seemed to be listening.

She felt the loverolling over her in waves, the yearning that was at once so powerful and
frightening, the sweetness that lay behind the power. Her death would not come yet, not this
minute, not this hour, this she knew, but she was no longer much of this world.

And so she could be embraced and told all.

No fear of addiction now.

Stelabrought the baby and sat with them. She wore smple clothes and held the boy in aloose knit
wrap, because, she said, he was such awarm-blooded cregture, he hardly ever got chilly and fussed if
he was covered.

“Weve chosen ataking name,” Stellasaid. Then, looking at her mother, she asked Mitch if Kaye could
hear them.

“I don't know,” Mitch said. Hisface was so lost. Stellalet him hold his grandson and adjusted her
mother's covers.

“Nothing'sfair, isit?’ she asked Kaye softly, leaning over, her cheeks golden. “ She looks peaceful. |
think she can hear us”

Mitch watched Kaye bresthe in and out, dowly, Ssmply.

“What's hisname?’ he asked.

“Weregoing to cal him Sam,” Stellasaid. “I can't think of anything better. The deme thinksit's good.”
Sam was Mitch'sfather's name. “Not Samuel?”

“Just Sam. He likesthe name dready. It's strong and short and doesn't interfere with saying other things.”



Sam sguirmed and wanted to get down. At six months, he was already walking alittle, and speaking, of
course; but only when he wanted to, which was seldom.

Mitch tried to find alittle of Kaye in Sam's features, but there was too much eyebrow. Sam looked too
much like Mitch.

“Helookslike Will, I think,” Stellasaid. She touched her mother's cheek, gripped her hand. “ She hasa
scent. It's her, but different. I'm not sure I'd recognize her. Can you smell it?’

Mitch shook his head. “Maybe she smdllsill,” hesaid darkly.

“No.” Stellabowed to sniff her mother from breast to crown. “ She smells like smoke from awood fire,
and flowers. We need her to teach us. Mother, you could teach me so much.”

Sam walked around the bed, gripping the covers and making sounds of discovery.

Kaye'sface did not change expression, but Stella saw thetiny freckles darken under her mother's eyes.
Even now, Kaye could show her love.

The memories fall away. We are shaped, but in ways we do not understand. Know that thinking
and memory are biology, and biology is what we leave behind. The caller speaksto all of our
minds, and they all pray; to all of our minds, from the lowest to the highest, in nature, the caller
assures usthat thereis more, and that is all the caller can do. It isimportant that each mind be
created with absolute freedom of will. That freedom s precious; it enriches and quickens that
which the caller loves.

Mind and memory make up the precious rind of the even more precious fruit.

We are sculpted as the embryo is made; we die and cells die that others may take a shape; the
shape grows and changes, visible only to the caller; ultimately all must be chipped away, having
made their contributions.

The memories fall away. We are shaped. There is no judgment, for in life there is no perfection,
only freedom. To succeed or to fail isall the same—it isto be loved.

To die, to fall silent, is not to be forgotten or lost.
Slence is the beacon of past |ove and painful labor.

Slenceisalsoasignal.

Mitch sat by Kaye as the doctors and nurses came and went. He watched her grow more at easg, if that
was possible, while breath till came and heart still beat with adow, pattering softness.

Hefinished that night, before he napped off, by kissing her forehead and saying, “ Good night, Eve.”
Mitch dept in the chair. Quiet filled the room.

The world seemed empty and new.

Silencefilled Kaye.

In adream, Mitch walked over the high rocky mountains, and met awoman on the snows.
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CAVEATS

M uch of the sciencein thisnovel istill controversd. Science usudly begins with speculation, but must
in time be confirmed by research, empirica evidence, and scientific consensus. However, dl of the
speculations found here are supported, to one degree or another, by research published in textsand in
respected scientific journals. | have goneto great painsto solicit scientific criticiam and make corrections
where expertsfed | have strayed over theline,

No doubt errors remain, but they are my responsbility, not the responsibility of the scientists or other
hel pful readerslisted in the acknowledgments.

Thetheologica speculations presented here are also based on empirical evidence, persond and culled
from anumber of key books. But that evidence is remarkably and uniquely difficult to present
scientifically, snceit is necessarily anecdotal. That does not make its truth any less apparent to the
witnesses; it amply putsthistype of life experience in the same category as other human events, such as
love, abgtract and crestive thought, and artistic inspiration.

All of these experiences are persond and anecdotd, yet dmost universa; none are easily quantified or
understood by current science.

In answer to the obvious questions about evolution, do | support nec-Darwinian randomness or theistic
externd design? The answer must be neither. Do | support fundamentalist or Creationist views of our
origins?1 do not.

My view isthat life on Earth is condtituted of many layers of neurd networks, al interacting to solve
problemsin order to get accessto resources and continue to exist. All living things solve problems posed
by their environments, and al are adapted to attempt, with reasonable success, to solve such problems.
The human mind isjust one variety of this natura process, and not necessarily the most subtle or
sophisticated. See my novd, Vitals .

| also make a distinction between sdf-aware personaity and mind. Human sdf-awarenessisa
psycho-socid phenomenon resulting from feedback in modding the behavior of one's neighbors, and,
amost coincidentaly, modding one's own behavior to make surewell fit into socia activities. One
offshoot of thisability isthewriting of noves.

Sdf isnot anillusion; it'sredl. But it'snot unitary, it'snot primary, and it's not dwaysin charge.

It seems gpparent that God does not micromanage either human history or nature. Evolutionary freedom
isjust asimportant asindividua human freedom. Does God interfere at al? Other than my affirming,
aong with many others, that the presence of something we could call God is made known—akind of
interference, undoubtedly—I do not know.

As Kaye experiences her epiphany, she is made aware that her “cdler” isnot talking just to her, but to
other mindswithin and around her. Epiphany isnot limited to our conscious salves, or even to human

beings.



Imagine epiphany that touches our subconscious, our other internal minds—the immune sysem—or that
reaches beyond usto touch aforest, or an ocean . . . or the vast and distributed “minds’ of any
ecologica system.

If the only honest gpproach to understanding both nature and God is humility, then surely this should help
by making usfed humble.

A SHORT BIOLOGICAL PRIMER

Humans are metazoans, that is, we are made up of many cdlls. In most of our cellsthereisanucleus that
containsthe“blueprint” for the entireindividua. This blueprint is stored inDNA, deoxyribonucleic acid;
DNA and its complement of helper proteins and organelles make up the molecular computer that
contains the ingtructions necessary to congtruct an individual organism.

Proteinsare molecular machines that can perform incredibly complicated functions. They are the engines
of life, DNA isthe template that guides the manufacture of those engines.

DNA in eukaryoatic cdlsis arranged in two interwoven strands—the “ double hdix” —and packed tightly
into acomplex structure called chromatin, which is arranged intochromosomes in each cdll nucleus.
With afew exceptions, such asred blood cells and specidized immune cells, the DNA in each cdll of the
human body is complete and identical. Researchers currently estimate that the humangenome —the
complete collection of genetic indructions—congsts of gpproximatdy thirty thousandgenes . Genes are
heritable traits; a gene has often been defined as a segment of DNA that contains the code for a protein
or proteins. This code can be transcribed to make a strand of RNA, ribonucleic acid; ribosomes then
use the RNA to trandate the origind DNA ingtructions and synthesize proteins. Some genes perform
other functions, such as making the RNA congtituents of ribosomes.

Many scientists believe that RNA wasthe originad coding molecule of life, and that DNA isalater
elaboration.

Whilemost cellsin the body of anindividud carry identical DNA, as the person grows and develops,
that DNA isexpressed in different wayswithin each cell. Thisishow identica embryonic cells become
different tissues.

When DNA istranscribed to RNA, many lengths of nucleotides that do not code for proteins, called
introns, are snipped out of the RNA segments. The segmentsthat remain are spliced together; they
code for proteins and are calledexons. On alength of freshly transcribed RNA, these exons can be
spliced together in different ways to make different proteins. Thus, asingle gene can produce a number
of products a different times.

Bacteriaaretiny single-celled organisms. Their DNA isnot stored in anucleus but is spread around
within the cell. Their genome contains nointrons, onlyexons, making them very deek and compact little
critters. Bacteria can behave like socid organisms, different varieties both cooperate and compete with
each other to find and use resourcesin their environment. In the wild, bacteriafrequently come together
to create biofilms; you may be familiar with these bacteria “cities’ from the dime on spoiled vegetables
inyour refrigerator. Biofilms can adso exist in your intestines, your urinary tract, and on your teeth, where
they sometimes calise problems, and specidized ecologies of bacteria protect your skin, your mouth,
and other areas of your body. Bacteria are extremely important and though some cause disease, many
others are necessary to our existence. Some biologists believe that bacterialie at theroot of al life
forms, and that eukaryotic cells—our own cdlls, for example—derive from ancient colonies of bacteria
In this sense, we may smply be spaceshipsfor bacteria.



Bacteriaswap smal circular loops of DNA caledplasmids. Plasmids supplement the bacteria genome
and dlow them to respond quickly to threats such as antibiotics. Plasmids make up auniversd library
that bacteria of many different types can useto live more efficiently.

Bacteriaand nearly dl other organisms can be attacked byviruses . Virusesare very smdl, generaly
encapsulated bits of DNA or RNA that cannot reproduce by themselves, Instead, they hijack acdl's
reproductive machinery to make new viruses. In bacteria, the viruses are caledbacteriophages, (“eaters
of bacterid’) or justphages . Many phages carry genetic material between bacteria hosts, as do some
virusesin animasand plants.

It ispossblethat viruses originadly came from segments of DNA within cdllsthat can move around, both
ingde and between chromosomes. Viruses are essentialy roving segments of genetic materia that have
learned how to “put on space suits’” and leave the cell.

SHORT GLOSSARY OF SCIENTIFIC
TERMS

Antibody: molecule that attachesto an antigen, inactivates it, and attracts other defensesto the intruder.

Antibiotics: alarge class of substances manufactured by many different kinds of organismsthat can kill
bacteria Antibiotics have no effect on viruses.

Antigen: intruding substance or part of an organism that provokes the creation of antibodies as part of
an immune response.

Bacteria: prokaryotes, tiny living cells whose genetic materid isnot enclosed in anucleus. Bacteria
perform important work in nature and are the base of dl food chains.

Bacteriophage: seephage .

Chromosome: arrangement of tightly packed and coiled DNA. Diploid cdlls such asbody cdlsin
humans have two sets of twenty-twoautosomes aswell astwosex chromosomes ; haploid cdllssuch as
gametes—sperm or ova—have only asingle set of chromosomes. The total number of chromosomes
varies between gpes and humans. Chromosome numbers for so-called ancestral species such asHomo
sapiens neandertalensis andHomo erectus are not known; any DNA extracted from even relatively
recent (~20,000 years) foss| specimensis generdly limited to mitochondrial DNA. Polyploidy—having
extra sets of chromosomes—resultsin infertile offspring or totally precludes reproduction between
organisms and can often define abarrier between species. This should prevent successful mating
between SHEVA individuas and older variety humans. Apparently, it does not. This puzzles scientists,
and further researchisin order.

Cro-Magnon: early variety of modern human,Homo sapiens sapiens, from Cro-Magnon in France.
Homo isthe genus, sapiens the species, sapiens the subspecies.

DNA: Deoxyribonucleic acid, the famous double-helix molecule that codes for the proteins and other
elementsthat help congtruct thephenotype or body structure of an organism.

ERV or endogenousretrovirus. virusthat insertsits genetic materia into the DNA of ahost. The
integratedprovirus lies dormant for atime. ERVs may be quite ancient and fragmentary and no longer
capable of producing infectious viruses.

Exogenous vir us. virusthat does not insert its genes into host DNA on along-term basis. Some viruses,



suchasMMTYV or mouse mammary tumor virus, seem to be able to choose whether to insert or not
insert their genetic code into host DNA. SeeERV.

Exon: region of DNA that codesfor proteins or RNA.

Frithing: aso, flehman. Sucking air over the vomeronasal organ to detect pheromones. Seevomeronasal
organ .

Gene: the definition of ageneischanging. A recent text defines agene as*asegment of DNA or RNA
that performs a specific function.” More particularly, agene can be thought of asa segment of DNA that
codes for some molecular product, very often one or more proteins or parts of proteins. Besides the
nuclectides that code for the protein, the gene dso consists of segmentsthat determine how much and
what kind of protein is expressed, and when. Genes can produce different combinations of proteins
under different stimuli. In avery red sense, ageneisatiny factory and computer within amuch larger
factory-computer, the genome.

Genome: sumtota of genetic materid inanindividua organism. In humans, the genome appearsto
cons st of gpproximately thirty thousand genes—hdf to one-third the number predicted at the time of the
publication of Darwin's Radio .

Genotype: the genetic character of an organism or digtinctive group of organisms.

Glycome: the total complement of sugars and related compoundsin acel. Sugars can form linkswith
proteins and lipids to make glycoproteins and glycolipids.

Herpes: HSV-1 or -2. Herpes smplex virus types responsible for cold sores and genital herpes. Though
herpes viruses are not retroviruses they can lie dormant in nerve cdlsfor years, and often reactivatein
response to stress. Chicken pox and its recurrent form, shingles, or herpes zoster, are aso related to

herpes.

HERV: human endogenous retrovirus. Within our genetic materid are many remnants of past infections
by retroviruses. Some researchers estimate that as much as one third of our genetic materia may consst
of old retroviruses. No instance is yet known of these ancient vira genes producing infectious particles
virions) that can move from host to hogt, inlateral orhorizontal transmission. Many HERV do
produce virudike particles within the cells and body, however, and whether these particles serve a
function or cause problemsis not yet known. All HERV are part of our genome and are transmitted
vertically when we reproduce, from parent to offspring. Infection of gametes by retrovirusesisthe best
explanation so far for the presence of HERV in our genome. ERV, endogenous retroviruses, are found
in many other organisms, aswell.

Homo erectus: generd dassfication for fossls of the genusHomo dated chronologicaly and
evolutionarily prior toHomo sapiens .Homo erectus was avery successful human species, surviving for
at least amillion years. Cdling any of thesefossls“ancestrd” is problematic both scientificaly and
philosophicaly, but it'sasmple and easly understood description of acomplex rdationship. Thereare
many interpretations of these relationshipsin the literature, but growing sophistication in geneticswill
probably lead to ageneral shaking out and clarification over the next ten to twenty years.

I mmune response (immunity, immunization): the provoking and marshding of defensve cdlswithin
an organism to ward off and destroy pathogens, disease-causing organisms such as viruses or bacteria
Immune response may aso identify nonpathogenic cellsasforeign, not part of the norma body
complement of tissues; transplanted organs cause an immune response and may be rejected.
Autoimmune diseases such as multiple sclerosis and various forms of arthritis may occur or reoccur in
responseto vira activation dueto stress. In humans, ERV activation has been suggested as a cause of



some autoimmune diseases.

I ntron: region of DNA that generally does not code for proteins. In most eukaryotic cells, genes consst
of mingled exons and introns. Introns are clipped out of transcribed messenger RNA (mRNA) beforeit
is processed by ribosomes; ribosomes use the code contained in lengths of MRNA to assemble specific
proteins out of amino acids. Bacterialack introns.

Lipids: organic compounds such asfats, oils, waxes, and sterols. Lipids make up many of the structura
components of cdls, including much of the cdl wall or membrane.

Lipome: thetotal complement of lipidswithin acdl. Lipids may aso form aliances with sugarsand
proteins (seeglycome andproteome ).

Mitochondrion, mitochondria: organelles within cells that process sugars to produce the common fuel
for cells, adenosine triphosphate, or ATP. Generally regarded as highly adapted descendants of bacteria
that entered host cellsbillions of years ago. Mitochondria have their own loops of DNA congtituting a
Sseparate genome within every cell. Mitochondria DNA, being shorter and smpler, is often the target of
choicefor fossl andyss.

M odern human: Homo sapiens sapiens. GenusHomo, speciessapiens, subspeciessapiens. Homo
sapiens sapiens could be read as*“Man who iswise, who knows.” Also, “Man who is discreet, who
savors.”

M abile element: movable segment of DNA. Transposons can move or have their DNA copied from
placeto placein alength of DNA using DNA polymerase. Retrotransposons contain their ownrever se
transcriptase , which gives them some autonomy within the genome. Mobile e ements have been shown
by BarbaraMcClintock and othersto generate variety in plants; but some believe these are, more often
than not, so-called sdfish genes which are duplicated without being useful to the organism. More and
more, geneticists have found strong evidence that mobile eements contribute to variation in al genomes
and help to regulate both embryonic development and evolution.

M utation: dteration in agene or ssgment of DNA. May be accidental and unproductive or even
dangerous, may aso be useful, leading to the production of amore efficient protein. Mutations may lead
to variation in phenotype, or the physica structure of an organism. Random mutations are usudly either
neutral or bad for the health of the organism.

Neandertal: Homo sapiens Neandertalensis. Possbly ancestra to humans. Modern anthropologists
and geneticists are currently engaged in a debate about whether Neandertals are our ancestors, based
on evidence of mitochondrial DNA extracted from ancient bones. More than likely, the evidenceis
confusing because we smply do not yet know how species and subspecies separate and develop.

Pathogen: disease-causing organism. There are many different varieties of pathogen: viruses, bacteria,
fungi, protists (formerly known as protozoa), and metazoans such as nematodes.

PERV : Porcine endogenous retrovirus. Ancient retroviruses found in the genome of pigs. SeeERV.

Phage: avirusthat uses bacteria as hosts. Many kinds of phageskill their hosts almost immediately and
can be used as antibacterial agents. Most bacteria have at |east one and often many phages specific to
them. Phages and bacteriaare dwaysin acontest to outrun each other, evolutionarily speaking.

Phenotype: the physica structure of an organism or digtinctive group of organisms.Genotype expressed
and devel oped within an environment determinesphenotype.



Pheromone: a chemica message produced by one member of a species that influences the physiology
and the behavior of another member of the same species. Whether or not this chemica messageis
conscioudy detected (smelled), pheromones have the same effect. Mammalian pheromones, in the form
of “socia odors,” that one member of a speciesis exposed to during interaction with another member of
the species, cause changesin hormone levels and in behavior. Seevomeropherin.

Polyploidy: seechromosome.

Protein: genes often code for proteins, which help form and regulate dl organisms. Proteinsare
molecular machines made up of chains of twenty different types of amino acids. Proteins can themsdlves
chain or clump together. Collagen, enzymes, many hormones, keratin, and antibodies are just afew of
the different types of proteins.

Proteome, Proteomics: thetota complement of proteinswithin acel or group of cdls, or inan
individua organism asawhole. Different tissueswill produce different proteins from a standardized set
of genes, gene activation in different tissues at different times causes variation in acell's proteome.
Knowing which genes have been activated can be traced through identifying proteins and other gene
products. (Seeglycome andlipidome .)

Provirus. the genetic code of aviruswhileit is contained within the DNA of ahogt.

Radiology: imaging of theinterior of abody using radiation, such as X-rays, PET scans (positron
emission tomography), MRI (Magnetic resonanceimaging), CAT scans (Computerized axid
tomography), etc.

Recombination: exchange of genes between or within organisms or viruses. Sexua reproduction isone
such exchange; bacteria and viruses can recombine genesin many different ways. Recombination can
aso be done atificidly in alaboratory.

Retrotransposon, retr oposon, r etr ogene: see movable el ements.

Retrovirus: RNA-based virusthat insertsits code into ahost's DNA for later replication. Replication
can often be delayed for years. AIDS and other diseases are caused by retroviruses.

RNA: ribonucleic Acid. Intermediate copy of DNA; messenger RNA (mRNA) isused by ribosomes as
templates to congtruct proteins. Many viruses consst of single or doubled strands of RNA, usudly
transcribed to DNA within the hogt.

SHEVA:fictiona human endogenous retrovirus that can form an infectious virus particle, orvirion ; an
infectious HERV. No such HERV isyet known. InDarwin's Radio and thisnovel, SHEVA carries
first-order ingtructions between individuasfor arearrangement of the genome that produces anew
variety of human. In effect, SHEV A triggers preexisting genetic “ set-asides’ that interact in time-proven
waysto create a subtly different human phenotype.

Sequencing: determining the sequence of moleculesin apolymer such asaprotein or nucleic acid; in
genetics, discovering the sequence of basesin agene or alength of DNA or RNA, or in the genome as
awhole. Research into the sequence of the entire human genome has made huge strides, but our
understanding of theimplications of thisgrowing knowledgeisin itsinfancy.

Sex chromosomes: in humans, the X and Y chromosomes. Two X chromosomesresultsin afemae an
X andaY resultsin amale. Other species have different types of sex chromosomes.

Shiver : hypothetical activation of dormant endogenous retroviruses in women who have undergone



SHEV A pregnancies. Recombination of exogenous and endogenous vira genes may produce new
viruses with an unknown pathogenic potentid.

Transposon: seemobile elements .

Vaccine: asubstance that produces an immune response to a disease-causing organism. Seeantibody
antigen, immune response .

Virion:infectiousvirus particle.

Virus nonliving but organicdly active particle cgpable of entering acell and commandeering the cell's
reproductive capacity to produce more viruses. Viruses consist of DNA or RNA, usudly surrounded by
aprotein coat, or capsd. This capsid may in turn be surrounded by an envelope. There are hundreds of
thousands of known viruses, and potentialy millions not yet described. Seeexogenous virus ,ERV.

Vomeronasal organ (VNO, also known as Jacobson's or gan): conasting of two pitlike openingsin
the roof of the mouth or in the nasal septum, this organ, in non-human mammals, provides a pathway that
links pheromones to a hormone response and to sex differencesin behavior.“Frithing” isaterm used to
describe sucking in air over the pit-like entrance to this organ, which isin the roof of the mouth in some
animals. Cats can sometimes be observed curling their upper lip when smelling something funky; thisis
aso caled the flehman response, usualy associated with examination of urine, marking scents, etc.
Snakes perform similar sampling by drawing in scentsfrom the air on their flicking tongues. Humans have
vomeronasd pits, though they are very smdl and somewhat difficult to find; they may play arolein mate
choice and other behaviors. A 1995 journd article warned plastic surgeonsto preserve the human
vomeronasal organ during recongtructive surgery, lest damage lead to loss of sexual interest and
subsequent litigation.

Vomer opherin: amarketing term for a pheromone detected by the human vomeronasal organ (the same
asamammalian pheromone detected by the mammalian VNO).

Xenotrangplant: transplant of nonhuman tissues and organsinto humans. Xenotransplantsin the past
have involved baboon and other ape organs. Most xenotransgplant research now focuses on pig tissues
and organs. Xenotransplants could be risky because of the existence of latent viruses within the donor
tissues. (SeeERV ,herpes, PERV .) The case of Mrs. CarlaRhine described in thisnovel isunlikely in
red life; Mrs. Rhing's maadies come from the unfortunate combination of ardatively rare evolutionary
viral event and transplantation. Nevertheless, the possihilities of vira contamination or viral
recombination within human recipients of animd tissuesisvery red, and demands further research.
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A BRIEF READING LIST

Aconcise, eegantly written and conservative view of neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory isavailablein
Richard DawkinssRiver out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life , BasicBooks, 1995. Dawkinsis one



of our best science writers and an excellent whetstone for anyone wishing to challenge indtitutionalized
views of biology and evolution. It ismy belief that heiswrong on many points, but he defines the debate
in waysfew others can.

Published more recently, and going into more detail, Ernst Mayr's summing up of aliféswork,What
Evolution I's (2002, Perseus Books) makes another clear and unyidding statement of the paradigm of
modern Darwinism. Therewill probably be no finer exponents of the old view of Darwinian evolution.

The new view is emerging even as we speek.

Stephen Jay Gould is unfortunately no longer with us. | recommend al of hislearned and impassioned
books and essays, but in particular the flawed, and for that reason no less fascinating and instructive,
Wonderful Life (Norton, 1989).

A good bridge to alarger understanding of the turmoil in evolutionary theory is Niles Eldredge's
Reinventing Darwin: The Great Debate at the High Table of Evolutionary Theory , Wiley, 1995.
Eldredge and Gould are currently credited with a particular view of evolutionary legps known as
punctuated equilibrium , but the idea can be traced back at |east to masters such as Ernst Mayr, and
even back to Darwin. Wherever it comes from, punctuated equilibrium was one of the key stimuli to my
writingDarwin's Radio. Gould and Eldredge should not be blamed for my elaborations, however.

Peter J. Bowler'sThe Non-Darwinian Revolution: Reinterpreting a Historical Myth (1988, Johns
Hopkins) is scholarly and entertaining at once.

A fineintroduction to geneticsisDealing with Genes. The Language of Heredity by Paul Berg and
Maxine Singer, 1992, University Science Books. Though adecade old, itsinformation is till useful and
its attitude is forward-looking. It could prepare the reader for the following books.

Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan have published an excellent critique of neo-Darwinianism inAcquiring
Genomes. A Theory on the Origins of Species , 2002, BasicBooks. Margulisisa pioneer in thinking
about cooperative and symbiotic systems, and she and her son Dorion make up the single most
gimulating popular writing team in modern biology.

Moreradica ill, but just as polite and level-headed as Margulis, is Lynn Caporde, whoseDarwin in
the Genome: Molecular Strategiesin Biological Evolution (2003, McGraw-Hill) isaclear and
thoughtful examination of how genomicswill shgpe and mutate the debate on evolution.

Lamarck's Sgnature: How Retrogenes are Changing Darwin's Natural Selection Paradigm, by
Edward J. Stede, Robyn A. Lindley, and Robert V. Blanden (1998, Perseus Books) focuses on one
possible cause and arbiter of genomic variation.

A key text in modern biology isRetroviruses , edited by John M. Coffin, Stephen H. Hughes, and
Harold E. Varmus, 1997, Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press. Mostly for professiondss, this rigorous
and pioneering collection of monographsisfilled with ussful information.

Of particular rdlevance to my two novelsisLateral DNA Transfer by Frederic Bushman, 2002, Cold
Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, isan important synopsis of what is currently known about DNA
transfer through viruses, trangposons, plasmids, etc. | think it isone of the most significant biology books
published in the last decade.

James V. Kohl'sThe Scent of Eros (1995; reprinted in arevised edition, 2002, Continuum) isarich
source of information on pheromones, human communication through smell, and the influence of scent on
sxudity.



Theresawedth of fine writing on these topicsin many other popular science books, textbooks, and
magazines. Searching on author names and topicsin online bookstores can be agood way to legpfrog
through diverse subjects. Which leads usto avery small sampling of Web sSites.

Searching on key words in Web engines such as Google (“HERV,” * Retrotransposon,” “Barbara
McClintock,” “Homo erectus,” “Mitochondria,” etc.) can lead the curious reader into acombination
paradise and mine field of articles peer-reviewed and otherwise, research goas and updates, opinions,
and quite afew rants of varying degrees of erudition. Caveats abound—there are dozensif not hundreds
of Creationist and other religioudy motivated, anti-evolution sites that seem to discuss evolution and
geneticswith some lucidity, for awhile. Generaly speaking, the science hereis dubious at best.

Nevertheless, searching on Googleishow | located excellent articlesby LuisP. Villarredl. In particular, |
was influenced by Villarred's*“ The Viruses That Make Us. A Role For Endogenous Retrovirus In The
Evolution Of Placentd Species,” available on the Web at http:// darwin.bio.uci.eduw/ ~faculty/ villarred/
newl/ erv-placenta.html

(Dr. Villarred, Eric Larsson, and Howard Temin should not, however, be blamed for al the usestheir
ideas are put to in thisnovel.)

James V. Kohl's Web site, www.pheromones.com, provides anumber of linksto articles and other sites
that discussthe biology of smdll. The Web site of the Molecular Sciences Ingtitute, www.molsci.org, is
filled with interesting news and developments. The International Paleopsychology Project,
www.paleopsych.org, is aclearing house of fascinating ideas with many links to other Web Sites.

Periodicdly, | will post bibliographica updates on www.gregbear.com, aswell as comments from
readers about the theoretical underpinnings of theDarwin novels.
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