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PROLOGUE





NORTHERN GANSU PROVINCE, CHINA.



The SUV rattled along the dusty road, twelve miles south of Jiayuguan's city limits. There was little to see in the unvarying dirt hills rolling past. Besides, Kwok Lee was too agitated to take in the scenery. He cringed with each rock that pinged off the windshield, and he cursed every pothole that rocked his precious new vehicle. Where was all the money the State Council promised for infrastructure ? In their pockets, Lee thought miserably, never considering that as an inveterate black marketer he fueled the province's systemic corruption. He consoled himself with the thought that in a few hours he would be able to replace this vehicle with ten more like it. Not that he needed a fleet of SUVs, just one for his girlfriend. Maybe that would quell some of her nagging, the way it had his wife's.

Lee glanced in his rearview mirror at his two backseat passengers. Since loading into the car, neither had spoken. Two hours driving, and not so much as a word out of them in Mandarin or even their native tongue, which they had claimed was Mongol though Lee knew better. Dressed in cheap suits, the men had darker skin, rounder eyes, and broader noses than the local Chinese. They could have passed for brothers, except the one who answered the questions was half a head taller than his colleague. Lee considered the possibilities, concluding they must be Malays. He guessed they were reporters. Why else would they want to see the godforsaken place? But their identity was of no concern to Lee. What mattered were the wads of crisp American bills that he'd seen in the briefcase of the shorter one.

In the distance, a building burst through the dust cloud. A bleak concrete structure, fenced and gated, it could have been one of a million such in China. It wasn't until Lee slowed for the approaching gate that he noticed a difference. If not for the semiautomatic rifles slung over their shoulders, the. soldiers manning the gate could have passed for surgeons. All three wore gowns, plastic caps, gloves, and surgical masks.

One of the soldiers leaned his head through the open driver's window and eyed Lee's passengers suspiciously.

"Missionaries," Lee explained cheerfully. "They've come to pray for their brother." He laughed and waved his documents in the soldier's face. "Like prayers will help the poor bugger!"

The soldier grunted a humorless chuckle, and then grabbed the documents. A few moments later, Lee slid his filthy car into a parking spot in the gravel lot. Outside the building's entrance, Lee and his passengers went through a similar security screen. And again one hundred meters down the corridor, but this time their papers were more thoroughly scrutinized by soldiers who wore lab hoods. At each checkpoint closer to the patients, Lee sensed a higher degree of disquiet among the guards. Inside the building, the tension in the air was palpable.

A guard led the three of them up the stairway to an office, where a small, balding, bespectacled official sat at a huge desk, which accentuated his diminutive size. He introduced himself only as Dr. Wu, but Lee knew he was the associate director of the regional hospital.

Wu studied Lee's silent companions for a few moments. "You are aware of the risks?" he finally asked.

Both men nodded.

"And yet you still want to see the patient?"

More nods.

"To pray for him?" Wu said with a raised eyebrow.

"He is our brother, sir," the taller man said in halting Chinese, leaving it unclear whether he meant the patient was a blood relative or a member of the same religious order. "We can't offer our blessings unless we see him in person."

"I see." Wu nodded, but his frown questioned the man's sanity. "By protocol, no one, not even family, is allowed to visit."

Lee shifted in his chair. What is this nonsense? he thought. Was this tiny bureaucrat renegotiating his price at the eleventh hour? Lee reached into his case and pulled out the thick envelope. "Doctor, I think these papers explain everything." He slid it across the desk allowing the envelope's flap to flash a glimpse of greenbacks.

In one motion. Wu swept the envelope into an open drawer and pushed it shut. He rose from his desk without gaining much height. "You will have five minutes. No more. Do not touch anything. You will wear full protective gear. You will need to decontaminate--" Seeing the confusion on their faces, he rolled his eyes and said, "You must shower after the visit."

The men nodded. Lee bowed his pudgy form toward the. associate director. "Thank you, Dr. Wu. You are most accommodating."

Wu's eyes narrowed in disdain. "Five minutes" he reminded them. "One of my men will stay with you. He will tell you when--"

The shorter of Lee's customer, though much taller than Wu, spoke up for the first time. "No. Doctor. This is between our brother and God," he said in near-perfect Mandarin. "We need a few minutes of privacy."

Before Wu finished violently shaking his head, the man had his hand extended, offering another fat envelope from his briefcase.

Wu hesitated. For a moment it seemed as if he might refuse the offer, but he snatched the envelope and scrambled back to his desk. He dropped the envelope as if it were on fire in the same drawer he'd deposited the other. "Five minutes, not a second more," he said.

Another guard led them into the changing rooms. After gowning and gloving, they passed through two sets of doors that served as a makeshift hermetic seal. On the other side, they changed into yellow biohazard suits before donning particle-filtrating hoods. Lee thought they resembled three misplaced beekeepers, but he kept the thought to himself. He was gripped by sudden foreboding,

Following the soldier, they walked through another set of airtight doors and onto the hospital ward. The similarly garbed staff paid little heed as the three men headed down the dingy corridor, but with each step Lee's anxiety rose. He struggled to breathe in the suffocating hood. Beads of sweat ran down his face and pooled at his collar. No one had told him that he would have to join the others in the patient's room!

Their soldier escort stopped at the last door in the hallway. He knocked. A nurse emerged from inside and shut the door behind her. After a brief exchange, she nodded and walked off down the hallway. The soldier held up five fingers to the others.

The tall one entered first. Lee hesitated, but the crisp shove from behind left him little choice but to follow. Inside the cramped room, surrounded by machines and IV drips, a patient lay on the bed. At least, Lee thought he was the patient but wasn't certain since the form on the bed was entirely swaddled in plastic bundles. The beeping machines and the occasional rustle of the plastic sheets suggested someone might be alive under the sheets. The whirring from the life-support system's ventilator by his head obscured most other sounds. But the longer he stood, the more aware Lee became of a harsh gurgling sound. Appalled, he realized it emanated from the patient, not the machine.

No one moved. Then both Malays fell to their knees. Lee experienced a fleeting moment of relief. Maybe they had come to pray for their brother after all?

But the relief was short-lived. They weren't praying. They jumbled at their legs, eventually withdrawing packages from inside their boots.

Lee's chest thumped. Sweat drenched his neck. He felt unsteady on his feet. Even before the taller man pointed the gun at him, he knew everything was wrong.

The shorter Malay approached the patient. He began to unwrap the protective plastic. Soon the patient's face appeared. He might have been anywhere from twenty to eighty, but his face was so swollen and bruised Lee couldn't place his age. His eyes puffed out like apricots. His lips swelled out farther than his nose. The line of his jaw was lost in the unnatural folds of his neck. Between his sausage lips, a clear plastic tube led to the ventilator.

Lee stared transfixed as the Malay leaned over the creature's neck. With obvious expertise he inserted a needle into the ill-defined skin folds. Then he attached a test tube to the other end. A stream of dark red blood shot into the glass tube. Satisfied, he detached the test tube from the needle, shook it in his gloved hand, and laid it on the bed. He repeated the steps until he'd filled five large test tubes. He pulled the needle out of the patient's neck and then turned to his partner with a quick nod.

The taller Malay handed the gun over to his partner. Then, almost casually, he unlatched his hood and removed it. He walked over to the other side of the bed and leaned close to the patient's bloated face. With both hands he uncoupled the ventilator tubing, leaving an unattached endotracheal tube, which looked more like a toilet paper roll, sticking out of the patient's mouth.

The gurgling amplified, and drool formed at the open end of the tube. The patient writhed on the bed and the plastic covers shook as he struggled to breathe. He coughed in frequent spasms. With each cough, bloody sputum sprayed from the tube's end.

Out of reflex, Lee took a step back and closer to the door, but the gun waving at his head halted his retreat. Horrified, he watched the taller Malay stoop forward and without hesitating place his mouth over the open end of the tube and suck from it like a snorkel.

Nausea swept over Lee. It was all he could do to stop from vomiting into his hood. He had never believed the sick brother story, but only now did Lee realize what the two maniacs had in mind. For the first time in weeks Lee thought of his daughter and son, My Ling and Man Yee, who were at the state school not ten miles away.

Watching the stranger inhale breathfuls of the deadly saliva Lee realized his own fate had already been sealed. The panic vanished, replaced by calm remorse.

One thought reverberated in his head: what have I done?
  



CHAPTER 1





GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY, WASHINGTON, D.C.



The sharp, red point zoomed around the screen, before settling on the spiky gray structure in the center. "Ugly little bastard, isn't he?" the lecturer said. "Looks like something a junkyard dog ought to wear around his neck."

The remark was met by scattered laughter in the packed auditorium; Dr. Noah Haldane's lectures were always a huge draw. Among the medical students, the infectious diseases specialist and world expert on emerging pathogens had a reputation as a hip and irreverent speaker whose lectures managed to cut through the esoteric bullshit and get to the meat of the matter. There was another factor, too. At thirty-nine, without a trace of gray hair in his short uncombed hair, he stood six-two and still fit into his college jeans. His blue-gray eyes, sharp features, and readily amused smile helped pull in several women and even a few men who weren't even registered for the course.

Haldane ran the laser pointer around the circumference of the structure on the screen, following the spikes of the outer ring. "But this particular virus"--he tapped the crystal with the laser pointer's light--"he caused us no end of grief the year before,"

"Please, no letters to the dean's office." Haldane held up a hand in mock disclaimer. "I refer to all viruses as male." He shrugged, unapologetically. "Maybe it's because they're so basic. So incomplete. So dependent on others to sustain their existence." He paused. "Like my couch potato of a brother-in-law, it's unclear whether viruses even represent a true form of life." He waited for the laughter to subside. "Whereas I think of bacteria, which are far more complex, independent, and beautiful, in the female sense."

"How about parasites?" someone called out. "What sex are they?"

Haldane squinted through the dimness until he spotted the questioner in the fifth row. "Mr. Philips, I don't think of parasites in terms of gender."

"Why not?"

"Because they remind me too much of med students."

More laughter. Haldane circled the bug on the screen again with his pointer. "Does anyone recognize our ugly friend?"

"SARS-associated coronavirus?" a young, thin woman tentatively ventured from her front row seat, where she hunched over her notebook, scribbling madly even as she spoke.

"Exactly, Ms. Tai." Haldane nodded. "Or coronavirus TOR2."

Haldane clicked a button in his hand. The sterile electron microscope's image disappeared, replaced by a blood-spattered female cadaver whose eyes were blacked out by a solitary bar. Without comment Haldane tapped the button again. A human lung sat perched on a steel gurney. Another click. The screen sprang to life. A pair of gloved hands grasped the lung. One hand steadied the lung, while the other sliced into it with a scalpel. Bloody fluid spurted out as if a wineskin had been slashed open.

As he let his students absorb the images of an anonymous pathologist dissecting the pus- and blood-filled lung, Haldane wondered how lecturers in the age before Power Point and multi-media managed to make any impact. "Four days before the video was shot, this lung belonged to a perfectly healthy forty-two-year-old nurse ..." He clicked the button and the black and white viral crystal reappeared. "Then she breathed in a few particles of SARS-associated coronavirus.

"Like all self-respecting coronaviruses, he has an affinity for the human nasal mucosa. He easily penetrates the epithelial barrier and replicates inside the mucosal cells." The scientific sketches on the screen changed in rhythm with Haldane's explanation. "That's when the body's armed forces, the immune system, mobilizes. Think of the phagocytes and neutrophils as the infantry in this battle. Doing the dirty work--the cell-to-cell combat. While the lymphocytes are more like the artillery, lobbing their ammo, in this case viral-specific antibodies, from afar.

"With most other coronaviruses this isn't exactly a level battlefield. Kind of like Luxembourg invading the U.S. Most of the damage comes from friendly fire-namely, the patient's own immune system, not the virus, producing the muscle aches, fever, and runny green sputum. After a couple of days the viral invader is inevitably wiped out."

The SARS virus reappeared on screen. "But this guy is tougher. In a significant percentage of cases he moves past the nasal mucosa and down the trachea into the pulmonary tissue. There he crosses the alveolar membranes of the lungs." He flashed up the images of the blood-filled lungs being slashed open again. "Resulting in a diffuse pneumonitis. And, as seen in this video, often pulmonary edema. In five percent of SARS cases, despite maximal therapy, the patient dies."

Pens throughout the auditorium flew to keep pace.

"But for those of you who consider SARS one of the horsemen of the Apocalypse, think again. It has killed less than a thousand people since its inception. In infectious disease terms that's as devastating as a fart into a head-wind." He shook his head. "Or looking at it another way, a thousand dead isn't even a global day's work for malaria, HIV, or cholera to name but a few." He slashed through the image of the viral particle with his laser pointer. "SARS-ASSOCIATED coronavirus is nothing more than a cold virus with attitude."

Haldane dropped the pointer on the lectern and stepped away. He walked across the floor until he stood a few feet from the students in the front row. "I was as scared as the next guy--no--way, way more scared when SARS first broke. After all, this bug was targeting health-care professionals. Clearly not playing by the rules. And I witnessed firsthand the havoc the little bastard could wreak." He shook his head. "But in the long run SARS has been good for us."

He scanned the quizzical young faces in the audience, allowing a few more seconds of confusion before expanding. "SARS put global infectious disease control measures to the test. And guess what? Not one country came up smelling like a rose. In fact, most stunk. Take Canada. Despite boasting one of the world's best health care systems, my colleagues in Toronto didn't react fast enough to the first case of SARS. And the city ended up paying dearly for it." Haldane pointed at the audience. "But at least now the world has been warned. We have the chance to fine-tune--in some cases revamp completely--our public health measures. In that sense, SARS was a good dry run for the real McCoy."

Haldane clicked a button and the screen filled with a grainy black-and-white still, depicting an old hospital ward packed so tightly that the stretchers touched. It was difficult to tell whether the patients (some of whom were doubled up on stretchers) were alive or dead. If alive, none were well.

Haldane stretched his hand out to the screen. "Ladies and gentlemen, meet the real McCoy."

Fall of 1918. As World War I is winding down, something even worse is sweeping through the battlefields, military hospitals, and cities of Western Europe." Haldane stepped back to the podium. "The Spanish Flu," he said with his back to the audience. "And in the soldiers returning home following the armistice of November eleventh, this virus found the perfect vector for global dissemination."

More old snapshots of hospitals and morgues. More black and white devastation.

"In the winter of 1918-1919 this mutated influenza virus killed twenty million people. Which in today's terms is the equivalent of eighty million dead in less than six months"

Someone in the crowd oohed

"Well put." Haldane nodded solemnly. "And we're not talking about twenty million ancient nursing home residents or mutilated war vets aching for deliverance. In fact, the opposite. For reasons unknown, this virus selectively killed young healthy adults. People would go to bed at night and not wake up the next morning ... or any morning." Haldane eyed a student in the second row who played on the varsity baseball team. "Not even pro athletes were safe. The 1919 Stanley Cup had to be halted because two of the Montreal Maroons dropped dead in the middle of the series.

"And if you think all hell broke loose because of primitive infection control and treatment measures, you would be wrong again. Granted, public health was limited in 1919, but we wouldn't fare much better today facing such an outbreak. We still have no specific treatment. And with every single person in the world connected by three or less commercial flights, it might spread even faster.

"It was probably only because of the draconian public health measures-people were quarantined in jails and some countries made it illegal to shake hands--that the epidemic was controlled at all.

"But the strangest part of the whole story?" Haldane allowed himself a theatrical pause. "There was nothing particularly unique about the Spanish Flu. Each winter the latest incarnation of influenza rolls around from Bangkok or Hong Kong or Melbourne or some other exotic locale I can't afford to visit." No one laughed. "It opens up beds in nursing homes, keeps temp agencies busy, and makes life an achy hell for those of us unlucky enough to stand in its path. But it does not decimate the population." He scanned the audience, satisfied he held their rapt attention. "The reason influenza only kills the old and the infirm is, flu shot or not, the virus is old news to our immune system. It's just a slightly modified--a protein here, an organic ring there--version of an antigen our immune system has seen before. So our bodies can mount a strong defense."

Haldane thumbed at the screen. "Not so with the Spanish Flu. It represented a brand-new genre of the virus." He shrugged. "But that's what viruses excel at, right? They mutate. In fact, up until 1919 every forty years, like clockwork. the latest version of a new and devastating influenza virus surfaced.

"So, the weirdest thing about the Spanish Flu is that we haven't seen a similar pandemic in over eighty years." He shook his head. "Not to put a damper on your bright futures, Doctors, but the killer flu is way overdue!"

 

Noah Haldane chuckled to himself on the drive back to his office. Sure he'd offered up a little ham with his lecture, but he believed it critical that his students--and all future physicians--hear the message: they were the front line against the next wave of epidemic, which almost certainly would be viral. It was vital that they recognized the signs early. And judging from the cacophony of questions after his lecture, hear him they did.

In those dark days of spring 2003, when he'd spent his time shuttling between Hong Kong, Hanoi, and Singapore, he wasn't as confident that SARS would just be a flash in the pan. None of them at the World Health Organization were.

Haldane hadn't exaggerated when he told the students that he'd been touched by the destructive power of SARS. It had claimed the life of a close friend and colleague, Dr. Franco Bertulli, in a Singapore Intensive Care Unit. Wearing full biohazard gear, Haldane had sat at Bertulli's bedside until the end and watched helplessly as his friend suffocated in his own secretions. Nothing in all his medical, virology, or epidemiological training prepared him for that. And the vision still visited him regularly in the form of a recurring nightmare.

But over a year had passed since the last travel advisory was issued. Haldane was home, and reveling in the relative quiet of the infectious diseases world. He had time to catch up on his research and clinical work. Best of all he had time to reconnect with his three-year-old daughter Chloe. Enough time even to take a stab at resuscitating his crumbling marriage.

Lost in plans for a family getaway for the upcoming weekend, Haldane breezed through the door of his research office in Georgetown. "Karen, hi," he said as he dropped off a cup of coffee on his receptionist's desk and then strode past her into his office.

When Haldane ignored his receptionist's hailing, she jumped up and followed him into the office. At twenty-seven, Karen Jackson had taken the job as Haldane's secretary so she could entrench herself in the academic milieu while she worked her way through graduate school. An African American full-figured beauty, she was bright, able, and defiant to a fault.

"Noah, did you hear me?" she said with her hands on her hips, as if talking to a toddler who had just covered the walls in ink.

Haldane leaned back his chair and rested his own Starbucks cup on top of the shortest of the tall piles that covered his desk. "What's up, Karen?"

"You forgot your pager and cell phone, again, didn't your' Jackson chastised.

Haldane shrugged. "I was lecturing "

"Oh, yeah, that explains it," said Jackson with a roll of her eyes at her absentminded boss.

Haldane slid a hand in his drawer and pulled out his phone and pager. "Who is looking for me?"

"Exactly." Jackson chuckled, pulling her hands off her hips. "The WHO is looking for you. Dr. Nantal. Said it was urgent."

As the WHO's Executive Director of Communicable Diseases, Dr. Jean Nantal was responsible for all global hot spots. He had no time for social calls, especially "urgent" ones. Haldane rubbed his eyes and sighed heavily. "You were supposed to tell him I died."

"Noah, haven't I been telling you for months to give up this globe-trotting gig with the World Health Organization?" she demanded. "It's a job for single people. Not old married folk with a young child like you. That old smoothie, Dr. Nantal, could charm a starving lion out of his kill, but you should tell him 'no' this time:'

Haldane marveled at his young finger-wagging secretary. She must have been mothering people since she could talk. Maybe before. Besides, her point was moot. Nantal's urgent phone call could only mean that something nasty was brewing somewhere on the planet. As the WHO's expert on emerging pathogens, Haldane knew Nantal wasn't asking.

Haldane was being summoned.
  



CHAPTER 2





DEPARTEMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY, NEBRASKA AVENUE CENTER, WASHINGTON, D.C.



Bleary-eyed, Dr. Gwen Savard had trouble focusing on the screen. As Department of Homeland Security's inaugural Director of Counter-Bioterrorism (or the "Bug Czar" as some of her colleagues had taken to calling her), she chaired the Bioterrorism Preparedness Council meeting, through which she now struggled to stay awake. She tried to convince herself that it had nothing to do with Peter moving the last of his belongings out the previous sleepless night and everything to do with the dull speaker in front of her.

Oh, how the man droned! Savard was tempted to cut him off. Or to scream. Everyone in the room knew about anthrax. How accessible it was in the former Soviet Union, the Middle East, and even in the U.S. How deadly it could be in the perfect aerosolized form. He wasn't enlightening a soul when he explained how a thermos full of anthrax spores spilled on a windless day over Manhattan could kill hundreds of thousands.

But Gwen didn't intervene. Instead, she conceded that maybe she was a touch hard on her poor subordinate. And she grudgingly realized she might even be a tad run-down, physically and emotionally, this morning.

It wasn't so much the departure of Peter--who as her mother had predicted early in the relationship was a decent guy but all wrong for Gwen--as the implication of his leaving. The end of her marriage dealt an unexpected blow. Failure was foreign to Gwen. And it meant that at forty-two, she had to start over. Not that attracting other men would pose a challenge. Year in, year out, she maintained her size four figure. Her face with its high cheekbones, full lips, and upturned nose had aged well. The crow's-feet at the comers of her striking green eyes softened her features; those little imperfections of time had made her less intimidating, more accessible to men. She drew more attention in her forties than she had in her twenties. Still, she shuddered at the thought of one day facing the "dating scene" again.

Savard was relieved when Alex Clayton, the Central Intelligence Agency's Deputy Director of Operations, interrupted both her unhappy ruminations and her subordinate's endless rambling. "Yeah, Dr. Graves, fascinating stuff," Clayton said, but his stifled yawn belied the remark. "Can you get to the part where you update us on the powder trail from the anthrax mail out?"

Oblivious or indifferent to Clayton's condescension, Dr. Clive Graves responded in the same nasal monotone. "We know the powder is consistent with what was developed in Baghdad in the late 1980s, but we haven't matched it with any of the U.S. control samples. We've tested the known substrate from the labs and universities with legal access to anthrax in every state. We're in the process of subtyping--"

"So the trail's gone cold, Doctor?" Clayton cut him off.

Graves pushed his glasses back up his nose. His shoulders sagged. "Um, I'm not in the detective business, so those aren't the, er, terms I would choose..." he stammered.

Always protective of her staff, Savard stepped in. "Even in ballistics, a far more traceable science, you need to find the gun before you can match a bullet to it. Short of what we've known for some time--that the powder on those letters was consistent with what the Iraqis and Soviets were producing in the eighties--we will never be able to narrow down the origins until you and your colleagues . find us some source material to compare it to." She leaned forward in her seat and eyed Clayton steadily. "Find us a smoking gun, Alex, and we'll tell you if it's the right one."

Clayton chuckled. "I'm not packing today, Gwen."

Though Savard maintained a healthy suspicion for anyone associated with the CIA, Clayton's ability to laugh at himself and his organization--an exceedingly rare characteristic among the spies she'd met--endeared Clayton to her. In spite of his brash, reckless demeanor, she liked the guy. Not quite enough though to ever accept one of his offers for coffee or a movie.

"So, in summary, you've made no progress on the anthrax case," Moira Roberts interjected with a heavy sigh. In just a few months on the job, the Deputy Director of the FBI had already cemented her reputation as a humorless and brusque bureaucrat In her early forties like Gwen, Roberts was one of the youngest deputy directors in the FBI's history, but with her gray hair and formless matronly wardrobe, few realized she was still on the young side of middle age. "Dr. Savard, is there any possibility we can move on to variola major?"

Gwen Savard resisted the rising ire. Who was this woman trying to impress by tossing around esoteric phyla names? Even the people in the know, and Roberts wasn't one, always referred to it as smallpox. But Gwen refused to let Roberts draw her into another confrontation in front of the whole committee. She wasn't about to give the otherwise male group more locker-room fodder with another demonstration of alpha females butting heads.

"No problems with smallpox," Gwen said, realizing the irony of her remark but choosing not to rephrase it. "Vaccine production is on schedule. We should have 300 million doses available by spring. The logistics of the vaccination program are still being hashed out. Public Health estimates a minimum of one year to inoculate the majority of the population."

The group discussed the smallpox vaccination program a few minutes longer, before moving on to monkey pox. Every week the committee covered all the communicable big hitters of bioterrorism: anthrax, botulism, stnallpox, Ebola, cholera, the plague, Q fever, typhoid, shigellosis, brucellosis, and tularemia. The panel cut across all government and scientific agencies. Aside from CIA, FBI, and Homeland Security, there was at least one representative from the Centers for Disease Control, Department of Justice, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of Energy, and the Department of the Environment.

The last item on the agenda led to a sobering discussion on the vulnerability of the East Coast's water reservoirs to tampering, one of the committee's favorite topics. And with good reason.

Clive Graves pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose again and sorted through the notes in front of him. "It would not necessarily involve a significant amount of the botulism toxin either. If they could push the water concentration to a level in the neighborhood of one nannogram per milliliter, we are talking about thousands, potentially hundreds of thousands, of fatalities," he said in a delivery so flat that he managed to make one of Gwen's greatest fears sound tedious.

Moira Roberts nodded somberly. "We can only provide so much security for every reservoir in the country," she said. "This is another example of why it is so vital that we have better information on terrorist activity abroad."

"Of course, Moira, if only the CIA did our job better we would be worry-free." Clayton laughed facetiously. "Let's not forget how long the last batch of terrorists was operating on our soil before they acted," he said calmly.

Roberts eyed him coolly. "There's no reason to finger-point, Mr. Clayton. I am merely suggesting that local security alone will not remove the threat."

"And I am telling you," Clayton said, matching her clipped tone, "that the CIA cannot track every person on the planet with a petri dish and a hate-on for the States."

Rubbing her temples, Savard sat back and allowed the heated debate to rage on concerning the level of security at water reservoirs. While Clayton and Roberts squared off, the rest of the group fractured into its usual factions--the scientific and environmental types on one side, the security and military types on the other.

After about fifteen circular minutes, Savard reluctantly cut Clayton off in midsnipe at Roberts. "We've only got a few minutes left for roundtable discussion," Gwen said.

Clockwise, they went around the long oval table. After allowing each of the fifteen members to raise issues and concerns, which in most cases led to venting about budgetary limitations and overstretched resources, Gwen spoke up. "We spend most of our time and energy at this table anticipating terrorist threats from laboratory-generated or artificially acquired agents."

Gwen scanned the table and noticed several no-shit expressions, but a few faces creased with curiosity. "The most devastating of these pathogens--smallpox, Ebola, and so on--are secured in a very few select labs," she pointed out. "Moreover, they're fastidious agents, exceedingly difficult to work with. Now granted, it's not difficult to get your hands on some of the other organisms in quesdon--anthrax, for example. But those agents are not person-to-person transmissible. And thus far, the distribution methods have been, thankfully, primitive and limited."

Gwen noticed Roberts fidgeting with the papers in front of her. Clayton leaned back in his chair with hands folded behind his head, but his half smile suggested he might step in with a "get to the point" comment at any moment.

"The recent SARS epidemic got me thinking," Gwen said. "If I were a terrorist, why would I go to the effort--in most cases futile--of trying to breach lab security?"

"Oh?" said Roberts, skeptically. "What would you as a terrorist do, Dr. Savard?"

She scanned every face at the table before answering. "During the SARS outbreak, imagine how easy it would have been to go to Hong Kong, infect yourself, and then intentionally spread it elsewhere." She paused before turning to the FBI Deputy Director. "Man-made propagation of a natural epidemic. That, Ms. Roberts, is where I think the terrorists will get the best bang for their buck."
  



CHAPTER 3





DOWNTOWN CAIRO, EGYPT



Hazzir Al Kabaal sat in his thirty-second-floor office, gazing out the window. The smog was less of a factor than usual and the Nile wound resplendently below, but the publishing magnate was too preoccupied to notice.

As he had every five minutes for the past two hours, Kabaal hit the "send/receive" icon again on the computer in front of him. Like each time before, all he saw in response was the same frustrating "no new messages" reply.

What is the hold up? he thought for the umpteenth time as he dusted away imagined particles on the sleeves of his navy silk jacket. Vanity was one sin Kabaal had yet to overcome. He rationalized away his hand-tailored Italian suits and hundred-dollar haircuts as necessity, arguing that Mohammed would have understood the need to assimilate among the enemy. But Kabaal worked hard at maintaining his Omar Sharif-like good looks. At fifty, he was still in top physical shape. And he made a point of pride to never be seen publicly unless immaculately dressed.

He tapped the "send/receive" button again. The lack of response was taxing the patience of the man whose patience and resolve had grown to legendary status after he transformed a series of obscure Arabic newspapers into a publishing conglomerate, one paper at a time. As a result, Kabaal wound up controlling a huge sphere of influence in the Arab world while amassing a personal fortune.

Though his papers' readership was fiercely loyal, running an Islamic newspaper within Egypt's corrupt autocracy posed a daily challenge. Tacitly, most government officials agreed with his Islamic Brotherhood's beliefs. Denunciation of Israel was accepted, even encouraged, but the officials showed far less tolerance of similar condemnations of the U.S.A. or Europe. And retribution for criticism of the Egyptian government was swift and harsh. After publishing what authorities perceived as an attack several editors had learned firsthand the brutality of the Egyptian judicial system. Not Kabaal. He had a sixth sense for knowing how far he could push. Or at least, he thought, he used to.

Kabaal tapped the key again, but the screen offered nothing in return. Discouraged, he leaned back in his seat and mulled over the details of his initiative. As he pictured the fallout, he felt the unwelcome twinges of doubt stir inside.

Kabaal knew that few would have considered him capable of militancy. Most people saw him as a progressive Arab businessman. His extravagant wardrobe aside, he'd spent much time in the West. He completed his master's degree at the London School of Economics where he had experimented with alcohol and Western women who were easy prey for his exotic good looks and worldly charm.

But things had changed since those halcyon student days. Kabaal had reconnected in a far deeper sense with his Islamic roots. And, as he had learned from Sheikh Hassan, with commitment came obligation. Obligation to disseminate the word of God. Obligation to strive for a state where religion and life weren't forced asunder as they were in the hedonistic West or corrupt Arab monocracies. The Sheikh made it clear that it was Kabaal's duty to push his brothers, by force if necessary, toward a nation like the Prophet Mohammed's Al Madinah, where the Shari'ah (or Islamic law) ruled supreme.

Still, Kabaal had been slow to reach for the sword. When the twin towers fell in New York he even allowed a few of his papers to criticize the action. But then Kabaal watched with a sense of bitter betrayal as the West mounted a savage retaliation--Afghanistan, Palestine, and finally Iraq. The last aggression galled him the most. When the supposed weapons of mass destruction never materialized, "democratization" became the catchphrase. What hypocrisy! Kabaal knew it was always about the oil. And now the U.S. was already eyeing Syria and Iran with her gluttonous insatiable appetite for oil and power.

Sheikh Hassan had predicted it all. In a voice that trembled with passion when the cleric spoke of the degenerate West, the Sheikh argued that the Crusades had never ended. In every country where Islam met Judeo-Christianity, war was ongoing. A war in which Islam was the victim. And as the Sheikh pointed out, when facing the bombs and airplanes of the infidels, what choice did the outmatched righteous have? Guerilla warfare was the only option. When Islam was under threat, no weapon--regardless of its unorthodoxy or lethality--was beyond consideration.

While the Sheikh's arguments moved Kabaal, until recently his involvement in the cause had been limited to financial support. And he supported it generously. Through murky, circuitous trails, his funds found their way to coffers across the globe. From the Hezbollah in Lebanon to the Abu Sayyef in the Philippines, Kabaal's "endowments" allowed The Brotherhood to pursue the cause.

The time had come for Kabaal to jump into the operational field. He intended to do so with an eruption that would reverberate around the globe.

If only he heard back from the Malays.

He clicked the "send/receive" button again. This time, a bar popped up as the antivirus software scanned the message. A moment later the message opened on his screen.

Shipping update. Items: Religious Texts.

Unavoidable delay with Chinese customs. One container damaged beyond repair.

Discarded prior to shipment. Other container arrived with all the books intact.

Awaiting further distribution instructions.

Yours, 
LS.




Kabaal smiled. The Malays had done well. Very well.

He deleted the message and turned off his computer. "And so it begins," he said to no one.
  



CHAPTER 4





UNITED AIRLINES FLIGHT 640, EASTERN ATLANTIC



Had Noah Haldane waited another millisecond before yanking his leg out of the aisle, the drinks cart would have steamrolled over his foot.

"Sorry, sweetie," the chunky middle-aged flight attendant chirped in a southern drawl. "Almost crushed your little piggies, there."

"No. My fault," Haldane said as he shifted in the seat and repositioned his pillow to no avail. In spite of his fatigue and the relative comfort of the first-class surrounds, he wasn't any closer to sleep.

"You look so uncomfy, hon," the woman said, flashing her teeth and gums in another huge smile. "Anything I can do to help?"

"Can you make the last twenty-four hours of my life disappear?"

The flight attendant laughed so vigorously that her voluminous, dyed blond hair shook. "Honey, I absolutely can." She leaned forward and rummaged through the cart before emerging with three minibottles, each one squeezed between neighboring fingers of her right hand. "Vodka? Gin? Or is this a job only Johnny can handle?" She shook the miniature Johnny Walker whiskey bottle between her thumb and forefinger as if it were a small bell.

"I'll start with vodka."

Haldane nodded his thanks as he sat up in his seat and accepted the glass of vodka on the rocks. Conceding that sleep wasn't an option, he reached for the stack of printouts that the WHO had e-mailed him.

He forced himself to focus on the different pages. Lab reports, medical consults, and bureaucratic memos were mixed willy-nilly in the pile. Deja vu overwhelmed the emerging pathogens expert. The rural Chinese origins, the pattern of dissemination, the inconsistent care--he had seen it all before with SARS. But sifting through the patient records, Haldane reached the same conclusion the local authorities had. This was not the rebirth of SARS. This had the potential to be far worse.

Haldane understood that time was no longer a luxury for the WHO or him. He had so much to do in the upcoming days and hours, but his mind kept drifting back to the scene shortly before his departure at his Washington suburb home in Glen Echo Heights, Maryland.

 

Chloe Haldane had yet another ear infection. A month shy of her fourth birthday, she had already suffered through a lifetime's worth of ear infections. With an insider's knowledge of side effects and complications, Noah Haldane viewed his daughter's antibiotic dependency dimly. He wasn't much more excited about the prospect of the myringotomy, or drainage tubes, that loomed in Chloe's near future.

Like many men, Haldane had entered fatherhood without much in the way of expectations, aside from the presumption of sleepless nights. But he took to the role with a passion he never imagined possible. From the moment he had first held her, Chloe became the focal point of his life. When not working or traveling, he happily dedicated the rest of his time to his daughter. In spite of his hectic schedule and the forced time apart, he still changed more diapers and attended more Baby Dance and Gymboree classes than most of his male counterparts. Chloe made it easy for her dad. His bias aside, she had a joyful temperament. So much so that when she was eight months old her parents took her to a pediatrician, concerned that she never cried. With a laugh, their doctor reassured them that time would soon rectify the deficiency; and with the onset of her ear infections, the tears did come. Even then, it only put a temporary dent in her otherwise sunny disposition.

Haldane lay beside Chloe in her bed. Cramped as he was, almost hanging off the side of the single bed, he loved the chance to snuggle in tight while reading her favorite stories. With their heads touching, he could feel the warmth from her brow. Her fever had yet to break. But after the fifth story, her disproportionately loud snore assured Haldane she had nodded off. Realizing that this would be his last chance for weeks, maybe months, he lay beside Chloe for half an hour longer before rising, kissing her on the forehead, and heading downstairs.

When he walked into the living room, he found his wife sitting sideways on the couch with knees bent and bare feet drawn up on the gray fabric. She nursed a mug of tea in her hand. With her other hand she brushed away a few strands of the long dark hair that drifted over her eyes. "How's she doing?" Anna asked.

"Still feels warm." Haldane said as he joined her on the couch. "But she's asleep."

Anna nodded, but her eyes focused on the coffee table beside him. "Will you be back in time for her birthday?"

Haldane shrugged. "I don't know."

Anna didn't respond.

"It's not like I'm heading off on a golf trip, Anna."

"No, you're off to save the world," she said with a trace of bitterness.

"You can drop the melodrama," Haldane said. "I didn't ask to go."

She looked up at him, her face softening. "I know, Noah. You never do."

He reached over and laid a hand on her knee. She didn't respond to the gesture, but neither did she withdraw from it as he had half expected she would.

They sat for several silent moments on the couch. Recognizing how much intimacy had been lost between them, Haldane felt a pang of remorse.

Free of makeup and wearing a loose hooded sweater, Anna struck him as painfully beautiful. Barely five feet, she had a slight figure, a ballerina's form. Her large brown eyes, high cheekbones, and slightly crooked smile aside, Anna possessed a fragile porcelain-doll quality that only enhanced her attractiveness.

He squeezed her knee. "When I get back--"

She shook her head. "Noah, there's no point in talking about it until you are back."

"I think we need to talk about it now," Haldane said. "This is about more than just you and me."

Anna stiffened in her seat. She pulled his hand off her leg and put her mug down on the coffee table. "You think I don't know that?"

"Sometimes, you don't act like you know it," he said.

She grunted a humorless laugh, and eyed him stonily. "You disappeared for over four months. Besides, you were gone before you left. Remember?" she said, referring to the stormy few months when Noah, by his own admission, had withdrawn from their marriage.

Haldane knew better than to let it escalate, but he couldn't help himself. "And that was reason enough to fall in love with someone else?"

She crossed her arms. "I wasn't looking for an excuse to. I was very lonely. It just happened, Noah."

"Bullshit, Anna," he snapped. "It doesn't just happen. I know I left you and Chloe, but there was a crisis going on, remember? I was needed over there."

"I needed you here," she said softly, looking down at her feet.

"Me?" He grunted. "Or just somebody?"

She shook her head without looking up. "You don't get it, do you?"

"No, Anna, I don't. But you had better make up your mind soon. I'm not sharing you with another partner." He paused for a deep breath. "You are going to have to choose between her and me."




WHO HEADQUARTERS GENEVA, SWITZERLAND



Despite the sunshine and cloudless blue sky, the autumn chill brought a shiver to Haldane who, expecting warmer weather, was jacketless. Nonetheless, he welcomed the crisp Geneva air, which provided a partial reprieve from the exhaustion, jet lag, and slight hangover that were blending into a throbbing headache.

He stood with his suitcase slung over one shoulder and his laptop the other-4here had been no time to stop at his hotel on the way in from the airport--while he surveyed the familiar WHO headquarters. In the foreground fluttered a big blue WHO Bag, which consisted of the UN flag with a superimposed caduceus (staff and serpent). In the background rose the imposing main building whose waffle-style design looked a little more dated with each visit. What caught his eye this time was the never before seen show of force. Armed guards shouldering automatic rifles were posted on the street and at the entryways. An incongruent sight for peaceful Switzerland, but since the lethal bombing of a UNICEF meeting in Baghdad the UN wasn't taking chances. Haldane found all the security measures a depressing reminder that the world was a little less safe than it used to be.

He lingered for a few more breaths of the refreshing air before heading up the main pathway. After flashing his credentials for two sets of guards, he entered the foyer where an assistant met him, stored his suitcase, and shepherded him up to the tenth-floor conference room.

The meeting was already in progress when Haldane stepped inside. With his usual French flourish Dr. Jean Nantal rose from his seat and rushed over to greet Noah with a hug and kiss on each cheek. "Ah, Noah, how good of you to come."

Impeccably groomed, lean with a long narrow face, Dr. Jean Nantal appeared the epitome of a distinguished European professor. In his mid-sixties, Nantal was a legend in Public Health circles. In his youth, he had been one of the architects of the wildly successful international smallpox eradication program of the '60s and '70s. With his ready smile and soothing French accent, the WHO's Executive Director of Communicable Diseases had a gift for putting people at ease, which helped explain his enormous popularity and his ability to draw Herculean effort and self-sacrifice from his staff.

"Hello, Jean," Haldane said. "Sorry, I couldn't get over any sooner."

Nantal waved his hand as if it were a bird taking flight. "Nonsense, Noah. We appreciate you coming on such short notice." He indicated the others in the room with a sweep of his hand. "I think you know everyone here, NON?"

Noah nodded to the three people at the table. "Hello, Helmut," he said to Helmut Streicher, the stern young Austrian epidemiologist with blond hair and brooding grayish blue eyes. "Milly." He smiled at the petite shy Taiwanese microbiologist, My Li Yuen, who called herself Milly, if she spoke at all. But he saved his warmest wet-come for Duncan McLeod, the gangly Scottish virologist and fellow emerging pathogens expert who, personality aside, made an unforgettable impression thanks to his flaming red hair, scraggly beard, and lazy left eye. "Duncan, how the hell are you?" Noah asked.

"Great! Shite! Couldn't be better," McLeod bellowed with typical loud irreverence. "The Chinese have finally done it this time, Haldane. Unleashed unholy Armageddon on us from one of their overcrowded farms. And the best part? Jean's going to drop us into the eye of the hurricane like a couple of ill-fated palm trees!"

"Ah, Duncan, always so colorful." Nantal laughed. "I think you are getting ahead of yourself." He turned to Haldane. "Have you had a chance to peruse the material we sent?"

Haldane rummaged through his carrying case, pulling out the e-mail printouts, before sliding into the seat beside Yuen. "I read through what you sent, Jean, but there are a few holes in the picture."

"No shite!" McLeod piped up. "You could drive a tank through them"

Nantal flashed his unflappable smile. "Let's review what we do know, shall we?' He looked over at Streicher, "Helmut, for Noah's benefit, do you mind reviewing the fascinating details you've just shared?"

Streicher frowned before reaching for the open laptop computer in front of him. "Please." He pointed at the screen on the far wall. He clicked the mouse and a map of China appeared. He tapped a key and the map zoomed in on northern China. An area in the screen's center, roughly the shape of Florida, turned light pink. "Gansu Province."

Streicher clicked the mouse again. A small red "X" appeared north of the largest regional center, Jiayuguan City. "First known infection was documented on a farm fifty miles north of Jiayuguan City."

"Same old story, Haldane," McLeod cut in. "Pigs, sheep, ducks, and Farmer Chan all drinking out of the same water supply. Common waste system, too. Shite! The whole farm probably ate with the same pair of bloody chopsticks. Their viruses allowed to--no. hell, encouraged to--mingle, share DNA secrets, and superinfect each other's hosts. Lo and behold we get the second coming of the plague."

McLeod waved to My Li Yuen in a belated "no offense" gesture, but his diatribe had no visible effect on her. His acknowledgment, however, caused her to flush. "I know, Duncan," she said in a slight high-pitched voice with only a trace of an accent. "You don't hate all Chinese, right?" she giggled.

"Very true. Especially the Taiwanese. Marvelous folks. Shite, Milly, truth be known, I've got a gigantic crush on you." He blew her a kiss, which drew another giggle and a deeper shade of red from the microbiologist.

"As I was saying," Streicher said, unamused. "According to the authorities the first four cases, two adults and two children, developed symptoms just over three weeks ago. "

"Has the Chinese government played ball so far?" Haldane asked.

Nantal nodded. "Noah, it seems they've learned from their last experience," he said, without specifying the SARS outbreak. "They're the ones who invited us to come."

"Fucking great!" hollered the redheaded Scot "I was wondering where to send the thank-you card!"

Like a child whose story had been interrupted one time too many, Streicher huffed and raised his voice louder. "Over the ensuing two weeks we see direct spread to neighboring farms. Eighty infected, twenty dead. The notable feature in this pocket of infection is the very short incubation period. Two to three days."

Streicher tapped the button and a few more Xs appeared in a cluster around the first one. "From these index cases," he said, using the medical term for the first patient or patients responsible for local outbreaks, "we see spread to the towns north of Jiayuguan. Hundreds more infected. Same rapid incubation."

"Mortality rate?" Haldane asked.

"The early figures suggest roughly twenty-five percent" Streicher ran a hand through his thick blond hair. "Appar . ently, the young and the healthy are worst affected."

"Oh ..." Haldane muttered. "That sounds familiar."

Jean Nantal read the recognition on Haldane's face. "Ah, yes. We've been wondering about that, too. Maybe the Spanish Flu has come back to visit, NON?" Nantal grinned in his disarming way. "It's a bit premature to know."

"The first case was documented four days ago in Jiayuguan City," Streicher said. "According to local authorities they've only had a handful of cases in the city itself, but it is early."

"Very." Haldane nodded. "And the hospitals?"

"Coping quite well." Nantal clasped his hands and shook them in a victorious gesture. "They've been doing better so far than with the SARS outbreak. No documented spread of the infection within hospitals. You see, Noah? There is a silver lining."

Not much of one, Haldane thought, but he nodded without comment.

Nantal turned to Yuen. "Milly, can you share a little background on the microbiology?"

Yuen shuffled through her notes. Though she wasn't reading them, she kept her eyes fixed on the pages as she spoke. "We've only had the blood samples for under a week, but the bacterial and viral cultures are negative thus far. We're running standard phenotypical and molecular viral diagnostics. We have run PCR, polymerase chain reaction, to every common viral family ... so far nothing conclusive."

Haldane picked up on her hesitancy. "What, Milly?" he asked.

Yuen looked up from the papers and caught Haldane's gaze. "It's not hard science or anything, but some of the RNA probes were weakly positive for influenza."

"So it's a strain of the flu?" Haldane asked.

"We can't say that," Yuen said and dropped her eyes to her notes again. "All we're testing for is viral DNA and RNA. The source patients might have all been exposed to an influenza outbreak ten years ago, and we're just seeing the remnants of the dead virus in their blood."

"No causality." Haldane nodded. "I understand, but what does your gut say, Milly? Is this the newest strain of the flut'

"No," Yuen said, but then her voice wavered. "I can't say for sure, but it's more like this microbe cross-reacts with the influenza on testing."

"Close but no cigar, huh?" Haldane said.

Yuen nodded enthusiastically. "That's my hypothesis. This isn't any known influenza A or B, but a closely related virus. Probably one we've never seen."

Haldane wasn't so sure. He leaned back in his chair and looked over at Nantal. "What do the Chinese expect from us?"

"Noah, they only want what every government that comes to us wants." Nantal held his arms wide open in front of him and smiled. "To find the cause and wipe out the disease."

"Right," McLeod said. "And do it yesterday. And let them take the bloody credit."

"They can keep the credit," Haldane said. "This bug sounds a bit too familiar. Short incubation. Related to influenza. Hemorrhagic pneumonia. Targeting the young and the healthy .. "He paused and caught the eye of each of his colleagues in turn. "As you know the Spanish Flu--a form of Swine Flu--disappeared in 1919 just as quickly as it came. They've only ever found remnants of the actual virus. Thus, only part of the virus's genome has ever been sequenced. We wouldn't recognize it for sure if it had resurfaced."

"Ah, Noah, it's early to make that leap," Nantal said.

"Yeah?" Haldane said. "But if it is the Spanish Flu, or some descendent of the same, it would be catastrophic to overlook the possibility."

"Understood." Nantal nodded. "But you know the rules, my friend. Until we isolate a pathogen, we only refer to it by the syndrome it produces."

"Which is?"

"'Acute Respiratory Collapse Syndrome."' Nantal pointed proudly to Yuen. "We have Milly to thank for the acronym. ARCS."

The term sounded to Haldane as innocuous as the other viral acronyms, like SARS and AIDS, which had surfaced in the past few decades. But hearing it spoken aloud sent a chill through him as if he had just stepped out into the cool Geneva air.

He wondered, grimly, if ARCS was going to make the world forget about all other viruses.
  



CHAPTER 5





GEORGETOWN WASHINGTON, D.C,



With Peter's possessions gone, their spacious three-bedroom condo felt empty to Gwen Savard. Not in a heartsick, if-only-we-had-one-more-chance way. Just barren. Peter had wanted to divide the furniture equally, but Gwen had insisted he take most of it. Now she regretted it. Guilt, she realized in retrospect, was not a helpful emotion when it came to dividing assets.

What did she have to feel guilty about? she wondered. She hadn't been unfaithful. She had never treated him with malice or cruelty. She had cooked her share of meals and had done more than her share of the laundry. She even attended most of his firm's insufferable socials, ever the lawyer's dutiful wife. Though Peter cited her consuming career as the cause, it was not the reason their relationship had derailed. Neither was the infertility issue. At painfully introspective moments like these, which only came after the breakup, Gwen realized her heart hadn't been in the marriage from the outset As hard as Peter tried, one person cannot carry a romance. After he finally threw his hands up and walked away from their pleasant but passionless relationship Gwen assumed the lion's share of the blame.

Unwelcome childhood memories stirred. Gwen could picture her mother's face. Not the current surgically pulled and heavily painted version, but the youthful stunning face of Gwen's childhood. How Savard remembered her mother's pained half smile that failed to conceal her disappointment when the A wasn't an A+ or when the silver piano prize wasn't gold or when the state scholarship wasn't a Rhodes scholarship. Gwen imagined her mother's youthful face, lips locked in that letdown grin, reassuring her how much better off she would be without Peter. Gwen's stomach tightened. Like every day since Peter had left, she decided it best to put off telling her mother for another day.

The unadorned walls amplified Savard's sense of emptiness until it became oppressive. She needed to escape the reminders of her failed marriage, which explained why the country's Bug Czar packed for a business trip that could have been handled over the phone.




NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT



Gwen arrived in the early evening feeling rested. A self-confessed '70s music addict, she had passed the six-hour drive--which accounted for the longest stress-free stretch in Gwen's recent memory--listening to her favorite CDs, including Elton John's Captain Fantastic, Fleetwood Mac's Rumors, and Supertramp's Breakfast in America.

Driving through New Haven she was flooded with nostalgic memories of her postgraduate days at Yale, especially when she passed by her old apartment block. In sixteen years nothing had changed from the outside. Slowing to a halt at the front door, she could practically smell the exotic flavors that permeated her cramped studio apartment year round thanks to the thick hallway carpets, which absorbed her multi-ethnic neighbors' cooking, magnified the aromas, and then released them. Gwen wondered if her unit still had the same blue and pink pastel-colored walls, which she and her friends had impulsively slapped on one day and regretted thereafter.

Her career since graduation had been so demanding that in retrospect the four years spent completing a PhD at Yale while working two part-time jobs struck her as carefree by comparison. By college, Gwen had accepted her driving ambition as part of her makeup; neither good nor bad, but as much a part of her as her passion for travel or her tireless work ethic. Most of her fellow students kept the goal of their PhD as their primary focus. Not Gwen. She planned her life well beyond the degree. But she never envisioned a career within government. As a student, she assumed she would get her own lab and a national health research grant. To one day have a shot at a Nobel Prize like her mentor, Dr. Isaac Moskor.

Savard was surprised to realize that she hadn't seen Isaac in almost four years. He never left New Haven. And she rarely found time to make it back. They had kept in touch by e-mail and phone, but Isaac wasn't much of a phone-talker and even less of a social writer. Professionally, Gwen tried to keep abreast of Moskor's research because many considered him the leading researcher into antiviral antibiotics. Though fiercely secretive with his work, he trusted Gwen enough to share breakthroughs with her.

Driving by her favorite student haunts, Gwen meandered her way across New Haven. Eventually she reached the sleepy middle-class neighborhood at the edge of town where Moskor lived. She pulled up to the curb in front of his modest, fifty-year-old beige bungalow. Like her former student residence, the house had not changed in the past twenty years.

Isaac Moskor met her at the front door. At least six-four and 250 pounds, he had a square face, slanting forehead, and a protuberant jaw that one might associate with professional wrestling, not academia. In his late sixties, his posture was still bone-straight and age had not diminished his mass. Though Savard was taller than average at five-eight, Moskor still had to stoop down to hug her. He held her in a tentative, awkward embrace, as if afraid of crushing her in his massive arms. Acts of physical intimacy were the only times Gwen ever sensed uncertainty from her mentor.

Moskor stood back and sized her up from toes to hair. "Still too skinny, but otherwise you look okay, kid," he said with his deep Jersey accent.

Gwen smiled warmly, realizing how much she had missed the man. "Can you still be a kid at forty-two?"

"To a sixty-nine-year-old? Absolutely." He spun with surprising speed for a man of his age and size. "Don't stand there like a potted plant. Come. Come."

Gwen followed him through the small foyer and into the living room. With two worn gray corduroy sofas, a frayed throw rug, and a few charcoal abstract prints, the room was as utilitarian as the rest of his house. Gwen knew that to Moskor and his wife houses were for sleeping and eating. The lab was where one lived.

"Where's ClaraT' Gwen asked, sinking into one of the surprisingly comfortable sofas.

Moskor shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe at the lab. Maybe at our daughter's." His face crumpled into a half grin, the deeper creases of which displayed the first evidence of his having aged since their last meeting. "The secret to our forty-plus-year marriage is a deep and abiding indifference to one another's whereabouts."

Gwen laughed. "I don't know why Clara puts up with you. "

Moskor shrugged again. "My movie-star good looks, I suppose." He dropped into the sofa beside Gwen. "If you want anything after your trip--like a beer, soda, bite to eat, or whatever-you know where the kitchen is. Nothing's moved. I'm too old to wait on anybody."

Realizing how parched she was from the trip, she got up and walked into the same kitchen where she had spent so many evenings helping Clara prepare dinner. "Want anything?" she asked Moskor.

"Wouldn't say no to a beer."

Gwen returned in under a minute with two opened beer bottles, knowing better than to bother with glasses in this house.

"How's the lawyer?" Moskor asked as Gwen sat back down on the couch beside him.

"Peter moved out a couple of days ago," she said. "We're getting divorced."

Moskor nodded, showing as much surprise as if Gwen had told him that Peter was out parking the car.

"Best for both of us, Isaac. We tried, but it hasn't worked for a long time. We're night and day, really."

Moskor shrugged helplessly. "Look, kid, viruses I understand. People I don't."

Gwen smiled again. God, she had missed the man. And even though he showed no sign of interest in her domestic tribulations, it felt good to finally unload on someone. While Moskor slumped back in his seat, sipping his beer and once that was finished teetering on the brink of sleep, Gwen poured out her heart She filled in the details of the terminal months of her marriage, from her ambivalence about the failed fertility drugs to the travel schedule she deliberately calculated to increase time apart from her husband.

When she had finished, she wasn't sure if Moskor was still awake. Just as she leaned closer to peer into his half-mast eyes, he said, "Kid, I don't do personal advice. You know that. But I will say this again. Apart from being too skinny, you look okay."

Gwen felt a weight lift off her shoulder. In her role as a top-level government scientist, who at times reported directly to the President, few people held sway over her, but Moskor's acceptance provided the absolution she sought.

He stretched his long arms over his head. "Hope you didn't drive all the way up here just to announce you're single again," he said. "Because the only single guy in my lab is gay."

Gwen smiled. "I appreciate you listening, Isaac. It helps."

Moskor shrugged, looking slightly embarrassed.

"I came up here to hear about your latest research."

He sat up straighter in his seat. His face lit up, shedding years. "Gwen, it's showing some real promise."

Gwen leaned forward and cocked her head in curiosity. "How so?"

"A single-stranded RNA virus like influenza. Nothing to the bug, really. Can't even reproduce without invading a host cell. But, damned if it doesn't offer one of the most complex defenses known to nature!" Moskor was suddenly more animated, like a jock at a party where the topic of conversation had just shifted from ballet to football. "With our earlier drugs, A35321 through 348, we saw some promising early results with the chimps, but the bug mutated so quickly they were as good as useless in a couple of life cycles."

Moskor stood up and hurried out of the room. He jogged back in moments later, carrying a binder under his arm and wheezing slightly. He flopped back onto the sofa and opened the binder in front of him. The page showed a schematic drawing of an organic molecule with multiple limbs, some ending in circular chains. "Here's the original A35321. The beauty is that she doesn't target DNA transcription, like most antivirals. No. She blocks the ribosomal RNA translation of the genes. Shuts down the whole protein-producing factory. Influenza can't replicate without that Ergo, end of infection." He exhaled heavily. "But the whole A35 series was flawed. Within a few life cycles the microbe kept developing a resistance to it. We kept making minor adjustments, lopping off a chain here or throwing in another there." His finger flew over the complex structure, pointing to the rings and chains. "But at the end of the day, we were fighting a losing battle. We'd run out of fingers to plug all the leaks that kept springing, you understand?"

His lips curved into a proud grin. "Forced us back to the drawing board. Truth be told, it was Clara's idea. 'Why not make it simpler?' she said." His hand cut across the sketch, pantomiming the act of cleaving the molecule in half. "Sometimes less is truly more!" His voice rose joyfully. When he flipped a page, the next diagram showed a much more compact molecule. "Meet A36112. Same mechanism of action--we've tested several strains of the bug in primates--but so far no resistance documented. As of yet the little devil doesn't know what hit her."

"Is it a pill?" Gwen asked.

Moskor nodded. "We're using one hundred milligrams twice a day, but it's likely that once a day would do the trick."

"Do the results depend on the stage of the infection?"

Moskor grinned. "Ah, kid, I taught you well, didn't I? The curse of most antivirals is that unless given early--the first forty-eight to seventy-two hours of infection--they don't work worth a damn. Of course earlier is always better than later, but A36112 seems to work at any point of the infection." His grin grew wider. "Eighty percent of our chimps lost their fever within twenty-four hours of treatment."

Swept up in Moskor's enthusiasm, Gwen rose from her seat and hovered over the diagram as if it were a treasure map. "What about human trials?" she asked.

Moskor nodded. "Took us a while to steer through Ethics and get FDA approval, but phase one trials have begun on volunteers."

Gwen nodded. She knew that phase one trials weren't used to prove much more than the drug wasn't more dangerous than the disease it was trying to treat "Preliminary resultst" she asked.

"So far, so good." Moskor shrugged. "Ten to twenty percent get diarrhea, just like our poor monkeys. But give sugar pills to people and ten to twenty percent will get explosive diarrhea, too."

"Where would we be without the old placebo effect? Makes snake oil so damn effective," Gwen smiled. "You don't have any industry sponsorship on this, right?"

As soon as it left her lips, Gwen knew it was a dumb question; Moskor's contempt for pharmaceutical companies bordered on hatred.

His brow furrowed until his hairline pulled forward. His eyes darkened. "The only parasites I work with are those of the microbiological variety." He almost spat the words. "Those drug company sons of bitches don't care one whit for the people the research might help. Look at what they've done in Africa. They'd rather encourage genocide than lower their profits on the HIV anti-retrovirals. Makes me sick to even talk about them."

Savard didn't hold the same belief, but they had argued the point too many times for her to raise it again. She just nodded. "Isaac, I know how you feel, but with phase two and three trials looming, you need resources ..."

"We've got NIH funding. We'll get whatever resources we need."

Gwen leaned in closer to Moskor and rested a hand on his. "Isaac, I can help."

The anger dissipated from Moskor's face. He let out a familiar, low-pitch chuckle. "The federal government is interested in finding a cure for the flu?"

"Especially if I make it a matter of national security, Isaac."
  



CHAPTER 6





HARGEYSA, NORTHERN SOMALIA



Money. In a country without government or law, money is both, Hazzir Kabaal thought. And his had served him well.

The gray tin-roofed complex, which consisted of a two-storey building with a single-storey annex, could have passed for a warehouse from the outside. It stood eight miles outside of the impoverished northern Somali town of Hargeysa, the capital of the disputed region of Somaliland. Warlords, clans, secessionists, and foreign powers like Ethiopia all fought unsuccessfully for control of the region. As a result, leadership and allegiances varied from street to street. This might have posed a problem for someone assembling a covert guerilla operation, but Kabaal's deep pockets allowed order to prevail within the anarchy.

The local militia secured access to all roads leading to and from the facility. Their machine guns and shoulder grenade launchers kept the curious and the nosy at bay. And they oversaw the safety of the steady stream of unmarked trucks, which transported in the lab equipment and medical supplies that made the precarious journey up from Mogadishu. Aware that all movement in Somalia was monitored from the sky by U.S. satellites, the drivers followed a similar route and schedule as the drug runners and other supply trucks in the area. Perimeter security of the complex fell to Kabaal's men, who were a far better trained and equipped group of Egyptian fighters than the Somali militia. The Egyptians were faithful above all to The Brotherhood and the man who had handpicked them, Major Abdul Sabri.

In a traditional robe but clean-shaven and wearing six-hundred-dollar desert boots, Kabaal met Dr. Anwar Aziz and Major Abdul Sabri at the entryway. Stepping inside, Kabaal was again reminded what a good choice he had made in his two lieutenants. The unlikely pair had managed to convert an old military hospital complex, abandoned for over ten years and likely not much to begin with, into an impressive camouflaged laboratory facility.

Short and stout, Dr. Anwar Aziz had a round expressionless face with small bespectacled eyes and a closely cropped beard. From his brisk gait to his perfectly ironed white lab coat, everything about the fifty-year-old Jordanian microbiologist emanated scientific precision.

Major Abdul Sabri stood silently beside Aziz. In contrast to the scientist, Sabri's speech and movement were unhurried to the point of languid. Despite his simple galabiya, the traditional Egyptian workingman's floor-length robe, Sabri was still an intimidating sight. Tall and muscular, his large head boasted a beardless face with jarringly delicate, almost feminine features accentuated by light blue eyes--rare for an Arab. Kabaal couldn't separate Sabri's daunting physical presence from the man's history. As a member of the Egyptian Army's Special Forces, Sabri had seen extensive action, fighting primarily on native soil against Islamic rebels. Despite the highly classified nature of these operations, Kabaal had heard of Sabri's legendary reputation within the military for getting the job done at any cost. After leaving the army at forty, for reasons unexplained, Sabri had thrown his lot in with those who were once his bitter enemies.

Though Kabaal knew that both Aziz and Sabri were devoutly religious, he had little illusion about their motives. Aziz was above all a scientist, and Sabri a soldier. The operation was an excuse for both of them to exercise their passions, but motives didn't concern Kabaal; only loyalty and results mattered.

After exchanging brief pleasantries, Aziz and Sabri toured Kabaal through the facility. They started in the main building on the second floor, which once was a large open hospital ward and had since been divided into a series of offices and storage rooms. When they reached a set of sealed metal doors leading to a locked area, Aziz jabbed a stubby finger at them and said, "Subject evaluation." Kabaal did not require further explanation to know what went on behind the doors.

Aziz led Kabaal and Sabri down a different set of stairs from which they had come up. They walked out of the stairwell, through a small corridor, and into a large open laboratory on the main floor of the annex. The room buzzed. Everyone was in motion. No one stopped to acknowledge the visitors. White-coated technicians busied themselves at computers and workstations. Others worked under vented lab hoods, their arms slipping through holes in the glass and into long, orange rubber gloves that allowed them to manipulate the test tubes and containers inside without risking self-contamination.

Following Aziz around the makeshift virology lab, Kabaal tried to digest the stream of rapid-fire information, but much of the jargon-laden explanations sailed over his head. Still, he felt giddy, delighting in the technological trappings his money had assembled. Centrifuges, freezers, incubators, vented lab stations, and computers were everywhere. The sight filled Kabaal with a sense of purpose. Silently he thanked Allah for choosing him for the pivotal mission.

After finishing the tour, Aziz, Sabri, and Kabaal met in Aziz's office on the second floor. Aside from the wooden desk and chairs, two bookshelves stuffed with medical texts, and the prayer rug covering a small portion of the tile floor, the room was empty to the point of austere. Aziz insisted that Kabaal assume the seat behind the desk. The scientist took the chair across from him, but Sabri remained standing.

Hazzir Kabaal made a circular waving gesture with a finger, indicating the complex. "Dr. Anwar, Major Abdul, I am most impressed by what you have accomplished here."

Sabri nodded distantly while Aziz kept his eyes fixed on the tabletop and shrugged, either embarrassed by or indifferent to Kabaal's praise.

"How are the experiments proceeding?" Kabaal asked.

"So far very promising, Abu Lahab." Aziz called Kabaal by his Arabic honorific that literally meant "father of the flame, a reference to his handsome features.

"Promising?"

"Our facilities have been more than adequate to preserve the virus," Aziz said, his eyes never leaving the desktop. "The original Asian serum samples have not lost any of their infective potential."

Kabaal shrugged. "I am sorry, good doctor. 'Serum'?"

"Serum is what is left of the blood once you remove the cells and clotting factors, Abu Lahab," Aziz explained. "So far, we have injected eight subjects with the serum of the original Chinese patient."

"Subjects," Kabaal repeated, realizing that Aziz meant his own men. "And?"

"Every one of them has acquired some degree of infection."

"How many are dead?"

"Two."

Kabaal nodded solemnly. "And the others?" he asked, willing away the twinges of doubt.

"Four have recovered fully. To be truthful, three showed only a slight increase in temperature but otherwise had little more than colds. And two others are still symptomatic but showing signs of recovery."

Kabaal leaned back in his chair, ignoring the tip of the screw that pressed into his back. "So, this virus kills twenty-five percent of those infected?"

Aziz's head shot up and his eyes fixed on Kabaal's. "We don't have close to enough of a sample size to make that assertion. Besides, we have selection bias. We've only infected healthy men, ages seventeen to twenty-nine. We do not know what effect it would have on the rest of the population."

"Of course, Doctor." Kabaal waved away the scientist's quibble. "But it is safe to say that early figures suggest one in four young adults would die from this infection."

"That's what the very preliminary results would suggest," Aziz hedged.

"You have had no problem passing the infection through blood," Kabaal said. "But what about through the air. In the ..." He struggled for the words.

"Respiratory droplets," Aziz offered.

"Yes," Kabaal said.

"This virus is not smallpox." Aziz sighed, sounding almost disappointed. "I would classify it as only moderately contagious."

Kabaal leaned forward again. "Can you elaborate, Dr. Anwar?"

Aziz chewed his lower lip, thinking. "We chose an index case who was at day two of symptomatic infection, when we estimated he was carrying the highest viral load--" When Kabaal shrugged, Aziz explained further. "When we assumed him to be most infective. We put this man who was actively coughing in a room roughly the size of a large elevator with ten other subjects for thirty minutes. Three days later, only two of the subjects showed signs of infection."

"Allah be praised." Kabaal smiled.

Aziz frowned. "But had this been a virus like smallpox all of them who were not immune would develop infection."

Kabaal's smile broadened. "It is enough, good doctor."

Aziz nodded, but disappointment lingered in his small eyes. There was too much microbiological imperfection in the statistics.

A knock interrupted them. A compact, muscular Malaysian man stood at the open door. He wore a loose white robe along with an ornate green and gold kopiah, the traditional Malaysian skullcap.

"Ah, Ibrahim Sundaram, welcome, welcome," Kabaal said, and he rose to greet the young man with a warm handshake.

Dr. Aziz nodded once to Kabaal and then rushed by Sundaram without acknowledging him.

Kabaal put an arm on the Malay's shoulder. "Come, let's walk," he said. He waited for Sabri to saunter over before leading Sundaram out of the room.

They walked down the stairs and out a back door into the dusty hot daylight. Kabaal directed the others over to a patch of shade offered by the tin overhang. He was disappointed how little relief the shade provided from the equatorial heat, but he wanted to have the conversation outside and this spot was as private as any Kabaal knew of.

Kabaal and Sabri stood side by side at the edge of the shade, facing Sundaram whose back almost touched the wall of the complex. "You wanted to see me, Abu Lahab?" the Malay asked in perfect English.

"I wanted to thank you, Ibrahim," Kabaal said with an accent that was a soothing hybrid of Queen's English and Egyptian, which had been so irresistible to the female students at the London School of Economics. "Without your help, none of this would be possible."

The man who had single-handedly transported the virus from China to Africa shrugged humbly. "I was only a courier. And without my good friend, Farouk Ali, I had no chance of success."

"Of course, of course. Brave Farouk," Kabaal said solemnly. "What happened to him?"

"He became sick before we reached the Chinese border. It was far too risky to cross with Farouk showing signs of the illness." Sundaram looked down at the dirt. "I shot him and the Chinese black marketer before I crossed. Farouk died a martyr's death."

"Allah be praised," Sabri said softly in Arabic, though he clearly understood the English conversation.

"A glorious death," Kabaal said. He narrowed his gaze at Sundaram. "And you, Ibrahim? How are you feeling?"

Sundaram dug at the soft ground with his shoe. "Better, Abu Lahab. Much better."

"What was it like?" Kabaal asked.

Sundaram considered the question for a moment before looking back up. "At home, when I was thirteen and working on my father's farm, I came down with malaria. For twenty hours a day, I felt fine. But twice a day my fever would spike. The pain was unbearable. I felt so weak, I couldn't lift my arm to bring water to my lips. With this illness, for three days, I felt like that every moment. I was certain I would die. But then it was gone quicker than it came. And now I feel well again."

"I am glad you are well, Ibrahim," Kabaal said.

Sundaram's lips broke into a smile. Then he began to chuckle. It was an infectious laugh. Soon Kabaal joined in, while Sabri watched them impassively.

When he stopped laughing, Kabaal asked, "How is your Arabic?"

Sundaram shrugged. "I speak several languages, but I am sad to say my Arabic is not very good. I can read the Koran, but I have trouble conversing."

"A pity," Kabaal sighed. "Most of the men here speak nothing but Arabic."

Sundaram nodded.

"And there is the issue of your presence in East Africa," Kabaal said. "You don't exactly blend in. You understand?"

"Of course," Sundaram said.

"If the wrong person were to see you they might make the connection," Kabaal continued. "And you know how people talk. Even my people."

"Unavoidable," Sundaram said.

Sabri took a few steps back until he stood in the sunlight.

"It comes down to loose ends," Kabaal said, trying to convince himself more than the young man with the relaxed shoulders who stood in front of him. "This operation is so fragile. We cannot afford loose ends."

Sundaram held his hands open in front of him. "It is God's way."

"Which is sometimes the hardest way," Kabaal said. He glanced over his shoulder at Sabri and nodded, then turned back to Sundaram. "Of course, it will be a martyr's death."

"A martyr's death," Sundaram repeated with conviction.

"Paradise awaits you," Kabaal said as he took a few steps to his side and away from Sabri.

The major withdrew the semiautomatic handgun from underneath his galabiya. In one deliberate motion, he raised his arm until it was level with Sundaram's face.

He fired.

Sundaram's head snapped back against the wall of the complex. A momentary pause, then his legs crumpled and he dropped like a detonated building. When his head hit the ground, his kopiah rolled off as if leading the stream of blood that followed close behind it.

Kabaal glanced at Sabri who stood motionless with his gun by his side. His face was so devoid of expression that it could have been cast in wax. Staring into Sabri's pale icy eyes, Kabaal fought off a shudder. Partly because he had never seen an execution before, but mainly because he was looking at one of the most fearsome men he had ever encountered.
  



CHAPTER 7





JIAYUGUAN CITY, GANSU PROVINCE CHINA



Jiayuguan City was named after a section of a wall. Not just any wall. The Great Wall of China. And in the fourteenth century, the Jiayuguan Pass, or fortress, was the westernmost point of the Great Wall. A formidable structure, it was once called the "The First and Greatest Pass Under the Heaven."

Haldane had learned all this from the guidebook he had tried to read, between bouts of nausea and Duncan McLeod's incessant nervous chatter, on the turbulent China Airlines flight. When too green to read, Haldane mulled over what little he knew about ARCS, dejectedly deciding they would need the epidemiological equivalent of the Great Wall to keep it from spreading beyond the Gansu Province.

Thirteen hours after leaving Geneva, with their internal clocks turned upside down, the WHO team--Milly Yuen, Helmut Streicher, Duncan McLeod, and Noah Haldane-- touched down at the Jiayuguan City airport. They were met by a sea of bureaucrats and military personnel laden with gifts varying from flowers to local carvings and silks. Everyone was smiles and gratitude. A sharp contrast to the chilly welcome Haldane received on his previous visits to China during the heyday of the SARS uproar. As Jean Nantal had assured, the Chinese government appeared to be taking a different approach from their disastrous policy of secrecy and denial when SARS swept the Guangdong Province.

After an impromptu receiving line of introductions, handshakes, and bows, the Chinese officials led the WHO team out of the terminal to a waiting stretch limousine, which sat in the middle of a row of escort cars. UN flags flew prominently from the antennae on either side of its trunk. With lights flashing, police motorcycles led the procession from the airport.

With their backs to the driver, Haldane and McLeod sat across from Yuen and Streicher in the rear seat. McLeod pointed out the window at the motorcycles flanking either side. "Shite, when exactly was I crowned Queen?" he commented in his Scottish lilt.

Yuen giggled, but Streicher sighed. "Dr. McLeod, must everything be a joke to you?"

"Not everything. Helmut." McLeod stroked his patchy red beard. "But don't you find it a tad curious that we're here to investigate the plague and we get welcomed like we were the Spice Girls ... before Ginger left?"

"Ginger?" Streicher frowned, bewildered by the reference.

"If you ignore him, Helmut, he eventually stops," Haldane advised. He pointed out the window. "Duncan's got a point. The government is making a big show of us."

McLeod stretched out in the plush leather seat. "Then again, it's about damn time we got the recognition we deserve."

"Why now?" Milly asked quietly, without making eye contact with anyone.

"Exactly." Haldane nodded. "Last time we were pariahs, now we're heroes. And we haven't done anything except show up."

McLeod shrugged. "The locals know they're going to be under the spotlight soon. They're readying themselves for the circus."

Haldane nodded distractedly. "Yeah. Makes sense."

Streicher fixed his intense gray-blue eyes on Haldane. "You're not convinced." He stated it as fact.

"I'm a born skeptic when it comes to government motives." Haldane shrugged. "Whenever I see them roll out the red carpet, I wonder if it's out there to cover up some serious dirt."

McLeod laughed and slapped the seat beside him. "Haldane, you're a cynical bastard! But I like the way you think."

The procession wound through the streets of Jiayuguan City. With Yuen translating, their driver acted as tour guide, tossing out tidbits of history and geography along with a hefty dose of local political gossip.

With a population of less than two hundred thousand, Jiayuguan was a small city by Chinese standards. Modem and industrial, it was built in the sixties to support the local steel industry. As a result, it had all the gray uniformity of communist construction from the peak days of the Cultural Revolution. But it lacked the ethnic charm seen in the temples, palaces, and other features of more historic Chinese cities that Haldane had seen.

After driving for ten minutes through the heart of Jiayuguan, the scenery was so repetitive that Haldane felt as if they were circling the same block. Just as he turned to McLeod to voice this suspicion, the limo pulled up to the front of the Great Wall Hotel. Stepping out of the car, Haldane suddenly felt uneasy. He didn't know if it was the gray clouds, the oppressively similar buildings, or the specter of the unspecified epidemic that hung in the air, but he experienced a sense of unsettled urgency.

Walking into the hotel's bland lobby, what had been niggling at him since the moment they arrived came into focus--the scarcity of people. Granted, it was a cold Sunday evening in a remote western province, but this was China, the most populous country in the world. During his brief layover at the Beijing airport Haldane saw firsthand the smothering congestion of urban China. Now, not even 8:00 P.M. local time, Jiayuguan City was a relative ghost town. Suddenly the excitement surrounding their arrival made sense to him. The welcoming committee wasn't trying to impress the WHO delegates so much as reassure the local residents that the cavalry had arrived. Judging from the emptiness of the streets, Haldane decided their attempt had been in vain.

After another outpouring of smiles and handshakes in the hotel lobby, the WHO team parted ways with their welcoming party and fled to their rooms. Though clean and quiet, the rooms were small and dimly lit in the three-star hotel. Haldane had to agree with McLeod when the Scotsman bellowed from down the hallway: "Some guidebook's being awfully generous handing out stars!"

Haldane's seventh-floor room looked out onto a central plaza, which was as deserted as the rest of the street. Though the view was prettier than anything he had seen from the limo, he had little interest in the scenery. He headed straight for the nightstand phone.

Maryland was thirteen hours behind China (which officially maintains one time for the whole country despite spanning five time zones from east to west), but Haldane couldn't wait By the time the operator connected him, it was just before 7:00 A.M. at home.

Anna answered on the second ring. "Hello?" The line crackled.

"Hi, Anna, it's me. I'm in China," Haldane said, hearing his own voice echo in his ear from the delay.

"Oh, Noah," she said in a monotone. "Everything okay?"

"Everything's fine. I didn't wake you, did I?"

"No," she said softly. "Been up for a while."

Haldane knew what that meant. Normally, Anna and Chloe were sound sleepers in the morning. "Her ear?" he asked.

"Yes," Anna said. "She crawled into our bed around 3:00 A.M., but you know."

He did. It was a common occurrence at their home.

Lying back on the firm unfamiliar mattress, Noah could picture his wife wearing one of his T-shirts that fit her like a nightgown, curled up in their queen bed with Chloe squirming in her arms. Chloe would be in constant motion, writhing, sobbing, and sweating in turn, unable to find comfort despite the Tylenol. And Anna would lie still beside her, clinging to Chloe and whispering reassurances in her daughter's ear.

The visual brought a stab of guilt and loneliness. "Can I speak to her?" he asked.

There was a rustling noise on the line, then heavier breathing and a snort. "Chloe?" he said.

"Hi, Daddy." In spite of the static, her voice sounded nasal.

"Chlo, are you okay?"

"It hurts, Daddy," she sniffed.

Another stab. "Oh, sweetheart, I know. I wish I were there with you. I miss you so much." When she didn't reply he added, "I'm coming home soon."

"For breakfast?" her voice perked up.

"No, Chlo," Haldane sighed. "But soon as I can. I love you so much."

"Bye, Daddy," she said. He heard a thud as the phone dropped.

After a moment, Anna was back on the line. "You brought the first smile I've seen in a while," Anna said with new warmth.

"I wish to hell I could see it in person," Haldane said.

No answer.

"How are you?"

"A little lonely." She hesitated. "A lot confused."

Haldane sat up on the bed and squeezed the receiver tighter. "You haven't worked things out, huh?"

"Not exactly," she said.

They were both silent. Haldane felt every mile of the twelve thousand that separated them.

His mind wandered back to the scene in their living room a few months earlier. After weeks of having evaded questions about her withdrawn nervousness, Anna waited until her mother took Chloe for the afternoon before sitting him down for a "discussion".

Unsuspecting, Haldane had sat beside her on the living-room couch, enjoying a rare moment of intimacy as she caressed his hand in hers.

The tears came before the confession. Haldane sat silently clutching her hand, not out of support but utter shock, as she told him how her relationship with Julie, the single dentist who lived two doors away, had progressed from growing friendship into budding romance. Haldane wasn't floored by the same-sex angle; he knew that Anna spent two of her college undergrad years romantically involved with her female roommate. On first meeting their attractive neighbor with the short brunette hair and piercing brown eyes, Haldane sensed she might be gay, but he never suspected that his wife's moodiness or remoteness might be attributable to her having fallen for this woman or anyone else.

While Anna fluctuated between apologies and rationalizations, Haldane said very little that afternoon. But as days passed, he couldn't stop talking about it with her. He wasn't looking for the contrition Anna offered, or even the energetic sexual solace she seemed to need from him. He wanted guarantees. And while Anna was adamant she had cut off all contact with Julie, she would not give Noah what he sought: assurance that she was, or would soon be, over Julie. Instead, she maintained that she was in love with both of them.

The crackle of static brought him back to the moment. He took a deep breath. "Have you seen her since I left?" he asked. Julie was always "she" or "her" to Haldane.

"No." Anna wavered. "Not face-to-face."

"But you talk to her regularly?" he snapped before his brain could catch up to his mouth.

"She e-mails me."

Haldane resisted the urge to break the receiver in his hand. "And you write her back?"

"They're poems, Noah. Beautiful." She was silent for a long while. "Yes, I write back."

He swallowed. "Anna, I don't want you to write to her."

"I know," she said almost imperceptibly over the static.

Haldane heard his daughter crying in the background. "You better take care of Chloe."

"Okay," she said. "Noah, promise me you will be careful over there. Please."

"Bye, Anna."

He lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, ruminating about this last fruitless conversation and all the others that preceded it. Again he felt lost, unsure of how to hold up the crumbling walls of his domestic life. He thought of his daughter suffering through another ear infection without her dad around to comfort her. He thought of his wife. Her large brown eyes. The fragile smile. The bulky T-shirt that only hinted at the smooth, responsive body hidden underneath. And in spite of the torrent of mixed emotions, he realized how aroused he was. He longed to see her face, smell her hair, and clutch her flawless back as her legs wrapped around his waist.

Haldane shook away the conflicting thoughts, jumped off the bed, and grabbed his laptop. He moved the phone out of the way and flipped it open. With a tap of the built-in mouse, data regarding Acute Respiratory Collapse Syndrome filled the screen. Jotting notes as he reviewed the documents, graphs, and charts, he succeeded in distracting himself by studying a world even more chaotic than his own.

 

The next morning, the WHO team separated. Streicher and Yuen, the nonclinical specialists, went off to review the regional laboratory while McLeod and Haldane headed off to see the front lines in the battle against ARCS.

Walking out of the hotel to the waiting unmarked government sedan, Haldane noticed the first of several Jiayuguan residents sporting surgical masks over their faces. It was an eerily familiar sight from the SARS days.

"People very panicky," their translator and guide explained away the phenomenon from the front seat of the car.

"People very sensible," McLeod aped from the backseat.

They drove past the city limits and continued southward.

"Haldane, I have to tell you," McLeod said, "I don't like this bug."

Haldane laughed. "Are you partial to any microorganism?"

"Not particularly, but I really don't like this one."

The smile left Haldane's lips. "How come?"

"The short incubation period. The rapid respiratory failure in otherwise healthy people. The hemorrhagic pneumonia ... Reminds me of only one other I've seen before."

Haldane shook his head. "Duncan, this is not Ebola."

McLeod nodded. "I know. And it's a bloody shame."

"Oh?"

"Nice and clean killer, Ebola." McLeod nodded in admiration. "But its ruthless lethality is its shortcoming. Kills everything in its path. If this were Ebola, we'd have a few hundred dead farmers and some very cheap farm-land on the market, but the disease would bum itself out for lack of new victims."

Haldane nodded, picking up on McLeod's logic. "Whereas ARCS only kills the significant minority of its victims, allowing the virus to propagate and spread beyond the site of the index cases"

"And spread rapidly."

"That is yet to be determined, Duncan," Haldane said, but he was unconvinced by his own argument.

The car slowed before turning off the main road and onto the driveway of Jiayuguan's regional hospital. They passed through two checkpoints, manned by masked soldiers, and drove into the gravel parking lot in front of the hospital. A cold spitting drizzle fell as Haldane and McLeod hopped out of the car, bundled their jackets, and strode for the front entrance.

Once they cleared the internal security measures, McLeod and Haldane were led into the change room. Haldane had slipped into too many biohazard, or HAZMAT, suits to feel the slightest alarm. As he stepped out through the two sets of sealed doors and into the clinical area, he actually felt relief to be among the appropriate high-level, scientific protective measures and away from the irrational fear he had seen on the streets in the eyes behind the surgical masks.

A hospital guide, fully suited in blue HAZMAT gear like the rest of the staff behind the doors, acted as their translator. The chubby man led the two emerging pathogens experts to a hospital room on the second floor. Haldane was surprised to see that the door was locked. They had to wait for a security guard to let them in. "Why the guards?" Haldane asked the translator.

The translator spoke to the security guard and then turned to Haldane. "The men might still be contaminated," he said in a voice that was muffled by the spacesuitlike hood he wore. He pointed to the guard opening the door. "They take no chances."

Inside, with the door locked behind them, they stood in a bleak windowless hospital room befitting a second-world country. Two beds were hidden behind drawn curtains. On the other side of the room, two men wearing masks, gloves, and shower caps along with standard hospital pajamas sat across from one another on narrow cots and played mahjong with small white domino-like tiles.

"Why are they still here?" McLeod pointed at the healthy-looking men.

"Still might be contaminated," the translator replied.

"'Infectious"', Haldane corrected distractedly. He waved to the two men, who responded with friendly nods, and then he asked the translator. "When did they become sick?"

The translator spoke for several minutes to the two patients in their native Mandarin.

"Watch," McLeod said, shifting impatiently from foot to foot. "I've seen translators do this a thousand times before. They'll gab back and forth for half an hour and then the guy will turn to us and say 'yes' or 'no.'"

Haldane had witnessed the same frustrating happening, but in this case, McLeod was wrong.

"Both men live in the same town fifty miles north of Jiayuguan," the translator said. He pointed to the smaller man on the cot nearest them. "Seven days ago, Xiang got a high fever. In a day, he started to cough. Then he became very, very sick. The oxygen did not help him. He was suffocating on his own mucus." He put both hands on his own throat and pantomimed a choke. "The town's doctor arranged to bring Xiang here, but he told his wife it was probably no good. Here at our hospital, the doctors put Xiang on a life-support machine. After three days, he got much better." The translator snapped his finger to indicate the rapidity of his sudden improvement. "Now, he waits for two days until the doctors say he is no longer infectious." The translator glanced at Haldane with a proud nod.

Haldane chuckled and nodded back. "And the other man?" he asked.

"Tan," the translator said, thumbing at the tall, thin man. "He also got sick a week ago. He never became as very sick as Xiang. Only a heavy cough. But..." The translator cleared his throat. "Tan's sister died from the virus three days ago."

"Oh," Haldane said. "Please tell him how sorry we are."

The translator and Tan spoke for a moment. Tan raised a hand and waved it at Haldane, leaving him confused as to the intent of the gesture.

"We want to ask some questions about their illness," McLeod said to the translator.

Through the translator, McLeod and Haldane focused their questions on the early symptoms of the infection. Neither patient had the classic sore throat or vague aches that are the harbingers of the common flu. Their symptoms began with a sudden fever and weakness, followed within hours by agonizing muscle pain, cough, and some degree of respiratory collapse.

Haldane had heard enough to know that whatever caused ARCS was one scary pathogen. It hit quickly. And it hit hard.

After thanking the patients for their time, the translator banged on the door. Released by the security guard, they headed into a stairwell and up to the fourth floor. Haldane had to twice catch the railing when he tripped on the stairs walking in his bulky rubber suit.

On the fourth floor the contingent passed through another set of sealed doors. Though Haldane couldn't read the Chinese lettering, from the bustling activity of the staff at the nursing station he recognized the ward for an Intensive Care Unit. Not as sleek or modern as the North American or European ICUs Haldane had seen, the air was taut with the same sense of urgency. Maybe more so.

After consultation with the nurses, their translator led them to one of the closed rooms that surrounded the nursing station like the spokes of a tire. But this door wasn't locked. As soon as they opened it, Haldane understood why. The patient wasn't going anywhere soon, except possibly the morgue.

As they approached the bed, the translator explained, "This is the doctor. Dr. Zhao Fung."

"Which doctor?". McLeod asked.

But Haldane answered before the translator. "He's the town doctor. The one who looked after the two men we just interviewed."

The translator nodded his head vigorously.

"Shite!" McLeod said. "I thought they told us there hadn't been any intra-hospital spread."

The translator waved his gloved hand. "No hospital in that town. Only the ... clinic ... where he worked. He used the best precautions he had, but..."

Haldane nodded absentmindedly. He was thinking of his colleague, Dr. Franco Bertulli, dying of SARS in a similar room in Singapore after following all the recommended precautions. He remembered how Bertulli joked about his mother encouraging him to go into medicine because she thought it was so much safer than his alternate choice, the police force. In the case of both Bertulli and Fung, the viruses managed to circumvent their protective measures. In the end, medicine turned out to be a very unsafe choice for both doctors.

Dr. Fung looked older than fifty. Behind a deathly pallor, his face was swollen and contused. His oozing lips were as thick as the endotracheal tube sticking between them and leading to a ventilator, or artificial life-support system. Bloody sputum fluttered inside the transparent plastic tube, flapping back and forth with each breath the ventilator forced in and out, like a piece of paper trapped at the opening of a vacuum hose. Bruises covered his flaccid arms. A blanket shrouded the rest of his skin from his chest down, but Haldane knew that he would see similar welts and bruises on any exposed surface. Haldane made the diagnosis from the foot of the bed: disseminated intravascular coagulopathy or DIC. The inflammatory reaction instigated by the virus was chewing up the clotting factors in the patient's blood. As a result, he was bleeding spontaneously under his skin; thus the bruises.

Haldane experienced the same helplessness he had felt in Singapore. The local specialists had done all they could--all anyone could--for their colleague. Standing at the bedside in his rubber suit, Haldane felt embarrassed, as if he were a nosy bystander gawking at the sight of a fatal car crash. He was of no use to the doomed physician. All he could do was try to prevent others from following down the same road. He silently vowed to do just that.

He'd seen enough. He spun and walked to the door. McLeod and the interpreter followed behind. Even McLeod was silent as they headed back to the change rooms where guards supervised their showers to ensure proper decontamination steps were followed.

Once they were dressed their translator led them into a modest gray office, which smelled of herbal tea, on the main floor. The associate director, Dr. Ping Wu, jumped up from his desk and walked around to meet them. Wearing thick glasses and a crisp white lab coat, the middle-aged doctor stood chest-high to his two Western colleagues.

The translator made the introductions, but the diminutive administrator addressed Haldane and McLeod in a slightly accented English. "My English is most poor, but I think I can manage," he said with typical Oriental humility. "I studied four years at UCLA." He waved to the interpreter who turned and left the room.

Haldane and McLeod sat down across the desk from Wu. "My deepest apologies, Doctors," Wu said. "The director, Dr. Huang, is at the provincial capital Lanzhou reporting to the governor. He very much wanted to meet you."

"We appreciate you taking the time to meet us, Dr. Wu," Haldane said.

Wu bowed his head. "It's an honor."

"Likewise," Haldane said. "Dr. Wu, I understand your hospital has had the most experience of any facility with this disease."

"Very true, Dr. Haldane," Wu said. "We have treated 146 cases at this hospital. As many as the other hospitals combined."

McLeod rubbed his beard roughly. "How many dead?"

"Twenty-seven." Wu cleared his throat. "I fear that number will rise to thirty by day's end."

"Including Dr. Fung?" McLeod said.

"Yes."

"It would be very helpful for us to hear about your firsthand experience with this virus," Haldane said.

"Certainly." Wu looked down at his desktop. "It began twenty-three days ago. A farmer from the north was sent to us with a high fever and complete respiratory failure. He died within twenty-four hours of arrival. We were concerned about the possibility of the Bird Flu or even SARS."

Haldane frowned. "Did SARS ever reach Jiayuguan?"

"No. Not anywhere in the Gansu Province. Still, we exercised precise pulmonary protocol with our patient. We did not know until the blood tests came back negative for the SARS coronavirus. Soon more patients arrived with the same symptoms. Abrupt onset of high fever followed by respiratory symptoms, pneumonia, often associated with hemoptysis." Wu used the technical term for coughing up blood.

"Followed by respiratory collapse," McLeod said.

Wu shook his head. "Not in all cases, Dr. McLeod. Over half the patients never became short of breath. Just a cough, fever, and severe weakness. Prompt recovery in less than four days in all cases. We believe there are still others who have a subclinical form of the illness and do not require treatment."

"And in those who did become critically ill," Haldane said. "What treatments have been tried?"

Wu sighed. "Everything our infectious disease specialists can think of steroids, ribavirin, acyclovir, amantadine, even the HIV antiviral medications."

"And?"

Wu held up his little hands in a helpless gesture. "We have seen no benefit from any of them. The only intervention that seems to make a difference is the ventilator. The support of the artificial life-support system has helped some patients stay alive long enough to recover." He shrugged. "If the patient lives for four days, then it seems he or she will recover. But our resources are limited. All the ventilators are in use. We have to guess who has the best chance of surviving. And the others ..." His shoulders sagged. He looked down at the table, as if personally responsible for the lack of resources.

"Understandable," McLeod said. "How about the town doctor? How long has he been on the ventilator?"

"This is only Dr. Fung's second day. We will remove the life support in the next few hours." He glanced away in embarrassment. "We need it for one of the others who might have a chance."

Haldane nodded sympathetically. His heart went out to Wu and the rest of the staff, knowing this kind of life-and-death rationing of resources was the worst kind of decision health-care professionals ever had to face. "Dr. Wu, what measures have you instituted to prevent spread within the hospital and beyond?"

Wu stiffened in his chair. "I don't understand what you mean by the question, Dr. Haldane," he snapped. "We have not had any spread away from this hospital."

Haldane was taken aback by the administrator's abrupt defensiveness. "Dr. Wu, we appreciate the excellent work you and your staff have done. What I meant is, can you describe your infection control program?"

Wu nodded, but he still eyed them guardedly. "We implemented the same precautions the hospitals in Beijing used with SARS. In this hospital, we now only accept patients suspected of having the virus. Other patients are diverted elsewhere. All patient care areas in the hospital have negative pressure airflow and filters. The rooms and wards are sealed behind airtight doors. All staff wear bio-hazards suits in patient care areas. So far we have not had a single incident of transmission to a staff member within the hospital."

"I thought Dr. Fung followed the precautions, too," McLeod pointed out.

Wu crossed his arms over his chest. "He was infected at his clinic. He only wore a surgical mask, gown, and gloves. This was proven during the SARS outbreak to be inadequate, especially if the masks were not fitted properly."

Haldane noticed that Wu's attitude had subtly shifted from that of deferential collegiality to bureaucratic wariness. While he didn't understand the reason for it, Haldane realized that they would learn little more from the associate director. He rose from his chair. "Thank you, Dr. Wu. You have been most helpful," he said.

Before rising, McLeod looked at Wu and asked, "Between us, how much does this bug scare you?"

Wu looked away, as if ignoring the question. Finally, he said, "I never saw a patient with SARS, but I believe this virus is worse. I think this is the worst thing to ever strike Gansu."

"Will it stay in Gansu?" Haldane asked.

Wu's eyes narrowed to slits. Then, slowly, he shook his head.

 

Dr. Ping Wu stood at his window and watched until the car carrying the two WHO physicians pulled out of the driveway. Then he turned down the window shutters, locked his door, and returned to his desk. He left instructions with his administrative assistant that he was not to be disturbed under any circumstances.

He cleared the papers off his desk, cleaned his glasses with his handkerchief, and then folded his hands on the desktop. He sat perfectly still, trying to compose his thoughts before proceeding.

The two WHO doctors had struck Wu as sincere, but he had his doubts. Their questions and innuendoes about the virus spreading from the hospital and beyond Gansu hadn't come out of thin air. Maybe they already knew?

How did it come to this? He tried to retrace the steps in his mind.

For four years of residency at UCLA in the 1970s, he lived below the poverty line, ever the good communist. Never complaining or wanting for the material wealth that was everywhere around him. Returning to China, he continued to live a life of virtual asceticism, forsaking a family of his own to work harder than all his colleagues and subordinates while he watched lazy party officials grow rich from graft and corruption. He practically built the hospital in which he now sat, but when the time came to appoint a director, an underqualified party hack, barely out of his teens, was placed ahead of him. None of it softened Wu's rigid ethical conduct, until his eighty-year-old parents became too frail to live in their own hovel. In order to help them, he needed to supplement his income. So he did what he had to. What he was entitled to do, for all his years of service.

It had begun harmlessly enough. He accepted small gratuities for providing priority access to diagnostic services like lab tests or X-rays for people who might have otherwise waited months. In that first year, the money barely covered the expense of the homecare worker he hired to help his parents. From there, his services expanded. For a larger fee, he would move people to the top of elective surgical waiting lists. Soon surgeons began to pay for more operating time to work on their own "private" patients. For a substantial fee, Wu would even "doctor" disability and other pension applications.

When he first heard Lee's offer in exchange for allowing two "relatives" to visit a dying infected patient, he balked at the idea. But the black marketer offered more than Wu had ever seen before. In spite of huge misgivings, Wu could not resist. The moment he laid eyes on the foreigners, he knew they were not honest in their intentions. He tried to convince himself that they were just reporters, capitalizing on a sensational story and that they needed privacy to capture the virus's victims on film but in his heart he never believed that. He knew something more sinister was at work.

When hours after their visit, a nurse discovered that the dying patient had puncture marks over his jugular vein, Wu managed to cover it up. However, he could lie to himself no longer. They had stolen the man's blood and with it the virus. And he had facilitated the theft.

Wu had long since quelled the stirrings of self-recrimination about his acts of petty corruption. It was understandable, even expected to some degree, within the system he lived. But his life had been dedicated to the practice of medicine. Never before had his profiteering been undertaken at the patients' expense. His role, inadvertent as it was, in disseminating the virus beyond Gansu was beyond rationalization. Or forgiveness. And in the week since the men had stolen the virus, he barely slept at night.

Satisfied his thoughts were in order, he put his glasses back on, reached for the computer keyboard, and began to type. He addressed the e-mail to his immediate superior, the hospital's young director, Dr. Kai Huang.

Dr. Huang,

I am writing to inform you of a critical breach in hospital security that occurred seven days ago.

I accepted money from a man, Kwok Lee, whom I know to be a black marketer. In return for the bribe, I arranged for Mr. Lee and two of his accomplices to see one of the afflicted patients. Mr. Lee claimed the two men were relatives of the dying man, but I knew differently as they appeared to be of Malaysian or Indonesian descent. I assumed they were reporters, but I did not dwell on their identity or intentions.

They spent five unsupervised minutes with the patient The patient died an hour after the men left. While preparing the body, one of the nurses discovered recent puncture marks over the left jugular vein. No medical procedures had been performed at that site. My only possible conclusion is that the men withdrew vials of venous blood.

From our experience, we know that body fluid of infected patients is highly contagious. Since he was suffering from overwhelming sepsis, this patient's blood would have had a particularly high concentration of the virus.

I have no knowledge of how they mean to use this infected blood, but I can only assume that it involves criminal intent. And I cannot exclude the possibility of terrorism or the use of the virus as a weapon.

Yours, 
Ping Wu




Wu reread the e-mail, satisfied. He intentionally left out any attempt to minimize his role or justify his actions. He did not owe them that. Without hesitating, he tapped the "send" button. As soon as the e-mail left his screen, he felt a weight lift off his shoulders. He had done his part to warn others.

He reached down and opened the same desk drawer where he had twice deposited those dirty envelopes that had ruined his life and, possibly, countless others. The money was gone, but he pulled out the two bottles from the drawer. One was a popular Chinese wine, the other a pill bottle containing one hundred tablets of a major sedative.

He popped the lid off the pill bottle. Bringing the hard plastic to his lips, he tasted the bitter-salty flavor as he stuffed as many pills as would fit into his mouth. He choked them down with a gulp of wine. He had another sip of wine, but the medicinal taste lingered. He took a deep breath, and then swallowed the rest of the tablets.
  



CHAPTER 8





CIA HEADQUARTERS LANGLEY, VIRGINIA



It was an ominous name: "Carnivore". The software system electronically spies on e-mails from across the globe, trying to sniff out criminal activity and threats to U.S. national security. Among the several hundred million screened that day, Dr. Ping Wu's final e-mail piqued Carnivore's interest because it contained the words "terrorist" and "virus". After translating it into passable though grammatically questionable English. Carnivore graded the e-mail as "moderately suspicious", meaning it required review by human eyes.

As did 68,435 other e-mails sent the same day.

The overburdened CIA staffers who ran Carnivore were forever falling behind in their attempt to find the needle in an electronic haystack. Eavesdropping on the entire world was a challenge that the CIA had yet to master. Another "backlog debulking" loomed in the near future. The term was classic CIA-speak--a euphemism for a random, massive hard drive purge of all but the most suspicious of the unread e-mail backlog. The espionage world's equivalent of Russian roulette.

Even if Wu's e-mail wasn't destined to be lost in the "backlog debulking," no one at Langley would have a chance to review it for a minimum of seven days.




HARGEYSA SOMALIA



A southern breeze stirred up flakes from the dirt road. It carried with it the faint smell of food that drifted in from the cooking fire of the militia posted a half mile down the road.

Hazzir Kabaal and Abdul Sabri stood out front of the laboratory complex in the windy but warm dusk. Minutes earlier they had said prayers together with mats almost touching. Neither had spoken a word since.

Kabaal had a knack for reading people, which helped explain his unfettered success in the cutthroat world of print media. But after four days spent in Sabri's company, Kabaal still read nothing behind the man's pale eyes and placid expression. From that alone, Kabaal realized that Sabri was a man to be reckoned with. Having witnessed the dispassionate and unhesitating manner in which Sabri executed the Malaysian--one of their own men--Kabaal knew he had chosen well.

His choice was not made in haste. Kabaal had screened several candidates before settling on Sabri. He was not the only candidate with a history distinguished by ruthlessness. However, one report from the major's thick blood-stained military file tilted the balance in his favor.

Six years earlier, Sabri had led an elite team of Egyptian soldiers against an insurgency in the south of the country. After a bitter standoff, with heavy casualties on both sides, the government soldiers captured a rebel leader. Major Sabri was entrusted with interrogating the man to uncover the whereabouts of his fellow fighters who had melted away into the nearby hills. The rebel leader withstood twenty-four hours of torture without divulging a word. So Sabri changed tactics. He had the man's wife led into the room. Chained to a chair beside the bed, the rebel was forced to watch as three of Sabri's men viciously raped the woman. When the leader stayed mute, despite his wife's screams, Sabri's men brought in the man's youngest daughter and strapped her to the bed. That was the breaking point. Sabri had the rest of the rebels rounded up and summarily executed within twelve hours of the incident.

After hearing this account from the mouth of an eyewitness, Kabaal knew Sabri was the man he sought. A man of single-minded focus and unflinching violence capable of doing whatever necessary to achieve their goal: the preservation of Islam, at any cost.

Why? Kabaal wondered again. Why had this secular enforcer swapped sides and become a defender of Islam? Kabaal mulled the question over, more out of curiosity than concern. Sabri was foremost a fighter, a man of action. The cause was secondary. Kabaal would, and in fact had, bet his life on this belief.

Lost in his thoughts, Kabaal didn't notice the woman until she was standing in front of them. At first, he didn't recognize her in the dwindling light. He had only ever seen Khalila Jahal wearing a haik, the loosely fitted one-piece Moroccan robe that covers the head and body. Now, as instructed, she wore jeans, sandals, and a tightly fitted white blouse.

Large brown eyes, perfect tawny skin, and long shiny black hair complemented Jahal's hourglass figure. Most of the devout at the complex would have found her dress intolerably immodest, but Kabaal had spent enough time in the West to appreciate her sexiness without condoning her attire. In spite of his reinvigorated faith, his old habits died hard and he couldn't resist a compliment: "Ah, Khalila, in the privacy of your home you would please a husband with your exquisiteness."

She met his eyes confidendy. "My husband is dead, Abu Lahab."

"He is in paradise, now," Kabaal said, knowing that the twenty-three-year-old's husband had died in the caves of Afghanistan, fighting alongside the Taliban.

Abdul Sabri eyed Jahal with clinical detachment. "You will draw the attention of many Western men dressed that way."

"Even better," Kabaal said. "More importantly, she will pass for a Western woman dressed like that."

"I will," Jahal said with certainty.

Kabaal nodded at her solemnly. "Khalila, you do not have to go, you know that?"

"I will go," Jahal said.

"There are others," Kabaal said. "You do not have to."

Jahal shook her head defiantly. "I will go, Abu Lahab. My husband would want this. I want this. It is my duty." She bit her lip, and then smiled sadly. "It is my opportunity to serve."

Kabaal felt a pang of melancholic nostalgia. She had such obvious intelligence behind her alluring brown eyes. And her confidence and selfless faith only enhanced her attractiveness. Under different circumstances, he gladly would have done the honorable thing and married this widow.

"Are you familiar with the plan?" Sabri asked of her, his pale blue eyes seemingly indifferent to the loveliness of the woman.

"Yes, Major." Jahal nodded, showing the first hint of intimidation in his presence. "I will be inoculated in the morning. The truck will pick me up immediately following. I will fly out from Tangiers. I will pick up my new papers in Paris."

"Do you know all the rendezvous points?" Sabri's eyes narrowed, still not convinced.

"Yes, Major," Jahal said. "I once spent several months in Paris. My French is impeccable. I could pass for a local," she said without a trace of conceit.

"And from there?" Sabri pressed.

"My transit is all arranged," she said "I will wait for the fever and cough to develop before I go out. I have gone through the routine a thousand times in my head."

Again, Kabaal was struck by her confident poise in the presence of two men; a rare trait for a young female Islamist. Had she grown up in the West, Kabaal decided she would have been a feminist. He was struck by another wave of nostalgia. He had bedded a few self-described feminists in London in the seventies, happily discovering that their passion wasn't limited to gender politics.

Major Sabri studied the Moroccan woman for a long while. "Good." He finally exhaled, appearing satisfied but not pleased.

"You understand what is at stake?" Kabaal asked her.

"As I said, Abu Lahab, I know the plan to--"

Kabaal cut her off with a wave of his hand. "No. No. No. Do you understand why we must do this?"

She nodded calmly.

"We are under siege, Khalila," Kabaal went on though Jahal did not appear the least doubtful. "They have all the conventional weapons. Their army is camped at the gates of the Tigris. Their tanks and planes are within miles of Mecca. You understand, Khalila?"

"I do," Jahal said.

"I am not a madman." Kabaal looked away from her, pained by her lovely resolute face. "If there was another way." His shoulders sagged and his head drooped. "I don't want you to die. I don't want others to die."

She reached out as if she might touch Kabaal's shoulder, but her hand stopped short. Instead, she ran her hand through her hair like she meant to brush it all along. "It is what must be done," she said.

"It is the only way." Kabaal cleared his throat. "We cannot let them take our holy sites ... take our way of life ... take our God." He held his head up higher. "They will learn His vengeance for trying. They will learn it from you, Khalila."

He looked from the expressionless Sabri to the nodding Jahal.

"And there will be no mercy for those who stand in His way," Kabaal predicted.
  



CHAPTER 9





JIAYUGUAN REGIONAL HOSPITAL GANSU PROVINCE CHINA



Dr. Kai Huang sat silently at his desk and trembled with rage.

At thirty-two, Kai Huang was one of the youngest medical directors in all of China, and he had no intention of stopping there. But now his career teetered on the brink of ruin. All thanks to the now-deceased associate director.

He read Ping Wu's e-mail again, and the trembling increased. Huang had always sensed that the bitter little man would somehow be his undoing. That Wu had done it from beyond his grave only made Huang that much angrier. He would never have the satisfaction of wringing Wu's neck. If only I had acted sooner! Huang thought bitterly.

Huang was aware of how much Wu resented being overlooked for the director's position. In the five years since the hospital opened, Huang had always kept a watchful eye on Wu. When Wu inexplicably jumped from self-righteous communism to shady profiteering, Huang opened a file tracking his under-the-table dealings. Huang would have intervened sooner, but Wu's tireless and efficient work habits had come in very handy for the young director during his long absences on career-building trips to Lanzhou and Beijing.

When the hospital had become the epicenter for treating the mysterious viral outbreak, Huang had to concede that Wu had responded well in his absence. Returning from the capital, Huang had stepped back and allowed Wu to continue managing the crisis, knowing that his career stood to gain a huge boost if Wu succeeded. And if Wu failed it left a convenient scapegoat and a simple solution to his problem with this unlikable little man.

Animosity aside, Huang was still shocked by what Wu had allowed to happen. Especially as the man had seemed determined to single-handedly control the outbreak. Huang never dreamed that Wu would actually try to profit from an epidemic.

Even in his state of panicky self-preservation, Huang understood that Wu's treachery impacted far beyond his own career. But as he stared at the message taunting him on his computer screen, he realized that he was the only recipient specified in the e-mail's "To" field. Unless Wu had written separately to someone else before his suicide or sent blind copies to others, which seemed unlikely considering the man's basic computer skills, Wu had left Huang as the sole caretaker of his dirty secret.

Huang sat for a long time, considering the implications of his next step.

Whoever stole the virus was either dead or long gone, he rationalized. Aside from signing his own death warrant, what possible good would come from sounding the alarm to his superiors?

With a shaking hand, Kai Huang reached for the keyboard and tapped the "delete" key.




DEPARTEMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY NEBRASKA AVENUE CENTER WASHINGTON, B.C.



Gwen Savard's ankle ached even after she sat down at her desk. She blamed it on the colder weather, not willing to accept it as a sign of aging. D.C. had taken a turn for the colder in mid-November. Even her Lycra-suit, gloves, and lined hat couldn't keep her jogs warm, when she headed out daily at 5:30 A.M. And this morning, she had tweaked her ankle again in the predawn darkness. The time had come to move inside to the gym for the winter, which meant twenty more minutes of commuting. So be it, thought Gwen. Her directorship of the counter-bioterrorism program with its demanding and unpredictable schedule had already cost her her spot on her women's soccer team. She wasn't about to give up her morning workout ritual, despite the ever-mounting workload.

Gwen willed away her ankle pain as she scanned through her massive list of e-mails. Once she answered the most pressing of the messages, she logged onto the password-protected highest security zone of the Centers for Disease Control Web site.

Gwen spent the next fifteen minutes, as she did every morning, reviewing the CDC's global surveillance of the "hot spots." A shigella epidemic had hit West Africa, but she was relieved to see that the reported outbreak of possible Ebola in Nigeria turned out to be no more than Dengue Fever, no walk in the park, but still no Ebola.

Scanning the catalogue of infections sweeping the planet--antibiotic-resistant tuberculosis among New York's drug addicts, syphilis in the San Francisco gay community, chloroquine-resistant malaria in the Philippines, and so on--she was reminded of the forest fires that had burned out of control in California. Just as one pocket of flames was doused, ten others would spring up around it. And so it was for the CDC and WHO in their attempts to contain the uncontainable.

Savard shook her head, thinking of how twenty-five years earlier, in the days before HIV and bacteria resistant to all known antibiotics, some scientists had declared the war on infectious diseases over--a knockout victory for medical science. How wrong they were. Now microorganisms had the doctors against the ropes, not vice versa.

Gwen clicked on the headline concerning the new virus in western China. She had kept a close eye on the story ever since the scattered reports of farmers developing atypical respiratory infections had surfaced two weeks earlier. She was not surprised to read that the virus had reached a small city in northwest China, but she knew it meant trouble. Urban spread was the epidemiological equivalent of flashpoint.

She decided it was time to speak to someone closer to the forefront of the outbreak. A name danced around the back of her head, but refused to surface into consciousness. She reached for the old-fashioned Rolodex on her desktop. She had to flip through it twice before her brain and fingers connected. There it was: Dr. Noah Haldane, professor of infectious diseases at Georgetown and WHO emerging pathogens expert. She had met him only once, six months earlier, when they were both lecturing at a conference. Though his talk was funny and irreverent, she most recalled his chilling description of how ill prepared the planet was for the pandemic, which he guaranteed was on its way. She couldn't picture his face, but she remembered him as handsome. When they chatted afterward, he refused to accept any of the credit people ascribed to him for halting the SARS epidemic in the Far East.

If anyone at the WHO had an inside track on this latest outbreak, she thought it would be Haldane. A knock at the door stopped her just as she reached for the phone. "Come in," she called out.

Alex Clayton, the CIA's Deputy Director of Operations, strode in as assuredly as if Gwen had been expecting him all morning.

Savard hit a button on the keyboard to close the CDC Web site. The screensaver she had been meaning to change--a picture of Peter and her with a number still pinned on her chest, hugging at the finish line of the Washington Marathon--popped up. She rose from her desk. A stab of pain shot up from her ankle, but she suppressed her wince out of reflex. She had been conditioned to believe that as a woman in the upper echelons of the D.C. power structure, she was not allowed to show any hint of weakness or fallibility.

"Was I expecting you?" Gwen asked.

"Can't say," Clayton said with a wide flirtatious smile. "But we weren't scheduled to meet."

He wore a three-button, black suit with an olive green shirt, collar open, which highlighted his dark green eyes and Mediterranean complexion. With gelled hair, Armani suit, and perfect accessories, he struck Gwen as the consummate "metrosexual"--a straight, male urbanite with all the vanity and fashion sense of a stereotypical gay man.

Gwen knew Clayton had inherited his brooding good looks from his Greek father. When she had once asked him about his baseball-and-apple-pie surname, he explained that his immigrant father had anglicized their last name from the original Klatopolis in a failed attempt to better fit into the small Pennsylvanian town where he had grown up.

Gwen sat back down on her chair, thankful for the opportunity to take the weight off her ankle. "What's up, Alex?"

Clayton slid into the seat across from her desk. He unbuttoned his jacket and crossed a knee over his other leg. Once he made himself comfortable, he asked, "Got a minute?"

"No," she said with a laugh. "But what's up?"

"I've been thinking about what you said at the meeting last week."

"Oh?"

"About terrorists getting their hands on SARS."

"And?"

The smile left Clayton's lips. "It disturbs me."

"Good." Savard nodded. "It damn well should."

Clayton made a clicking sound with his tongue, before speaking. "Gwen, we've been picking up a lot of cell-phone chatter lately."

"Terrorists?"

"We think so."

"Who?"

Clayton shrugged. "Not sure."

"That's not very helpful, Alex."

"Christ, Gwen, it's not like they get on the phone and say, 'Hello, terrorist X speaking,' " he snapped.

Savard leaned back in her chair, unperturbed. "Your job wouldn't be much of a challenge if they did."

Clayton chuckled. "Golf and dating are challenges enough. Who said I needed my job to be one?" His expression darkened. "You know, everyone expects us to be watching what goes on in every nook and cranny of the planet, but we can't. We're spies, Gwen, not fortune-tellers."

"You can't be everywhere at once, huh?"

"It's not so much that." He shook his head in disgust. "Today's enemies have become like the bugs you study under your microscope "

She cocked her head and frowned. "How so?"

"When I joined the CIA in the mid-eighties, there was a definable enemy. The Soviet bloc and a few other rogue states." He sighed, sounding to Gwen like one of those CIA relics who truly missed the Cold War and its constant threat of nuclear annihilation. "Sure, they had operatives around the world up to what we considered no good. But at least they were linked, albeit obliquely, into a command structure. You could take down an entire operation by cracking one piece of the puzzle."

"Not now?" Gwen asked.

"Take Al Qaeda," he said. "Those fanatics multiply like bacteria into their own 'cells.' But colonies might be a better word, sticking with the micro analogy. Each colony functions entirely independently from the others. None of the traditional hierarchy of the KGB or any state-sponsored insurgency," he said with another melancholic sigh. "These colonies are totally self-sufficient with their own finances, operations, and leadership. You take one down, you still have nothing on the others. It's so damn frustrating. Like cutting off a head of the Hydra only to have two more spring up in its place."

Gwen wasn't used to such intensity from Clayton. Normally, he favored the cavalier, unflappable "superspy" routine salted with a trace of charming seff-parody. She felt a rush of genuine empathy for Clayton, realizing that in spite of his pretense none of this was a game to him.

"Gwen, no one remembers our success in dismantling cells from New Jersey to Pakistan," Clayton sighed. "Everyone remembers the misses."

Gwen knew he was referring to 9/11, but she didn't comment. "What does the chatter have to do with the concerns I raised?" she asked.

"Nothing, maybe." Clayton shrugged. "But we overheard pieces of conversations concerning lab equipment and transport. At least, that's what we think they were talking about. It's hard to be sure."

Savard nodded. "Anything else?"

Clayton nodded. "Last week, we tracked a shipment of high-tech laboratory equipment--incubators, centrifuges, hoods, and other supplies--from Germany to Algeria. But our sources in Algeria can find no record of any hospital or lab ordering any of it. What's more, the stuff seems to have disappeared after arrival."

"Disappeared?" Gwen bit her lip. "Sounds like a lot of equipment How would it just disappear?"

"Gwen, are you kidding me?" Clayton leaned back in his seat and laughed bitterly. "This is Africa we're talking about. With enough money and connections you could make Kenya disappear without a trace."

Savard stared at the video screen's picture of herself locked in a hug with her estranged husband. Without looking up she said, "What now?"

"We're focusing resources on Africa. We're even sending agents in to see what they can dig up." He adjusted the collar on his shirt. "We're surprisingly well connected in Algeria and northern Africa."

"But?"

"East Africa..." He held his hands up, as if to say that half of the continent was a write-off.

"We should tell the Secretary," Gwen said.

"Mine already knows," Clayton said, referring to the CIA Director. "What you want to tell the Homeland Security Secretary is up to you."

Gwen nodded distractedly.

"Do we take this to the weekly council meeting?" Clayton asked.

She shook her head. "Why? Not much to tell them now, is there?"

"Fine by me. The less I have to say to Moira and the rest of the happy-go-lucky gang at the FBI, the happier I am." He grinned as his placid self-confident demeanor resurfaced. "You know, I'm sure we could work this whole thing out over a plate of sushi and a couple of sakis."

Gwen smiled in spite of herself. "There's a high potential for all kinds of nasty bugs in uncooked fish."

Clayton rolled his eyes. "Right now, I get the feeling uncooked fish is the least of my worries."

"I suppose," she said. "But I've barely gotten used to the emptiness of my condo. Alex, I don't know if I'm ready for sushi and saki just yet."

Hopping to his feet, he slapped his forehead in mock embarrassment. "What am I thinking? I completely forgot about the minimum-six-months-before-having-Japanese-after-a-breakup law." He headed for the door. "The offer stands, though," he called over his shoulder without turning back.

After he was gone, Gwen sat and stared at her embracing image on the screen. What was the harm in going out for dinner with the handsome spy? she thought. She reached for her mouse and scrolled through the options until she chose a new screensaver: an image of a robin's nest in which baby birds were breaking free of their shells. Maybe a little heavy on the schmaltz, but what the hell, she thought. She needed it now. Barring a catastrophe befalling them during the rest of the week, she resolved that she would call Clayton and accept his offer.

She clicked back open the CDC web site. She read the rest of the CDC's failing report card on global infection control, but she couldn't concentrate. The similarities between the coverage of this new Chinese virus and the early days of SARS were uncanny. But last time, there were no laboratory supplies missing in Africa to compound her concerns.
  



CHAPTER 10





CAIRO, EGYPT



Sergeant Achmed Eleish of the Cairo Police sat in a housecoat on his living-room sofa reading the Sunday paper. His wife Samira and he had just returned from Fajr, the morning prayers, at the mosque. Their two adult daughters, both teachers, had gone "for a quick shop," which meant Eleish would not see them again before the evening. Sunny but not too hot outside, Eleish decided it was shaping up to be a perfect lazy Sunday.

Aside from the homeless and the ultrarich, the rest of Cairo's eighteen million residents lived in apartments. The Eleishes were no exception. Leaving a smaller one-bedroom apartment, they had moved into their modem nineteenth-floor, two-bedroom apartment in the heart of Cairo two years earlier when, with the help of his daughters' savings, Eleish scraped together a down payment. Their home was Achmed Eleish's pride and joy. His castle. He often told his wife and daughters that if Allah smiled upon him, He would let Eleish live in the apartment until the day he died.

Still dressed in her black dress from the prayer service, Samira Eleish stood across from her husband, ironing his shirts for the week ahead. "What's new in Cairo, Achmed?" she asked.

The detective looked up from the newspaper. Again, he was struck by her warm large eyes and aristocratic face, which had aged so well in the thirty-two years since they wed. Even her gray hair seemed to complement her mature beauty. And unlike her husband, Samira had maintained the same slim figure her entire adult life.

Eleish shrugged and flapped the paper in his hands. "Corruption. Cost overruns. Minor scandal. In short, absolutely nothing is new in Cairo,"

"No news is the best news of all," Samira said as she hung a shirt and then reached for the next one in the pile.

"Hmmm." Eleish mumbled his agreement as he turned the page. The headline caught his eye immediately--"Publishing Mogul Re-defines Arab Newspapers." Below it, a picture of Hazzir Kabaal occupied a third of the page. Staring at Kabaal's smug smile and expensive Italian suit, Eleish felt his stomach knot. He wanted to flip the page and forget about Kabaal on his day off, but he couldn't peel his eyes from the article. It described how with his latest newspaper acquisition Kabaal had claimed a monopoly over the conservative print media in much of the Arab world. Suddenly Eleish's perfect day clouded over.

"Achmed?" Samira asked, recognizing the frown on her husband's face.

"Hazzir Kabaal" he said softly.

Samira shook her head slowly and sighed. "Let's not talk about him today."

Eleish held up the paper for his wife. "He's right here on page two," he said.

"What is he up to?" Samira asked calmly without taking her eyes off her ironing.

"He bought another newspaper." He flapped the paper in his hand. "Can you imagine, Miri? Soon, his will be the only opinion the man on the street reads. Then what?"

"People are not fools, Achmed." Samira stopped ironing. She fingered the pendant hanging from her necklace. "His kind may make the loudest noise, but he doesn't speak for the people."

"He will soon enough," Eleish grumbled.

Ever since he had been shot, Eleish harbored an interest in Kabaal that bordered on obsession. Eight years earlier, Eleish and other police officers had raided the home of a fundamentalist who was part of a plot to assassinate members of a visiting European Union delegation. Bursting through the apartment door, Eleish was blown back against the wall by a shotgun blast discharged from five feet in front of him. Only the Kevlar vest and his proximity to his would-be-killer--which prevented shrapnel from spraying into his head--saved his life. Two of his colleagues and all four of the terrorists were killed in the gunfight.

Several weeks later, when he could finally take a breath or a step without feeling like a chainsaw slashed at his chest, Eleish investigated. He discovered three of the four terrorists worked for newspapers owned by Kabaal. Eleish refused to accept it as coincidence. While he never connected Kabaal directly to the assassination plot, he discovered that Kabaal and his papers had links to several extreme Islamist elements, including Sheikh Hassan's Al-Futuh Mosque.

"Miri, he won't stop until he has shamed our religion in front of the whole world," Eleish sighed. "Or worse."

"I know, Achmed," Samira said patiently.

"There I go again, right?" Eleish chuckled with a flash of self-insight, but he couldn't help himself when it came to Kabaal. "He embodies the worst of these extremists and their so-called Muslim Brotherhood," he said.

Samira closed her eyes and nodded. Eleish knew she had heard the speech a hundred times before, but he had to get it off his chest.

"They are so few in number, but thanks to them people around the world associate the name of Islam with bombings and terror," He shook his clasped hands in front of him. "The Kabaals of the world are the worst of the lot! From the comfort and safety of their homes and palaces, they fan the flames of bitterness and violence among the poor and downtrodden. Then they send the brainwashed fools out to kill themselves along with all those innocent people." His voice grew quiet, and he looked down at the sofa. "They defame our Faith, Miri. Making Islam look to the rest of the world cruel and vindictive when it is anything but."

"It's just another right-wing newspaper," Samira said tenderly.

"One paper at a time. Soon he'll have all of them," Eleish murmured as he turned back to the article. Reading the last paragraph, a sentence caught his eye. "Listen to this, Miri," he said to his wife and waved his paper again. "'Hazzir Kabaal was not available for comment as he has been out of Egypt on vacation for the past week."'

Samira put her iron down. "So?"

"In eight years, I've never known Kabaal to take a vacation," Eleish said. "The man is a workaholic."

Samira eyed her husband for several seconds. "There's something else, isn't there, Achmed?"

"I make it my business to know whenever Kabaal leaves the country," he confessed sheepishly. "And I hadn't heard about him going anywhere."

Samira's lips broke into a smile that Eleish recognized as part admiration and part exasperation. "What do you intend to do, Achmed?"

Eleish shrugged. "Find out where he is."

She stared at him without comment.

Eleish folded the paper and put it down on the couch beside him. "Miri, I have been a detective my whole life. It's all I know. And it's the only thing I've ever been good at."

"Come, now." Samira's brown eyes twinkled. "You're a pretty good father, and not so bad a husband."

Eleish smiled, but when he spoke his tone was serious. "I have a feeling that Hazzir Kabaal is up to something. Something bad. I cannot tell you why, but you know my hunches are rarely wrong."

The smile left Samira's lips. She nodded. "Go find out where he is and what he's up to. But, Achmed..." Her voice trailed off.

"Yes?" Eleish said.

"Never forget what happened the first time you crossed his path. Our girls need their father. And I do not want to be a widow." Her face creased and her eyes bore into his. "Achmed Eleish, you be careful with this man."




HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Though she had to rise in a few more hours, Khalila Jahal was no closer to sleep than she had been the rest of the night Even more than her apprehension about her looming predawn viral inoculation, the continuous soft sobs of her neighbor kept sleep at bay for Jahal.

Unlike the men's section of the complex, which was an open dorm, curtains partitioned the women's side into rooms so small that the women had to sit on their beds to finish dressing. More than twenty women stayed at the complex. Khalila had been given the spot next to Sharifa Sha'rawi. In Cairo Jahal and Sha'rawi hardly spoke, but their friendship blossomed in the Somali wasteland. Khalila had naturally assumed the role of a protective big sister to her emotionally fragile neighbor with the round face and wild, black curly locks.

When Sharifa's weeping showed no sign of abating, Khalila slipped out of her bed and peeled back the curtain separating their rooms. She knelt down by her friend's bed. "Sharifa?" she asked gently.

"Oh, Khalila, I am sorry." Sha'rawi sniffed, but then broke into an even louder cry.

Khalila reached out and squeezed Sharifa's arm. "May I lie with you?" she asked.

Sharifa nodded her assent, and Khalila climbed onto the bed. Though neither woman was particularly large, the wooden cot was so narrow that they had to lie on their sides to both fit. Even snuggled against Sharifa's back, Jahal could feel the rough edge of wood digging into her buttock and shoulder. And she felt the dampness on her cheek from where Sharifa's tears had wet the sheets. "What is it?" Jahal asked.

"You are going, tomorrow," Sha'rawi sobbed.

"It is time."

"How come you are not more frightened?" Sha'rawi asked.

"I am." Jahal rubbed the other woman's shoulder, thankful for the human contact. "But what can I do? It is what God has chosen for me."

"But it is men who have chosen this for you," Sha'rawi said. Then she grabbed Jahal's hand on her shoulder. "I didn't mean that!" she said fearfully. "You know, it's just that sometimes--"

"I know, Sharifa." Jahal reassured Sha'rawi with a squeeze of her shoulder. "Sometimes men are fools." She paused, then added in a quieter voice, "And sometimes they are hateful and very dangerous."

Sha'rawi giggled nervously.

"But not Abu Lahab," Jahal continued. "Sheikh Hassan explained it to me. Abu Lahab is fighting the only way he can to preserve our faith."

"But you, Khalila." Sha'rawi sniffed again. "It is such a waste ..."

"It is our duty--our honor--to serve God." She paused. "Zamil would agree. I know it."

Sha'rawi looked over her shoulder. Though Jahal couldn't see the other woman's face in the near darkness, she could feel and smell her warm, garlicky breath. "I should go in your place, Khalila," she said earnestly.

Khalila stroked Sharifa's cheek, feeling the slight pocks of old acne scars. "I want to do this," Khalila said.

"But, Khalila, you are so beautiful and intelligent," Sha'rawi said and her voice cracked. "I am the slow orphan girl that no man would marry. I have no husband or children to live for."

"Hush, Sharifa. I don't like to hear you talk this way," Jahal removed her hand from the girl's cheek. "Women do not need to live for men or children. You are very special. You serve God here." Then she spoke in a near whisper. "Besides, my husband is dead."

"Please, Khalila, tell me more about Zamil," Sha'rawi said.

Jahal shook her head slowly.

"Is it too painful?" Sha'rawi asked.

Jahal shrugged, but pain had nothing to do with it. Every waking moment she carried the pain of his loss like a knife in her side, but she had decided not to discuss the memories of their perfect life together with anyone else. She had learned that protecting the privacy of those memories helped maintain their lingering sense of intimacy.

Sha'rawi groped for Jahal's hand and squeezed it tight. "I had no right to ask--"

"Zamil never wanted to go to Afghanistan, but he felt duty bound," Jahal said calmly. "He was a scholar not a fighter." She had a vivid mental picture of her scrawny, beautiful husband packing up his heavy books to drag to a dark cave in the middle of a war. "The night he crossed the border from Pakistan into Afghanistan, I found out I was pregnant"

Only when Jahal heard Sha'rawi's sobs did she realize that tears had begun to run down her own cheeks. "Ten days later, I miscarried," Jahal said slowly. "Everyone wondered why I mourned so hard for a baby I had only carried for weeks, but I knew."

"Knew what?"

"It was a sign." Khalila said. "A week later I heard Zamil had been killed by an American bomb that destroyed his cave on the same day I lost my baby." Her voice went hoarse. "The very same day"

Sha'rawi squeezed her hand even tighter but said nothing.

"I accepted the Fate God had chosen for me," Jahal said, feeling the resolve cement inside her. "I vowed to make myself useful. To commit the way Zamil had. Then Sheikh Hassan introduced me to Abu Lahab. And now here I am beside you."

Sha'rawi sniffed several times. "But you will leave in the morning. And without you ..."

"Listen to me, Sharifa." Jahal let go of her friend's hand and placed her hand on Sharifa's cheek again. "You will be fine without me. Abu Lahab will take care of you."

Sha'rawi swallowed. "I will miss you so much."

"As I will miss you." Jahal tapped the woman lightly on her cheek. "Sharifa, I want you to promise me something."

"What?"

"That you will stay away from the Major."

"Major Sabri? Why?"

"He is not like the rest of us." She paused. "He is no fool but ..."

"But?"

"Remember what I said about some men?" Jahal asked.

Sha'rawi nodded. "That they are full of hate?"

"And very dangerous," Jahal said wistfully. "Just like the Major."
  



CHAPTER 11





COMMUNIST PARTY HEADQUARTERS, JIAYUGUAN CITY



Like everything else he had seen from the Cultural Revolution era, the box of a boardroom struck Noah Haldane as austere. He decided that if the bank of windows lining the wall behind him were even half the size of the dour black-and-white portraits of the Party functionaries hanging on the other walls, the room might have come across as a little less oppressive.

Noah sat between Duncan McLeod and Milly Yuen at the large, rectangular board table. Helmut Streicher sat on the other side of the table beside the city's chief health officer, Yung Se Choy. A blueprint-sized, detailed map of Jiayuguan City covered the tabletop in front of them. In his late forties and skinny to the point of swimming in his navy-blue suit, Yung Choy had a mop of thick hair and a wispy mustache that failed to hide the scar of a repaired cleft lip. Dr. Kai Huang, the regional hospital's young director, sat on the far side of Choy and fidgeted distractedly with his pen. Both Choy and Huang spoke passable English, but Milly Yuen filled in as translator where necessary.

Streicher ran a finger over the map. "Here," he barked in his crisp Germanic accent. "All known cases of viral transmission have occurred among people living in these zones in red." He pointed to the north corner of the city, where several blocks had been circled in red. "And the blue lines represent the buffer zone," he said of the single blue rectangle that enclosed all the red zones plus a buffer of several city blocks.

"Fucking great, Streicher!" McLeod hollered. "No doubt all those potential Typhoid Marys knew better than to walk past the little red and blue lines."

Streicher adjusted the Lennon-style round eyeglasses, which highlighted his striking blue-gray eyes. "You understand, Dr. McLeod, about sectorizing outbreaks, no?" he asked with a hint of condescension. He circled the red zones with a finger. "There have been no confirmed cases outside of these. Correct, Mr. Choy?"

Choy nodded vigorously.

Streicher pointed at the blue line. "As of yesterday, the local authorities have quarantined this entire zone within the blue."

"Quarantine, of course," McLeod said. "I remember the wonderful quarantine in Toronto during SARS. Suspected cases were told to stay at home and wear masks, but some of them went to work anyway."

The health officer shook his head. "No one leaves," Choy said emphatically. "Army guards against it."

"Lord love a repressive dictatorship during an epidemic!" McLeod said. "Makes our job so much easier."

Streicher nodded as if McLeod were serious. "The quarantine should contain the spread within the city. The incubation period is estimated at three to five days. We will know in seventy-two to ninety-six hours whether there has been spread beyond the blue."

"When was the first case seen in Jiayuguan City?" Haldane asked.

"Five days ago," Choy squeaked in a high-pitched voice.

"And how many cases so far?"

Dr. Huang spoke to Yuen in Mandarin. "Seventy confirmed, forty-five suspected, and twenty-six dead," she translated for him.

"Five days and less than two hundred cases," Haldane thought aloud. "With the short incubation period, I would have expected greater spread by now. It's a safe bet that this virus does not exhibit airborne spread."

Even after the translation, Choy stared blankly at Haldane. With Yuen acting as the go-between, Haldane explained. "For all infections, there are three routes of potential spread. First, direct contact. HIV or Hepatitis B are examples of viruses requiring intimate contact. Second is droplet spread like with the common cold or flu. When an infected person sneezes or coughs, large mucous droplets carry the virus from person to person. However, these droplets are relatively big and fall to the ground quickly so you need close and immediate contact. The final and most feared route of spread is airborne. Smallpox and measles are viral examples. By coughing or sneezing, people aerosolize tiny particles. These particles can linger in the air for hours or spread remotely via ventilation systems and so on. It means that people can be infected without direct contact to a contagious person."

"Ja," agreed Streicher. "Airborne spread is an epidemiological catastrophe. But this ARCS looks only to have droplet spread."

Eyes wide, Choy asked in English, "This is very good?"

"Bloody marvelous," McLeod said. "As it stands, we might not die for weeks."

Haldane glanced sidelong at his colleague. "Not helping, Duncan."

Milly Yuen held up a hand tentatively. "I have something to report."

"Please, Milly ..." Haldane held out his palm.

"I heard from the WHO Influenza Surveillance Lab in Hong Kong an hour ago," she said quietly. "They've isolated the virus in the serum samples."

Two hands on the table, McLeod pushed himself up out of his seat. "Don't keep us hanging, Milly!"

"As we assumed, this virus is closely related to influenza," Yuen said.

Haldane folded his arm across his chest. "But it's not influenza?"

Yuen shrugged so imperceptibly that her shoulders barely flickered. "It is a subtype, but it is not influenza A or B."

"What other kinds of influenza are there?" Streicher asked.

Kai Huang dropped the pen and looked up at the others. "The Spanish Flu," he said in English.

Haldane shook his head. "I wondered about that, too, but I don't think this is the Spanish Flu. At least, not the exact same virus that caused the 1918 pandemic."

"How can you be so sure?" Streicher asked.

"Because that pandemic swept the planet in four months in an age before commercial air travel," Haldane said. "One billion people were infected. Greater than fifty percent of the world's population at the time. If we were dealing with the same bug, the genie would already be out of the bottle. Clearly, ARCS is not as contagious."

"How do you know that the infection control measures haven't been better this time?" Streicher asked.

"Or maybe the last time, the Spanish Flu banged around some remote Chinese province for a few years before going global." McLeod pointed a bony finger at Haldane. "Could be the same with ARCS? Like some Australian teenager, it might just be chomping at the bit to head out and party around the world."

Haldane shook his head slowly. "It's already been in this city for almost a week and they've seen fewer than two hundred cases. The Spanish Flu would have swept the city like wildfire by now." He tapped the table. "What's more, even in 1918 the mortality rate for the Spanish Flu was only two percent. Whereas ARCS is far deadlier. It's killing twenty-five percent of its young, healthy victims." He shook his head. "Twenty-five percent!"

"So ARCS is not the Spanish Flu?" Streicher asked.

"Could be closely related, though." Haldane shrugged.

McLeod nodded. "Maybe this is the Spanish Flu's long-lost meaner but antisocial sister."

"I think we can find out," Yuen said quietly.

"How so?" Haldane asked.

She looked down and shuffled the papers in front of her, needlessly. "The U.S. military pathology labs have saved tissue samples from the 1918 Spanish Flu victims. We have a partially sequenced genome for the virus. Now that we know ARCS is a member of the influenza family, we will be able to sequence this virus with DNA probes. Then we can compare the two."

"All good and bloody well, Milly," McLeod said with a sympathetic smile to her. "But sequencing the virus doesn't help the people who are dying of it today, or those who will acquire it tomorrow."

People around the table nodded.

Haldane snapped his fingers. He whirled to face the two Chinese health officials. "How are you controlling the spread in the countryside?"

Huang looked away. He picked up his pen and started twirling again.

With Yuen translating, Choy answered for them. "We have the same strict quarantines in place in all the towns and farms for two hundred miles around the city. There is no travel allowed into or out of any areas that have had an active case within the last ten days."

"But the livestock!" Haldane said.

Choy shrugged, confused.

"As with the Spanish Flu, ARCS is almost certainly a product of zoonosis, or species intermixing." Haldane leaned forward in his chair, tapped the table, and spoke so urgently that Yuen had difficulty keeping up with the translation. "The pig is the usual mixing vessel. Inside the porcine bloodstream, viruses from birds like chickens meet their human equivalent and mutate. We call it a 'massive reassortment of genetic code.' Since pigs are the usual intermediary, most of these mutated viruses are forms of swine flus."

"I see." Choy nodded. "But what does that mean in terms of our quarantine?"

"It means," Haldane said, "that you have to slaughter the livestock. Like they did last year in Vietnam and Korea for the Avian Influenza outbreaks."

"Just the pigs?"

Haldane shook his head. "No. Birds are the natural carriers of influenza. They develop the most profound viremia, or highest blood levels, without becoming sick. The chickens--in fact, all the livestock--must be sacrificed."

Choy glared at Haldane and his face crumpled in dire concern. Yuen translated Choy's frantic, squeaky response. "But farming is one of the province's essential industries. Gansu's economy would be devastated if we slaughtered all the livestock."

"And the alternative?" Haldane held his hands out in front of him. "Imagine what would happen to the economy if ARCS broke free of here and stormed across China and beyond, killing one in four of the healthy people who stood in its path?"

Haldane glanced around the table. The others, even Choy, nodded in agreement, but Dr. Kai Huang refused to meet his gaze. Instead, he stared at the table and frantically twirled the pen in his hand. Haldane wondered why the youthful hospital director looked more fearful than anyone else at the table.

 

Haldane grappled with the door to his small hotel room. Once opened, he took two strides and lunged for the ringing phone. "Hello?" he said, hearing his breathless anticipation echo back in his ear.

"Noah?"

He felt a pang of disappointment, recognizing that it wasn't his wife's voice. "Oh, Karen, hi," he said.

"Well, hello to you too, stranger," said his secretary, Karen Jackson.

"What's going on, Karen?"

"Tell me everything," she said excitedly. "How's China? What's the Great Wall like?"

"I don't have a clue," Haldane said irritably. "I'm not over here on the AAA's Great Chinese Bus Tour. We're kind of working against the clock."

"Excuse me," Jackson murmured. "I forgot how busy saving the world must keep you."

Haldane chuckled. "Sorry, Karen, I haven't caught up from my jet lag yet. But in all honesty, all I've seen so far is the hotel, the hospital, and city hall. None of which are anything to write home about."

"No, it was a boneheaded question." She laughed. "Of course, you're too busy for all that." Then she asked in a hushed voice: "What is it like over there, Noah? Scary?"

"Yeah. A little."

"You keeping safe?" Jackson demanded with her usual maternal protectiveness.

"It's not me I'm worried about," he said, sitting down on the bed and resting his back against the headboard. "This virus is some piece of work."

"That's what they say," Jackson said.

"Who's they?" Haldane asked.

"The news folk," she said.

He hit the bed with a fist. "Damn it. This has made the news?"

"Small print, back page stuff so far," she said. "I came across a small article in the Post. Wouldn't have even seen it if I wasn't looking for the crossword."

"That's better, I guess," he said. "Is that what you called to tell me?"

"No," she said. "Someone is looking for you. She said it was important."

"Who?"

"Dr. Gwen Savard"

"Why is that name so familiar?"

"She sounds like a bigwig," Jackson said. "Her title's a mouthful, anyway. Director of Counter-Bioterrorism for the Department of Homeland Security."

"Sure. I met her at a conference." He remembered her fiery intensity as much as her California-girl good looks. "What does she want?"

"She wouldn't tell little old me," Jackson said. "But she left about forty numbers for you to call her at."

Haldane patted around the nightstand until he found a pen and a pad. "Give me the first two," he said.

After she recited the numbers, she asked, "When are you coming home?"

"Soon as I can, Karen."

"Good," Jackson said. "I know that little girl of yours is missing her daddy."

Not as much as her dad is missing her, Haldane thought as he hung up. With the phone still in his hand, he dialed the operator.

On the second ring, someone answered. "Hello, Haldane residence."

He experienced another rush of disappointment as he realized he was talking to his mother-in-law, Shirley Dolman, not his wife. "Hi, Shirley, it's Noah."

"Oh, my goodness, I'm talking to China," Dolman said as if the entire country had called her. "How are you, Noah?"

"Fine," he said. "How is everything back home?"

"Things are well," Dolman said in her syrupy tone. "Chloe is asleep. And I'm afraid Anna is out with a friend."

"With a friend," Haldane repeated. He checked his watch, and recalculated. It was after 10:00 P.M. in Maryland. "Did she say whom?" he asked.

"No, matter of fact she didn't," Dolman said. "But she said she wouldn't be home until after midnight. They were going to a late movie, you see."

"Oh."

"She left her cell phone on in case of something with Chloe. I'm sure you can reach her on that, Noah."

"Great, thanks, Shirley. You take care."

Haldane dropped the phone back on the cradle. He had no intention of trying his wife's cell. Why interrupt her movie? he thought. Not that he believed she was at the theater, but movie or not, Haldane couldn't shake his absolute conviction that Anna was with her.

 

It was near dusk by the time the officials arranged for a car to take Haldane and McLeod out to the site of quarantine in the northeast section of Jiayuguan City.

Staring out the window of the car, images of Tiananmen Square from the student uprising in 1989 popped to Haldane's mind. The sight turned his stomach. He had once dabbled in student activism during his undergrad days. While the students at Tiananmen had to face firing squads or the caterpillar tracks of tanks rolling toward them, all Haldane got out of his activism was a security escort back to his dorm.

There were no tanks in Jiayuguan, but trucks and military vehicles were plentiful. Masked soldiers patrolled the streets, rifles slung prominently over their shoulders. Several muscular German shepherds strained at leashes. A barbed-wire fence snaked around the far side of the street, isolating an entire section of the city.

"These lads don't mess around when it comes to quarantining," McLeod said, his wide eyes surveying the scene outside the window.

"What the hell are they doing?" Haldane said.

McLeod nodded. "They're doing it right, Noah."

Haldane frowned at his colleague. "You don't honestly believe that?"

"How else do you stop it from escalating?" McLeod pointed out the window, as if identifying individual viral particles standing behind the barbed wire.

"You set up a real quarantine with reasonable checks and balances," Haldane said. "You don't create a concentration camp for victims!"

Their driver waved a hand and pointed ahead as the car approached a break in the barbed wire. "See, the people come in and out through there."

With a makeshift hut, a swing gate, and numerous masked guards, it resembled a sci-fi version of one of the old Cold War checkpoints between East and West Berlin. Their car pulled up across from the checkpoint. Before the driver had switched off his engine, Haldane and McLeod hopped out of the car and headed for the action.

With back doors wide open, two empty ambulances had pulled up in front of the gate. Among the official personnel milling about, Haldane recognized the chief health officer, Yung Se Choy. His uniform resembled something the police or fire brass back home wore to formal occasions. It changed Choy's appearance, filling him out and making him look more important than the nervous bureaucrat he had earlier seemed. But the tousled mop of hair and barely concealed cleft lip scar were unmistakable.

Haldane caught up with Choy in front of the gate. "Hello, Dr. Haldane," Choy said with a slight bow.

"Mr Choy, what is all this?" Haldane indicated the barbed wire and guards.

McLeod and their driver joined the two of them at the gate. The driver began to translate Haldane's question, but Choy answered in English before he could finish. "A quarantine," Choy shrugged, appearing amazed that it wasn't self-evident.

"This is not a quarantine," Haldane shook his head angrily. "This is a siege."

The setting and uniform had influenced Choy's attitude, too. Though he spoke through the translator in Chinese, his high-pitched voice was more authoritative and certain. "We are doing what your own WHO team recommended. What is necessary. We are controlling the spread of this virus. The people inside"--he pointed beyond the barbed wire--"are being looked after. We are sending food and supplies. And our doctors and nurses are monitoring them. If they require medical attention, we transport them to hospital."

As Choy spoke, two ambulance attendants in HAZMAT suits appeared at the gate. Once the arm of the gate rose, they pushed their stretcher unhurriedly toward him. The attendants moved without any urgency. As soon as they passed by, Haldane understood why. The patient on the stretcher was wrapped in a black body bag.

Haldane nodded his chin at the corpse on the stretcher. "This is what you mean by looking after the people?"

Unfazed, Choy answered through the translator. "This woman was found dead in her apartment. Apparently, she refused the neighbors' help. She was too scared to go out even after she became sick."

"I wonder how many others are going to be scared to death in there," Haldane grunted.

Choy held up his hands. "What is the alternative, Dr. Haldane?" he asked through the translator. "Would you rather we allow this virus to escape from here and sweep across China and beyond, killing one in four who stand in its path?"
  



CHAPTER 12





PALACE HOTEL, LONDON, ENGLAND



From her toenails to the roots of her hair, every inch of Khalila Jahal throbbed. She didn't know it was possible to ache so badly. She tried to move, but her limbs seemed to pay no heed to the will of her brain. They were deadwood.

Her sheets were soaked with sweat, but she had never felt colder in her life. Her body shivered uncontrollably under the wet sheets. The cough that had started as a tickle in her throat last night now racked her body with predictable waves of spasms. With each paroxysm, it felt as if a pillow had been stuffed down her throat.

The light streaming in between the vertical blades of the blinds told her she had overslept, though she wasn't clear whether what she experienced overnight was sleep or a coma. She tried to move again, managing to roll onto her side, exhausted from the effort.

Please God, give me the strength, she prayed.

She cursed herself for not heading out last night, when her arms and legs still worked. Dr. Aziz had instructed her to wait until the fever peaked. As of yesterday evening, her temperature hadn't broken through the 102 degree Fahrenheit barrier, hovering instead in the 101 range. Still, she knew she was ill enough to venture out, but she had chosen to wait. She risked the entire mission. She could have died overnight. Then where would they have been?

She no longer had the luxury of time to continue the moral wrestling match with herself that had seen her vacillate through the previous evening. It was not her place to judge, but to act. Still, the idea of releasing this thing that consumed her body--to the point where it felt as if she were being boiled from the inside out-gnawed at her as much as the pain did. How could this be God's way? she wondered as she struggled to lift her legs off the bed.

The shivers subsided and she knew from the sudden suffocating heat that her temperature had peaked. Her husband's bearded face floated in front of her. She was happy for the hallucination. She missed Zamil desperately.

They had played together as young children in their village, nestled in the shadows of the great pyramids on the Giza plateau. By the age of eleven, boys and girls were forbidden from mixing, but Khalila refused to accept the decree. And she convinced Zamil to risk beating or worse to explore with her the Nile riverbed and the desert beyond. Knowing better than to act upon the hormones that raced inside them, they maintained a platonic but clandestine relationship throughout those teen years, while the sparks between them built steadily into a white-hot flame.

When they were both seventeen their fathers, ignorant of the pair's preexisting relationship, decided they should wed. Khalila and Zamil were overjoyed. Khalila considered every moment of their time together blissful, even the year away from their friends and families when Zamil studied at the mosque in Paris. Zamil shared with Khalila his studies in the strict Wahhabi sect of Islam. In the privacy of their cramped bedroom under his parents' roof, he tolerated, even encouraged, her thoughtful skepticism. With tender eloquence, Zamil won her mind and soul over. She grew into as devout a believer as he was.

Then came 9/11 followed by the American offensive in Afghanistan. When the call came to join the Taliban brethren in their defense, Khalila begged Zamil not to go. She knew what awaited her peaceful scholarly husband. Though he pretended otherwise, he knew it too, but he refused to shirk what he viewed as his duty.

Her heart ripped in two by her husband's death in an Afghani cave and her nearly simultaneous miscarriage, Khalila accepted the path God had chosen for her. She would never bear Zamil's or anyone else's children, but she pledged to make herself useful to Him. She dedicated her life to Zamil's cause. And she sought out the guidance of one of his teachers, Sheikh Hassan. Through the Sheikh, she met Hazzir Kabaal and his people.

During all the training and planning that followed, she never once questioned the mission. Not until she grew feverish to the point of delusional in her dank London hotel room did the doubts of whether the means justified the end creep into her conscience.

Zamil's hovering face vanished. Without her husband around to explain it, everything seemed unclear. The room darkened. She fell back to sleep.

Six hours later, she awoke trembling with vicious shivers. The fever was spiking again. She felt as if a heavy rock had been lowered onto her chest. She had to breathe twice as fast to avoid suffocating. The coughing spells grew longer and more frequent. But at least her arms and legs responded to her commands. She looked at the clock. which read 4:28 P.M. Time was running out.

Without allowing herself a chance to reconsider, she dragged herself out of bed. As per the plan, she didn't shower, but instead changed into the provocative Western clothing that she had debuted for Kabaal and his henchman in the Somali desert. She staggered to the mirror. Her tawny complexion had whitened, and what was once alluring now came across as sickly. With a shaky hand, she applied extra blush and lipstick in an attempt to mask the pallor.

She forced down two glasses of bottled water followed by two glasses of orange juice, convinced she might vomit with each sip, but knowing she needed the fluid and sugar to give her enough strength to make the trip. She didn't vomit, but a coughing fit overcame her. She kneeled over the toilet and gasped for air, until she coughed up a wad of bloody sputum. Finally she caught her breath and pulled herself to her feet.

She was relieved to see a row of taxicabs waiting in front of the hotel. She hobbled over to the first one, mumbled her destination to the driver, and collapsed across the backseat.

The driver didn't say a word to her, but she caught his concerned glances in the rearview mirror. By sheer will, she propped herself upright, scared that otherwise he might drop her off at a hospital. She forced her lips into what she hoped was a flirtatious smile for the sweaty, smelly cabdriver as she breathed heavily but quietly through her nose.

The taxi pulled up in front of the lobby of the Park Tower Plaza. A recently constructed five-star hotel, the Park Tower Plaza was a favorite among affluent businessmen, especially Americans.

Jahal paid the driver with a twenty-pound note. Clutching the door with two hands, she pulled herself out of the car. She had to pause for another coughing fit to pass. A tall, heavyset man in a cowboy hat, waiting for her cab, leaned forward and offered his arm, but she refused him with a shake of her head. She caught her breath and headed for the entrance.

Inside the hotel, her staggering gait drew a few glances from the people in the crowded lobby. She smiled and waved away anyone who offered his or her assistance.

According to the original plan, Jahal was supposed to have been at the hotel before 8:00 A.M., waiting for the morning exodus. But inadvertently her timing had worked out even better. At 5:00 P.M. on the nose, the bankers, lawyers, and other businesspeople were returning to their rooms from meetings and conferences all over London.

Standing amid a group of American businessmen, she swayed on her feet waiting for the elevator with them. She let the throng of people carry her into the spacious elevator. Unsteadily, she elbowed her way to the buttons and pressed the top floor. As instructed, she ran her germ-filled hands along the surfaces of the buttons and surrounding walls.

When a wave of coughs began, she covered her mouth but deliberately left a hole between her thumb and index finger, which allowed the now-bloody mucus to spray free into the air and onto the men surrounding her. Most of the men paid little attention to her, but a few of the ones nearest her stepped backward in an attempt to put as much distance between them and her coughs.

Khalila rode the elevator to the top floor and disembarked with the few people remaining on the ride. As they headed for their rooms, she pressed the "down" call button and waited. She felt so weak. She had to rest against the closed elevator doors to stop from collapsing. When the doors opened, she staggered back into the empty elevator. She smeared her hands over all the buttons. She descended with the elevator, as more unsuspecting people boarded on their way down to dinners, shows, sightseeing, and for a few of them, a relatively imminent death.

She repeated the pattern, riding the elevator up and down with groups of hotel guests, growing weaker with each trip. On her fourth trip back up, the door opened on the second floor. A striking young woman stepped into the elevator with her two small girls. The pretty sisters wore matching pink bathrobes. Their hair was wet, and each one held a pool towel. They were close in age; the older couldn't have been more than six.

Jahal watched in horror as the mother moved her two girls toward her and the elevator control panel. "I promised they could press the buttons," the mother explained to Khalila with a warm smile.

The room spun. Jahal felt another coughing spasm building. She turned her head to the wall and covered her mouth as she hacked, desperate to keep the bloody virus-soaked sputum from the two little girls.

Jahal backed away from the mother and girls, making her way to the far side of elevator. She wanted to scream at them to leave the contaminated buttons alone, but she knew better. Tears welling in her eyes, Jahal watched as both girls took turns pressing the same button for their floor. And when the youngest daughter reached for the alarm button, her mother's hand shot out and brushed against the steel panel, pulling her daughter's hand away. The mother leaned forward and spoke in a hushed tone to the little girl. Scolded, the little girl's lip began to quiver. And then, for comfort, she stuck the same thumb that had just touched the buttons into her mouth.
  



CHAPTER 13





POLICE HEADQUARTERS, CAIRO, EGYPT



Sergeant Achmed Eleish patted the pockets of his jacket, desperate for a smoke. After an anxious moment, he remembered tossing the pack in the bottom drawer of his desk--his halfhearted stab at giving up smoking. Ever since the long night he'd spent in hospital with crushing chest pain, later diagnosed as angina, the detective had been under attack from all sides. Samira, his two daughters, his doctor, and even the mosque's imam had been haranguing him to quit. While the others were concerned with Eleish's health, the imam focused on what he perceived as a breach of Islamic taw--according to Mohammed it was a sin to deliberately harm your health or to waste money.

Eleish had to admit they were right. At age fifty, he already carried fifty pounds too many on his tall frame along with his family's propensity for coronary artery disease. But as a dedicated family man, policeman, and otherwise good Muslim, Eleish believed he had the right to one vice, even if it meant smoking himself into a premature grave. So he rummaged through the drawer until he found the pack. He slid a cigarette out and tucked the pack back into the pocket of his rumpled gray suit jacket, knowing that he would need another soon.

He lit the smoke and savored two long puffs before turning his attention to the pile of "open case" files in front of him. As he was reaching for the top file--the tragic, but familiar story of an unsolved rape and murder of a fourteen-year-old prostitute in the slums of Cairo--his phone rang.

"Eleish," he said into the receiver. It was an unusual manner of salutation for a Cairo Police officer, but he had borrowed the idiom years earlier from one of his favorite detective novels, and it had stuck.

"Sergeant, it's me," Bishr Gamal said in a hushed tone.

Eleish could hear traffic noises in the background of the public pay phone, from where Gamal usually called. He could picture the little informer whispering nervously into the phone while constantly checking over his shoulder. He took another drag from his cigarette, then asked, "What is it, Bishr?"

"I am getting back to you about the mosque," Gamal said, referring to the Al-Futuh Mosque. A well-known hotbed of Islamic fundamentalism, the mosque's charismatic cleric, Sheikh Hassan, had enough political cunning and popular support to ward off the local authorities' attempts to rein him in.

"And?" Eleish asked.

"Very interesting things, Sergeant."

"Bishr, I don't have time for mind games," Eleish said, though secretly he enjoyed the drama that Gamal always infused into their conversations.

"But, Sergeant, this is worth more than our usual arrangement," Gamal said.

"Gamal, you always say that! And more often than not, your tips aren't worth anything." Eleish paid Gamal out of his own pocket on a tip-by-tip basis. "But tell me what you know," he sighed. "If it's useful, I'll pay you double."

"Triple." Gamal said.

"Double and a half." Eleish smiled to himself. "Not a piastre more!" He could imagine himself in a raincoat and fedora, speaking the line Bogey style. He suppressed a laugh.

"Okay, Sergeant, okay," he said. "Your man disappeared."

Eleish's smile vanished. He dropped his cigarette into the ashtray. "What do you mean he disappeared?"

"He usually comes for prayer twice a day, but no one has seen him in over eight days," Gamal said. "I asked others at the mosque. No one knows where he's gone."

"Hmmm," Eleish grunted. "Okay, Bishr, what else?"

"He's not the only one missing," Gamal whispered, as if spies surrounded his phone booth.

"Who else?" Eleish asked impatiently.

"A number of other regulars, men and women, have been gone for the same time," Gamal said.

"And you've heard nothing about their whereabouts?"

"No," Gamal said. "I've been going to prayers regularly. I did overhear two men discussing a 'desert base,' but I couldn't make out the rest of their conversation. And it's not safe for me to be asking too many questions."

"Okay," Eleish said, reaching for his cigarette. "Good work, Bishr. I will pay you triple for this. But I want you to stick close by the mosque. Report back to me if you hear anything new."

"I will, Sergeant Eleish, I will," Gamal said in a solemn, hushed voice.

Eleish hung up the phone. Distractedly, he reached into his desk drawer looking for the snack that his wife always packed for him. Then he realized that it was the middle of Ramadan. Like every day during the Muslim holy month, he had to fast until sunset, when he would say the evening prayers, or Taraweeh, with his family at their mosque. He was supposed to have forsaken smoking during Ramadan's daylight hours, as well, but he had long decided he couldn't manage both and opted for what he considered the lesser sin.

His stomach rumbling, he reached for the file that he kept separate from the open cases. On the flap, "Hazzir Al Kabaal" was written in pencil. He flipped it open and scanned his own scrawled handwriting from the past eight years.

Gamal's information fit with what Eleish discovered earlier in the morning. When he checked with Kabaal's newspapers (under the pretense of buying substantial advertising space) no one had seen or heard from the publishing magnate in over a week. "On vacation," he was told. Eleish realized that it still wasn't a crime in Egypt to take a vacation, but he didn't believe for a moment that Kabaal was lounging on a beach. Though he'd only met the man twice, after years of studying him Eleish knew Kabaal inside and out. He was a creature of habit. And vacations--at least ones where he left his mosque during Ramadan and dropped out of contact with the newspapers that he oversaw with a mother's devotion--were not Kabaal's style.

Achmed Eleish stamped out the butt in the ashtray and reached for another cigarette through the smoke wafting in front of him. He had no proof of any wrongdoing. When it came to Kabaal, proof was something he always lacked. And Eleish believed this recurring issue damaged his coronary arteries as much as the cigarettes.

Compounding his frustration, Eleish had so little time to dedicate to his pursuit of Kabaal, Rarely had Eleish ever fallen so far behind in his caseload of unsolved murders and other crimes. And like the rest of the police force, he was under constant pressure from above to intensify the crackdown on Egypt's homosexuals. He found it an insulting and laughable waste of time to harass Cairo's underground, but thriving gay community.

Eleish closed the file on Kabaal. He tapped his nicotine-stained fingertips on the back of the manila folder as he weighed his options. True, he had more pressing official matters than locating a missing mogul who was not known to have broken any laws, but Eleish felt a sense of criticalness that he could not readily explain. A voracious reader of detective novels, Eleish had long believed in the "hunch". His hunches had solved many cases over his twenty-five-year career. One of those same hunches told him that finding Kabaal, and soon, was an issue of great urgency.

Whatever Kabaal was up to, Eleish suspected it would only serve to further shame his beloved Islamic faith. And he intended to prevent that from happening at any cost.




PARK TOWER PLAZA HOTEL, LONDON, ENGLAND



Malcolm Ezra Fletcher III-Fletch to any of the boys back in Arkansas--couldn't shake his nagging cough. The hulking, fifty-five-year-old oil company executive was damned if a little head cold was going to ruin his first trip to London. Just my luck, Fletch thought, my first day clear of interminable meetings and I wake up with a fever and cough.

The cough reminded him of the young woman he'd seen getting out of his taxi in front of the hotel. He remembered that the pretty little thing had been hacking up a lung, too. Maybe that was where he picked up his cold? Wherever it came from, it was a doozy!

Still, lying around feeling sorry for himself was never Fletch's style. He hadn't missed a day of work in thirty-two years due to illness, and he wasn't about to miss his only chance to sightsee because of it either. He pushed himself out of bed and headed for the landmarks.

At the Tower of London he signed up for a tour. Climbing the winding staircase inside one of the Tower's turrets, he empathized with the medieval prisoners the tour guide mattered on about. Even though Fletch was a history buff, especially of the dungeons and dragons variety, he was too winded to concentrate on the guide's words. And with each step, Fletch felt as if his legs and arms were in the same shackles the prisoners once wore.

Exhausted and short of breath, Fletch had to drop out of the tour halfway through. He stumbled his way to the exit. Fulfilling a promise, he stopped at the gift shop to load up on keepsakes--toy swords and replica crown jewels--for his two little grandsons. Though made of plastic they felt like lead as Fletch dragged the bag toward the exit.

After staggering out of the taxi, he had to stop five or six times on the short walk to the elevator and then again on the way to his room. He felt so short of breath that he wondered if he was having a heart attack, but he knew that wouldn't explain his spiking fever.

Ten minutes passed and Fletch still sat huffing and puffing on the queen-sized bed. He reached for the bedside phone, thinking of calling 9-1-1, not even certain if that was the right number in England. But in spite of how horrible he felt, he opted to stick with his mother's tried-and-true remedy: brandy and sleep.

After swallowing a little bottle of Courvoisier from the minibar, he crawled under the covers, convinced that a good nap would set him right.
  



CHAPTER 14





GREAT WALL HOTEL, JIAYUGUAN CITY, CHINA



They had played phone tag for the last four days. Sitting back on the double bed and listening to the phone ring a fourth time, he resigned himself to another day without hearing his daughter's voice. Then he heard a click. "Hello?" Anna said.

"Hi," Haldane said. There was a pause, which Noah didn't know whether to attribute to phone delay or to Anna.

"How are you?" she asked stiffly.

"Fine," Haldane said. "How about Chloe and you?"

"Chloe's much better. The fever is gone. She's back to her old self." Anna paused. "She misses her daddy, though."

Haldane waited, but Anna didn't mention whether or not she missed him, too. "Looks like things are stabilizing here in China," he said. "I hope to be coming home in the next couple of days."

There was another brief silence. Long enough for Haldane to realize that it had nothing to do with the phone connection. "That's great, Noah," she said, but her words rang obligatory.

"Yeah," Haldane said distantly. "Can I speak to Chloe?"

"Sure."

He tapped the receiver against his ear while he waited for his daughter. Finally, he heard breathing on the line.

"Chloe?" He felt butterflies. "Is that you?"

"Hi, Daddy."

"Chlo, it's so good to hear your voice."

"Where are you, Daddy?"

"I'm in China, honey."

"At a tea party?" she asked excitedly.

It took Haldane a moment to make the connection. Then he laughed, remembering Chloe's miniature china tea set at home. "No, Chlo. Not that china. I'm in the country China. Remember? The place where we tried to dig to last summer."

"Daddy, did you dig a big hole?" she asked him sternly.

"No, I flew in a plane, honey."

"Daddy?"

Haldane pictured his daughter cradling the relatively oversized phone against her ear. His heart ached. "Yes, Chloe?"

"It's my birthday party tomorrow."

Her birthday was ten days away, but in Chloe's vocabulary "tomorrow" meant anytime in the future. "Very soon, sweetie," Haldane said.

"Will you bring balloons?"

The previous year, Haldane bought a huge bouquet of balloons for her party, and Chloe had forsaken all her other gifts to play with the balloons until the helium drained and they lay as deflated sacks on her bedroom floor. "I promise you'll have balloons," he said. "More balloons than clouds in the sky."

She giggled with glee. "And cake?"

"And cake," he said.

"Bye, Daddy." Then Haldane heard Chloe yell to her mom, "Daddy says I am going to get balloons and cake for my birthday!"

"I love you, Chlo," Haldane said, but from the sound of the phone hitting the table, he knew Chloe was already gone.

After a moment, Anna picked up the phone. "Noah?"

"Where did Chloe go?" Haldane asked.

"The playroom," she said. "Looks like she's gone to bake you another cake."

"Hope not." Haldane forced a laugh. "Those imaginary cakes are murder on my hips and thighs."

Anna cleared her throat. "Noah, listen, we should talk."

"Not now, Anna," Haldane cut her off. "I have to get to an evening meeting. Like I said earlier, I am going to be home soon. We can talk then."

"Okay ... good," Anna said.

"Bye, Anna," he said, hanging up the phone without waiting for her reply.

After dropping the receiver into the cradle, he sat on the bed and massaged his temples. He had lied to Anna about the meeting--there were no more that evening--but he was not prepared to discuss separation or whatever else she had in mind over the phone.

How did we screw it up? he wondered. He increased the pressure of his thumbs against his scalp even after it began to hurt, because he knew where most of the blame lay.

Noah would never forget the day they met two days before his thirtieth birthday at a house party, to which both of them had been reluctantly dragged by friends. They ended up spending his entire birthday and as many subsequent days as their schedules allowed together in bed. Haldane had just completed his infectious diseases' residency while, at twenty-five, Anna had just begun her master's in languages, in Italian. They wed a year later. For the next six years, they stayed the best of friends, sharing mutual ambitions and an insatiable passion for one another. After Chloe's birth, their home life grew more idyllic. As with most couples, the sex life diminished in those sleep-deprived breast-feeding days, but their intimacy heightened. In Chloe, they shared something even more important than their deep romance.

When Chloe was only two, Haldane woke up one morning in a black cloud. At first, he didn't know what had hit him. He attributed his burnout to the constant fatigue and pressures of juggling his clinical and academic commitments, his WHO obligations, and his devotion to his daughter. Thinking it would soon pass, he took a few weeks off work, but the rest didn't help.

Determined not to let his funk affect his relationship with his daughter, he dedicated even more time to Chloe. He attended as many classes with her as possible. He took her to almost every playground in the city. But Noah found it impossible to try to fill the role of perfect father, doctor, and husband. Something had to give. And Anna wound up bearing the brunt. Not that he wasn't around as much or more than before, but their time together lacked the previous closeness. He had grown uncharacteristically irritable. He shared less of his work life. He stopped taking her out on regular dates. And he made so little effort in the bedroom that their once active and imaginative sex life dried up almost completely.

For eight months, Anna stomached his detachment in silence. One day, she sat Haldane down in their living room. With arms folded across her chest and tears welling in her large brown eyes, she pointed out that he had stopped being a husband and had become merely a co-parent. She told him that she could not and would not continue to live like that.

It was the wakeup call Haldane needed. Though aware that he had withdrawn from their marriage, he never realized the extent it had reached or how badly he had hurt his wife. The threat to his family hit him like a bucket of ice water. He resolved to right things. And while there were no easy fixes, he put energy into improving their relationship. Over the ensuing months, slowly but surely Anna and Noah reclaimed some lost ground. Then SARS hit, and Haldane was summoned to China to help deal with the crisis.

He had only been home for a few months when Avian Influenza, or Bird Flu, surfaced in the Far East, and he was sent back to help investigate.

At some point during his long absences, Anna fell in love with Julie.

 

Papers spread out over the bed and his notebook computer still on his lap, Haldane drifted off without intending to. The ringing phone woke him with a start. Sitting up, he knocked his laptop onto the mattress beside him.

He grabbed for the phone, hoping to hear from a more conciliatory Anna. "Hi," he breathed.

"Dr. Haldane?" the female voice said.

"Yes ..." He cleared his throat and tasted the staleness in his mouth. "Who is this?"

"Gwen Savard, Department of Homeland Security."

Haldane positioned the computer on the nightstand. "Sure. I remember. We met at that conference on the end of the world."

Savard laughed. "You were the only one claiming the end of the world was near."

"Isn't it?" Haldane wet his dry lips.

"I've been trying to find that out from you, but you're a hard man to track down."

"One of the drawbacks of being in remote China, I guess ... or maybe it's an advantage." Then he added, "Nothing personal, Dr. Savard."

"Gwen," she said. "None taken. I need to be unreachable for a month just to begin to catch up. Do you have a few minutes now?"

He looked at the clock, which read 10:18 P.M. He had the rest of the night. "What's on your mind, Gwen?"

"The Gansu Flu," she said.

He grimaced at the receiver. "Which genius came up with that name?"

"Some reporter," she said. "It's better than their other choice, the 'Killer Flu.' I don't know if you've noticed, but this virus is getting a lot of press coverage in the wake of SARS and the Bird Flu."

"Luckily, I'm also sheltered from most of the media, but I've seen some stories on the Internet," he said. "We call it Acute Respiratory Collapse Syndrome, or ARCS, because the syndrome was identified before the virus."

"What's it like, Noah?"

Haldane sighed, considering the question. "It's bad, Gwen."

"Worse than SARS?"

"Yes and no."

"Meaning?" She spoke with such confident authority that Haldane was grateful to share the privileged information with her, as if unloading a secret he didn't want to bear alone.

"The clinical syndrome is worse than SARS," he said. "Infected patients develop a sudden severe pneumonia often leading to multi-organ failure and death in a couple of days. Sometimes faster. And it's an ugly death, too. Not all that different from the philoviruses like Ebola, except without as much hemorrhaging. The mortality rate of ARCS is at least four or five times that of SARS."

She didn't reply for a moment. Haldane thought he heard the sound of her teeth tapping. "So how is it better than SARS?" she asked, her voice monotone.

"It's so damn fast. The incubation period is only a few days, maximum five. And once sick, the patients either die or recover fully in under a week."

Another pause, more tapping. "That doesn't sound so much better."

"From an epidemiological point of view, it's a big advantage," he said. "It makes for a much shorter quarantine period than with SARS. Five days versus twelve. And we don't have to worry about latent spread. Unless of course the virus mutates again."

"I suppose," Savard said, sounding unconvinced.

"But the biggest advantage is this bug's relatively low contagiousness," Haldane said. "Unlike SARS we've seen minimal spread to health-care workers. And if this were a common influenza strain, it would have escaped Gansu by now. We would never have been able to contain it."

"You have contained it?" she asked pointedly.

He didn't answer right away. "It seems to be contained in Jiayuguan City," he said, hedging. "There have not been any new case reports in over forty-eight hours. It's too early to tell about the more rural regions."

"That's great news, Noah."

"Maybe for you," Haldane said. "You haven't seen what it's like here."

"So tell me."

"The government set up a quarantine that looks more like a ghetto. They fenced in ten thousand people behind guns and barbed wire. So far 276 people have died, most of them young adults or children. It's like something out of a nightmare. Ambulances rush in, body bags are dragged out. The fear is so thick in the air you can almost touch it. It's awful."

"Sounds awful," Gwen said with genuine empathy. "But also necessary. Imagine those same ghettos in cities all over the world, if you hadn't stopped the spread in China."

Haldane grunted a laugh. "I didn't have much to do with it."

"Jean Nantal tells me otherwise." She forced the praise on him. "He says that you convinced the officials to sacrifice the local livestock. And he says that was the key to stopping this virus."

"I wish I were as confident as you." Haldane sighed. "I am not so sure we've seen the last of ARCS or the Gansu Flu or the Killer Flu or whatever the hell you want to call it."

"Why?" Savard asked.

"Maybe I'm just being dramatic." Haldane rubbed the rest of the sleep out of his face. "But we have been incredibly lucky not to see any spread beyond this province. Almost too lucky. You understand?"

"Not necessarily," she said. "Maybe the Chinese have learned from the SARS experience."

"Clearly." He stood up with his phone to his ear and stretched. "With the way they run the farms around here they're going to need to learn a lot more if they don't want to be responsible for Armageddon."

She swallowed. "Noah, my biggest concern lies in the potential for weaponizing this virus."

"I wouldn't recommend it."

She ignored the quip. "How easy do you think it would be for someone to get their hands on the virus."

"You mean from a lab?" he asked.

"From anywhere," she said.

"I don't imagine it would be too difficult," he said. "Who would want it? No. Don't answer that. I have enough trouble sleeping." He sighed. "Okay, your question would be better answered by our microbiologist Milly Yuen, but let me take a stab at it. This virus is more fastidious than most influenza, which explains the delay in identifying him. But at his core he is a member of the same family.. Influenza is easily incubated in chicken eggs or for that matter live animals like pigs and certain primates. I imagine you could use. the blood or other body fluid products of an infected patient to propagate the virus. From there ..."

She didn't comment, so Haldane added, "If it makes you feel any better, I haven't bumped into Osama bin Laden on the streets of Jiayuguan City."

"That's a big relief," she groaned. "When will you know for sure whether the virus is contained in Gansu?"

"If there are no new cases, anywhere, in the next week, then I will sleep a whole lot better."

"Me, too."

They said their good-byes, promising to touch base with updates and any new developments, but Haldane suspected that she no more intended than he did to follow up on their conversation.

 

After giving up on the prospect of sleep, Haldane headed down to the small dark bar in the lobby of the hotel. Someone was playing an Elton John tune passably enough on the baby grand piano, but he butchered the words in his heavily accented nasal voice.

Haldane saw Duncan McLeod sitting alone at the far booth, sipping from a highball glass with another empty glass on the table in front of him. As soon as McLeod spotted him, he hailed him over with a flailing arm. "Haldane, over here! Come listen to 'Someone Shaved My Wife Tonight' the way Sir Elton meant it to be played."

Haldane sat down across from McLeod. "Vodka on the rocks?" the Scotsman asked.

Haldane nodded. McLeod waved three fingers in the air until he caught the attention of their waiter.

"I'm a little behind," Haldane said, indicating the glasses on the table.

"I've no intention of letting you catch up, Haldane," McLeod said with a slight slur.

Haldane had never seen McLeod drink as heavily before. Normally, McLeod looked ten or fifteen years younger than his forty-seven years. Not tonight. The creases around his mouth and eyes seemed deeper. His red hair was even more askew than usual. And there was something melancholic behind his asymmetrical eyes.

"What's wrong, Duncan?"

"Don't know if you've noticed, but I've spent my last week trapped in the capital of Nowheresville, China. Home of the Grim Reaper."

"We're going home very soon."

"Maybe, maybe not." McLeod shrugged his whole upper body. "Doesn't matter much. I don't even remember what home looks like,"

The white-coated waiter arrived at their table. He picked up both of McLeod's glasses and replaced them with two fresh vodkas for McLeod and one for Haldane. "A man could die of thirst waiting for a second drink around here," McLeod explained away his simultaneous drinks with an unsteady finger.

"So you're homeless?" Haldane asked.

"In a manner of speaking." McLeod took a large sip from the first glass. "We've got a cute little hovel in Glasgow, but I'm hardly ever there. With this WHO job, I live out of a suitcase." He heaved a sigh. "Do you know I haven't seen my boys in almost three months?"

Haldane knew that McLeod had twin teenaged boys,. but he hardly ever spoke of them or any personal aspect of his life. "How old are they, Duncan?"

"Fourteen. Both in their 'O' levels. What you'd call high school. Smart kids, too." He shook his head as if their age surprised him. "Fourteen!"

"Do they look like Dad?"

"Christ, no! Thank God. I think the missus started sleeping around before the boys came along. Even if they got some of my genes, luckily they got her looks."

"That is lucky." Haldane tasted his drink for the first time.

McLeod glanced at Haldane askance. "You've never seen my wife."

"Doesn't matter."

McLeod howled with laughter and slapped the table. "Haldane, thank God you're on this miserable adventure with me." He took another long tug from his glass. "I spoke to Alistair tonight, but Cameron was too busy to speak to his old man."

Haldane nodded sympathetically. "Teenagers, huh?"

"Nab," McLeod sucked at the first empty glass, as if the ice cubes were hiding precious drops of vodka. "I can't blame them. Their old man hasn't been around much. Too busy chasing little bugs around the world. Now I'm not much more than a stranger to them. Like the dad from that 'Cat's in the Cradle' song."' McLeod turned to the piano player and yelled, "Hey, Elton, you know that song 'Dogs on the Table'?"

"You're still their dad," Haldane said.

McLeod shrugged. He turned his attention to the second glass on the table.

"When this is through, why don't you take some time off to catch up with your kids? Get to know them again," Haldane suggested. "No doubt the WHO owes you some vacation time."

McLeod stared at Haldane for a moment. Then he nodded slowly. "And the others all say you're dumb as a post." He nodded again. "Truth be told, I've been thinking about it. Maybe I will, Haldane. It's been too long since I've seen ugly old Glasgow. And for years now I've been talking about taking the family on a ski trip."

"Couldn't hurt," Haldane said.

"Apparently you haven't seen me sid," McLeod slurred. "And you, Haldane? You have to abandon your wee little one for long stretches, too."

Haldane took a bigger sip from his drink. "Too long."

"Ah, don't beat yourself up. It's not like she'll remember any of it at her age."

Haldane didn't want to talk about Chloe. "Duncan, how does your wife deal with all the time you spend away from home?"

"Fine." He shrugged. "Let's face it, Haldane. Maggie never liked me that much in the first place." His mischievous smile betrayed his obvious affection for his wife. He looked down and swirled the ice in his drink. "You know? Today's our anniversary."

"Congratulations."

"Great. And here I am in a little backwater Chinese wasteland, which Chairman Mao probably didn't even know existed, getting pissed by myself."

Haldane punched McLeod playfully on the shoulder. "You got me now, buddy."

"Fucking excellent, Haldane! But unlike those vacuous weak-kneed lasses back in Geneva, your movie-star looks are wasted on me." He burped. "I'd trade ten of you in a heartbeat for Maggie."

Haldane laughed. "How many years?"

"Twenty-four. We were just children, Haldane." McLeod looked over to him. "Still, no regrets. She's great, my Margaret. She raised the boys and put up with this"--he thumbed at his chest--"without ever complaining. And we can still laugh about it all. You can't ask for much more than that in a marriage."

Haldane shrugged.

"I can't anyway." McLeod squinted at Haldane, and then he pointed a swaying finger at him. "But you and your wife live the fairy tale, don't you?"

Haldane didn't reply. Instead, he reached for his glass.

"What?" McLeod's wild eyes went wider. "Trouble in Camelot?"

"Maybe," Haldane said noncommittally.

"Another man?" McLeod asked.

"Sort of," Haldane said, deciding not to elaborate.

"Ach, shite!" McLeod dismissed it with a wave of his hand. "Affairs aren't usually the problem."

"Oh, really?" It came out a touch more defensively than Haldane had intended.

"It's a symptom, Haldane. Like a bad sneeze from a virus," McLeod said, nodding in agreement with himself. "You don't treat the symptom, you treat the disease."

Haldane shook his head, less than delighted at the comparison of his wife's infidelity to a sneeze or a head cold. He drained the last of his vodka and changed the subject. "Duncan, they're calling it the 'Gansu Au."'

"Catchy."

"A bigwig from the States just phoned. She wanted to know if we had contained it."

McLeod put his glass down. "What did you tell her?"

"I told her it was too early to say, but it looks like the spread has stopped. In this city, at least."

"You know what, Haldane?" McLeod said as he held up three more fingers for the waiter. "I know we have to wait a few more days to find out, but my gut tells me it's contained here."

Haldane stared at his colleague. "So you think we've seen the end of ARCS?"

"Haldane ..." McLeod ran a hand through his tangled spears of red hair, then he put the glass down and eyed Noah with a deadly sober expression. "God help us if we haven't!"
  



CHAPTER 15





ROYAL FREE HOSPITAL, LONDON, ENGLAND



Staring down at her unconscious four-year-old daughter, Alyssa, the lump cemented in Veronica Mathews's throat. Tubes and lines hooked Alyssa to machine after machine as if suspending her from a nightmarish, high-tech spider-web. Her bluish-tinged skin had grown translucent. Her angelic face had gone sallow. Her cheeks seemed to have lost their padding, inverting to hollows overnight. Under the sheets and blankets, her little chest heaved up and down with each breath the ventilator wrestled to push in and out of her waterlogged lungs.

Garbed in mask, shower cap, gown, and surgical gloves, Veronica sat as she had for most of the last forty-eight hours hunched over the railing of her daughter's bed, clutching Alyssa's cool hand. She had stayed at the bedside since the moment Alyssa was rushed into the Royal Free Hospital's Accident and Emergency, the British version of an E.R. In the past two days, Veronica had slept for only minutes at a time. She hadn't eaten at all. But she had no intention of moving. She was not going to leave Alyssa. Ever.

It had happened so quickly. Alyssa had developed a fever and a cough two days earlier. Just a run-of-the-mill cold, Mathews had thought at the time, but within twelve hours of the first cough, her four-year-old was gasping for air. Then she turned dark blue.

Now her baby lay comatose in a pediatric ICU bed, struggling for life with a double pneumonia that left the specialists bewildered. At first they had thought Alyssa might have SARS, so unusual were the many blotches on her chest X-ray. But the blood tests had ruled it out. The doctors told Veronica that they suspected Alyssa might be suffering from severe complications of the flu, but they admitted that they did not know with certainty. As a result they were taking no chances, insisting that all staff and visitors use the same precautions as had been employed with the SARS outbreak.

The sterile physical barriers between Veronica and her daughter--her only allowable physical contact was through two pairs of latex gloves--compounded her helplessness. Veronica was tempted to rip off her mask, cover her daughter's brow in kisses, and rub noses the way they had the other times one of the girls was sick. It was only the warning that such contact might lead to spread of the infection to her five-year-old daughter Brynne that stopped Mathews from breaking the strict contact precautions.

Veronica Mathews had grown up three miles from the picturesque Hampstead Heath--an oasis of natural park-land in the middle of London's urban sprawl--at the corner of which the Royal Free Hospital stands. She had played in the heath often as a child. Since moving to New York, whenever she visited London the twenty-nine-year old former model always found time to return for a stroll or jog with one of her childhood friends. She had planned to bring her two girls to the heath on this trip, had the November rain ever lifted. But none of them would be visiting it this November. Alyssa might never see Hampstead Heath, or any other park, again.

Mathews felt another stab of guilt at how her thoughts had drifted from Alyssa to a patch of grassy moorland. Guilt had plagued her ever since Alyssa had been rushed to hospital. Veronica could not forgive herself for dragging the girls back to London in the middle of flu season, with people everywhere--on the plane, in the underground, and at the tourist attractions--hacking and sneezing all around them. The trip was Veronica's idea, a pathetic attempt to salvage her marriage to her twenty-year older disinterested banker husband. Aside from saving face by proving to the world that she wasn't just another trophy wife, what was the point of even having tried? she wondered bitterly. No marriage was worth risking her daughters' health for, least of all hers.

Veronica didn't understand most of the readouts and displays that flashed numbers and colored graphics on a large monitor at the head of her daughter's bed. The one number that she fixated on was the oxygen saturation. A doctor had explained how the oxygen saturation, which normally ranged from ninety-five to one-hundred percent in healthy people, reflected her daughter's lungs' ability to absorb oxygen and pass it on to the tissue. In Alyssa's case, even with the help of the jet ventilator and high flow oxygen she was barely able to maintain the number in the high sixties. Despite Veronica's constant monitoring and her endless promises and threats to a God to whom she hadn't prayed since childhood, the number refused to budge.

My baby can't die, the thought repeated like a loop of tape in her head. It's not possible! Only the week before Veronica had marveled at how big and independent Alyssa had grown, but now nestled in all the machinery she looked as tiny as a doll and even more helpless. "Please God," Veronica implored aloud, "take me instead!"

The oxygen saturation dropped a percentage point to sixty-six.




HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Like most things Kabaal touched, he had managed to infuse opulence into the once-utilitarian room, which had become his office, on the complex's second floor. Ornate Moroccan rugs hung from the freshly painted walls. Even larger rugs adorned the floors. The massive antique oak desk behind which he sat had been shipped in pieces from France and painstakingly reassembled to perfection.

Like the six-hundred-dollar shoes he wore in the desert hideaway, he believed these material comforts brought with them a soothing constancy that enabled him to better focus on his sacred mission.

He flipped open his laptop computer and waited for it to link up to the satellite. Once he saw the little blue interlocking computers icon in the comer of the screen, he tapped a button and the new mail message downloaded. Moments later, it popped up on the screen. Written in English, it read:Dear Tonya,

Arrived in London with all our baggage. Dropped off the present. Everyone was surprised. We had a lovely time, but we couldn't stay. I'll be in touch soon.

Love, Sherri






Kabaal felt a rush of joy, tempered by bittersweet melancholy. It was the second such message "Sherri" had sent. The only difference being that the first one had been written from Hong Kong. Otherwise the wording was identical. He wasn't surprised. After all, he had composed the message himself.

The e-mails indicated that the operation had proceeded without complication in two cities on two different continents. He could only infer one conclusion from the good fortune required for such flawless execution: God had to be on their side.

Now it was time to wait and see whether the virus claimed a beachhead.

The cosmopolitan cities were not chosen at random. Political retribution, expedience, and necessity all factored into the choice. But the superiority of the health-care systems and, in the case of Hong Kong, recent experience with the SARS epidemic, were the overriding factors. For now, Kabaal wanted cities that would react swiftly to an outbreak.

The e-mails also implied that his female couriers were already dead, fallen by bullets from their brothers' guns; their bodies safely disposed of. Kabaal was saddened by the loss of the Hong Kong courier, but Khalila Jahal's death hit him much harder. As inevitable as it was, the confirmation of her death still evoked an unexpected sense of loss.

Kabaal looked up to see Abdul Sabri filling his doorway and thoughts of Khalila slid from his mind. Kabaal wasn't surprised by the major's sudden stealth presence. He had grown to expect the abrupt appearances. When he chose to, the hulking man could move with the speed and silence of a tiger. "Major Abdul, please come in," Kabaal said.

In a plain white robe, Sabri sauntered across the room and sat in the leather chair across from Kabaal.

Kabaal was struck again by the paradox of Sabri's delicate features born on his dangerous frame. "The news from abroad is good," Kabaal said.

Sabri shrugged as if there was no other possible outcome.

"Both operations were successful," Kabaal added, annoyed that Sabri did not seem to share his pride in the news.

"It might be premature to label the operations a success," Sabri said emotionlessly.

Kabaal shook his head. "Major, I've learned in my business that it is important to celebrate all victories in life. They are at times few and far between."

Sabri shrugged again. "And I've learned from my business that premature celebration can cost you victory."

"Not if you keep your guard up," Kabaal countered.

"Always advisable," Sabri agreed.

"Speaking of which, I heard from our people in Cairo this morning."

When Sabri didn't respond, Kabaal continued. "Someone at the mosque has been asking questions as to my whereabouts."

Sabri leaned forward in his seat. His blue eyes narrowed. "Who?"

"His name is Bishr Gamal."

Sabri shook his head.

"I have not heard of him either," Kabaal said. "Apparently, he is not a man worthy of much respect. And I am quite certain he has no legitimate reason to be looking for me."

Sabri nodded. "I will take care of it."

"Personally?"

"Yes."

"Good," Kabaal said

Sabri stood from the chair. He took two steps toward the door before he turned and eyed Kabaal intently. "When will you let them know?"

"Not yet," Kabaal said.

Sabri tilted his head, questioning.

Kabaal held his palms open in front of him and smiled mischievously, as if letting Sabri in on an inside joke. "We will let them think nature has taken its own course."

"Why?"

"When terror is your weapon, the unknown adds to its potency." Kabaal stopped smiling. "We will let the panic simmer. That way, when we are prepared to announce ourselves, we will have their absolute attention."
  



CHAPTER 16





COMMUNIST PARTY HEADQUARTERS, JIAYUGUAN CITY, CHINA



Five nail-biting days had passed without a new case of ARCS reported in Jiayuguan City or anywhere else in the Gansu province. With the tacit approval of Noah Haldane and the WHO team, the provincial authorities declared "absolute victory over the Gansu Flu." They intended to trumpet their triumph to the whole world. The provincial governor had flown in from Lanzhou, while the Deputy Premier had come from Beijing. Scores of party officials and dignitaries had collected from all across China for the occasion. And the international press, who had been barred from the region during the epidemic, was welcomed to the celebratory gala dinner where the members of the WHO team were the guests of honor.

Haldane was itching to get home. He hadn't seen Chloe in almost three weeks, and he hated the idea of another day passing without seeing his daughter. He wouldn't have delayed his departure one minute for the self-congratulatory feast, but there weren't any flights leaving until the morning. Along with a navy sports jacket, a blue casual shirt, and black cotton pants, he put on a brave face and headed down to the banquet.

Any concern of being the most underdressed at the event evaporated when he laid eyes on Duncan McLeod. The redhead had tamed his hair with at least one pass of a brush, but he still carried deep bags under his eyes from the bender of three nights before. Wearing rumpled wool pants and a tattered sweater, he stood out even more than usual among the formally dressed crowd.

Haldane sat between McLeod and Jean Nantal, the WHO's Executive Director of Communicable Diseases, who had flown in that morning from Geneva. The silver-haired Frenchman wore a natty four-button black suit along with a beaming smile that he hadn't shed since arriving. For the third time that evening, he raised his wineglass and individually toasted each of the four WHO members at his table. "You have made me so proud." He beamed.

"I'm not toasting me or anyone else," McLeod said, leaving the full wineglass untouched in front of him. "I'm through with drink."

Helmut Streicher put down his own glass and let out an uncharacteristic laugh. "Ja, for a Scotsman, you don't hold your alcohol so well. Hah!"

"Ah, there's that wonderful Germanic sense of humor," McLeod grunted sarcastically.

Milly Yuen, who had turned beet-red after two sips of wine, giggled at the exchange.

Haldane tipped his glass to Nantal. "Jean, the Chinese didn't need us this time. They were going to contain the virus at any and all cost."

"Not necessarily, my humble friend," Nantal said in his buttery smooth French accent. "After all, who helped coordinate their quarantine?" He raised his glass to Streicher. Then he turned to Haldane with a proud, paternal nod. "And was it not you who initiated the livestock slaughter?"

Haldane shrugged.

Nantal looked around the indifferent faces at the table. "Your modesty aside, mes amis." His smile broadened. "It does not hurt for the WHO to get a little credit and positive press now and again. Downplay it all you want, but you've earned this." His hand swept fluidly across the sea of dignitaries and cameras in front of them. "The WHO has earned it. And I for one won't shy away."

"Glad to hear you say that." McLeod pointed at his chest. "Means you won't have any problem with me taking the next three months off."

"Duncan? You're asking for vacation time?" Nantal laughed. "This truly is a day of marvels."

As McLeod was about to respond a waiter tapped Nantal on the shoulder. After a brief whispered exchange, Nantal rose to his feet. "Excuse me, I must take a phone call."

After Nantal left, the speeches began. For the benefit of the WHO team, the deputy premier spoke in English. Haldane had heard the same type of political speech a hundred times before--pure rhetoric and revisionist history. The deputy premier commended the local medical personnel's "heroic battle" against the virus, and hailed their success in halting its spread. He praised the people of Jiayuguan City's bravery as if they had chosen to be fenced in behind barbed wire. He often used the term "we," even though he had kept three thousand miles between himself and the epidemic. And finally, he lauded the WHO team for coming to offer their expertise to the local specialists "where needed," implying that while they had appreciated the help it wasn't actually required.

During the protracted standing ovation for the WHO doctors that followed the speaker's remarks, the same waiter who had pulled Nantal away from the table came for Haldane.

 

Nantal sat behind the desk in the borrowed office, speaking urgently in French into the phone's receiver. When he saw Noah at the door, he waved him over to the chair across from his.

When the Frenchman hung up the phone and looked up at Haldane, his face was fixed in a disconsolate frown. Haldane couldn't ever remember seeing Nantal fazed before. His boss looked as if he had aged ten years in the thirty minutes since he'd left the dinner table. "What is it, Jean?" Haldane asked.

Nantal spoke in a quiet subdued tone. "A little girl in a London hospital has tested positive for the virus."

Haldane shook his head, refusing to make the connection. "What virus?"

Nantal just stared at him.

"You're not serious, Jean!" Haldane leaned forward and gripped the edge of the desk. "The Gansu Flu has shown up in London, England?"

Nantal nodded.

Haldane stood without even realizing it. "Has the girl been over here in the last month?"

Nantal shook his head. "She's not Chinese. Neither she nor anyone else in the family has ever been to China."

Haldane lowered himself back into his seat. "Then why do they think it's the Gansu Flu?"

"A PCR probe. Our European Influenza Surveillance ran the blood test. It matched."

Haldane shook his head, unwilling to accept the lab's verdict and its implications. "Then someone in the lab screwed up!"

Nantal stared at Haldane for several seconds. "Noah, there are others," he said softly.

"Others!" Haldane's heart slammed against his rib cage. He took a deep breath. "Okay. Back up, Jean. Tell me what you know."

"There have been five cases reported in London," Nantal said. "They all came from the same exclusive hotel, the Park Plaza Tower, in London's business district One of the victims has already died."

Haldane gritted his teeth. "The little girl?"

"No. A fifty-five-year-old American oil company executive. He was found dead in his hotel room."

The fact that it wasn't the little girl brought a sense of irrational relief to Haldane. The shock subsided. His mind raced, already planning steps ahead. "Do we have the index case?" he asked.

Nantal ran a thumb and a finger along his eyebrows and then shook his head. "None of the victims have traveled to China in the last three months."

"So someone else brought it over," Haldane said. "All right, who was the first to become sick?"

"We will never know when the oil company executive first developed symptoms, but the four-year-old girl was the first to be hospitalized."

"When?" Haldane demanded.

"Three days ago."

"One more day and she'll make it," Haldane mumbled to himself.

Nantal tilted his head. "I'm sorry, Noah, I do not follow."

"Nothing." Haldane tapped the desktop in front of him. "The other cases, Jean. When were they first reported?"

Nantal consulted the notes written in flawless script on the pad in front of him. "Two of the cases showed up within twelve hours of the little girl. The other two just declared themselves this morning. They were guests at the same hotel. As soon as they developed fever and cough, they were immediately isolated."

"So we have a two-day gap between the initial cases and the last two. Those two must be the result of collateral spread from the first set," Haldane said, describing the phenomenon of secondary spread of the virus from one "generation" of victims to the next.

"I agree," Nantal said.

"And none of the hospital staff who treated the victims have shown signs of infection?" Haldane asked.

Nantal shook his head. "Thankfully, the hospitals have been very responsible in instituting early precautions, but several of the nurses and doctors are in quarantine."

"Good," Haldane said. "Five days should be long enough. What about the staff and guests at the hotel?"

"All of them are in quarantine," Nantal said.

"Voluntary?"

"We're talking about England, my friend," Nantal pointed out graciously. "I don't think they erect barbed-wire fences. But from what I have heard people are cooperating."

"They had better," Haldane said. "Are they getting word out to the public, Jean?"

"I don't yet have those details," Nantal said. "I hear that the media in London is spreading the news, but the authorities are concerned about the public's response. They are worried about causing wide-scale panic."

Haldane threw up his hands. "If they don't get on top of this thing now they'll see wide-scale panic, and with damn good reason!" Realizing he was "shooting the messenger," Haldane lowered his voice. "Jean, they need to immediately set up screening clinics like we did with SARS. It's the only hope of containment." He paused. "If that still even is a hope."

Nantal reached over and patted Haldane on the hand. "We helped contain it in Jiayuguan City, Noah. We can do the same in London."

Haldane looked down at the liver spots on his mentor's hand. The sight dejected him. Even the great Jean Nantal, a pillar in the struggle against nature gone awry, wasn't immune to the inevitability of biology. "We need to find that index case, Jean."

"You'll go to London then?"

Haldane closed his eyes and exhaled heavily. Then he nodded.

Nantal squeezed Noah's hand once before withdrawing his hand. He studied Haldane, hesitating, before he finally spoke. "Noah, I know you won't want to hear this now, but we have suspect cases elsewhere. Not confirmed yet microbiologically but clinically very suspicious."

"Outside of London?"

"Quite a ways." Nantal smiled halfheartedly. "Two people in Hong Kong have developed classic symptoms."

The sense of deja vu slammed Haldane like a punch. It was SARS all over again, but with a far more vicious bug. "We have to get out of here, Jean. Tonight!"




HEATHROW AIRPORT, LONDON, ENGLAND



The flights were a blur. Emotionally drained by the catastrophic developments and the subsequent phone call home to explain his further delay, Haldane dozed in and out of a restless nonrestorative sleep for much of the eighteen hours and three transfers it took to get them to Heathrow Airport in London.

The whole team had been rocked by the news of the spread, but Duncan McLeod seemed to take it hardest. "The son of a bitch has decided to visit my miserable island. I'm not going to take that lying down!" he said when he first heard the news. He had hardly spoken since.

At the Beijing Airport, the team had separated. Nantal, Streicher, and Yuen boarded a flight for Switzerland, while Haldane and McLeod headed directly to London.

Through the throngs of people standing at the arrival gate of Heathrow--which struck Haldane as a microcosm of cultural and global diversity--he spotted a thin woman holding up a placard reading: "Drs. Haldane and McLeod." He nudged McLeod with an elbow, and the two of them walked over to meet her.

"Doctors, I am Dr. Nancy Levine, the Assistant Director of the London Health Commission," she said without smiling as she met their handshakes. "I can explain further once we are on the road. Please follow me" She headed for the exit. Of average height but skinny to the point of bony, Levine had black hair tied in a tight ponytail, thin lips, and sunken brown eyes. She wore no makeup. Her humorless expression was consistent with her abrupt to-the-point disposition. Haldane suspected it long predated the current crisis.

Outside, London's gray skies spat a cool November drizzle. Walking to the car, Haldane wondered if he was ever going to see the sun shine again. Once they had loaded into Levine's Land Rover--Haldane in the passenger seat, and McLeod in the back--she explained the command structure of the city's public health system. "The Commission coordinates six separate government agencies under one umbrella organization," she said in her clipped, upper-crust English accent. "We are responsible for overseeing all aspects of Londoners' health, including management of infectious outbreaks and epidemics."

"Sounds incredibly busy," Haldane said. "Thanks for taking the time to pick us up."

"It's a matter of expedience," she said with a shrug of her narrow shoulders. "This is the ideal opportunity for you to describe to me your firsthand experience with the Gansu strain of the influenza virus. And more specifically, to explain how the Chinese managed to arrest its spread."

"We wouldn't be here if they had managed that!" McLeod grunted from the backseat.

"Clearly," Levine said. "What I meant is how they contained it locally. That is what I need to know from you."

"Dr. Levine, Jiayuguan is a remote community. A small city in the middle of nowhere," Haldane said. "It bears no comparison to London."

"That aside, Dr. Haldane ..." Levine harrumphed.

"They put a section of the city under siege, Dr. Levine," Haldane said. "In a democracy you could never get away with the kind of cold military offensive the Chinese government used."

Levine stared ahead silently for a moment. "Are you familiar with our Emergency Health Act?"

"Not the specifics," Haldane said.

"Enacting it would be the equivalent of imposing martial law," she said. "You would be surprised by exactly what we could do."

"Martial law," McLeod echoed. "That's what you'll need, too."

Levine glanced at Haldane. "Can you please describe your clinical observations?" she said. It was a command, not a request.

Staring out the window and watching suburban London give way to the more congested metropolitan areas, Haldane painted an overview of the Gansu outbreak, coloring it with his eyewitness perspective. McLeod muttered the occasional clarification or facetious remark.

After Haldane finished, Dr. Levine asked a few pointed insightful questions. Once she had fielded her queries, she lapsed into silence. Haldane got the feeling that having exhausted her passengers' usefulness, Levine would have been pleased to pull over and let them off at the side of the road.

"Where are you taking us now?" Haldane asked.

"To the Commission's head office," she said. "The others are expecting us."

"They will have to wait," Haldane said.

"Pardon me?" she asked indignantly.

"I want to talk to the surviving victims."

"In good time, Dr. Haldane."

"No, Dr. Levine. Now."

"Dr. Haldane, this is not China," she said quietly. She kept her eyes straight ahead, but her tone could have frosted the windshield. "You are here at the WHO's request. Not ours. Ergo, you are here to observe, not lead our process."

"Welcome to friendly London, Haldane!" McLeod piped up from the backseat.

Haldane looked over at Levine with an intentionally condescending smile. "Dr. McLeod and I have spent the last few weeks in the epicenter of this epidemic. We know it inside and out. I think it's safe to assume that we have more experience with emerging pathogens and viral hot zones than the rest of your Commission combined." He let his barbs hang in the air for a few moments. "But, Dr. Levine, if you don't see the sense of listening to our advice then perhaps your director will."

Her head didn't move, but the corner of her lip twitched. "We are closest to the Royal Free Hospital where the pediatric patient is," she said evenly. "We will begin there."

 

Dr. Nancy Levine had already cleared their presence with the Royal Free Hospital's administrators. After she flashed her identity card at the main desk, the three physicians were directed up to the Pediatric ICU on the tenth floor.

Outside the nursing station, a matronly middle-aged woman in a white uniform and headgear, which looked to Haldane like something from a black-and-white movie, introduced herself only as "Sister."

"Sister, we're looking for the patient Alyssa Mathews."

The woman shook her. "I am sorry, Dr. Levine, but she has already gone."

"Oh," Haldane sighed, assuming the worst. "When did it happen?"

"It?" The sister's face crumpled in confusion for a moment. "Oh, no, no!" She shook her head again. "Alyssa has not died. On the contrary, she has shown signs of stabilizing this morning. Today is the first day her doctors have deemed her stable enough to go downstairs for a CT scan of her chest. She only just left ten minutes before."

By the time Haldane, Levine, and McLeod reached the Radiology Department, Alyssa was already on the procedure table having her scan performed.

A radiology clerk led them to Veronica Mathews who paced nervously in the department's waiting room. Veronica wore hospital greens. Her long black hair was frizzled at the flyaway ends, and she only had speckled remnants of her blue eyeliner inside the dark circles encasing her eyes. Even still, Haldane had no trouble picturing her on a runway in New York or Paris, because her sharp features and tall graceful body were so striking.

They sat down at a bank of chairs in the far comer of the waiting room. Haldane sat directly across from Mathews, while McLeod and Levine sat on either side of him. During the introductions Veronica stared blankly over Haldane's head, appearing as sedated as a postoperative patient. Only when he explained how he had just come from China and had seen several other cases of the Gansu Flu did Veronica snap into focus.

Her eyes pleaded with Haldane. "You saw people who recovered from this thing, right?" she said in an accent that seemed to fluctuate between New Yorker and Brit on every second syllable.

"Yes, Mrs. Mathews." He nodded. "We saw people who had hovered on the brink of death and then rebounded. They were fine by the time we talked to them."

She reached out and grabbed his arm. "And children?"

"Yes, children too. Most of the children in China survived the virus."

She squeezed his arm and her lips formed a tentative smile. "But Alyssa has been so sick ..."

"But she has hung on for four days."

Mathews shrugged helplessly and shook her head. "So?"

"Four days was the magic number in China," Haldane explained. "All the patients who survived for more than four days went on to recover fully."

Mathews's fingers dug into Haldane's arm. Her eyes went wide. "Alyssa will recover?" she demanded frantically.

Haldane donned a reassuring smile. "I expect so, Mrs. Mathews."

She loosened the grip on his arm. Tears began to pour from her eyes. "Thank you, Dr. Haldane. Thank you so much ..."

"Not me," Haldane said. "The staff here at the hospital."

"Of course," she sniffled, but still clung to his arm.

Haldane allowed her a moment, and then asked, "Mrs. Mathews, do you have any idea where Alyssa picked up this virus?"

The sleeplessness caught up to her again. Her eyes glazed over. She waved a hand carelessly around the empty waiting room. "There are bugs everywhere. People sneezing and coughing, it's an insane time to travel--"

"Veronica," Haldane cut her off. "We're confident that Alyssa picked it up at the hotel. Probably five to seven days ago give or take. Do you remember seeing anyone who looked particularly sick at that time?"

She shook her head wearily. "I've seen so many red and runny noses ..."

"Think, Veronica, please. It's very important."

Haldane's request didn't appear to register on her blank face. "I tried to keep the girls away, but they're everywhere. In the lobby, at the restaurants, by the pool. Some places you can shield them a little, but what can you do when you're stuck on an elevator with someone who--" She stopped in midsentence. Her eyes narrowed. She began to nod.

Haldane leaned closer to her. "What is it, Veronica?"

"About a week ago, we were riding the elevator just before supper. We had just been at the swimming pool, the girls and I. They loved that pool ..." She smiled her first openmouthed smile in their presence, exposing perfect white teeth. "A woman was on the elevator. Standing by the buttons. She was coughing."

Levine cut in. "What did she look like, Mrs. Mathews?"

"Not well." Veronica shook her head. "She looked as if she needed the elevator wall just to keep her upright. When the girls headed for the buttons--they love to press the buttons--she backed away from them, as if scared."

"Can you be any more specific in your description?" Levine asked, her tone slightly critical.

"She was younger than me. I'd say, early to mid-twenties, at the most. Her thick sandy brown hair was a mess, but she was pretty. Big eyes. She looked pale, but I think that was because of her illness. To me, she looked Mediterranean. Italian? Spanish? Maybe even Greek, but I don't think so ... Spanish would be my bet."

"Anything else?"

Veronica thought. "She was dressed a little"--she searched for the word--"seductively, considering."

"Considering what?" Haldane asked.

"That she obviously wasn't well." Veronica said. "She wore a tight blouse and jeans, along with a fair bit of makeup. It struck me as out of place for someone fighting a rotten cold. Especially in November."

"Did she speak to you at all?"

"No," Veronica said. "When I apologized for the girls crowding her at the control panel, she smiled nervously and stumbled back away from the girls." Veronica's eyelids drooped again from fatigue. She looked at Haldane, sadly. "The poor woman just sort of wilted in front of my eyes."

"That was the only time you saw her?" Haldane asked.

Before Veronica could answer, a man emerged from the CT scanning room, wearing the gown, mask, and gloves. Once outside, he pulled off his mask and walked over toward the bank of chairs.

As soon as Veronica saw him, she leaped to her feet and ran over to him. "What did it show, Dr. Mayer? How is my baby?" She reached out to touch him.
  



CHAPTER 17





DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY, NEBRASKA AVENUE CENTER, WASHINGTON, D.C.



Hobbling into the conference room, Gwen Savard couldn't conceal her gimpy ankle from Alex Clayton, the CIA Deputy Director of Operations, or any of the other members of the Bioterrorism Preparedness Council. Gwen had no one to blame but herself. She had continued to run on the treadmill at the gym for days after her injury, and now she paid the price. Maybe Peter had been right when he'd once jokingly described her as a dog with a bone and a bad case of lockjaw.

All fifteen members of the council were already around the oval table when Savard took her seat at its head. After she made a few brief remarks, the meeting unfolded predictably. They discussed the old standards of bioterrorism--smallpox, anthrax, the plague, and so on--recycling data they had seen before without shedding new light. They reviewed the sixth draft of the generic urban centers' Emergency Response Plan to Biological Attack, known by most of them as ERPBA, without reaching consensus.

Savard had difficulty concentrating on the debate. After her conversation earlier in the week with Haldane, she had filed the Gansu Flu into the recesses of her mind; worthy of no more than a mental footnote. Now with its sudden reemergence, she could focus on little else.

After the committee covered the agenda items, Gwen said, "No doubt, everyone here has heard that the Gansu strain of influenza has shown up in London. At last report there are at least fourteen cases and three deaths. And in Hong Kong, there are now five confirmed infections and several more suspect cases."

Halfway down the table Moira Roberts, the Deputy Directory of the FBI, leaned forward and squinted at Gwen. "And this has to do with bioterrorism how?"

In a plain black suit and gray blouse, which matched her prematurely gray hair worn in an outdated bob, Roberts struck Gwen as the epitome of frumpy. "No one seems to know how the virus got to England or Hong Kong," Savard said.

"Have you considered travelers from China?" Roberts asked in a tone that made it unclear whether or not she meant to be facetious.

"It did occur to me." Savard matched Roberts's tone. "But unlike SARS where the index cases were easily traceable, they have found no link in London or Hong Kong to the Gansu outbreak."

"Which means it must be bioterrorism, right?" Roberts said, no longer bothering to mask her sarcasm.

"Which means," Gwen said slowly, suppressing her mounting irritation, "we cannot discount the possibility of terrorism."

"It might be a while before you can discount any possible explanation for the outbreaks," Roberts pointed out.

Gwen didn't doubt Roberts's intelligence, but her agitative personality made it impossible to warm to the woman. "So in the meantime we just ignore it?" Savard said.

Roberts folded her arms and sighed. "That's not what I'm trying to say."

Annoyed, Clayton cut in. "What are you trying to say, Moira?"

"I remember we had similar discussions around SARS," Roberts replied, talking to the table instead of Clayton. "Some people were convinced it was a biological weapon dreamed up by Al Qaeda. That didn't exactly pan out, did it?" She sighed. "No doubt this new virus poses a potential major public health risk to the United States. I don't discount that for a minute. What I suggest is that we wait to learn more before we overreact and waste precious resources chasing phantom terrorists when other departments, like Health and Human Services, will have more pressing priorities to address."

A few of the members around the table nodded, but none spoke up, appearing content to sit on the sidelines.

Ignoring Roberts, Clayton turned to Savard. "Gwen, how do we find out where this virus came from?"

"Finding the index case or cases is the key," she said.

"And if we don't?" Clayton asked.

"That would concern me," Gwen said gravely. "With almost every epidemic of this magnitude, the index case is readily identifiable. The person usually seeks medical attention just like any other victim. And if they don't then you have to wonder if he or she is deliberately avoiding detection."

"But, Dr. Savard," Roberts said, "I understand from the newspaper that this bug is only twenty-five percent lethal."

"Only!" Gwen said. "That's a devastating mortality rate. Most flus run at a mortality rate of far less than one percent. And those influenza strains kill only people at the extremes of age. This bug is killing otherwise healthy children and adults at a rate of twenty-five percent. That is up there with smallpox and flesh-eating disease!"

"And people recover quickly from it," Roberts continued as if Gwen hadn't spoken. "So the index case might have already recovered without thinking he ever had anything more than a bad flu. Or conversely, he might have died somewhere and no one has connected his death to the outbreak."

"So two people carry the virus over from China to London and Hong Kong, simultaneously, and then both die in obscurity? What are the chances?" Savard held out her hands, palms up.

"I'm simply suggesting that there are several reasons aside from terrorism for the index cases not to have materialized." Roberts nodded to Gwen, as if mollifying an irrational child.

"Moira, Moira, Moira," Clayton said with an exaggerated sigh. "I've heard the Tony Robbins tapes too, but wishful thinking isn't going to make everything okay this time."

Several people laughed. Even Savard had to bite her lip. Roberts glared at Clayton with undisguised contempt.

"Correct me, if I'm wrong," interjected Jack Elinda, a weedy balding man from the Department of the Environment. "But this is a form of influenza, true?" He cocked his finger and thumb into an imaginary gun at Gwen, which he had a tendency to do whenever he was trying to make a point.

"A mutated form," Savard said. "One that has undergone massive reassortment of its genetic code. Effectively, it's a virus that man has never seen before."

"Still, if it's an influenza virus we should be able to use a vaccine, true?" Elinda pressed.

"The current flu vaccine would be useless," Savard said.

"But we could manufacture a new vaccine for this particular strain, true?" Elinda cocked his finger at Gwen again.

"Theoretically." Savard nodded. She turned to the Assistant Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services. "Any thoughts, Dr. Menck?"

Dr. Harold Menck was an epidemiologist in his early sixties. Of medium build with a slight paunch and a tight crew cut, he always wore the same blue suit and white shirt with a rotation of bland ties. He rarely spoke at the Bioterrorism Preparedness Council meetings. Gwen had the suspicion that in spite of his high-profile appointment Menck was biding time while awaiting the golden parachute of retirement.

Leaning back in his chair with his hands folded on top of his head, Menck said, "I tend to agree with Ms. Roberts."

"That wasn't the question," Savard said.

"I know." Menck shrugged. "But I have no idea how long it will take to create a vaccine. I hear scientists have started to look into it, but remember they are still nowhere near a SARS vaccine."

"This is influenza, though," Savard said.

"That should make it easier," Menck said with as much interest as if they were talking about genetically altered peaches. "But even if they had already developed the vaccine, it would take several months to produce enough of it to immunize the country. And I think we should be careful not to overreact. Young lady, you probably don't remember the Swine Flu fiasco, but I lived through it."

"I remember, Dr. Menck," Savard said coolly.

"Well I don't." Clayton shot her a playful smile. "Then again I'm way younger than Dr. Savard."

Gwen rolled her eyes, but chuckled in spite of herself.

"In 1975, a nineteen-year-old recruit died on a Louisiana army base after developing flulike symptoms," Menck said. "Tests confirmed he had acquired a strain of Swine Flu, thought to be closely related to the original Spanish Flu. Everyone panicked. The then president, Gerald Ford, authorized production of 150 million doses of vaccine against Swine Flu. Six months later no one else had died of the virus. They even began to wonder if that first soldier had died of heatstroke. But by then, Ford was into an election year and he didn't want to admit a costly mistake. So he listened to the CDC advisors and let them proceed with a mass-scale immunization. Problem was the vaccine started to kill people. A couple hundred people died of vaccine complications before they stopped. It turned into the most costly class-action lawsuit in medico-legal history. And for what?"

"No offence, Dr. Menck." Savard shook her head. "Three hundred people in China did not die of heatstroke in November."

"I understand," Menck said, resuming his disinterested pose with hands on top of his head. "I am merely suggesting we should consider all options, but balance our response. No point in people throwing on gas masks and climbing into backyard bunkers, like we did in the fifties every time the Soviets got out of sorts."

"With all due respect, Dr. Menck," Savard said evenly. "A man-made pandemic is the one occurrence that could make a nuclear event look tame by comparison."

 

After the meeting broke up, Clayton lagged behind with Savard. Standing at the doorway, he asked, "What happened to your foot?"

Gwen shrugged. "Just a little sprain."

Clayton flashed his openmouthed GO smile. "I was kind of hoping you had broken it on the ass of a certain unnamed deputy director of the FBI."

She laughed. "Who knows? Maybe, she's right," Gwen said, taking the weight off her foot by leaning against a chair. "Maybe I am overreacting."

Clayton shook his head. "You're doing your job, Gwen."

She nodded. "Something very strange is going on with this bug, Alex. I know it. I wish I were closer to the action."

He laughed. "Hey, that's my line! You sound like a washed-up ex-field operative."

"I just wish I had more to go on." She frowned. "Speaking of which, anything new on that missing lab equipment in Africa?"

"Our people are still looking into it, but I wouldn't hold my breath." He snapped his fingers. "I think it's gone."

"I don't like the sound of that," she said. "Any more cell chatter?"

"Just the usual." Clayton reached forward and brushed his hand against her wrist. In spite of the light contact, Gwen sensed his strength and confidence. She couldn't deny the sexiness of the gesture. It had been too long since she experienced anything akin to physical warmth.

"We still on for tonight?" he asked.

"Alex, I would love to--"

"Oh, no! You're canceling, aren't you?" Clayton covered his face in mock mortification. "It's prom night all over again. I'm going to wind up taking my mom out for sushi, aren't I?"

"Alex, I want to," she said. "But I'm not going to be in town tonight."

"I should have guessed." He shook his head and laughed. "You're flying to London, aren't you?"




YALE UNIVERSITY, NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT



Clayton had it almost right. Gwen was going to London but not until the next morning. In the meantime, she had one interstate trip to make before heading overseas. The Lear jet flew her from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport to Tweed-New Haven Airport in less than thirty minutes. The waiting car drove her directly to the Yale campus.

It was after six o'clock when the car pulled up in front of the pharmacy research laboratory, but even in the dark the sight conjured up a wave of memories. Gwen hadn't been back to the lab in more than fifteen years, but like everything else she had seen of Dr. Isaac Moskor's life the building hadn't changed in the interim.

Most of the building was dark, but behind the top row of translucent windows, the lights of Moskor's lab burned brightly. After clearing security at the front door, Gwen headed up the stairs to the fifth-floor lab. She rang the doorbell. The metal door opened, and on the other side stood her mentor, looming larger than life. His white hair was tousled, and his thick-framed glasses askew. His lab coat had black streaks and patches on it. He looked as if he had just slid out from underneath a car whose transmission he had been adjusting. Gwen recognized the disheveled appearance and the burning determination in his eyes. It meant Moskor had been wrapped up in an experiment of one kind or another. It meant he was happy.

"I get to see you twice in a month?" he grunted in his low-pitched Jersey accent. He shot her a crooked grin. "You get yourself fired or something?"

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the bear of a man. "Isaac, it's always a pleasure to see you."

"You too, kid," he said, breaking off the embrace. "Come see the old lab."

She followed him down a corridor into the main room of the laboratory. Along the back wall a row of cages rattled when she stepped into the room. Gwen remembered how the male rhesus monkeys always used to hoot and shake the cages when strangers, especially females, entered the room.

She might as well have stepped back into her postgraduate days of the late eighties. Most of the equipment was the same--lab tables, fridges, animal cages, and incubators--but there were new computers and other high-tech pieces of equipment scattered through Moskor's large lab. The sights, sounds, and smell of the place made Gwen realize how much she missed the milieu. The rewards of being a top-level government scientific administrator suddenly paled in the presence of the indescribable rush that came with the search for scientific truth, or even just the possibility of it, palpable in the air of her old research lab.

Moskor led her over to a row of microscopes on the table. "Gwen, you got to see this!"

Gwen leaned over the first microscope. She peered through the eyepieces and rolled a knob until the slide came into focus. The field lit up like a fluorescent green fireworks display. Between the luminescent areas were several dark cells. "African green monkey kidney cells?" Gwen asked without looking up.

"Yup."

African green monkey kidney was one of the best culture mediums for growing viruses in the lab. She recognized the bright green as direct fluorescent antibody or DFA staining, which meant that fluorescent-labeled antibodies had latched on to virally infected cells and lit them up in radiant green.

She stood up from the microscope and pointed at the slide. "Influenza?"

Moskor nodded. "An overwhelming infection, as you can see. Now look at the next slide. Same DFA stain. Same source blood."

Gwen moved down one microscope and looked into the eyepieces. The color was gone. Only the dark kidney cells floated in the field. She glanced up at Moskor. "What happened?"

"That blood came from the same monkey forty-eight hours later. Difference was he had been treated with our new drug," he said with a hint of pride. "A36112."

She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Moskor again, catching him off guard. He stumbled back a step before regaining his balance. He laughed. "I'm not willing to take a hug even from a beautiful girl like you if it's going to cost me a broken hip."

Gwen released her grip. She gaped at him with a huge smile. "That's amazing, Isaac! No trace of infection at forty-eight hours."

"Not all of the subject cases turn out this well," he said. "But this is fairly typical of what we've been seeing with A36112."

"Do you know what this means, Isaac?"

"Yeah." He shrugged. "It means we've got a decent treatment for the flu in lab monkeys."

"C'mon, Isaac," she pressed. "It means a lot more than that."

"Don't get ahead of yourself, kid," Moskor said. "I'm as excited as a boy who just got the complete set of Yankees' ball cards, too. But I've learned better than to assume you can take this"--he pointed at the microscopes--"and replicate it in the real world."

"There's no reason to think you can't," Savard said.

"We're only in phase one testing on humans," Moskor pointed out.

"And?"

"So far the side effects have been mild, like with the monkeys. A bit of diarrhea. Not much else."

Savard nodded. "See."

"Gwen, even if everything goes off without a hitch," Moskor sighed. "You know how it works. We're minimum five years away from commercial production."

"Unless you're talking about compassionate release," she said, referring to the Food and Drug Administration clause that allows drugs to be released before finishing clinical trials in cases where the prognosis is otherwise hopeless.

"Compassionate release for the flu?" Moskor's face crumpled into a grimace. Then his eyes went wide with realization. He shook a finger at her. "You've come about that Gansu strain of influenza! That's why you're here, isn't it?"

"It's spreading, Isaac. London and Hong Kong."

"And I'm genuinely sorry about that," Moskor said. "But you're not seriously thinking about treating real patients with A36112."

"Why not?"

"Gwen, have you lost your mind?" he said. "This is a research lab drug. Nothing more as of yet."

"Isaac, we don't know of any currently available drugs to treat this infection."

He shook his head so vehemently that strands of his white hair fluttered above his head. "No. No. No."

Gwen put a hand on her hip. "Isaac, do you know what this Gansu strain is capable of? It's an indiscriminate killer."

Moskor sighed. "I don't doubt it, but that doesn't change anything."

"Twenty-five percent of its victims die," Gwen continued. "Most are under fifty. So far, sixty children in a remote area of China died in one month, Isaac. Imagine what will happen if it sweeps the States?" She paused. "And we would have no treatment to offer."

"So you're willing to throw some untested drug at everyone and just hope for the best?" Moskor glared at her. "What of the seventy-five percent people who recover without treatment?"

"What of them?"

"What if my drug kills some of them?" he demanded. Then he added in a hushed tone, "That would be a fine legacy for my life's work."

"You said yourself that the side effects were mild in phase one testing," she countered.

"In a hundred healthy volunteers!" Moskor said. "We have no idea what it would do to thousands of already sick patients."

Gwen reached up and rested a hand on one of Moskor's thick, slumping shoulders. "Isaac, what if your drug saved thousands of lives instead? That would be a very fitting legacy for your life's work."

He shook his head, but with less vehemence. "It's too early, Gwen."
  



CHAPTER 18





PEACE ARCH U.S.-CANADA BORDER CROSSING, WHITE ROCK, CANADA



Twenty miles south of Vancouver, Canada, Glenda and Marvin Zindler sat in their pickup truck in one of the six lanes at the Peace Arch Border Crossing, waiting to cross into the States. The dark gray skies threatened to erupt in rain at any moment. Only a white sedan stood between them and the customs agent, but it had been idling at the booth for over ten minutes while the agent leaned through the open window and interrogated the car's occupants.

"This would have been the fastest lane for sure!" Marvin growled, his round face flushing and his jowls shaking as he tapped the steering wheel like a bongo.

"What's the hurry, Marv?" Glenda asked, recognizing the familiar signs of escalation in her husband. "Seattle is less than three hours south of here, and the wedding isn't until tonight. We'll cross the border when we cross."

"That's not the point, Glen!" Marvin snapped.

Glenda noticed that the agent rested a hand on his belt just behind his holstered gun. Though she had crossed this border often, it was the first time she realized that unlike their Canadian counterparts, American customs agents were armed.

The handsome young agent pulled back from the window. Not only was his blue uniform similar to a state trooper's, but he swaggered like one too as he walked around to the trunk of the car. He tapped on the back window and flagged the occupants inside.

"Oh, for goodness' sake!" Marvin huffed. "We'll be here forever!"

Riveted by the minidrama unfolding in front of her, Glenda ignored her husband's impatience as she watched the doors of the sedan open and a young couple step out.

"Figures!" Marvin heaved a sigh. "Look what we have here. A couple of them."

"Them, who?"

"A-rabs. Now we're going to have a search. Why they let those people come over here in the first place, I will never--"

"Give it a rest, Marv," Glenda said distractedly as she studied the young couple. They both wore jeans and light jackets. The young man was of average build. He stood stiffly immobile by the trunk, and he only removed his sunglasses when the customs agent tapped by the side of his own eyes and pointed at him.

In contrast to her husband--at least Glenda presumed the couple was married--the woman kept in constant motion, looking like someone desperate for a bathroom. Short and squat with a thick shock of curly black hair, she glanced around constantly. The one time her eyes met Glenda's, she dropped her gaze straight to the ground.

"Look, Marv, the poor dear is nervous as a virgin on her wedding night," Glenda said and she reached over and tapped her husband on his fidgeting hand.

"Probably has good reason to be," he grunted. "Bet they have forged papers. Or maybe they're carrying a bomb."

"Oh, Marvin!" Glenda sighed and shook her head.

The customs agent slammed the trunk shut. He signaled something to them with his index finger, and the young couple climbed back into their car. "He's letting them go through after all that?" Marvin said as if it were a personal insult.

But after passing the booth, the white car immediately turned off to its right. Glenda watched as the car circled back and passed them heading in the opposite direction toward Canada. "They're turning them back," Marvin said. "Good."

"Racist." Glenda shook her head at her husband. "Well, I feel sorry for them. That poor girl is going to be beside herself next time she tries to cross the border."




POLICE HEADQUARTERS, CAIRO, EGYPT



Sergeant Achmed Eleish sat at his desk, hidden in a cloud of cigarette smoke, reading the incomplete dossier. Its content was so bland that it could have documented the military career of any undistinguished officer. But from what Eleish knew of Major Abdul Sabri, his career had been anything but undistinguished.

When his informer, Bishr Gamal, had whispered Sabri's name from a phone booth in downtown Cairo, Eleish felt a chill. Gamal had refused to expand much on the revelation, demanding more money and a more secure line of communication. However, he had told Eleish that Sabri had been frequenting the Al-Futuh Mosque and seen often in the company of Hazzir Al Kabaal.

What was a secular army officer with a reputation for ruthlessly crushing Islamic radicalism doing at an Islamic mosque? Eleish wondered. He reached for the file again, hoping to glean a clue.

Even for an Egyptian Army Special Forces officer, Sabri's file had been censored beyond usual. There were months, even years, missing. And the mentioned postings told very little of his activities. Some of the content was outright contradictory. In Alexandria in the early nineties, it said he had been assigned to port security, which did not fit at all with his Special Forces branch of the army. And after the Luxor massacre of 1997 (where sixty-eight Western tourists were gunned down by Muslim extremists), Sabri had been allegedly entrusted with assuring "tourism safety" for the pyramids of Giza. Eleish couldn't picture Sabri standing outside the Great Sphinx shepherding tourists around like a traffic cop. He could only infer that Sabri played a role in the largely successful hunt to track down and kill the masterminds behind the massacre.

The last entry was the oddest part of the file. Dated six months earlier, a single line stated that Sabri had voluntarily resigned his commission. Eleish did the calculation in his head. It meant that Sabri had resigned after twenty-three years of service, two years shy of the highest level of military pension that all officers sought. It made no sense.

Eleish's stomach rumbled. Thankful that Ramadan had ended, he reached into the desk drawer and pulled out his lunch at 10:40 in the morning. Samira had made him a pita bread sandwich stuffed with the cold lamb kebabs from last night's dinner. His favorite. Devouring the sandwich, he mulled the facts over in his mind trying to come up with a logical link between a publishing magnate, a Special Forces soldier, and a mosque known as a hotbed for Islamic extremism.

A raspy voice interrupted his thoughts. "Sergeant, I have something for you to see."

Eleish looked up from his lunch to see Constable Qasim Ramsi standing in front of his desk. Short and sweaty with beady eyes and an oily smile, the junior detective looked perpetually guilty, which coincidentally he was. Eleish knew Ramsi to be a corrupt officer who spent much of his time extorting money from the dealers, pickpockets, pimps, and prostitutes of Cairo.

"I'm busy, Constable," Eleish said, searching his desk for a napkin to wipe the pita sauce off his hands and face.

"You will want to see these," Ramsi said, and Eleish knew immediately that he wouldn't.

Ramsi pulled out the manila envelope from under his arm. He reached two stubby fingers inside and withdrew a series of black-and-white blowups. He dropped the first one on Eleish's desk.

Eleish finally located the lunch bag under the chair. Inside, he found the napkin his wife always thoughtfully packed for him. Only after his hands were clean did he reach for the photo. It was a snapshot of a murder victim lying on the street in his underwear. His head and face were covered in so much blood that his features were unrecognizable. Huge bruises mottled the upper chest and legs.

"Congratulations, Qasim, you have a murder victim," Eleish said. "It will be even more impressive if you find the murderer."

Ramsi smiled wider. "Not just any victim, Sergeant." He tossed another enlarged photograph onto Eleish's desk. It fluttered in the air, flipping upside down.

Annoyed, Eleish reached down and flipped it over.

It was a close-up of the victim's face after some of the blood had been wiped away. The victim's eyes were swollen shut. His lower lip was filleted down the middle. The nose deviated to the right. An open red sore replaced most of his right cheek. And his right ear was missing. In spite of the mutilation, Eleish recognized Bishr Gamal's face.

"Looks like you'll be needing a new informer," Ramsi grunted.

Eleish suppressed the surge of anger. He stared at the photo for a few moments, composing himself. "Where?"

"In an alley not far from Khan al-Khalili," Ramsi said.

"How did he die?"

Ramsi put a meaty finger on the picture. "Badly."

"This is not an autopsy report," Eleish said through gritted teeth. "Was he shot, knifed, or just beaten to death?"

"Beaten."

"Who?"

"Did you notice the missing ear?" Ramsi asked, patronizingly.

The gesture was the signature of one of Cairo's most notorious gangs, the Muhannad Al Din. Their name meant "sword of the faith," but Eleish had yet to meet a spiritual member of the gang. They were lowlife who trafficked in people, drugs, and firearms. They traded with anyone willing to pay, from Islamic extremists to European drug smugglers. And the price for double-crossing them always involved the loss of an ear before death.

"They didn't kill him quickly, though," Ramsi said. "Some of his bruises had ripened. And see the sore on his cheek. His face was burned with something."

"Tortured?" Eleish said.

Ramsi nodded.

"Why would the Muhannad Al Din torture Bishr?"

"A thousand reasons." Ramsi shrugged. "He was a street rat, Sergeant. Either he stole from them. Or short-changed a prostitute." He snickered. "Or maybe he snitched on them to you, and they wanted to find out what he told you."

Eleish took a slow breath, suppressing the urge to punch his slimy colleague. He swallowed his rage and spoke in an even tone. "Look, Ramsi, I knew Gamal. It will be easier for me. Why don't I take care of this?"

Ramsi shrugged. He dropped the rest of the photos on Eleish's desk. "It's all yours, Sergeant. He was going to the very bottom of my pile, anyway."

After Ramsi left, Eleish sat at his desk and stared at the photos of Gamal's disfigured face. Ramsi was right. Cairo was a violent city. There were a thousand reasons why the Muhannad Al Din might have killed Gamal. Still, Eleish sensed that his murder had something to do with his presence at the Al-Futuh Mosque. The realization stirred the pangs of guilt. It also tangibly reinforced the risks of tracking Hazzir Kabaal.

Eleish moved the black-and-whites out of the way and reached for Abdul Sabri's file. He flipped open the cover, on which there was a half-page black-and-white photo of Sabri. His delicate features stared tranquilly back at the camera.

"You work for Kabaal now, don't you, Major?" Eleish asked the picture softly under his breath and then reached for another cigarette.
  



CHAPTER 19





SHERATON LONDON SUITES, LONDON, ENGLAND



After finishing at the Royal Free Hospital and then visiting the headquarters of the London Health Commission, Haldane did not get his first glimpse of his hotel room until after 1:00 A.M. The message light was blinking on his phone, but he opted instead to check his e-mail. Propped on a pillow against the bed's headboard, he rested the notebook computer on his lap and flipped it open. After linking to the hotel's wireless network, he downloaded his e-mails. Several of the 224 messages were marked "urgent," but when Noah noticed his wife's name among the list of senders he went straight for her message. Sent almost twenty-four hours earlier, she had left the subject field blank. He read:Noah,

I can't imagine a more cowardly way to do this, but I didn't know how else to reach you before you came home. And I don't think I can look you in the eye and say what I need to say.

Noah, I never thought I could love anyone else the way I have loved you, but I can't deny any longer to you or to myself how deeply I have fallen for Julie. Gay? Straight? Bisexual? I don't know, "selfish" might be the only term that applies.

You've always been loving and decent to me. Even in those dark months when you withdrew from the world, I felt your pain. I know you never set out to hurt me. And it wasn't an excuse for what I did. There is no excuse.

Noah, you are a good person ... maybe a great person ... I am not. Still, I have tried to do the right thing. I wanted to turn my back on this consuming passion. Or is it addiction? God help me, I still do! But in the end, I can't.

Love? Lust? Infatuation? I don't know. I've lost my perspective. But whatever it is, I can't help how strongly I feel it.

I know so much more than my feelings are at stake. Chloe and you ... But right now, I need time and I need space. Noah, I hope you will be willing to give me both though I deserve neither.

Anna.






Haldane sat and stared at the letters on the screen, without reading the e-mail again.

He wasn't shocked by any of what Anna had written. The signs had been building for some time. However, his calmness did surprise him; and even more astounding were the flickers of relief. He had heard patients say that the not knowing was worse than having the worst confirmed, but he hadn't believed them. Now at least in the case of his wife, he understood. The crippling doubt and agonizing second-guessing evaporated, replaced by a heavyhearted sense of purpose. Saddened as he was, at least he could start looking ahead instead of behind.

His cell phone rang, and he absentmindedly reached for it. "Hello?"

"Oh, Noah!" Anna said. "I've been trying to reach you all day."

He sat up over the side of the bed. "Is Chloe okay?"

"She's fine," Anna said. "It's just that I sent you an e-mail yesterday ... when I thought you were on your way home."

She paused, but when Haldane didn't comment, she continued in her frantic tone. "I never would have sent it if I'd known you were going to London to fight this epidemic. What an awful thing to put on your plate with you already facing so much!"

"Why awful?" Haldane asked evenly.

"It was such a stupid e-mail. All melodramatic and full of impulsive thoughts like something a fourteen-year-old might write." She swallowed loudly. "Noah, please, will you just delete it?"

"Okay," he said.

"And can we pretend I never sent it?" she added.

He considered it for a while, then he said, "Anna, can I speak to Chloe?"

"Mom's got her for dinner. She won't be home for a couple more hours." Anna hesitated. "Noah, the e-mail? Will you destroy it for me?"

"If you like."

"Very, very much," she said with a nervous laugh. When he didn't comment, Anna spoke up to fill in the silence. "Noah, this Gansu Flu. The media makes it sound so dangerous over there!"

"They exaggerate," he said.

"You are being really careful, right?"

"Always," he said distantly.

"Noah, please come home soon," she said, her voice cracking. "Chloe misses you so much, and I ..."

"Anna," Haldane said.

She swallowed again. "Yeah?"

"The answer is yes."

"Yes?"

"You can have time and space," he said.

"Noah, I told you, it was just an impulsive--"

"We both know that's not true," he cut her off. "You have a lot to sort out. I understand. I want you to. It's important for all of us." He cleared the lump from his throat. "Do what you have to do. Okay, Anna?"

Through the slight static, he heard his wife sobbing softly on the end of the line. "Will you still be there afterward?" she asked in a whisper.

 

Haldane woke up early the next morning with a slight headache and an ill-defined sense of defeat, like a drunk waking up after a fall off the wagon.

Desperate to avoid thoughts of the train wreck of his personal life, he lay in the warm strange bed and focused his mind on viruses. In spite of their oblivious malevolence, they held such fascination for him. They lived only to reproduce, and yet, they didn't really live at all. Nature's lethal half-measure, viruses were just floating bags of parasitic DNA or RNA, which required the complex machinery of a living cell to reproduce.

In his mind's eye, he imagined the electron-microscope-enhanced images of influenza crystals--perfect spheres surrounded by two proteins, hemagglutinin and neuraminidase, which stuck out of its surface like a ring of open umbrellas. Hemagglutinin and neuraminidase, which help bind the virus to its potential target, were also influenza's fingerprints, allowing scientists to classify strains of the virus by their H and N type. He had heard the previous day from the WHO Influenza Surveillance Lab that the Gansu strain had been identified as H2N2, the same subtype that accounted for the Asian Flu of 1957. But he knew that ARCS was not the Asian Flu. After intermixing with other species' viruses new proteins had hopped onto its surface and new genes had crawled into its RNA creating a superbug that had found its way from the farms of China to the streets of London and Hong Kong. And from there who knew where this minute monster might hit next?

Haldane glanced at the clock. It read 6:32 A.M. Time to move. He dragged himself into the shower. He was changed and in the lobby by 6:45. Duncan McLeod greeted him by the elevator with a steaming foam cup. "Here's a double-shot espresso for you," McLeod said. "You'll need this before Princess Charming shows up."

No sooner had he said it than Dr. Nancy Levine strode across the lobby toward them in a dour gray pantsuit. Her hair was in another tight bun, which served to accentuate the sharp ridges of her cheekbones and chin.

"Speak of the devil," McLeod whispered to Haldane. "Literally."

Haldane nodded to her. "Morning, Dr. Levine."

"Good morning, Doctors," she said crisply. The creases of her frown deepened. "We had best get a move on it There have been more cases."

Levine started to walk, but Haldane stood his ground. "How many more?" he asked.

Levine stopped and turned to him. "Eight people inside the hotel."

"And outside the hotel?" Haldane asked.

"There are seven more suspect cases in Greater London," she said. "All of them are traceable directly or indirectly back to a tour of the Tower of London where they had contact with the first casualty, an American oil company executive named Fletcher."

"Fucking marvelous!" McLeod hollered in the middle of the lobby. "Some brilliant Yank takes a walking tour with walking pneumonia."

Haldane ignored his colleague. "How geographically spread is this new cluster?"

"A family in North London accounts for four of the cases," she said. "The other three are Dutch tourists staying in a hotel in the city center."

"And their contacts are quarantined?"

"Of course," Levine said coldly. "To the extent that is possible. The victims are tourists. Therefore, they have been visiting all over London."

Haldane digested the information without comment. After they had loaded into the Land Rover and headed out into the morning traffic, Haldane summarized. "So we have at least three distinct clusters of infections in the city now. Most of it among travelers. What sort of screening is going on at the access points like airports and train stations?"

Levine glanced at Haldane with an unfamiliar expression. It bordered on respect. "We immediately instituted our SARS screening plan at the airport. We have used the same questionnaire regarding fever and cough. And we are screening temperatures," she said. "We have tried a similar approach at the train stations. However, we have far less control of the traffic there."

"How many of the guests at Park Tower Plaza have left the country in the last five days?" Haldane asked.

"Several," Levine said. "We have been going through the hotel's checkout lists and the flight logs, contacting affected travelers. So far, no one we have reached has developed symptoms. We have recommended home quarantine to all of them for a minimum of five days."

"Good." Haldane nodded. "There have been no cases reported outside London?"

"No." Then Levine added, "Not yet."

The fatalistic comment brought a lull to the conversation. Haldane stared out the window at downtown London. There were cars and people on the sidewalk, but it looked very different from the bustle he remembered. The sight was eerily reminiscent of the streets of Jiayuguan City. He knew it wouldn't be long before faces everywhere in London were hidden behind surgical masks.

Haldane looked over at Levine. She gripped the steering wheel tightly. She had deep bags under her eyes, suggesting she hadn't slept in days. It occurred to him that Levine's haughty frigidity might have been partly in reaction to the enormous stress she was confronting. Haldane had seen other senior public health officials crumple in the face of lesser outbreaks.

"Dr. Levine," he said, "it would be a good idea to set up screening clinics today in the neighborhoods where there are known cases."

She glanced at him, her face set for an argument, but then her expression softened. "I will suggest it to the others on the Health Commission."

"What about the index case?" McLeod piped up from the backseat.

Levine shook her head. "We've not found her yet."

"Her?" Haldane said. "So you think it is the Spanish woman from the elevator of the hotel?"

"So far, she is the only connection we have uncovered."

"Bloody odd, isn't it?" McLeod pointed out.

"How so?"

"Why hasn't she turned up anywhere for treatment?" McLeod asked.

Levine sighed. "Dr. McLeod, there are countless hospitals and private clinics in London. She may well have presented to one of those before they had been alerted to the existence of the Gansu Flu."

"Or maybe she's dead," McLeod said. "You have checked the morgues, right?"

"Of course, we have," Levine snapped. "None of the cadavers match her description."

Haldane shook his head. "Putting aside the fact that she disappeared into thin air, the question I can't shake is: where? From where would this woman--Spanish, Greek, Italian, whatever--have caught the virus in the first place?" He looked over his shoulder. "Duncan, did you notice many scantily dressed Caucasian women in Jiayuguan City?"

"Not an abundance, no," he said. "But Hong Kong is a different story."

Haldane shook his head. "The outbreaks occurred simultaneously. The timing would have been all wrong for her to become infected in Hong Kong and then spread it here."

"What about the Chinese government?" McLeod asked.

"What about them?"

McLeod leaned forward. "They lied through their teeth about SARS. Maybe the Gansu Flu is rampant in Beijing or some other city and they've been busy covering their asses."

"Then why invite us to Jiayuguan in the first place?" Haldane asked.

"Christ, Haldane!" McLeod threw himself back against the seat. "You're not under the delusion that governments apply logic or reason to their planning?"

"Dr. Haldane is right," Levine said definitively. "We would know by now if the Gansu Flu had spread to central China."

"So where does that leave us with our index case?" Haldane looked from McLeod to Levine.

"A mystery," McLeod muttered. "The fucking Stonehenge of microbiology, isn't it?"

Haldane didn't reply, but he knew from experience that there would turn out to be a very rational explanation for where the woman and the virus she shed came from. He hoped that explanation would come sooner rather than later. He knew they were just spinning their wheels until they found it.

"How's the little girl doing?" McLeod asked from the backseat. "Alyssa."

"I heard she was weaned from the ventilator this morning," Levine said and her lips formed a hint of a smile. "Apparently they have upgraded her condition to stable."

They drove past the landmark Kensington Gardens at the west end of Hyde Park and turned off onto Pembroke Road in the heart of the trendy Notting Hill district of London. Approaching the entrance to the Park Tower Plaza Hotel, Haldane noticed that the streets were lined with rows of trucks and vans, many of which bore TV channel logos on the side. As the car slowed to a stop, Haldane experienced another jolt of deja vu.

The street had been barricaded with police cars blocking either end.

"To keep the press away," Levine explained as she rolled down her window for the officers manning the checkpoint. Once she had cleared security, she inched the car past ambulances and other government vehicles and into the hotel's driveway.

Armed police guarded the entryway. They scrutinized Levine's ID before directing her group to a makeshift change room. The three doctors donned gloves, caps, booties, gowns, and special N95 masks, which were designed for protecting against airborne TB particles. Looking like an entourage of misplaced surgeons, they entered the lobby. The posh hotel had been converted into a makeshift clinic. Fully garbed health-care workers milled about the lobby carrying thermometers, charts, and stethoscopes.

Nancy Levine led the others to the elevators. They rode the same elevator where Alyssa Mathews had acquired her life-threatening infection to the twenty-fifth floor. "We're using this floor as a special quarantine floor, specifically for people known to have acquired the virus," Levine explained. "The gentleman we are to meet, Mr. Collins, was in the Royal Free for three days but transferred back here last night to free up space in the hospital once his fever broke."

A fully garbed attendant met them at the doors to the elevator and directed them to the end of the hallway. After three knocks, the door opened. On the other side stood a bald man, wearing a mask and pajamas that looked loose on his thin frame. Because of the man's mask and lack of hair, Haldane had difficulty placing his age. Though he would have guessed Nigel Collins was close to his own age, somewhere in his late thirties.

After introductions, they followed Collins back to the small sitting room. As in the hospital in Jiayuguan City, Haldane found it awkward to conduct an interview with a group of masked people. Without seeing people's faces, it was difficult to read much into their responses.

"Where are you from, Mr. Collins?" Levine began.

"Call me Nigel," Collins said in a thick Liverpool accent, making him sound to Haldane like John or Paul from an early Beatles' interview. "Liverpool originally but live in Birmingham now. One of the local reps. Steelworkers union." He laughed. "Lucky me, name got drawn to come down for the big convention and stay in this swish hotel. Hah!"

"When did you first fall ill?" Levine asked.

"Four days ago!" he said, shifting constantly in his seat "Hit me like a train. Woke up and couldn't move. Burning up. And the pain! Felt as if my arms and legs had gone through the rolling presses. Then the cough came. Crikey!" He guffawed. "Had me thinking that the smokes finally caught up with me!"

"Were you short of breath, Nigel?" Haldane asked.

Collins hemmed and hawed. "When the coughing spasms came, couldn't stop to catch my breath. Between times, not so bad. No idea it was possible to feel so weak, though. Raising a cup of water took both hands, if I could at all." He blew out so heavily that his mask fluttered over his mouth. "Then yesterday the fever broke quick as it came. By evening time felt almost normal again." He pulled at his pajama tops. "Except skinnier."

"Nigel, where do you think you might have caught this virus?" Haldane asked.

"Not think!" He puffed out his mask again. "Know!"

"And where is that?" Haldane said.

"Lovely little waif of a girl," he said and then looked at Nancy Levine. "Sorry, Doctor, it's just that--"

"Mr. Collins," she cut him off impatiently. "Could you describe her please?"

He offered a similar description of the woman as Veronica Mathews had, and then he said, "Around suppertime. I stood beside her waiting for the lift. Kind of swayed on her feet the whole time. Not well at all. Coughing the whole ride up. Still she covered her mouth, polite-like, and she wasn't exactly hard on the eyes." Again, he glanced to Levine. "You know what--"

"I know exactly what you mean," she snapped. "Which floor did she get off?"

"Same as me. Twenty-seventh." He guffawed. "Union boys outdid themselves, getting me a room on the top floor!"

"You rode the whole way up with her?" Haldane asked.

"Yes, sir."

"Did you ever see the woman again?"

Collins shook his head.

"Did you remember seeing a mother and two little girls board the elevator?" Haldane asked.

"Another beauty, right?" Collins asked and then shrugged at Levine apologetically. "I can't help noticing, Doctor."

"Apparently not," Levine said. "Mrs. Mathews is tall with dark hair and large eyes. A former model with daughters aged four and five. Does that sound like her?"

"Exactly like!" Collins said. "Except she wasn't in the lift. I had seen her at the pool with her girls once or twice."

"You sure she wasn't in the elevator?" Haldane asked.

"Not with me or the coughing girl," Collins said. "At least not on the way up. I can't speak for the way down."

"Meaning?" Haldane asked.

"Well, when I got to my room, I turned around for one last little peep," he said sheepishly without looking to Levine. "The girl had sort of collapsed against the wall by the lift. Thought about going back to see if I could help. Then the lift door opened. She stumbled back in." He paused. "Never really thought much of it, but don't know why she bothered going all the way to the top just to turn around and head down. Maybe she missed her floor?"

Haldane rose from his seat, suppressing the urge to jump out of it. "Thank you, Nigel, you've been extremely helpful," he said as he headed for the door.

Out in the hallway, McLeod stopped him. "What's buzzing in your bonnet, Haldane?"

Haldane pointed at his chest. "Explain to me why a woman so sick that she can barely stand rides the elevator from the lobby to the top and then heads back down."

"Shite, how do I know? Maybe Nigel was right?" McLeod said. "Maybe she was so sick that she missed her floor."

"Then why did she go all the way down to the lobby and ride back up with the Mathews family?" Haldane asked.

"How do you know she didn't take another trip later in the day?" McLeod asked.

"Remember?" Haldane tapped the back of his hand against his other palm. "Both Nigel and Veronica said it was just before suppertime!"

McLeod tilted his head from side to side, wavering.

"And why has she disappeared without seeking help?" Haldane asked. "And where did she get the virus in the first place?"

McLeod's eyes widened to the point where his lazy one seemed to drift into the midline. "Are you suggesting that this woman was deliberately trying to spread her vile germs?"

Haldane shrugged. "Can you give me another plausible explanation?"

For the first time in all the years Haldane had known him, McLeod's eyes showed genuine fear. "What are we dealing with here, Noah?" he asked softly.
  



CHAPTER 20





VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA, CANADA



When Nicole Caddullo awoke, for a disoriented moment she wondered if she had fallen asleep in her bathtub. Then she realized her bedsheets were drenched. Confused, the nineteen-year-old assumed her roommates had dumped a glass of water on her in her sleep as a joke. Thanks, guys! she thought angrily, but after the violent shakes set in she began to piece it together. Waking up in the middle of the night burning up from fever, she had thrown the blankets and bedspread off her. She had assumed it was a dream, but the proof in the form of her tangled bedcovers now lay in a heap at the foot of her bed.

Not the flu! Nicole thought. Not today.

She had an oceanography exam to write. And then back to the Vancouver Aquarium where she worked as a guide for her afternoon shift. The Aquarium! She remembered the small woman with the jet-black hair who wore thick-framed sunglasses despite the sunless gray skies. She had stood beside Nicole at the sea otter show two days earlier. Nicole had almost asked the woman to leave because her harsh cough was distracting the trainers and disrupting the show.

I bet that's where I picked this up, Nicole thought bitterly.

Freezing, she sat up and reached for the blankets at her feet. Flopping back on the bed, she couldn't believe how the minimal effort winded her. Lying with her blankets bundled around her she panted and gasped as if she had just broken her personal best time for the three-thousand meter dash.

Rather than easing with rest, her breathing grew more labored with each passing minute. Then the cough started. Her whole chest rattled with each hack. She coughed harder and harder. Then she choked on a gob of phlegm as if it were a chunk of meat before finally managing to spit it into her hand. She glanced down and saw that her hand was full of blood.

The sudden overwhelming panic surfaced as a hoarse scream.




HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Hazzir Kabaal sat in his sumptuous office, enjoying his fourth espresso of the day. He liked a strong coffee before bedtime; he had trouble sleeping without it. In recent days, it had become a moot point. With or without coffee, he hardly slept.

When the media blitz first erupted, Kabaal had swelled with a prideful sense of accomplishment. It soon turned into a bittersweet victory. Kabaal had forgotten how attached he had become to London in his four years spent there. He remembered Sheikh Hassan's warning: "When the West takes hold inside you it grows like a cancer that is difficult to cut out." He knew the Sheikh was right, but the pictures of the empty London streets and the fear in the voices of TV interviewees had stirred the slivers of uncertainty. If only the Sheikh were here, Kabaal thought, he would wipe away the doubt with his pious reasoning.

"Sometimes God's way is the hardest way," Kabaal reassured himself aloud.

"So I have heard," Major Abdul Sabri said.

Kabaal hadn't realized that Sabri had materialized in his doorway. Kabaal looked down and flushed with embarrassment. He cleared his throat. "Welcome back, Major. I trust you had a safe trip."

Sabri shrugged. He wore another plain white robe, but with his thick shoulders, opaque blue eyes, and an air of certainty he didn't need a uniform or a weapon to establish his dangerousness.

"You met Mr. Gamal?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri sauntered up to the desk, answering only when he reached the foot of it. "We spent time together, yes."

"And?"

"Bishr Gamal was a petty criminal. A thief and a pick-pocket." He paused. "But he supplemented his income working as a police informer."

Kabaal put his cup down and leaned forward in his chair. "Go on," he said.

"He was sent to spy on us at the mosque." Sabri looked over Kabaal's head as if already bored with the topic of conversation.

Kabaal tried to emulate Sabri's detached calm, but he couldn't keep the edge out of his voice. "Sent by whom?"

"Sergeant Achmed Eleish. A detective with the Cairo Police Force."

"Eleish!" Kabaal said. "That man has been dogging me for years."

Sabri nodded, displaying neither surprise nor interest in Kabaal's revelation.

"Eight or nine years ago, Eleish was shot by an activist who worked for my paper. Ever since he has been trying to prove my connection to The Brotherhood." Kabaal shook his head and sighed. "I should have taken care of him a long time ago."

"Shall I now?" Sabri asked.

Kabaal weighed the idea. "What exactly did Gamal tell Eleish?" he asked.

Sabri pointed from Kabaal to himself. "That we had been seen together. And that several of us had gone missing in the past weeks." He shrugged. "He didn't know much else."

"Much or nothing else?" Kabaal pressed.

"Gamal had heard mention of a desert base, but he swore he knew none of the details."

"Maybe he knew more than he was willing to tell?"

Sabri shot him a fleeting half smile. "After a couple of hours spent in my company, I don't think Mr. Gamal was capable of lying," he said as matter-of-factly as if the two of them had gone for a stroll.

"Did Gamal know if Sergeant Eleish had told others?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri shrugged.

Kabaal stared at his empty cup. "It would be foolish to assume Eleish is acting alone. If he disappeared now it would only raise suspicions and bring us even more attention."

"So what?" Sabri exhaled. "They couldn't find us if they wanted to."

"And neither will Eleish," Kabaal said. "For the time being, we should just keep an eye on him."

Sabri looked as if he might yawn at any moment. "There are many ways that Sergeant Eleish could go without raising suspicion. Cars crash. Police raids go awry. And the difference between poisons and heart attacks can be very subtle."

Kabaal hesitated, but then said, "Not yet, Abdul."

"As you wish."

Kabaal reached for a small stack of papers on his desk. "Our second wave has landed in America." He sighed. "Not without problems."

Sabri raised an eyebrow. "Problems?"

"Not in Chicago, but Seattle, yes." Kabaal reached for a paper on his desk and waved it at Sabri. "An e-mail from Sharifa Sha'rawi."

Kabaal read it aloud:"Dear Tonya,

Arrived in Vancouver, Canada, with all our baggage. The line at the border crossing was too long. I never made it across to Seattle. I had to leave the present in Vancouver. We had a lovely time, but we couldn't stay. I'll be in touch. Love, Sherri"







Sabri nodded impassively. "So they turned her away at the border."

"Security is so tight these day. We should have flown her directly to Seattle." Kabaal shook his head. "I could have predicted that the logistics were too complicated."

Sabri shrugged. "Canada, America, what's the difference?"

Kabaal shook his head. "Canada didn't participate in the invasion of Iraq. We never intended to involve them."

Sabri's blank face broke into a slight smile. "Hazzir, you do realize that we have involved the whole world now?"

Kabaal looked down at the e-mail and nodded. "The Western world, anyway."

Sabri laughed bitterly. "You think the virus respects borders or religion? I doubt it will differentiate between the righteous and the infidels. And I know that the American bombs that follow will not."

"That is not the point, Abdul!" Kabaal looked up. "This is not about creating chaos. We will give them the chance to choose. To make amends. And once they do, we can stop spreading this unholy plague."

"God willing," Sabri said, straight-faced, but his eyes were loaded with doubt. "So when do we contact them?"

"Soon. Very soon," Kabaal said calmly. "But first, we must make them realize just how vulnerable they are."
  



CHAPTER 21





THE SHERATON SUITES, LONDON, ENGLAND



By the time Noah Haldane got back to the hotel, he had reached a slow boil. In his career, he had seen Ebola slaughter an entire village, a close friend die of SARS, and people perish in third-world hospitals for want of antibiotics readily available in any first-world drugstore. He had seen people put politics, stupidity, greed, and self-interest ahead of the welfare of victims, but never before had he suspected anyone of willfully propagating an epidemic.

Lost in his rage, he walked through the hotel lobby with his eyes cast to the ground. At first, he didn't register that it was his name being called out. "Noah?" the voice called again.

He looked up to see a woman striding rapidly toward him despite her slight limp. It took him a moment to place her. "Gwen?"

Gwen Savard shot out her hand. "I've come from Washington to see you."

He met her firm handshake. "Gwen, I am not sure I've ever needed a drink as badly as I do tonight."

"You too, huh?" She turned and headed for the lobby bar.

They chose a comer table by the crackling flames in the huge stone fireplace. They could have picked any seat in the bar. With widespread news of the virus's grip in London, it looked to Haldane as if the city had emptied overnight. While the traffic had seemed light to him yesterday, today the streets were largely deserted on what normally would have been a hectic workday. Of the few people he had spotted on the streets, several wore medical masks and most darted and dodged past as if air raid sirens had blown.

The waiter was at their side before they touched their seats. Haldane was tempted to invoke McLeod's twohighballs-at-once policy, but he refrained, ordering a bottle of Heineken instead. Savard asked for a double gin and tonic.

Once their drinks arrived, Haldane took a long sip of his beer. Placebo or not, the relief was immediate. With the bottle still on his lips he viewed Gwen, appreciating her striking features for the first time. With shoulder-length sandy blond hair, full lips, and the most aqua-green eyes he had ever seen, she was prettier than he remembered. But the steely resolve behind those eyes reminded him of what had struck him the only other time they had met in person: her serene confidence. Considering the circumstances, he found her self-assuredness soothing.

Haldane had little doubt that she had been sizing him up, too, but her placid expression was undecipherable to him. "How are things in London?" she asked.

Haldane exhaled. "Sixty more suspect cases of ARCS were reported today."

"Where?"

"There are three distinct clusters, so far." Haldane described the geographical dissemination of the virus, which followed the oil company executive's tour of the Tower of London. "Most of the infected are tourists."

Savard drained the last of her drink. "Which will make it very difficult to contain the virus to London."

He shrugged. "That's probably a moot point."

Savard spun the glass in her hand, staring at the swirling ice cubes at the bottom. "Oh?"

"ARCS didn't get to London on its own."

She stopped swirling. "No?"

"Someone meant to bring it." He studied her face waiting for a reaction but saw none.

"What makes you so sure?" she asked.

"I don't think you would be here if that weren't the case," Haldane said. "Besides, I've seen enough to know that infections don't just pop up on the other side of the world without leaving a trail." He paused. "And then there's the highly suspicious index case who by all accounts went out of her way to spread her germs." He described what he knew of the mysterious woman from the Park Tower Plaza's elevator.

Savard put her glass down. She stared at Haldane with a look of calm concern. "I agree, Noah. Someone has weaponized the Gansu Flu."

"Who?"

She shook her head.

He pointed the neck of his bottle at her. "No theories?"

"There's always the usual suspects, though we have nothing linking it to them." Her bone-straight shoulders sagged a few inches. "Some sophisticated lab equipment disappeared in Africa, but we don't know if it's related."

"Africa?" Haldane grimaced. "How does ARCS get from China to Africa?"

"It's just conjecture," she said. "The bigger question is where will it go next?"

"Depends on who has their hands on it, right?" he said.

Savard leaned over the table and locked her eyes on his. "Noah, how difficult is it to grow this virus in a lab?"

"You're not asking about WHO or CDC or any other legitimate lab, are you?"

"No."

Haldane nodded. "It would be dead easy. It's a type of influenza. Once you had a sample, you could incubate it in eggs, chickens, primates, or ..."

"Humans!" Gwen jumped in.

"No lab required." He nodded. "Just people crazy enough to deliberately infect themselves with the Gansu Flu."

Gwen's eyes narrowed. She spoke quietly but with a noticeable edge. "There are people willing to strap bombs to their chests and walk into theaters, malls, and daycares. How different is this?"

Haldane rubbed his eyes. "Viral suicide bombers, huh?"

"Carrying a load more dangerous than any conventional explosive."

"Much," Haldane agreed. He pointed at her empty glass. "Another?"

"I'm okay, but you go ahead."

Haldane waved the waiter over and ordered a second beer. Then he turned back to Gwen. "I don't know if I can be of much more help."

Her smooth brow creased into a skeptical frown.

"Gwen, I deal with emerging pathogens of the natural kind. I have no expertise ..." He sighed and then grunted a laugh. "Expertise! Christ, I don't have the first clue in dealing with man-made spread. That's your department."

"Man-made or not, we're facing a potential pandemic here." Then she added firmly, "And for that, we need your help."

The waiter arrived with Haldane's second beer. It felt like ice in his hand, but this time the long sip brought no relief. "I'll do whatever I can," he said. "I'm just saying this is virgin territory for me."

"For all of us." The crow's-feet deepened at the comers of her large green eyes. Her lips parted into a wide smile. "But thank you."

Haldane laid the beer on the table. "So what's the next step?" he asked.

"We deal with each outbreak while we track down the source."

"Or sources," he said.

"Yeah."

"How?" he asked.

She swept her hand over the table. "A coordinated international police and intelligence effort."

"The CIA?"

She shrugged. "And Interpol, MI5, FBI, NSC, CDC, WHO, DHS ..."

Haldane forced a grin. "Maybe the AAA?"

"If necessary." She laughed. "Whoever it takes." She bit her lower lip and eyed him intently. "Do you have any ideas?"

Haldane hunched his shoulders and grimaced. "For catching bioterrorists?"

"For dealing with this."

"A vaccine should be a top priority," he said.

"Which could take months, if not years."

"But if this virus is going to be used as a weapon, it will always be a threat until everyone is immunized... or has already been infected."

"Okay. Fair enough," she said. "Any more immediate suggestions?"

"The single best defense in outbreak control is communication. Especially in this case since the Gansu Flu could hit anywhere next. We need to put the world on notice."

"I think they already are." Gwen bit down harder on her lip.

"They might be aware, but now they need to act," Haldane said. "Every fever or cough on the planet must be assumed to be ARCS until proven otherwise."

Savard whistled.

"Can you imagine if we don't?" Haldane asked. "This bug has ground one of Europe's biggest centers to a halt. And we've just seen the beginnings of it. Wait until it comes to the States." He sighed. "And, Gwen, we both know it will."

His cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and glanced at the call display, which read "Switzerland." Haldane brought the phone to his ear. "Hello."

"Ah, Noah, it's Jean," Nantal said as warmly as if he were calling to wish him a happy birthday.

"Can I call you back later, Jean?" Haldane said. "I'm in the middle of a debriefing with Gwen Savard."

"No, Noah, I wish I didn't have to interrupt you and the beautiful Dr. Savard, but my news is terribly important," Nantal said. "For both of you."

"What news?" Haldane asked.

"Two people have tested positive for the Gansu Flu in Vancouver," Nantal said.

"Vancouver, Canada?" Haldane said, more for the benefit of Gwen who watched him intently.

"Yes," Nantal said.

"New cases?" Savard mouthed the question at Haldane.

He held up two fingers for her. Then he spoke into the receiver. "Look, Jean, we believe somebody is deliberately spreading this virus."

"So it would seem," Nantal said without a trace of surprise.

"I imagine it will crop up all over the place soon. We need to meet with Gwen's team and set up a pandemic ARCS task force, sooner--"

"Excuse me, Noah," Nantal cut in. "There is something most peculiar about the latest Vancouver case."

"Everything about this is beyond peculiar," Haldane said.

"Yes, of course," Nantal agreed. "But aside from the nineteen-year-old girl who died in hospital, the other Vancouver victim was pulled out of a river." He paused. "And she had a bullet hole between her eyes."
  



CHAPTER 22





CIA HEADQUARTERS, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA



Ran Delorme had worked for the Agency for six months, but the twenty-four-year-old doubted he would be able to handle one more day at Langley. He had never expected (though he secretly hoped) to walk off the street and into James Bond's life, but neither had he expected to spend twelve hours a day in front of a computer reading mindnumbingly boring e-mails, which Carnivore had plucked out from the high-tech sewer of global chatter. Words like "terrorist," "bomb," and "hijacking" found their way into the most mundane of e-mails, but Carnivore did not know any better so the piles of "suspicious" e-mails accumulated daily to be reviewed by human eyes; in other words, Delorme and his hapless colleagues.

Delorme glanced at the clock: 11:50 A.M. He figured he could trash twenty more e-mails before lunch. He breezed through the first eighteen. He had scanned two paragraphs of the nineteenth before the red flags went up.

He read the e-mail again, and then printed it out. His hand trembling slightly, he highlighted the last sentence in yellow: "I cannot exclude the possibility of terrorism or the use of the virus as a weapon." He glanced from the name at the bottom of the e-mail to the electronic source. They both read: "Dr. Ping Wu."

Delorme's eyes darted around in search of a date stamp. They locked on to a date in the screen's bottom comer, which proved the e-mail was sent over a week earlier from somewhere in China. He tapped a few keys and the computer spat out a more specific location for the e-mail's source: Jiayuguan City, Gansu Province.

Gansu! He felt butterflies in his stomach. He had just read an article in the morning's paper on how the Gansu Flu was sweeping London.

Forgetting about lunch, his hand shot out in search of the phone.




HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Hazzir Kabaal, Major Abdul Sabri, and Dr. Anwar Aziz sat in Kabaal's office staring at the tape recorder on the desk.

Kabaal hit the play button. There was a hissing sound, before a voice spoke up in Arabic. At thirty, the spokesman was one of oldest fighters in the compound. Physically nondescript, he had been chosen because of his anonymity and his deep raspy voice. "I am a representative of The Brotherhood of One Nation," the man said. "In the name of God and Jihad, we have struck at the hearts of our enemy. We have unleashed a new weapon in our holy war!" His voice quavered. "We have brought the outbreaks of the Gansu Flu to London, Hong Kong, Vancouver, and Chicago. More cities will follow soon if the fools and infidels do not heed our demands."

A pause was filled by the sound of a page turning. "All American and Coalition soldiers must immediately withdraw from the holy soil of Iraq, Afghanistan, the Arabian Peninsula, and all other observant nations," the spokesman said. "These same aggressors must desist in their threats to Syria and Iran, and withdraw their military and financial support for the Israeli oppressors." He paused again, this time for effect. "There will be no negotiation. If withdrawals have not begun within four days of today, an army of martyrs will be unleashed upon the cities of the West." His tone dropped an octave. "Let the blood be on the hands of that criminal, the American President." He paused one last time. "It is God's way. Allah be praised."

The tape hissed again before Kabaal reached over and hit the stop button.

Sitting stiffly in his lab coat, Aziz did not comment, but he appeared acutely uncomfortable; a scientist who had inadvertently strayed into a foreign world of politics.

Sabri looked at Kabaal inexpressively. "Where will you send this tape?" he asked.

Kabaal leaned calmly back in his chair. "We will courier it to Al Jazeera Network and Abu Dabi TV. We will also e-mail a translation to the Western news outlets."

"When?"

"In a few days, when this next wave of virus has fully taken hold." Kabaal pointed at the tape recorder. "What do you think of the message?"

Sabri rocked his head slightly from side to side. "It is not specific enough."

Kabaal frowned. "I don't understand, Abdul. What more could we say?"

"There is no mention of us," Sabri said.

"Of course there is. He talks about The Brotherhood--"

Sabri stopped him with a raised palm. "You miss my point, Abu Lahab." He pointed his finger from Kabaal to Aziz to himself. "Where are we mentioned?"

Kabaal gripped his desk. "Are you suggesting we tell the world that Abdul Sabri, Anwar Aziz, and Hazzir Kabaal are behind this?"

Sabri nodded.

Kabaal gaped at Sabri, questioning the major's sanity. "Except for making it easier for them to find us, what possible purpose would that serve?"

Sabri tilted his head at Kabaal. "Why do you think Osama sends videotapes confessing--no--boasting about his involvement?"

"Adulation?" Kabaal shrugged. "What does this have to do with him?"

Sabri shook his head again. "He offers his name so the faithful have a hero to look to. If Al Qaeda had no face, they would not inspire and incite the people the way they do. Osama gives them strength and courage. He gives them a leader. And he draws them to the flame."

Kabaal shook his head. "They already have Osama for inspiration. Our purpose is to achieve a more tangible goal. And now we have the weapon to do it."

Sabri frowned. Coming from anyone else, it wouldn't have meant much. But his impassiveness was so built into his blank face that the slight grimace conveyed a torrent of emotion. "Something else is bothering you, Major?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri looked down. "I want them to know," he said quietly.

"Who?"

Sabri's head shot up, his pale blue eyes burning. "They are my former superiors in the Egyptian Special Forces."

"You want them to know you have joined us?" Kabaal's jaw dropped. "Why?"

"For twenty years, I did whatever they asked of me," Sabri said.

Mouth still open, Kabaal shrugged.

"Don't you understand?" Sabri glared at him. "They made me fight my own people. They made me torture, maim, and kill my Muslim brothers for abiding by the word of God." He tapped his chest. "And I was a good soldier. I went along with it."

Kabaal stared at his lieutenant, astounded by the outpouring.

"I became very good at it, too. I did things other people didn't have the stomach, the guts, or the brains to do. And the more I killed, the more they wanted from me." Sabri's facial features looking even more feminine creased in indignant outrage. "And after doing their dirty work for twenty years they chose not to advance me. To keep me at the same measly rank of major. Do you know why?"

Kabaal shook his head. Aziz stared at the desk, avoiding eye contact with Sabri.

"Because I had too much blood on my hands!" Sabri said.

Kabaal didn't comment.

"They said my reputation preceded me. That I had become infamous for my tactics. And now that political winds had changed, they could not afford to alienate certain people by recognizing me for my 'ruthlessness.' " He laughed bitterly. "I gave them my soul. I betrayed my people and my God. And they reward me by telling me I did it too well. And I could never be more than a contemptible major!"

Kabaal didn't reply. Shocked as he was by Sabri's uncharacteristic effusion, the pieces suddenly fit. He finally knew why Sabri had joined their cause. As Kabaal had long suspected, it had little to do with piety. But Kabaal never before understood the real driving force: Sabri was out to wreak his vengeance on those who had overlooked him for promotion.

His face blank, Sabri retreated to a more familiar pose.

Kabaal wondered if Sabri regretted the outburst. Kabaal didn't. For him it came as a relief. It removed the unknown from Sabri's motives, which had hung over Kabaal as a potential threat. And from his years in the newspaper business, Kabaal knew that motive was often inconsequential to result. Sometimes the people driven by the pettiest reasons, like greed and envy, reaped the biggest yields of all.

With the insight Kabaal felt empowered. He smiled paternally at Sabri. "Listen, Abdul, the world will one day know who you are, but not yet. It is too early. And it would jeopardize the operation."

Sabri nodded distantly.

Kabaal pointed at Sabri. "Soon though it will be safe to tell. And tell we will. Mark my words, Abdul. They will come to deeply regret not making you a general or even their commander-in-chief."

"I will wait for now," Sabri said coolly. "But one day soon ..."
  



CHAPTER 23





AIR CANADA FLIGHT 372



Savard and Haldane caught the first direct flight to Vancouver out of Heathrow while McLeod stayed behind in London, promising to "clean up the bloody mess."

Recognizing that it would be his last chance at sleep for some time, Haldane dozed on and off in his window seat. It was a restless sleep punctuated by unsettled dreams and one memorable nightmare. In the dream, corpses lay piled on the streets, the same way they had in that village he had seen in Zaire during the Ebola rampage. Except these were not the dirt roads of Zaire, but the familiar streets of his own Glen Echo Heights neighborhood. And the bodies littering the sidewalks were those of his friends and neighbors. The only person left standing, Haldane dashed from corpse to corpse, gaping into the familiar faces of the dead, looking not for any index case but for his own family members.

Haldane woke with a start. He looked over to see Gwen speaking in hurried, hushed tones on the in-flight "air phone."

She hung up and glanced at him with a distracted grin. "Back from the dead, are we?"

Haldane pulled himself up in his seat and brought it forward. "Just a catnap."

Her brow creased. "You okay? You look like you just saw a ghost."

"Indian food for dinner." With his palms, he wiped the sleep from his eyes. "I always have vivid dreams when I eat spicy stuff." He pointed from the phone to the laptop. "Are you rounding up the troops in D.C.?"

"With something like this there are a lot of people and agencies to coordinate. It's a massive logistics headache."

"Hmmm," he said. "Are there any skeptics left?"

Savard shook her head slightly. "The bullet in the Vancouver index case buried the last of the doubt." She eyed him steadily. "Besides, Noah, the first cases have shown up stateside."

Though the news wasn't unexpected, he felt violated, as if his home had just been broken into. "Where?" he asked.

"Chicago."

"How many?"

"Four so far," she said.

"The link?"

"Football."

"Football?"

She sighed. "All the victims were at the Bears' game at Soldier Field three days ago."

"A football game," he snorted. "I know several of Chicago's ID guys," he said in reference to the infectious disease specialists. "They're world class. I have no doubt they'll handle this well."

"Can it be handled well?"

Haldane didn't answer. The soft hum of the aircraft filled the lull in their conversation. Finally, Haldane asked, "Gwen, do you have kids?"

"No. My husband... ex-husband... estranged husband ..." She laughed uncomfortably. "We're separated, and I can never keep the terminology straight. We tried for a while, but it wasn't to be." She paused. "Truth is, we always seemed to put career in front of family. Shocking that we ended up apart, huh?" She uttered another laugh. "And you?"

"I've got a little girl, Chloe." His smile came out of nowhere.

She pointed at his jeans. "Can I see the photograph?"

"How do you know I carry one?" he asked as he reached for his wallet.

"Bet you carry more than one."

"Mea culpa," he said and flipped open his wallet to show her the side-by-side snapshots. The first caught Chloe in the midst of an openmouthed giggle, and the other, with a demure eyes-to-the-ground pose for the preschool photographer. "She'll be four soon," he said.

"Sweet." Savard took the wallet from his hand. She studied both photos and then held them up to compare to Noah's face. "I see a lot of you. Especially in this goofy shot." She tapped on the laughing Chloe.

"Thanks ... I think." He took the wallet back and slid it into his pocket.

"Noah, can I ask you a personal question?"

"Okay."

"Family means an awful lot to you, right?"

"I was bracing for a tougher question than that." Haldane frowned. "Yes, it does."

Her expression didn't waver. "You must travel a lot with your WHO job?"

"Not always. In the last couple of years with SARS, the Avian Flu, and now the Gansu Flu, I have been gone for long stretches. Though, I know what you're getting at. Each time it does get harder to be away from my family... from Chloe." He hesitated. For a moment, he considered telling her about his own recent estrangement, but decided he didn't know Savard well enough to lay his mess at her feet. "I doubt I can do this for much longer, but one of the few perks of being an emerging pathogens expert is that you get to see the bugs where they live and kill, which thankfully is almost always some faraway exotic place." Then he added, "Or at least it used to be."

She brushed the strands of hair back from her eyes. "You didn't expect one to make its way so close to home."

He wet his dry lips with his tongue. "I never expected anyone to go to such an effort to bring it home."

Her eyes held his. "Does it really surprise you, Noah?" "Don't know about surprise, but it pisses me off." He paused, and then said quietly, "And it scares the hell out of me."




VANCOUVER, CANADA



Four Royal Canadian Mounted Police officers met them at the Vancouver International Airport. Haldane had the naive expectation that all Mounties routinely wore the red and black uniforms with jodhpurs and wide brim hats of the famous musical ride, but these RCMP wore standard gray-green police uniforms. The senior officer introduced herself as Sergeant Monique Tremblay, a homicide detective. Tremblay was tall, thin, and looked to be in her late forties. She spoke with a trace of a French-Canadian accent and with short hair brushed forward in gelled spears and her funky stained-glass earrings, she managed to infuse her nondescript uniform with a flare of elan.

"Parlez-vous francais?" Tremblay asked Savard when she heard the surname.

"Un peu, mais il y a personne ici avec qui je peut parler en francais," Gwen said, and then switched to English. "My dad was born in the States. He didn't speak any French. I took a few courses in college out of ancestral guilt."

"D'accord. I'm from Montreal, but no one speaks French in Vancouver, either." Tremblay smiled and led them to her unmarked police sedan waiting out front. Haldane climbed into the back, leaving the front seat for Savard. As they drove, Tremblay explained, "The body surfaced on the south bank of the Fraser River."

"Which is where?" Savard asked.

Tremblay pointed ahead to an approaching bridge. "We're just about to drive over the Fraser on the Arthur Laing Bridge. The river marks the southern border of Vancouver proper, dividing her from the suburbs like Richmond where we are now. Had she washed up on the Vancouver side, the RCMP wouldn't be involved. It would be a Vancouver Police Department matter," she said.

"Lucky you," Haldane said.

"You think?" Tremblay laughed. Once on the bridge she pointed to her right. "The body was found about four miles east of here by a man walking his dog along the river at dawn."

"And she had been shot?" Savard asked.

Tremblay nodded. "Small caliber bullet in the forehead. Exit wound in the back of her skull. No sign of the bullet."

"Any chance of suicide?" Savard asked.

"Doubtful," Tremblay said. "The Forensic Ident guys say that the gunshot wound is incompatible with self-induced injury, but more compelling are the deep gouges around her ankles."

Savard nodded. "Ligatures?"

"Yes," Tremblay said. "We believe she was weighted down by something, but her legs must have slipped free of the cord anchoring her."

Gwen looked over at the detective. "Can you describe her?"

"She was darker skinned--central Asian, Persian, or more likely of Arab origins. Probably mid-twenties. Five feet one inch with long curly black hair. No ID on her. Dressed in jeans and blouse. Her entire outfit came from the Gap, so it's not going to help us narrow down her origins much." Tremblay sighed. "Her description fits the one from the witnesses at the Vancouver Aquarium. Allegedly, she walked around the Aquarium going from show to show coughing on people." She smacked her steering wheel once with a clenched fist. "She has already killed a nineteen-year-old Aquarium employee. Who knows who is next? She might as well have emptied a loaded magazine into the crowd!"

"No leads?" Savard asked.

"Nothing so far. We don't know where she died, or even where the body was dumped. It's possible it was farther east toward New Westminster and then floated down. And there are no missing persons who fit her description." She sighed. "We need a big break on this one."

Haldane leaned forward and rested his elbows on the front seats' headrests. "I think her body surfacing is the break," he said. "Now we had better capitalize on it."

The conversation lapsed. Haldane stared out the window at the snowcapped mountains and the lush greenery of the strikingly pretty city around them. He had a soft spot for Vancouver. The world-class outdoors activities in the city where "the mountains kissed the sea" had so enticed him that he once considered relocating there to work in HIV research, but Anna hadn't wanted to move so far from her family.

Arriving at the Vancouver Hospital, Monique Tremblay led them down to the morgue in the basement. Weaving through the hallways, she guided them to Dr. Jake Maguchi's office. Maguchi jumped out of his chair to greet them. The squat Japanese-Canadian pathologist struck Haldane as a study in cultural contradiction. Wearing a ponytail and a diamond stud in his ear, he bowed by way of introduction. Then he smiled broadly. "I've never had such international bigwigs come to visit before." Haldane found Maguchi's laid-back, West Coast dialect spoken with a Japanese accent as jarring as his appearance.

"Thanks for seeing us, Dr. Maguchi," Gwen said as she settled into her seat. "We are impressed by how quickly you diagnosed the Gansu Flu."

Maguchi mopped at his sweating brow with the sleeve of his lab coat. "No thanks to me. The ER team already suspected the diagnosis in the first victim. And as soon as I cracked the chest on the second--"

"Excuse me," Gwen cut in. "Can you back up?"

"No worries." Maguchi nodded with a smile. "The first cadaver came from our own emergency room. A nineteen-year-old university student. Nicole Cadullo. She was found near dead by one of her roommates, after she had coughed up buckets of bloody sputum. The ER boys recognized how unusual her sudden presentation was. With all the news ..." He circled a finger in the air. "They put two and two together. Stuck the patient in full isolation and sent off the lab work. Couldn't save the poor girl, though. Nineteen! The bug ate her alive." He reached for a glass of water on his desk and took a long swallow. "By the time I finished the autopsy we had heard a preliminary report from the virology lab that it was the Gansu strain of influenza."

Gwen nodded. "And the second case?"

"Get this!" Maguchi snapped his fingers. "I've just slipped out of my spacesuit," he said, in reference to the biohazard suit, "and who should be my very next autopsy? The Jane Doe from the river." He mopped his sweaty brow again. "Whew, they got the heat cranked up today." He took another sip of water. "No mystery about cause of death with that hole in her forehead. I was just painting by the numbers, really. But when I cracked open her chest, I couldn't believe what I saw inside. Her lungs were chock-a-block full!"

"Wouldn't you expect that in a drowning?" Savard asked.

Maguchi shook his head. "Two types of drowning, wet and dry. Wet drowning occurs when people aspirate the water and fill their lungs. Dry drowning, which is more common, is when the larynx goes into spasm and chokes off the passage to the lungs before much water gets in. It's protective for about five minutes and then you die from lack of oxygen anyway. Either way, it's irrelevant because our Jane Doe didn't drown. She was dead when she hit the water, so she wouldn't have inhaled anything. Besides, it wasn't water we found in her lungs."

"Pus?" Haldane guessed.

"More than that, it was a hemorrhagic, purulent exudate. The same blood-streaked junk I saw in the lungs of the Cadullo girl. I was flabbergasted. Their lungs were interchangeable." Maguchi rose to his feet. "Come on. You got to see this."

Tremblay blocked his path. "Jake, what about my photo?"

"Oh, yeah, yeah. I got it." Maguchi spun around and combed through the piles of paper on his desk.

Haldane and Savard both looked to Tremblay for an explanation. "Dr. Jake is a wizard at bringing corpses--especially unidentified persons--back to life with computer-enhanced photography," she said.

Maguchi reddened. "Guy's got to have a hobby." He grabbed a manila envelope and pulled out the stack of eleven-by-eight photos. "This one couldn't have been simpler. No fancy software required." He passed Tremblay the first snapshot.

Haldane and Savard leaned over either shoulder to view the photo. Despite her open eyes, the woman with the cherubic face and springy black hair still looked very dead to Haldane, even if he could ignore the dime-shaped hole less than an inch above the inner edge of her left eyebrow.

But in the next photo Maguchi passed them, Jane Doe sprang back to life.

"I just did some very minor touch-ups with my photo editor," Maguchi said modestly.

Not only was her forehead unblemished but now her cheeks and lips had filled with natural color. Maguchi had imbued the photo with another quality that Haldane couldn't put his finger on, which invigorated the woman's face to the point where it looked as if she had actually posed for the camera. She was not pretty, but she had a pleasant young face. It was full of hope and promise, not the face of the indiscriminate killer she turned out to be.

"You're a genius, Jake!" Tremblay said and then took the photo and tucked it back in the envelope with the others.

Maguchi grabbed a CD off his desk and passed it to Tremblay. "The electronic copies are on this."

"What are you going to do with them?" Gwen pointed at the envelope.

"Circulate them." Tremblay shrugged. "TV, newspapers, Internet... everywhere I can."

"Then everyone will know that somebody is intentionally spreading this thing," Savard said.

"Don't they deserve to?" Tremblay stiffened. "Besides, how else will we track down her identity and find her killer." She shook the envelope in her hand. "This photo is the key."

Haldane nodded. "Sergeant Tremblay is right, Gwen. The wider the circulation the better. This is what they didn't count on. It could lead us to the source."

Savard nodded.

Tremblay passed Savard and Haldane each a card. "I will catch up with you later, but if you have any questions or concerns, I am always reachable by cell phone."

Maguchi reached for his glass of water. He took another big swallow and choked on it, which sent him into a long coughing fit. "Sorry, I have a bit of a drinking problem." He gasped a laugh at his own tired joke once he finally had caught his breath.

Maguchi led Savard and Haldane to the dissecting suites. They stopped in front of a series of doors. One door had a large plastic biohazard sign hanging from the double doors. Maguchi pointed at it and then indicated the table beside it with gowns, masks, plastic face shields, and gloves. "No doubt the virus is long dead, but we can't afford to take chances," he said as he slipped on his gown and adjusted his face mask.

Once garbed, Maguchi thrust open the double doors and walked into the room with the others in tow. Aside from a sink, garbage can, and dissecting tray the only other furnishing in the white tiled room was the heavy metal gurney in the center.

Naked, the woman from the photos lay on her back with eyes fixed on the ceiling. Short and slightly overweight, she had olive colored skin and thick pubic hair consistent with her presumed Semitic origins. Her long hair fell back on the gurney, exposing the edges of the cut at the base of her hairline made by the skull saw in order to extract her brain. She had a deep Y-shaped incision that started above her breasts and then ran down between them and along the midline past her belly button. The skin folded together at the edges of the incision, threatening to peel back any moment like an unzipped jacket in the wind.

More than the surgically induced mutilation, her tender age disturbed Haldane. He doubted she was far past her teens or old enough to appreciate the repercussions of her ruinous and self-destructive killing spree. What a goddamn waste! he thought.

Standing at the head of the table, Maguchi grabbed a blunt metal probe from the dissecting tray. He brought it up to the bullet hole above the cadaver's left eyebrow. "If you look close, you can see the black stippling around the entry wound."

Haldane leaned forward and saw the speckles, which looked like fleas caught scurrying from the wound.

"Powder residue," Maguchi said. "Means the gun was fired from no more than two feet away from the girl's head." He put his gloved hand behind her head and lifted it off the table. Then he stuck the probe through the hole in her forehead and directed it toward the exit wound so that the probe was sticking out at a forty-five-degree angle from the skin. "See the angle of the bullet entry?"

"Somebody was standing above her?" Savard suggested.

"Exactly." Maguchi nodded. "Unless the killer was standing on a chair, she was kneeling when she was shot."

"Praying?"

Maguchi chuckled. "Can't tell that from an autopsy, but I do know that she must have known what was coming."

Maguchi pulled out the probe and dropped it back on the tray. "Now, let's have a look at her chest." He pivoted and tripped, falling against the side of the gurney.

Haldane reached over and steadied his arm. "You okay?"

"Just a little clumsy." Maguchi chuckled. "It's why I got kicked out of the neurosurgery program." He pushed himself upright. He stepped over to the corpse's midsection. With both hands, he folded back the skin of the incision, opening it like a tent. Her intestines had been removed, and her chest cavity was so empty it displayed the ridges of her vertebrae poking through from the back. He pointed to a smooth shiny surface, separating the chest from the abdomen. "Look at her diaphragm and chest wall." Gobs of blood and yellow-green pus still clung to the diaphragm and along the inside of the chest, more so on the left than the right side, looking like the skin on top of a left-open paint can.

"She had a big empyema, meaning the pus was trapped between her drenched lungs and the chest wall," Maguchi said. "When I made the first cut into the chest, the stuff sprayed out and hit me in the gown like a garden hose. There must have been four or five liters' worth in her chest, which trust me is a huge amount."

Haldane could picture it in his mind. He had experienced the same phenomenon putting chest tubes in live patients, but he viewed Maguchi questioningly. "Empyema? That's unusual for a viral pneumonia."

"I know," Maguchi said. "But the previous cadaver had the same."

"Dr. Maguchi," Gwen said, "can you tell how long she had been submersed?"

"Not long," Maguchi answered. He ran a finger over the arms and legs. "See her limbs? No skin sloughing at all, which at these temperatures would occur after twelve to twenty-four hours. And she's got none of the log scrapes or nibbles that we tend to see after twenty-four hours."

"Nibbles?" Gwen shrugged.

"Fish bites," Maguchi said nonchalantly.

Savard showed no sign of reaction. "So she was found at dawn yesterday," she said. "Means it was likely that she was shot and dumped in the river either early that morning or late in the previous evening."

"Yup. I've put time of death between midnight and 2:00 A.M." He turned away from the cadaver and started for the door. "Come on. I want to show you her lungs. I have them in the room next door."

Maguchi stumbled as he headed for the door. He made it within a few feet of the wall when his legs buckled. He dropped to his knees. He grabbed for the sink on the wall in front of him, but his arm span wasn't long enough to reach. He flopped forward and hit his head on the floor with a loud thud.

Noah lunged forward but reached Maguchi a moment too late to stop his head from making contact with the floor. Haldane rolled Maguchi from facedown onto his side. A cut had opened above the pathologist's left eye and blood started to leak out from under his face shield and drip on to the floor.

When Haldane put a hand to Maguchi's forehead, the skin was burning hot. "Jake, are you okay?"

Maguchi stared back at him, bleary-eyed. "It couldn't be. I took precautions."

"What's wrong?" Savard said, crouching on the other side from Haldane and leaning over Maguchi.

"Hot and cold," Maguchi said. "And the aching. So stupid! I never put it together. I have the bug, don't I?"

"Do you know where you are?" Haldane asked.

"In big trouble is where," Maguchi said with a weak laugh.

"Your breathing okay?" Haldane asked.

"No problem. A tickle in my throat." He gawked at Haldane, fear creeping into his eyes. "I took all the precautions."

Haldane shook his head slowly. "When you started the autopsy on the Jane Doe, what were you wearing?"

"Gown, mask, gloves, and all that," Maguchi said.

"But no eye shield, right?" Haldane said. "You didn't know she had the Gansu Flu."

"Yeah, but still--"

"The empyema, Jake. Remember?" Haldane said. "You told us it sprayed into your chest. The splash probably got up by your eyes and face. Droplets could have snuck under your mask. Or maybe you rubbed your eyes later with the virus still on them?"

Maguchi nodded. Then he glanced urgently from Haldane to Savard. "Get away from me! I could spread it to you two."

"It's okay, Jake," Haldane said calmly. "We're wearing universal precautions."

"But back in my office you weren't!" Maguchi pointed out anxiously.

"You weren't coughing then," Haldane said with a confident nod.

But when Noah looked up and caught Gwen's concerned eyes, a cold rush ripped through him as he remembered Maguchi's drinking water-induced coughing spasm.
  



CHAPTER 24





POLICE HEADQUARTERS, CAIRO, EGYPT



The meek face stared harmlessly up at Sergeant Achmed Eleish from his computer monitor, but he knew that in the last few hours of her life the woman had been anything but harmless. He reread the cautiously worded description on the Interpol Web site. It characterized the woman as a "person of interest" in connection with the outbreak of the Gansu Flu virus, which had infected thirty-two people so far in Vancouver. Eleish had seen enough Interpol bulletins to know that "person of interest" always meant the prime suspect. And though the caption implied otherwise, he suspected she was already dead.

He studied the woman's features. No doubt she was an Arab, quite possibly Egyptian. And as always, young; as young as his two daughters who, thankfully for their proud father, had opted for careers in education rather than the Islamist lifestyle that had enjoyed such a dramatic surge in popularity among Egyptian youth of all classes.

Eleish patted around his desk until he found the pack of cigarettes. He lit one and took a deep soothing drag, trying to quell the indignation. Every time a plane crashed, a bridge collapsed, or a building detonated unexpectedly, Islam was suspect. Enough prejudice and ignorance existed to wrongfully incriminate his beloved religion for every wanton act of violence without help from the extremists. Now the lunatics wanted to forever associate Islam's holy name with the taint of bioterrorism. "Damn them," he grumbled to himself.

Hazzir Kabaal. Eleish couldn't shake the suspicion.

Was this why Kabaal had suddenly disappeared--to spread his viral menace across the globe? Eleish knew of only one way to find out.

Later in the morning, when the captain left for a meeting, Eleish broke the old man's dictum and slipped into his office because it boasted the only decent color printer in the building. He printed off two copies of the picture and tucked them into his jacket pocket. Then he headed out to his car.

 

Eleish abandoned his search for a shaded parking spot on the dusty street and settled for the partial shade of one of the many identical concrete apartment blocks lining the opposite side of the street, because it provided a discreet view of the Al-Futuh Mosque's entrance. It was a scorching hot day even by Cairo standards, and Eleish thought he might melt to the front seat of his rusted brown Mercedes if he had to wait long.

Fortunately for him, the Dhuhr, or noon prayer, ended on time. As soon as he saw people stream out of the mosque, he stepped out of his car and walked into the grocery a block down the street. He pretended to browse the newspaper rack while he kept an eye on the robed men who passed by the window of the store.

Eleish wasn't interested in the men. If the woman whose photo he carried in his pocket was a member of the mosque, theoretically, only two men--her father and her husband--could recognize her. No other men should have seen her without her hijab, or veil, which cloaks an orthodox Muslim woman's face from all other men's view.

When the last of the men had passed, Eleish sauntered out of the store and turned back toward the car. A group of three female stragglers, dressed identically in black floor-length robes and hijabs, approached walking away from the mosque.

As per custom, they stopped talking and lowered their gaze to the street as Eleish neared. But when they were within arm's length, he stopped. "Dear ladies." He addressed them with a slight bow.

Alarm registered in the three pairs of eyes as they glanced from one to another at Eleish's shocking breach of etiquette.

"Please, do not be alarmed." He showed them his official badge in his wallet, but that had little effect on their distress. "I am an officer with the Cairo Police."

The tallest woman in the middle spoke up without making eye contact. "Our husbands are only a little ahead of us. Please, you should speak with them."

"No, dear ladies, I need the help of a woman."

His comment only seemed to agitate them more. They took a step back in unison and huddled closer together. He pulled the photo out of his jacket pocket and held it in front of the women. "Do any of you know this girl?" he asked.

He had to hold the picture up to eye level, before any of the women would even glimpse it. Eleish thought he saw a glimmer of recognition in the eyes of the shortest one on his right, but she said nothing as she lowered her gaze back to the sidewalk.

"Please. It is most important."

None replied.

"Look. Her parents contacted us," he lied. "She disappeared almost two weeks ago. No one has seen her since. Her parents are desperately worried."

The shorter one mumbled something that Eleish could not make out. The tall woman shot an icy glance at her friend and then turned back to Eleish. "Please, Officer, I beseech you to raise this matter with the men of the mosque."

Eleish ignored her, and focused his eyes on the shorter woman. "If you know anything, tell me now." He tapped a finger on the photo. "She is in trouble. I might be able to help."

"What kind of trouble is Sharifa in?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The tall woman reached out and laid a hand on her friend's shoulder as if to lead her away from Eleish, but he raised a palm to stop her. "You do know Sharifa then?" he said. "Listen, we are concerned that she might have been abducted."

This caught the attention of even the tall woman. She let go of her friend's shoulder.

"There have been some attacks by a man not too far from the mosque." Eleish shook his head gravely. "The monster is targeting pious women. Women who wear the hijab. And Sharifa ..." He snapped his fingers as if searching his memory for the surname.

"Sha'rawi," the short woman supplied it for him.

"Yes, of course," he said. "We have one body. Excuse me, ladies, for my frank description, but it is in such a condition that we cannot identify it. We have no reason to believe that Sharifa Sha'rawi is this woman, but we know that she has been missing since before we found the body ..." He let the implication hang in the hot air.

The third woman who hadn't spoken a single word in Eleish's presence uttered a gasp and swayed on her feet. The tall woman shot out a hand to steady her.

Eleish heard the sound of shouts. He looked over the women's heads to see two robed men advancing quickly toward them and yelling to him.

"You have been most helpful." Eleish swiveled and began to walk away. "I will be in touch soon with hopefully good news of Sharifa's safe discovery."

He strode quickly for his car, resisting the urge to run. He hopped into the driver's seat and started the ignition before glancing in the rearview mirror. The two men had stopped to question the women, but he could see their irate faces fixed on him as he pulled out and drove away.

Driving back into Cairo's smoggy congestion, Eleish was sweating; more than just from heat. Now that he had traced the terrorist in Vancouver back to Kabaal's own mosque, he was convinced beyond a doubt that he had linked the man to the bioterrorist conspiracy. He felt deeply satisfied to finally validate years of suspicion, but by doing so, he realized he had just endangered his life along with those of his wife and daughters.
  



CHAPTER 25





VANCOUVER, CANADA



Gwen Savard sat at the desk in her spacious "executive suite" on the thirty-second-floor of the Harbourview Hotel, gloomily staring out the window at world-famous Stanley Park, Coal Harbour, and the snow-dusted North Shore Mountains beyond. Gwen was as close as she was going to get--for the next four days, at least--to the glorious December sunshine outside.

Jake Maguchi's coughing fit sentenced Gwen and Noah to a minimum of five days in quarantine. Noah had had to fight to convince the authorities that while symptom-free Gwen and he presented no risk to the general public and required only isolation. When the staff at the American Consulate finally came around, they insisted on quarantining the two doctors in style at the five-star Vancouver hotel.

The staff set up a functional office for Gwen, including fax, two phone lines, high-speed Internet, and computer with video-conferencing capability. Though fully connected to the outside world, she couldn't shake her sense of solitude.

Haldane had made light of the situation, comparing his predicament to a bomb squad technician who had stepped on a land mine he was supposed to diffuse. Gwen suspected that behind his relaxed exterior, he shared her fear of the unknown, but his professionalism never wavered. From the moment Maguchi collapsed, Haldane--in spite of potential exposure to the deadly virus--stuck by the pathologist's side, refusing to relinquish his care until convinced Jake was in safe hands. A scientist, not a physician, Gwen had little to do but stand back and admire Noah's cool competence and gentle bedside manner.

Noah's selfless efforts seemed to have been in vain. Gwen had spoken earlier to one of the doctors at the ICU who told her: "Dr. Maguchi is fighting an uphill battle." When pressed, the weary doctor added, "It will require a miracle of biblical proportions for him to survive another twenty-four hours."

Though Savard had only known Maguchi for minutes, she had warmed to him right away. Not only did his dismal prognosis sadden her, it heightened her own sense of vulnerable captivity.

Gwen's reflex response to a challenge had always been to step beyond her comfort zone and into the eye of adversity, but now adversity had entrapped her. She had no choice but to wait and see if the virus, from which she was supposed to protect her country, infected her. The specter of failure loomed all around. She tried to quell the memories of being the little girl who always managed to disappoint her mother, but she couldn't shake the feeling that the child had grown up to fail her entire nation.

Despondent, she reached for the remote and turned the TV on to CNN. Ominously, the network had gone to twenty-four-hour coverage of the story. A subtitle in red ran along the bottom of the screen, screaming the alternating headlines: "Department of Homeland Security upgrades terrorist threat advisory from code orange to code red" and "22 dead, at least 100 infected in Illinois." Gwen already knew about the spiraling human toll, but the TV clips of hearses pulling away from hospitals and interviews with distraught families brought the bioterrorist attack on her country home in a visceral way that the sterile government statistics hadn't. Gwen was further dismayed by the coverage of the rest of the country's reaction. Though no cases had been reported outside of Illinois, in cities as remote as Houston and Los Angeles people had begun to stockpile gas masks and nonperishable supplies.

A musical tone from her computer indicated someone was requesting a videoconference. She muted the TV with the remote and then clicked on the computer's messenger icon. A video window popped open framing Alex Clayton inside. He was dressed as suavely as ever in a dark-on-dark shirt and jacket ensemble, but his hair was uncharacteristically out of place and deep bags had formed under his eyes. Suddenly he looked all forty of his years to Gwen.

"Gwen!" Clayton held out his hand to the camera. "How are you?"

She smiled halfheartedly. "Stuck indoors on a beautiful day, but otherwise okay."

"We cannot afford for you to get sick, do you hear?" he said, stone-faced.

"Your concern is touching, Alex, but I have no intention of getting sick."

His expression softened. "What are the chances?"

"Hard to know, but Noah figures they're slim. Probably less than ten percent."

Clayton squinted. "Noah?"

"Dr. Noah Haldane, the WHO expert on emerging pathogens. He might be the world authority on the Gansu Flu." She sighed. "And he's quarantined one room over from me."

Clayton's face broke into its first flicker of a smile. "For what it's worth, my mom always forces cod liver oil and vitamin C down my throat at the first sign of cold or flu."

"I'll keep it in mind." She laughed. "Your mom got any homespun remedies for level-four lethal viruses?"

The levity vanished from his expression. He ran a hand through his disheveled hair. "All hell is breaking loose in Washington, Gwen. This could be worse than 9/11. The President wants answers."

Gwen nodded calmly. "What do you know so far?" She knew their secure socket Internet connection meant they could talk freely.

"Not enough," Clayton sighed. "We've got our bureaus in the Middle East working twenty-four/seven to identify the woman but so far nada. And the RCMP haven't figured out how she got into Canada." He shrugged. "One small break. We think we know how the terrorists got their hands on the virus in the first place."

"How?"

"Carnivore picked up an e-mail a couple of weeks ago sent by a deputy director of a hospital in Gansu to his supervisor. In it, he confesses to helping two Malaysians steal blood from an infected patient. We checked it out with the Chinese. Apparently, the guy killed himself after he sent the e-mail, and his supervisor hid the message out of fear of reprisal." Clayton interlocked his fingers in front of him and cracked the knuckles aggressively. "That weasel is going to learn the meaning of fear, but in the meantime the trail has gone stone cold."

"What about the Malaysians?"

"Could be from the militant group, Jemaah Islamiah. The same ones who masterminded the Bali bombing." He paused. "But our analysis tells us this is too sophisticated for them. And when you throw in the dead Arab woman in Vancouver and the other in London ..." He shook his head. "It's likely the Malaysian role was limited to getting the virus out of China."

Gwen studied her desktop, assimilating the details. "And from China to Africa?"

"It looks that way," Clayton said. "Especially when you add the executed terrorist to those missing African lab supplies."

"Al Qaeda?" Gwen asked.

"Always possible."

"What's next, Alex?"

He shook his head and his shoulders slumped. Even in the small video box, Savard saw the change in Clayton. He had lost much of his cavalier edge. She decided Clayton embodied the mood of his country: once cocky and invincible, the attack on Chicago had exposed vulnerability and shaken his confidence to the core.

"We've doubled the staff at Carnivore," Clayton said. "Our satellites are trained on all global hotspots. We're working with the RCMP to track the Vancouver terrorist's trail and find her accomplices. We're sending scores of agents and special ops people to the Middle East and East Africa."

"Are those governments cooperating?" Gwen asked.

He held up his palms and shrugged. "They always swear that we have their full and utter cooperation, but you know how it works. Half the time they're secretly funding the bastards."

Gwen's mind raced. She nodded at Clayton. "Okay, Alex. We need to organize a crisis conference call for the Bioterrorism Preparedness Council. Today," she said. "We better brace for a possible massive invasion of the Gansu Flu in the next few days. Worst-case scenario, we're talking about hundreds of thousands of potential victims. So we need to initiate the emergency response plan ASAP. Agreed?"

Clayton nodded. "Let's say 3:00 P.M., Washington time."

"Good. Thanks."

Gwen watched as Clayton patted around his desk before finding a pair of chopsticks to hold up to the camera. A glimmer of his old self resurfaced. "All things considered, I think you should have gone with me for sushi instead of flying off to play hero."

Savard laughed. "Have to admit, I would've even preferred that over quarantine."

"Stay well," Clayton said and then the video frame went black.

Gwen picked up her secure phone line and dialed the number from memory. The executive assistant to the Secretary of Homeland Security patched her call straight through. "Mr. Secretary?" Gwen asked.

"Hello, Gwen," the Secretary, Theodore "Ted" Hart, said in his gravelly, New England drawl. "You are still healthy, I trust?"

"Fine, Ted."

"Gwen, our office has been fielding a lot of questions," Hart said. "The press is looking for you."

"Of course," Gwen sighed. "They want answers from the 'Bug Czar.' What are you telling them?"

"The usual runaround. We can stall them for a few days." He paused a moment. "But when you're out of quarantine ..."

"I'll face the music, Ted. I promise."

"Fine. Are you up-to-date on the situation?" Hart asked.

"I just spoke to Alex Clayton."

"The CIA dropped the ball on this one," Hart said in response to the name. "We should have had more--hell, some--warning about this virus!" Savard wondered if the comment was for her benefit, or if Hart, ever the political animal, was already lining up scapegoats. "Listen, Gwen, it's up to us to minimize the impact of this attack. The President expects it. As do the American people."

Gwen was tempted to remind him that he was speaking to her, not the cameras, but she held her tongue. "Ted, we're not totally unprepared," she said. "But we have to enact our ERPBA for every urban center."

"The what?" he asked.

"The Emergency Response Plan to Biological Attack. It puts the emergency health-care command structure in place for responding to this kind of attack. We've already run at least one mock disaster in most cities with a simulated smallpox outbreak."

"How did we do in the dry run?" Hart asked.

"So-so," Gwen admitted. "But our big advantage with the Gansu Flu is that it is nowhere near as contagious as smallpox." She paused, before adding, "Of course, it is just as lethal if not more so than smallpox."

"Hmmm," Hart snorted, sounding unimpressed. "All right, consider the plan green-lighted. What else?"

"We need to coordinate with CDC and Department of Health to implement wide-scale screening facilities," she said.

"Fine," he said. "Next."

"We should issue a nation-wide alert," Gwen said. "People across the country should be instructed to go to a screening clinic at the first sign of fever or cough. And, Ted, I think it should come from the President himself."

Hart unleashed a wet smoker's cough into the receiver. Gwen imagined that her boss, a pack-a-day smoker at the best of times, would have doubled his consumption during this crisis. "Gwen, the American public is jittery enough as is. Did you see the papers this morning? Some poor Pakistani boy was beaten to within an inch of his life at a convenience store in Missouri because he was coughing. With the cold and flu season upon us, is it a good idea to send people into a panic at the first sniffle?"

"It has to be done, Ted," Gwen said firmly.

Gwen could hear Hart wheeze slightly as he mulled it over. Finally he said, "I will speak to the President. Anything else?"

She hesitated, vacillating on whether to mention her mentor's work.

"What is it, Gwen?" he demanded.

"My old professor, Dr. Isaac Moskor, has been developing a new treatment for influenza. The early results are encouraging."

"For the Gansu Flu?" Hart breathed excitedly.

"No, for the common flu, but the Gansu strain is related," Savard said. "I've set him up in a secure level-four lab at the CDC to run tests on infected monkeys."

"Good," Hart said. "You make sure whatever he needs is top priority there. Am I clear?"

"Will do. Believe me, Isaac will do everything possible to make this work." Savard couldn't keep the pride out of her voice. She cleared her throat. "One last thing," she said, bracing for Hart's response, "we should consider the borders."

Another heavy cough. "What about the borders?"

"I think it would be wise to suspend travel into and out of the U.S. for everyone except those with special clearance."

"Christ, Gwen!" Hart growled. "We've already gone to the highest level of alert. We've canceled half the international flights and delayed the others for hours. The airport, harbor, and border screening couldn't be more rigorous."

"Mr. Secretary, with all due respect, that is not enough."

"Do you realize the implications of this?" Hart asked quietly.

"So far, only one U.S. city is affected," Gwen said evenly. "Until we know where it's coming from, this 'Killer Flu' could spread to a new city with every flight or ship we allow into the country."

Gwen thought she heard a cigarette lighter clicking in the background. "I have heard that this virus is relatively easy to incubate," Hart said. "How do you know they aren't already established somewhere inside our borders, infecting more suicide carriers to dispatch throughout the country?"

"I don't," Gwen conceded. "But odds are that their infrastructure is still based abroad."

There was a long moment of silence, broken by a hacking cough. Then Hart said, "No. No. No. Listen, Gwen, as it stands our economy is paralyzed. The Dow has already dropped twenty percent in two days." She could picture her tall boss with his graying temples and distinguished features, his face creased into that disappointed father-knows-best look he had mastered. "We cannot fence America off from the rest of the world," he said.

"Why not?" Gwen asked.

"Because it would be tantamount to admitting that the sons of bitches have won!"

"Mr. Secretary, let's be honest. Right now they are winning the battle," she said authoritatively. "If we don't act decisively, they might win the war."

"Then goddamn it, let's act decisively!" Hart said. "We will protect our citizens. And we will hunt down the monsters behind this and wipe them off the face of the earth. But in the meantime, we will not cower behind barricades."

Gwen knew Ted Hart well enough to realize there was no point in arguing further. "Okay, Ted, but you ought to keep it in mind."

"We'll see," he said. "I'm off to meet the National Security Council. And then to see the President. I'll call you after."

She dropped the receiver into the cradle and slumped back into the chair at her desk. There were so many people to coordinate, but she couldn't escape the growing sense of futility. Until they got to the source of the deliberate spread, they were just a bunch of rats running on wheels.

Her phone rang. She picked it up and said, "Gwen Savard."

"I got a bit of a hole in my social calendar," Haldane said. "Okay if I drop by?"

She let out a tired laugh. "I might be able to squeeze you in."

Gwen had barely secured her mask when she heard the rap at her door. Haldane stood on the other side in a T-shirt and jeans. Aside from his face mask, he looked as if he were on his way out for a coffee and a newspaper on a lazy Sunday morning.

As soon as he stepped into the room, he tore off his mask. He wadded it into a ball in his hand. "I hate these things."

"Odd for a doctor who specializes in communicable diseases," Gwen said, instinctively taking a step back from him.

Haldane flashed a mischievous smile. "Yeah, well, I now realize I might have made a fundamental mistake in career planning."

"You too?" She laughed. "Aren't you gambling with us by removing the mask?"

"I don't have a fever or cough; besides, I haven't touched a Caesar salad in days, so chances are my breath won't kill you."

Gwen pulled off her mask and folded it on her desk. "How are you holding up?" she asked.

"Going stir crazy. I'm already sick of the room-service food, not to mention the way we have to exchange trays with them like we're radioactive. Otherwise, I'm terrific. You?"

"Same." She nodded. "I've got so much to do. Hard to know where to begin."

Haldane sat down on the couch across from her chair and leaned back with his hands folded behind his head. "Let's start by comparing notes."

Gwen admired his calm. And she found it difficult not to notice his blue-gray eyes. When he had turned to sit down, she caught herself noticing the way his jeans clung to his muscular rear end. Snap out of it, Gwen! she told herself, but she wrote the inappropriate thoughts off as a symptom of her isolation. Forcing them from her mind, she focused on summarizing for Noah her discussions with Clayton and Hart.

When she finished, Haldane said, "The Secretary might be right. No guarantees we could stem the flow of the virus even if we could shut down the borders."

Gwen didn't feel like arguing the point again. "And you? What have you learned?"

"Mixed news on the global front." Haldane shrugged. "Hong Kong, maybe because of their SARS experience, has been the most successful in limiting the virus's spread. Less than one hundred total cases and no new ones reported in forty-eight hours. The story is not so rosy in London." He shook his head and sighed. "Over 700 infected with 145 dead so far. Sporadic clusters of infections have spread to mainland Europe--six in Amsterdam, two in Brussels, three in Hamburg--all traceable back to that first woman in the elevator. You heard about Chicago. And here in Vancouver, there are at least fifty-five infected and thirteen dead."

Gwen sighed. "Which could rise to fourteen very soon."

Haldane looked down at his feet. "Yeah, Jake is not doing well," he said softly.

"It's so damn unnecessary!" She studied him for a moment without speaking. Then she bit her lower lip. "Noah, are you scared?"

"Of coming down with this virus?"

"Yeah."

"Very. But the odds are stacked in our favor." He tapped his fist on the sofa beside him. "It pisses me off, though."

"What does?"

"Being imprisoned here"--he circled a finger around the suite--"while that virus is loose out there. I should be in Chicago now, not stuck in quarantine."

"Me, too."

He looked up at her with a frown. "Actually, where I should be is home in Maryland. It's my daughter's birthday in three days ... I promised her I'd be there with balloons."

Recognizing the pain in his eyes, Gwen felt a pang of sorrow. "It's not fair, Noah."

Haldane shrugged. "Fairness seems to be in pretty short supply these days."

The phone rang. "Gwen Savard," she said into the receiver. She listened to the woman on the other end of the line and then closed her eyes for a moment. "I am so sorry," she said, before hanging up the phone.

"Jake Maguchi?" Noah asked.

"Yes."

"Damn it!" Haldane punched the sofa beside him. "Why would anyone--" He stopped in midsentence. He snapped his fingers at Gwen and pointed to the TV. "Turn the volume up!"

Gwen followed his eyes to the TV screen where the words "Breaking News" flashed above the head of a concerned-looking anchorman. She hit the volume button just in time to hear the anchorman say somberly: "If American troops do not withdraw in the next four days, the group, calling itself The Brotherhood of One Nation, has vowed to 'unleash an army of martyrs' to spread the virus across the country."
  



CHAPTER 26





HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



The Brotherhood of One Nation. Their name dominated the Internet. Sitting alone in his plush office, Hazzir Kabaal shook his head in disbelief. Sabri and he had only hit upon the name the day before issuing their taped ultimatum. Now it was on the tongues of people around the planet.

Kabaal surfed all the major news outlets from his own newspapers' Web sites to the other major Arabic, European, and even the U.S. network sites. The only news item competing for any global attention was the photo of the operation's latest martyr, Sharifa Sha'rawi. Her restored face ran side by side to most of the stories concerning The Brotherhood's claim of responsibility. When he first saw the photo from Vancouver, it was so lifelike that for a disoriented moment Kabaal worried she might have been captured alive.

Poor Sharifa, Kabaal thought. Orphaned as a young child, she had grown up without a chance of finding a husband. At the pivotal moment of her mission, she had been turned away at the U.S.-Canadian border without ever reaching her target of Seattle. Nothing in life had gone well for the unfortunate girl. Now even in death she had found mishap when her body had broken free of the bindings and surfaced on a riverbank, jeopardizing the entire operation.

That mistake would have been less problematic were it not combined with Kabaal's self-confessed misjudgment in stopping Abdul Sabri from killing Sergeant Achmed Eleish earlier. As soon as Kabaal heard a policeman had been nosing around the Al-Futuh Mosque and asking about Sharifa, he knew it could be no one but Achmed Eleish. Now the relentless detective had uncovered Sharifa's name.

But Kabaal noted with guarded optimism that Sharifa was still described as an "anonymous terrorist" by the media. Perhaps Eleish had not shared his detective work with anyone. Maybe, as Abdul Sabri had suggested before leaving to find Eleish, the policeman was determined to single-handedly dismantle their operation. Kabaal dearly hoped so. As a force of one, Eleish was no more than a flea on a camel, but if he turned to the Egyptian authorities or worse the Americans ...

Hazzir Kabaal refused to obsess over Eleish's intentions. Kabaal knew he was as always in Allah's hands. Still, His ways were mysterious. Mistakes had crept into the operation where none had been before, but those blunders and their inherent dangers were not what kept Hazzir Kabaal awake night after night.

No. It was the resurgence of his doubt.

Their plan had thus far had an even greater impact than Kabaal anticipated. Perhaps, too successful. What if the virus they had freed was already unstoppable? Or what if the American President didn't bow to their demands? They would have no recourse but to follow through with their threat to unleash the promised army of martyrs.




CAIRO, EGYPT



Sergeant Achmed Eleish had spent a busy twenty-four hours since solving the mystery of the Vancouver terrorist's identity. Most of his time had been dedicated to convincing Samira and his two daughters that they would have to leave Cairo. The girls were appalled at the thought of abandoning their teaching responsibilities in the middle of the school year. It took all Eleish's powers of persuasion to finally convince his family to temporarily relocate to his cousin's house in Alexandria.

After his two daughters had already boarded the train for Alexandria, Eleish stood alone on the platform holding his wife's hand. Samira's eyes were dry and her poise as unfaltering as ever, but earlier in the morning he had heard her sobbing softly in the bedroom, unaware that he was still at home.

Staring into his wife's stoic face, Eleish had trouble keeping the tears from his own eyes. He squeezed her hand tenderly. "It will just be a short while, Miri."

"I know," she said softly.

"I need a break," Eleish continued rationalizing aloud. "Maybe in a few days I could come up and join you in Alexandria. It would be like the old days. A family vacation with the girls."

Samira smiled poignantly. "That would be nice." Then she added distantly, "Like the old days."

The loudspeaker called out the final boarding call for the Alexandria-bound train.

Samira leaned forward, touched her fingers to his lips, and then turned to walk up the train's steps. She stopped on the last step. "I won't tell you it's not worth it," Samira said. "I know you have no other choice, but please, Achmed, be careful. Don't trust anyone. His influence reaches far and wide."

"I promise." Eleish's voice cracked. "I will come for you soon."

She smiled and waved once, then disappeared into the train.

After the train pulled out, Eleish found a public rest room in the station and changed into a galabiya that he hadn't donned in almost ten years. He had once swum in the garment, but now it fit too snugly. He studied his profile in the mirror, surprised at how his belly had grown in the interim. He lifted the bottom of his robe and tucked his automatic handgun into the leg holster beside the handcuffs.

From the train station, Eleish went directly to the Al-Futuh Mosque. He parked a few blocks away and walked a circuitous route to the mosque, pleased that the pedestrian traffic had thinned in the late afternoon. The fewer people he saw, the better.

He timed his arrival to coincide with Maghrib, the evening prayer, knowing that most of the congregation would leave for dinner afterward. As Eleish walked down the dusty, smoggy Cairo street, he paused when he heard the beautiful adhan, or call to prayer, echo out from the loudspeaker of the mosque's prayer tower. Though headed for inhospitable territory, he felt no apprehension, knowing that he approached the house of God.

He joined the traditionally dressed congregation--men in white galabiyas and women wearing jihabs and floor-length black coverings--as they shuffled into the majestic gold-domed mosque. Eleish had little concern of raising suspicion among the regular congregation. He doubted his own brother would recognize him in his galabiya.

Inside, the women and men separated into their respective sections in the large prayer hall. Facing the qibla (the wall directed toward Mecca), Eleish recited his prayers with genuine vehemence, but he kept a watchful eye on the old man standing on the pulpit by the qibla. He had never before seen Sheikh Hassan at prayers.

The Sheikh wore a traditional clerical robe along with a white Islamic turbar and a long gray beard. Stooped forward and with a rough tremor in both hands, the emaciated cleric epitomized the frailty of old age. But when Hassan spoke in his low-pitched staccato, his voice resonated with a ferocious power that erased the ravages time inflicted on his body. Eleish had no doubt that the Sheikh was a man born to lead.

After prayers ended, Eleish didn't exit through the same doors as most of the others. Instead, he wandered out into the courtyard under the arcaded portico. With his arms folded across his chest he pretended to admire the wells and fountains in the courtyard while he passed the time.

After a few minutes a tall, robed, bearded man with a thick neck and opaque brown eyes approached him. "My brother, is it not time to leave for dinner?" the young man said with a hint of warning.

"Of course, of course," Eleish said, recognizing the man for some sort of guard despite his plain robe. "I was simply admiring your beautiful mosque. I am from the north, but I have long heard of the splendor of the Al-Futuh Mosque. Words are cheap, though. It is such a joy to behold in person."

The man nodded, unmoved. "Let me walk you out, brother."

Eleish uncrossed his arms and flashed the gun that he had concealed under his sleeve since extracting it from the leg holster in the courtyard. "I would prefer that you walk me into the madrasa," Eleish said, in reference to the school and residence behind the mosque.

The man's eyes blackened. "Pointing a gun in the house of God?" he snapped without a trace of fear.

"Now," Eleish growled and waved the gun at him. "Either you start walking, or you die here ... in the house of God."

The tall man glared at Eleish; hatred crystallized in his eyes.

Eleish recognized the look. He had seen it in the faces of other extremists, right before rash reactions had led them to a quick martyrdom. Eleish steadied his gun, aiming at the man's face. But rather than rush at Eleish, the man casually turned and began to walk across the courtyard. Never lowering his weapon, Eleish followed him across the courtyard and into the building behind.

They walked down a dark narrow corridor, whose faded gray walls were devoid of any decoration. "I want to speak to the Sheikh," Eleish said.

"You mean, to kill him," the young man said flatly while keeping his head fixed straight in front of him.

Eleish shook his head at the man's back before realizing the futility of the gesture. "I mean to speak with him," he said.

"Then follow me."

Their footsteps echoed in the otherwise still hallway. They walked past a series of doors toward an L-turn at the end of the corridor. Just as they reached it, the creaky sound of a door opening behind them caught Eleish's attention.

"Son, is that you?" a deep voice asked.

Even before glancing over his shoulder, Eleish recognized the Sheikh's voice.

"Go back to your room, Father!" the tall man screamed. In one motion, he pivoted and lunged at Eleish.

Eleish jumped back. Stumbling, he had to steady himself against the wall behind him, just as the young man landed hard at his feet and grabbed wildly for his ankle. Eleish jerked his foot free of the man's grip. Once he had regained his balance, he knelt forward and rested the gun's muzzle against the fallen man's forehead.

"No!" Sheikh Hassan screamed. "Leave Fadi be! Save your bullets for me."

Without budging his gaze or the barrel of his gun, Eleish spoke to the Sheikh in a calm but commanding tone. "I have not come to kill anyone. But so help me Allah, I will kill both of you if need be."

Lying on his belly, the young man stared up hatefully at Eleish, his eyes challenging him to pull the trigger.

The Sheikh must have recognized the expression because he shuffled closer and spoke to the young man. "Fadi, leave it be. The man has come to talk. So we will talk. All are welcome here."

Eleish rested a foot on Fadi's back. "Put your hands behind your back!" he barked.

Fadi glanced over to the Sheikh before complying.

With his free hand, Eleish reached down and pulled a pair of handcuffs from under his robe and then cuffed the young man's hands behind his back. Once Fadi was secured, Eleish turned to the Sheikh. "Where is a private place for us to speak?"

Hassan pointed a shaky hand back to the door from where the light emerged. "In my room."

Eleish pulled Fadi to his feet. He pushed him forward as they followed the shuffling cleric back to his room. The last one to step inside, Eleish closed the door behind them. Smelling musty from stale air, the room looked more like a dusty old library than someone's living quarters. Aside from a metal cot in the corner, the room was littered with old books and parchments. The bookshelves overflowed. And stacks of books rose from the floor. A large leather-bound volume was open on the reading stand with a magnifying glass resting atop.

With a wave of his gun, Eleish directed Fadi and the Sheikh to move to the far wall.

Standing against the wall, the Sheikh opened his mouth in a forlorn smile, which exposed two decaying front teeth flanked by spaces where other teeth should have been. "How can we share any kind of discourse at gunpoint, my son?"

Like a tail wagging on a wolf, the grin struck Eleish as out of place on the feisty old cleric. "We will manage," Eleish said.

Wide-eyed, Fadi glanced at Hassan, but the Sheikh shook his head ever so slightly and then turned back to Eleish. "It is God's way." He shrugged calmly. "Are you a believer, my friend?"

"In what you preach?" Eleish asked.

"In Allah," Hassan barked, but then resumed his pleasanter tone. "And the life he commanded us to live as told to the Prophet."

"I am a Muslim," Eleish said.

"Then we are brothers," the Sheikh said confidently. "And we have nothing to fear of each other."

"I wish that were so," Eleish said. "I am just not sure which of us has more to fear."

"Clearly it is you." Hassan raised a defiant, tremulous finger. "I fear nothing but the judgment of God."

Impatient, Eleish shifted from one foot to the other. He waved the gun at the Sheikh. "Hazzir Kabaal. You know him, don't you?"

Hassan folded his skinny arms across his chest. "Why do you ask after him?"

"Do you know him?" Eleish said, raising his voice along with the barrel of the gun.

"Abu Lahab is a student of mine," Hassan said.

"Where can I find him?" Eleish asked.

"Not here."

"Where is he?" Eleish spat.

The Sheikh shrugged. "I am not his keeper."

Eleish's irritation got the better of him. "Do you have any idea what sort of crimes Kabaal is responsible for?"

Hassan grunted a bitter laugh. "Abu Lahab acts in the service of God."

"The service of God?" Eleish snorted. "The man has spread a deadly virus among innocent people. He murders women and children in the name of Islam. Do you call that the service of God?"

"Innocent?" Hassan grimaced as if pained. "There is nothing innocent about the enemies of the faithful. Open your eyes!"

"To what?" Eleish shot back. "The bilious hatred that you preach."

"I do not hate anyone," Hassan said calmly. "What I preach is the preservation of our way of life."

Eleish shook his head vehemently. "The Koran extols peace and tolerance. You and your kind... You twist the beautiful words until nothing is left but bigotry and loathing." He sighed heavily. "There are so few of you hate-mongering extremists. And so many of us peaceful Muslims. Yet your kind defines the face of Islam to the rest of the world. And what an ugly face it is."

"Mohammed said that those who are not for Islam are against it." The Sheikh shrugged unapologetically.

"So death to all the nonbelievers?" Eleish scoffed.

"I wish I could make you understand." Hassan's face assumed another sad, missing-toothed smile. "Are you too blind to see the threat?"

Eleish threw up his free hand. "What threat?"

"Ever since the Turks dispensed with the Caliphate ..." Hassan said obliquely and then sighed. "In many ways, Islam is like me. Old and weak. Incapable of protecting itself." He pointed a finger at his own chest. "But inside, it is strong and pure. Do you understand, my brother? The heart and soul of Islam is good but the body ails. And the infidels ... those Western heathens, the Americans ... are the opposite. Their body is fierce and mighty, but their soul is crippled and the heart very weak."

Eleish listened to the crafty old cleric, aware of his manipulative sermonizing but engrossed by the delivery.

"And the strongest of hearts might not be enough to save us. The Americans are camped at the gates of the Tigris and within a stone's throw of Mecca." He pointed at the wall as if Mecca were just on the other side. "The lands that practice the laws of the Shari'ah have fallen, one after the other, under the weight of the American bombs. If we do nothing to stop them, they will eradicate Islam in their lust for oil. Very soon, we will be powerless to stop them." He exhaled slowly. "Hazzir Kabaal is fighting to save Islam. He is fighting the holiest of Jihads with the only weapons available to him." His voice warbled. "And you should drop to your knees and pray to God for his success."

Eleish shook his head. "You are a deluded old man."

Fadi, who had silently watched the discussion, took an aggressive step forward, but the Sheikh stopped him with a bony hand laid on his chest. Hassan turned back to Eleish. "Listen to me, brother--"

"No." Eleish walked forward until he was three feet away from the Sheikh. "I have no more time to listen to you." He leveled the gun at the Sheikh's head. "Where is Hazzir Kabaal?"

Hassan laughed softly. "Do you honestly believe I am afraid of death?"

Eleish shook his head slowly. "No, I don't." He swung his gun over until it pointed at Fadi's head.

"What are you doing?" the Sheikh demanded shrilly.

"I will give you one last chance, and then I'm going to kill your son."

Hassan's expression creased into a fleeting cringe, long enough for Eleish to know he was right. "Fadi is not--" Hassan started to say calmly.

Eleish cut him off with a snap of his fingers. "I will kill your son on the count of three, if you do not tell me where I can find Hazzir Kabaal." Eleish shoved the muzzle against Fadi's forehead. "One ... two ..."

Hassan's eyes widened and his hands shook wildly.

"Don't tell him anything, Father!" Fadi implored. "Let me be martyred!"

Eleish shrugged. "So be it. Three." He slowly began to squeeze the trigger.

"No!" Hassan squeaked. "Somalia. He is in Somalia."

Fadi's head stayed immobile but his eyes shot over to the direction of the Sheikh. "No, Father!"

"Where in Somalia?" Eleish demanded, not releasing his finger from the trigger.

"I do not know," the Sheikh cried. "He has a camp there--a base--but I am too old to travel there."

Eleish's gaze skipped from father to son. "But you know, don't you?" Eleish said.

Fadi sneered in response.

"Do you want to see your father die?" Eleish asked.

Fadi grinned malevolently. "If it means protecting the Jihad, I would see my whole family die." He glanced at his father with an expression of sheer contempt.

The old man's face flushed with shame and his chin dropped to his chest.

Eleish knew there was nothing more he would learn from either of them.

 

After leaving the mosque, Achmed Eleish sat in his car and smoked five cigarettes in a row, trying to quell the tremor in his hands. For a moment, he considered continuing his solo pursuit of Kabaal all the way to Somalia, but he dismissed the idea as foolhardy.

In a cloud of smoke, Eleish weighed his next step carefully. In the end, he knew to whom he had to turn. Even though the captain of the Cairo Police detectives was only in his early sixties, the little man had seemed old to Eleish for all twenty years he had known him. Captain Riyad Wazir was a throwback. Never seen in anything but a neatly pressed uniform with spit-polished shoes, Wazir always toed the official line and his preoccupation with procedure and bureaucracy bordered on obsessive. But Eleish would have gladly trusted his life in Wazir's hands, because the captain's ethics were as meticulous as his paperwork.

Once the thump in his chest had settled, Eleish reached for his cell phone. He dialed the direct line to the captain's office, but after five rings he was transferred back to the main switchboard. Eleish glanced at his watch, which read 7:00 P.M., meaning that Wazir must have left for the day. He asked the operator to transfer him to the detectives' desk, knowing there would be at least one detective on duty.

"Cairo Police," the disinterested voice said on the other end of the line.

Eleish was dismayed to hear the voice of his least favorite colleague, Constable Qasim Ramsi. For a moment, he considered hanging up on the crooked officer. "Listen, Qasim, it's me, Eleish," he said. "Do you know the Al-Futuh Mosque?"

"Of course."

"If you send officers there you will find Sheikh Hassan and his son Fadi handcuffed to a toilet in the bathroom of the madrasa behind the mosque," Eleish said.

Ramsi whistled into Eleish's earpiece. "Holy Mohammed! Have you lost your mind? You handcuffed the Sheikh to a toilet?" His voice squeaked at the end. "You will be destroyed," he said almost jovially.

"I cannot explain over the phone," Eleish said. "The Sheikh and his son are involved in a terrorist conspiracy to destabilize the government. And more. Just make sure they are picked up!"

Eleish hung up before Ramsi had a chance to reply. Satisfied that his hands were still enough to drive, he started his car and pulled out of the spot.

He had intended to drive directly to the office, but as his home was on the way he decided to stop in to shower and change before going into headquarters to file his report. He tuned the radio to an Egyptian pop station. He tapped his steering wheel to the beat of the music as his hyper-vigilance gave way to a pleasantly contented mood.

Eleish parked in front of his twenty-seven-story apartment building. Alone, he rode the elevator to the nineteenth floor. He unlocked both deadbolts--knowing how bad property crime was in Egypt, he had insisted on the second deadbolt--and walked into his living room. He dropped his keys, phone, and gun on the kitchen countertop.

The apartment felt empty without the women, but after his visit to the Al-Futuh Mosque, he was confident that they would only be parted for a matter of days or weeks. However long it took to find Kabaal.

Abiding by his wife's strict edict not to smoke in the apartment, he slid open the sliding door and stepped outside onto his balcony in the warm Cairo dusk before lighting up another cigarette. This time he only allowed himself one smoke as he stared out on his beloved city of a thousand minarets, which was never more beautiful than at dusk.

Returning to the living room, he left the door open to circulate the air through his apartment. He walked out of the living room and into his bedroom where he sat down at the desk across from the bed. He booted up the desktop computer (an unexpectedly generous present from his daughters on his fiftieth birthday last year) and waited. Once the main screen appeared, he clicked on the icon to initiate his e-mail program. He knew how long it would take the modem to establish a connection on the overburdened server, so he rose from the desk and headed for the shower.

He enjoyed a long hot shower, trying to scrub away the memories of the conversation in the mosque and the Sheikh's assertions that Islam was at imminent risk. Such hateful fear-mongering stoked the growing flames of Islamism and drove the people who followed the Hazzir Kabaals of the world, but Eleish couldn't help wonder whether a kernel of truth existed in the argument.

Turning off the tap, Eleish reached for a towel. He stopped when he heard a soft thud. His heart skipped a beat. He listened. Nothing. He grabbed the towel and dried himself. He stepped out of the shower, put on his robe, and then stood inside his bathroom, listening. He waited a full minute without hearing another noise.

He stepped back into his living room. He had just sat down at his desk when he heard a bang, followed by three loud thumps.

His palms moistened. His heart smashed against his rib cage. The noise came from his front door.

His gun! For an agonizing moment, he wavered, but decided he had a higher priority to address. He reached for the mouse and clicked on the "new mail" icon and then frantically one-fingered typed the captain's e-mail address in the "send to" box.

Thud! Thud! The noises came from the door.

In the "message text" box, he typed wildly in note form. "Vancouver. Virus carrier = Sharifa Sha'rawi."

Eleish heard a series of sharp cracks, as someone emptied a round of gunfire into the door.

He typed: "Hazzir Kabaal = leader. Major Abdul Sabri?"

A creaking noise indicated the door hinges were beginning to give way.

He kept typing. "Al-Futuh Mosque. Sheikh Hassan."

Crash! More wood splintered.

"Base in Somalia," he typed. He grabbed the mouse, but his shaking hand overshot the "send" key twice before finally making contact. As soon as the musical tone confirmed that the e-mail had been sent, Eleish reached down and yanked the plug out from the back of the computer.

He leaped to his feet and ran for the kitchen.

Eleish made it to the living room just as his door toppled backward into the room. He froze in his tracks five feet from the countertop and his weapon. Someone else's gun pointed at his head.

A hulking man casually stepped over the smashed door and into the apartment. Eleish instantly recognized him as Major Abdul Sabri.

From ten feet away, Sabri cocked his head at Eleish. "Sergeant, I've been looking all over for you," he said softly.

"You could have just called." The joke seemed to Eleish like something one of his literary detective heroes might have said, but it drew no response from Sabri.

"Sergeant, you and I have things to discuss," Sabri said inexpressively.

The sweat dripped down Eleish's neck and onto the collar of his bathrobe. His mind raced in time with his pounding heart. Without looking over at the counter, he tried to calculate how best to lunge for his gun. "Okay, we will talk," Eleish said. "But can I put some clothes on first?"

Sabri shook his head slowly from side to side. "And, Sergeant, there's really no point in going for your gun. You'll be dead before you reach it."

Eleish had a flashback to the photo of his burnt and beaten informer, Bishr Gamal, whose ear had been hacked off. He doubted he could withstand that kind of torture without talking. He swallowed hard. "Wouldn't you prefer me alive?" he asked.

"Prefer, yes," Sabri said. "Required, no."

Suddenly Eleish's path cleared before him. A tranquil calm enveloped him. An absolute peacefulness he had never before experienced. He smiled widely at Sabri. "Allah is most great," he spoke the words from the call to prayer.

Sabri's eyes narrowed and he raised his weapon to eye level.

Eleish didn't lunge for his gun. Instead, he spun and ran for the open balcony door.

"Stop!" yelled Sabri.

Eleish heard a bang and felt a searing pain in his left shoulder and his arm fell limp at his side. But the bullet wound didn't slow him as he reached the balcony in one stride and hurled himself over the railing.

"Allah is most great!" he repeated as he felt the air rush by his head.
  



CHAPTER 27





CIA HEADQUARTERS, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA



Since Rand Delorme uncovered Dr. Ping Wu's e-mailed confession, his coworkers at Carnivore accused the young agent of having undergone a personality transplant. Once only distinguished for his frosted highlights, black bowling shoes, and rebellious attitude, Delorme was now known for logging the longest hours and clearing the most intercepted e-mails. The day before, his supervisor had written in his monthly evaluation that Rand was "a man on a mission." And he was. To Delorme, each new e-mail Carnivore earmarked for human review was another potential opportunity to foil terrorism.

With the extra bodies covering Carnivore, the agents had caught up entirely on the backlog. Less than half an hour after it was sent, Achmed Eleish's e-mail popped up on Delorme's screen. Carnivore had graded it as "highly suspicious," so Delorme approached it with more circumspection than he otherwise might have.

Delorme reviewed the "To" and "From" rows. Both the sender and the receiver had the same domain, CairoPol.com, which he learned with a quick Internet search belonged to the Cairo Police Department. Delorme looked at the path and was surprised to see that the e-mail never reached its recipient. He wondered if the sender had mistyped the second letter, spelling "RWszir" instead of "RWazir." Whatever the reason, the e-mail had bounced back to "AEleish" as "undeliverable."

Savoring the contents like the last chapter of a favorite mystery, Delorme turned to the body of text. His pulse quickened with the very first word, "Vancouver." By the time he had read the brief series of cryptic notes about a virus carrier and a base in Somalia, he trembled with excitement.

Rand Delorme didn't know exactly what the message meant, but he was convinced beyond a doubt that he had just hit the motherlode of e-mail intercepts.

Smiling, he reached for the phone.




HARBOURVIEW HOTEL, VANCOUVER, CANADA



Four days of quarantine had passed without incident for Savard and Haldane. Noah had checked his temperature after waking, but he knew he hadn't spiked a fever. While he had always considered his chances slim, by day four he was certain he hadn't caught the Gansu Flu from the now-deceased Dr. Jake Maguchi. The realization that he was free of risk brought an unexpected wave of relief.

However, sitting at his laptop computer and staring at the camera clipped on top, butterflies still fluttered in his stomach. Two videoconferences awaited him. The second was with the President and the senior members of the National Security Council, but it was the first call that provoked the most anxious anticipation.

Noah felt sad and guilty about having to miss Chloe's birthday party, but in four introspective days of quarantine he had come to realize that there would likely be many missed milestones in his daughter's life. He had heard from friends, who alternated custody of the kids with ex-spouses on holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving, that special occasions were the most difficult times to be separated from their children.

Noah had little doubt that many lonely times awaited him, but things had changed in the past days. The anger had drained from his system, replaced by resignation. Realizing how weary he was of fighting for his wife's affection, he felt ready to step away. He had begun to envision a life without Anna. He even considered where to live, realizing that it would have to be in the Glen Echo Heights district, so that school and friends would not be an issue for Chloe as she shuttled back and forth between homes.

A musical tone rang out from his computer. He clicked on the icon and the video window box popped open with his wife's and daughter's images framed inside. The video feed was of the low-resolution, jumpy home Internet-camera variety--a far cry from the high-quality videoconferences he had sat through over the past days--but Haldane didn't care. He was thrilled to see his daughter's face again.

Chloe sat on Anna's lap in a chair in their home office. A sea of multicolored, helium-filled balloons filled the backdrop and Chloe held a bouquet in her hand. Haldane was tickled to see Chloe wearing the Snow White princess dress he had ordered online for her.

"Happy birthday, Chlo!" he said.

"Daddy. Daddy! My balloons!" she said and tugged at the bouquet in her hand.

Haldane beamed. "And your dress. You look so pretty!"

"All my friends are princesses," Chloe said, referring to the theme of her party. Then her forehead furrowed into a concerned frown. "Daddy, what if someone else is Snow White?"

"You'll always be the most special Snow White. The fairest of them all." Haldane winked and then nodded solemnly. "But don't tell the others. It will be our secret, okay?"

"Secret!" Chloe bounced up and down on her mother's lap. "Daddy, are you going to play the hide-and-seek game with me and my friends?"

Haldane felt a little jab in his chest. "Chlo, I am too far away. I can't make the party. You knew that, didn't you?"

Chloe gave a little shrug that squeezed Haldane's heart. The gesture came straight out of her mother's chromosomes. "I guess."

Anna rubbed Chloe's shoulder. "Daddy will be home soon and then you'll have another party, remember?"

Chloe nodded, but the disappointment stuck to her face.

"Why don't you go downstairs and see if Nana needs help with your cake?" Anna suggested to her.

The mention of her cake was enough to wipe the dejection off Chloe's face. She hopped off Anna's lap and started to run out of the frame, but she turned back to Noah with a big wave. "Bye, Daddy!"

"Happy birthday, Chloe. I love you!" Haldane said and then she was gone.

Anna sat alone in the chair facing the camera. In jeans and a white turtleneck, her black hair was tied back in a ponytail. Haldane had almost forgotten how beautiful his wife was. The realization didn't engender the usual yearning in him. Whether spontaneously or by willful suppression--Haldane wasn't sure himself--he had not thought of his wife in a sexual sense for some time.

With Chloe gone from the room, Anna's carefree expression gave way to a grimace. "Noah, you are still okay, right?"

Haldane nodded. He forced a smile. "I'm not going to catch this virus."

Her expression didn't budge. "But you're still in quarantine?"

"A formality. I've got less than twenty-four hours to go." Haldane nodded reassuringly to her. "Anna, I would have known by now."

"That's wonderful." Anna exhaled heavily and for a moment it looked as if she might burst into tears, but she held her composure. "Noah, people are so scared here. Chloe's preschool is two-thirds empty. Half the kids canceled for the party. A lot of people won't leave their house."

"I've seen it before." Haldane nodded. "It's only natural, Anna."

She shook her head. "There's nothing natural about any of this! What if the virus comes here? Washington would be the obvious choice for them."

"If it comes, we'll deal with it. It will be okay," Noah promised. "Anna, believe me, they can't win. All viruses are stoppable. This bug is no exception," he said, sounding more definite than he felt.

"Will you come home tomorrow, once your quarantine is over?" Her brown eyes implored.

"It depends."

She held her hands out in front of her. "Look if it's about me ... us ... I've been doing a lot of soul searching, lately. Julie knows how confused I am. Nothing is written in stone. Maybe--"

"Anna," Haldane cut her off. "It has nothing to do with us. I hate being away from Chloe a second longer than I have to."

He realized from her fleeting wince that the comment might have come across as cold, which he hadn't intended, but nor did he want to rip the scab off the wound again, so he let it stand. "I've already lost four precious days stuck here. I have to go where I am needed now. We're running out of time."

She nodded distantly. "Only two more days until the terrorists' ultimatum expires."

"A lot can happen in two days."

Anna nodded grimly. "I better get downstairs to Chloe and Mom. The kids will be here any second," she said.

Noah noticed with newfound ambivalence how Anna had withdrawn again. He was so tired of their constant emotional tug-of-war. "I wish I could be there. Good luck with the big party." He forced a reassuring smile. "Anna, everything is going to work out."

Haldane clicked the video box closed and stared at the blank screen.

Three hard raps at the door interrupted his thoughts. Haldane didn't even remember ordering room service, but he hadn't eaten today and his stomach had begun to growl. "Leave the tray at the door, thanks!" Haldane called out.

"Yeah, right!" a Scottish accent bellowed from the other side. "I've just flown four thousand goddamn miles so I can bring you your lousy lunch."

Haldane hopped out of his chair pleased to hear his friend's voice. He slipped on his N95 mask and walked to the door. "You wearing precautions, Duncan?" Haldane asked at the door.

"Again, Haldane, I want to reiterate that we don't have that kind of a relationship." McLeod unleashed a roar of laughter. "But I do have my clown mask and hat on if that helps."

Haldane opened the door. Duncan McLeod stood on the other side with a surgical mask covering his scraggly beard. He wasn't gowned. And a baseball cap stood in for the shower cap he was supposed to wear. His asymmetric eyes twinkled with the obvious humor he found in their situation. "Haldane! I'd give you a big hug, but I don't particularly want to die."

Haldane laughed. "Finally, there's an upside to my quarantine."

McLeod bellowed another laugh. "Ah, Haldane, I might actually have missed you if this fucking virus had killed you." He sauntered into the room and flopped into the loveseat behind the desk. Pointing at the mountains outside the windows across from him, he said, "When I was quarantined with TB, I was stuck in a mud hut in Borneo. You've got a slightly better deal here."

Haldane followed after the Scotsman. "Not that I am unhappy to see you, Duncan, but what are you doing here?"

"The great Jean Nantal sent me. He spewed some crap about me being the new authority on the Gansu Flu PCR probe test. Set up a bunch of meetings for me with the Vancouver infectious disease boys." McLeod shrugged. "But let's face it, he sent old expendable McLeod to keep an eye on his golden boy." McLeod clutched his chest. "'Tis a far far better thing I do than I have ever done' and all that shite."

Haldane rolled his eyes as he sat down in a chair across from McLeod. "How is London?" he asked, but judging by his colleague's jovial mood he knew the reports about the stabilizing situation in England must have been true.

"It's a buyer's market, if you're looking for real estate." McLeod shrugged. "Hardly a soul on the street. But I have to hand it to Nancy Levine--delightful chatterbox that she is--her team has done a good job under trying circumstances. The new case rate has steadily declined for the past three days. And no deaths in almost forty-eight hours."

"What are the latest totals?" Haldane asked.

"A thousand give or take infected. Two hundred dead." McLeod pulled off his mask. "Christ! I'm tired of these things. I know you're no risk to me." He paused, before his lips broke into a crooked smile. "But do me a favor and leave yours on, all right?"

Haldane sighed a laugh. "What about the clusters in Europe, Duncan?"

"Far as I know they're all contained." McLeod scratched his beard. "But, Haldane, the entire damn outbreak was all caused by one lousy terrorist. Imagine what an army of the buggers could accomplish."

Noah nodded. "We are more prepared now. It would be--will be--harder for them to spread the virus."

"Harder. By no means impossible," McLeod pointed out, stretching in his seat. "What's the local news?"

"Latest report is that the virus is contained in Vancouver, too. The death toll stands stable at 45, with 240 infections. No new cases in the last day." Noah nodded. "The photo of the dead terrorist has paid dividends, though. She was spotted several places, including the U.S.-Canada border. She and a young male Arab were turned back when their papers didn't clear. And several people recognized her--traveling alone--on a flight in from Paris."

McLeod sat forward in his seat. "And from Paris?"

Haldane shook his head. "She was traveling under a bogus alias with a stolen passport. So far the trail dries up in France."

"Shite! The damn French!" McLeod said.

Haldane frowned. "Including Jean Nantal?"

"You mean the bugger who keeps dumping us in the middle of these plagues?" McLeod screeched. "He's the worst of the bloody lot."

They shared a long laugh. McLeod was the exact tonic Haldane needed for his state of mind.

Another knock came at the door. "I hope you ordered enough for two," McLeod said. "I'm famished."

Gwen Savard's voice drifted through the door. "Noah, it's me. I've got big news!"

Haldane was surprised by how much the sound of her voice pleased him, regardless of her news. He opened the door and Gwen flew in. She glanced over at McLeod with a look of surprise. "Oh, hello, Duncan." She offered a quick smile. "Good to see you."

"Lovely to see you upright, Gwen." McLeod grinned mischievously. "I was expecting to have to identify both of your sorry corpses in some drab Canadian morgue."

Gwen chuckled distractedly. "I just heard from Washington," she said with her back to the window. "We might have had a huge breakthrough."

Haldane followed her back to the couches and stood between McLeod and her. "What's up?"

She smiled widely. "We think we know who's behind The Brotherhood of One Nation."

"So tell us!" McLeod said.

"The CIA intercepted an e-mail sent by an Egyptian cop. In it he names the dead terrorist from Vancouver along with the leaders of the group." Savard spat out the words rapid-fire. "Says they have a base in Somalia."

"Oh, Christ," McLeod moaned. "They're going to dump us in Africa now."

Haldane ignored him. "Who are 'they'?" he demanded.

Gwen threw up her hands. "Some media mogul from Cairo, Hazzir Kabaal. And an ex-special forces army major. No one knows much about either of them."

"Where in Somalia?" Haldane pressed.

Gwen shook her head. "The e-mail didn't specify."

"Well, why doesn't someone bloody well ask the chap who wrote it?" McLeod piped up.

"Because he's dead," Gwen said. "He was found indented in the sidewalk below his nineteenth-floor apartment with a bullet in his back. Killed minutes after sending the e-mail."

"That's a reasonable excuse, I suppose," McLeod grumbled.

"It's all just happened in the last hour or so," Gwen said. "We don't know much yet."

"Somalia," Haldane said, falling back into his chair. "If I remember my geography that's a fair-sized country."

"And bloody hot," McLeod added. "Not to mention anarchic, flea-bitten, and exceptionally violent."

Gwen glanced at her watch. "Noah, our videoconference with the President is in ten minutes. Are you ready?"

Haldane nodded.

Gwen turned to McLeod. "Sorry, Duncan, you don't have the security clearance--"

McLeod held up his hand. "I know. I know. You damn Yanks are worse than the Chinese when it comes to this kind of high-level paranoia." He chuckled. "Much as it tears me apart, I'm going to take my leave of this merry little leper colony and find me some lunch."

 

Haldane sat in front of the camera, as the technical team remotely assumed control of his computer. The split video window that emerged was unlike the ones he had grown used to in past days. He understood that this hookup was more secure than anything he had seen before, but he knew nothing of the technology behind it.

After a few minutes of technical futzing, Gwen appeared in the smaller box on the right side. In the larger box on the left four people sat on one side of a long oval table. Haldane instantly recognized them, but Ted Hart introduced the group as if Haldane had never heard of the nation's leaders.

"Dr. Haldane, I would like to introduce you to the President, the National Security Advisor, Dr. Home, and the Secretary of Defense, Secretary Whitaker. I'm Ted Hart, the Secretary of Homeland Security," he said equally as unnecessarily, having received more airtime than Larry King and Oprah combined in the past week.

The President leaned back in his leather chair. In his early fifties, he wore a navy suit with an open-collared light blue shirt, and he towered half a head above the others at the table. He had thick salt-and-pepper hair, expressive gray eyes, and a prominent chin. He wasn't classically handsome, but he had a commanding and compassionate countenance. Haldane decided he had a perfectly presidential face for photo-ops.

On the President's right sat his National Security Advisor, Andrea Horne, a handsome African American woman with curly black hair and stylish half-glasses perched halfway down her nose. To the President's left sat his Secretary of Defense, Aaron Whitaker, a scrawny balding man in his mid-sixties with pasty skin and (Haldane knew from his press conferences) a wolverine's disposition. To Whitaker's left sat Ted Hart.

"Hello," Haldane said, feeling unexpectedly bashful in the presence of such executive power.

The President smiled and nodded once into the camera. Home said, "Welcome, Drs. Haldane and Savard," while Whitaker did not acknowledge either of them.

"Gwen, Dr. Haldane, you are up-to-date on the latest developments from Egypt, I trust?" Hart asked.

"Ted, we know of the intercepted e-mail but the details we've heard are sketchy at best," Savard said.

"Allow me to elaborate." Hart glanced at the President who nodded his approval.

A photo of a smiling handsome man, who looked to Noah like a playboy son of some rich emir posing for the paparazzi, appeared at the bottom of his screen. "Meet Hazzir Kabaal--an Egyptian publishing magnate who owns several papers which pander to the pan-Arabic and Muslim Brotherhood movements. Don't let his dapper wardrobe fool you. Kabaal has financial ties to militant groups from the Hezbollah to the Abu Sayyef."

The photo on Haldane's screen switched from Kabaal's unctuous grin to the expressionless face of an army officer with pale blue eyes. "Major Abdul Sabri. Formerly with the Egyptian Special Forces. He specialized in counterinsurgency, but we assume has since switched sides. Apparently, Kabaal, Sabri, and several known associates left Cairo three weeks ago to whereabouts unknown."

"They're in Somalia," the Secretary of Defense grunted with confidence.

The face of an old Islamic cleric replaced Sabri's on the screen. "Sheikh Hassan. A firebrand Islamist and, we believe, the spiritual leader of the group. The same officer who sent the e-mail arrested Hassan and his son at their Al-Futuh Mosque shortly before he was murdered. The Egyptian authorities are holding both men and several others they've rounded up from the mosque. The CIA has already sent a team to Cairo to begin interrogations."

Haldane cleared his throat. "Mr. Secretary, do you believe the policeman's information is correct about the base in Somalia?"

"We have nothing in the way of proof, Dr. Haldane," Andrea Home answered for the Secretary in her clipped Ivy League cadence. "However, the rest of the officer's information has thus far panned out."

"Any idea where in Somalia they might be?" Savard asked.

"Somewhere north of Mogadishu," boomed Secretary Whitaker in a surprisingly powerful voice for his shrunken form. "It's the goddamn Wild West up there. Lawless!"

A map of Somalia popped up in the bottom frame of Haldane's screen. Forming a sideways "V" that hugged Ethiopia and ran along the eastern coast of Africa, it stuck out into the Indian Ocean at its vertex.

"The CIA is reviewing the satellite imagery," Hart explained. "But Secretary Whitaker is right, the north would be the easiest place to conceal a base."

Whitaker shook his head. "We ought to go in en masse."

"Do you remember our last Somali experience, Mr. Secretary?" Home glanced at her colleague with a flicker of annoyance. "The disastrous deployment in the early nineties?"

Whitaker snorted a laugh. "Andrea, we're not talking about a humanitarian mission this time around. We find this terrorist base, and we replace it with a fifty-mile-wide crater."

"Might not be so simple," Gwen said.

"And why not, Dr. Savard?" Whitaker's fierce eyes challenged through the computer screen.

"Because, Mr. Secretary, wiping out their base does not necessarily mean wiping out the virus," Gwen said.

With fingertips touching a few inches from his chin, the President sat forward in his chair. "Please explain, Dr. Savard," he said in his slight southern drawl.

"Initially, when the terrorists were trying to incubate the virus they would have needed a moderately sophisticated virology lab."

"But now?" the President said.

"Mr. President, once they had established enough of a live base--say in eggs, chickens, primates, or even human volunteers," Gwen stressed the last words. "They could take these live incubators anywhere and continue to infect more 'suicide bombers.' "

"So they wouldn't need their base anymore?" the President said.

"Mr. President, they may not need their base for a laboratory," Secretary Whitaker said. "But they still need their base as a base. Where are a bunch of terrorists with infected chickens, monkeys, or whatever going to go?"

The NSA nodded. "The Secretary has a point, sir," Home said. "They need a protected space from which to run their operations."

"But if they know that we know ..." Ted Hart joined the discussion. "Then it's hardly protected."

The President tapped his fingers together and then nodded. "Seems to me the first priority is to find this base in Somalia." He stared directly into the camera again. Haldane recognized the earnest expression for the one that had made his campaign ads so effective. "Doctors, do either of you have any suggestions?"

Haldane cleared his throat again. "Birds, sir."

"Birds?" The President frowned.

"Birds are the natural carriers of all influenza viruses," Haldane explained. "Without becoming sick themselves, they develop high levels of the virus in their bloodstream. If any of the virus has leaked from their lab, we would best find it among the local bird population."

Whitaker shook his long narrow head angrily. "Let me get this straight, Dr. Haldane. You're suggesting we go on a bird hunt through Somalia?" he scoffed. "Even if we did get lucky, wouldn't it take weeks to check the blood of these animals?"

"Not necessarily," Haldane said. "We have a rapid diagnostic test--what we call a PCR probe--for the virus that could give us a preliminary answer in less than two hours."

"The terrorist's ultimatum expires in forty-eight hours," Home pointed out.

"Which means we have to act now." Whitaker jabbed the tabletop with a fingertip. "We send the army and marines into Somalia, find this base, and eliminate it."

Ted Hart turned to the Secretary of Defense. "Aaron, what if Gwen is right, and they've already left Somalia with their virus?"

"We know who they are. They are not ghosts anymore," Whitaker boomed. "So wherever they go, we will find them."

"We've known who Bin Laden is for over fifteen years," Hart pointed out.

Whitaker shook his head dismissively.

The President dropped his hands to the table and stared directly into the camera again. "Doctors, you heard the ultimatum. If their 'army of martyrs' reached our cities, what would be the fallout?"

"Mr. President, all U.S. cities are enacting the Emergency Response Plan to Biological Attack as we speak," Gwen said. "But it takes time to roll out such a complex infrastructure. I don't think forty-eight hours is enough time."

The President furrowed his bushy eyebrows. "Dr. Haldane, I understand you are the world authority on this virus. Your thoughts?"

Haldane took a deep breath, and composed his thoughts. "Mr. President, we have the advantage of preexisting panic. People are already isolating themselves, which actually helps in a case like this. Also, while highly lethal, this virus is not as contagious as many, so limiting the spread is possible as demonstrated in China, Hong Kong, and now London." He wet his lips before continuing. "But outside of China, what we've seen so far--eighteen hundred infected and four hundred deaths--has been the result of four infected terrorists. If an army of them arrives ... Excuse me, Mr. President, but God help us all."

Everyone in the screen lapsed into silence. Finally, the President leaned back in his chair. He looked to his advisors on either side of him. "Ideas?"

Andrea Home spoke. "The ultimatum said that we had to 'begin withdrawal' by the deadline. Our troops in Kuwait and the few left in Saudi are relatively inactive right now. Maybe we could begin by withdrawing them."

"We can't bow to these parasites!" Whitaker slapped the tabletop angrily.

"I think you misunderstand my point--" Home began.

Whitaker jabbed a finger at her. "Redeploying one single soldier would be an invitation to any fanatic with a bug or a bomb to hold America hostage. Mark my words. We withdraw from the Arabian Peninsula and it will never end!"

Hart cleared his throat with a cough. "Aaron makes a good point, Mr. President. Our policy with good reason has been to never negotiate with terrorists."

Home's palms shot up in the air. "I am not proposing negotiations! I am suggesting a stall tactic to make them think we are complying in order to buy us a little more time. Nothing more."

The President stared at the table for several seconds before nodding resignedly. "I'm afraid Andrea is right." He turned to his Defense Secretary. "Start making plans to pull our troops."

Whitaker opened his mouth to rebut, but the President cut him off with a sweep of his hand. "That leaves us forty-eight hours to track down these sons of bitches," the President said. "I authorize you to use any and all means necessary to do just that." He looked around the faces at the table and then stared directly into the camera. "Am I clear?"
  



CHAPTER 28





HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Hazzir Kabaal stood outside the complex in the punishing African midday heat, waiting.

His expensive desert boots had crusted with dirt and grime and for the first time in his life he had let his beard grow. Realizing that no one in the complex, or all of Somalia, cared about his attire, he had traded his pressed khakis for the more comfortable native robes. He wondered if he would ever again have cause or opportunity to don his favorite handcrafted Italian suits or leather shoes. Not likely, he realized with a twinge of melancholy.

A cloud of dust streamed down the dirt road and toward him. A block away, the cloud slowed and the dust settled enough to allow the tan-colored truck to emerge from within, allowing Kabaal to see that Abdul Sabri was the sole occupant in the truck.

Sabri brought the car to a stop directly in front of Kabaal. The driver's door popped open and Sabri stepped out and then stretched at the side of the road.

Kabaal walked over to greet him. "Abdul, you are well?"

"I am," Sabri said, stifling a yawn. "Your friend is not."

"My friend," Kabaal grunted. "What did Sergeant Eleish have to tell you?"

Sabri shrugged and then shook his head.

Kabaal narrowed his gaze. "You were going to talk to him first!"

"Hard to talk to someone who is leaping out of a building," Sabri said unapologetically.

"This is not good, Abdul," Kabaal said. "So you have no idea who he might have spoken to?"

Sabri shrugged again. "It's likely he spoke to someone, though."

"Why do you say that?" Kabaal asked.

"There has been much activity at the mosque."

Kabaal felt his hair stand on end. Each word out of Sabri's mouth raised his level of alarm a notch. "What activity?"

"The police have arrested the Sheikh and his son," Sabri said as nonchalantly as if commenting on the weather. "They are rounding up others from the mosque for questioning."

Annoyed at his lieutenant's indifference, Kabaal shook a finger at him. "And this does not concern you?"

"Not particularly."

"For the love of the Prophet, why not?"

Sabri flashed the widest grin Kabaal had ever seen from him. "It has started, Abu Lahab."

"What has?"

"After the police raided, there was a protest outside the mosque," Sabri said. "It turned into a riot. In Cairo! The people rose up spontaneously in the streets."

"What happened to the rioters?" Kabaal asked.

"The troops came. Several were killed, the rest arrested."

Kabaal frowned at Sabri and shook his head in exasperation. "But this is all good?"

"If the brothers are willing to stand up to the might of the Egyptian army in Cairo, what do you think will happen in Baghdad, Kabul, Riyadh, and Jakarta?" Sabri drifted a finger from Kabaal to himself. "It's because of us, Abu Lahab. The Brotherhood! We have empowered the people. Wait until you see what happens when we bring America to its knees."

Kabaal considered Sabri's argument. "I wonder," he said distantly.

"There's nothing to wonder, Abu Lahab. America is weak. With the help of the virus, she will collapse under her own weight like a rotted tree in a storm. And then we will be able to deal with the treacherous infidels who run our governments." He looked down and nodded, giving Kabaal the impression that he was talking to himself. "And we will start with the worst of the offenders in Egypt. This is what you dreamed of, is it not? Our lands governed by the laws of the Shari'ah. The return of the Caliphate."

For the second time in a week, Sabri surprised Kabaal with his passionate outburst. Kabaal realized that Sabri's normally disinterested exterior was nothing more than a facade. Like the door on a blast furnace, it concealed a raging fire within. And Kabaal was no longer certain that the heat inside could be contained.

"Abdul, if the American President has any sense at all, he will decide to pull his troops out of our occupied lands," Kabaal said. "Then the events can unfold as you have described them without the help of the cursed virus."

Sabri grunted.

"You think not, my friend?" Kabaal demanded.

"They will not--they cannot--negotiate with us," Sabri said as he walked to the trunk to grab his small knapsack. "We will have to release the infected martyrs upon them." Sabri slung the pack over his shoulder and started walking toward the door of the complex, but he stopped halfway and turned back to Kabaal. "You are prepared for that eventuality, are you not?"

There was no deference in Sabri's tone. Kabaal knew it wasn't even a question. Before he could respond, Dr. Anwar Aziz burst out of the front door of the complex.

"There is news," the fat microbiologist panted, leaning forward to catch his breath.

"What news?" Kabaal asked.

"The Americans," Aziz wheezed. "Come, come. You must see." He took one last gulp of air and then turned and rushed back into the building.

Kabaal and Sabri followed the scientist into his ground-floor office. They crowded around his computer screen. When Aziz tapped the keyboard, a TV news video clip popped up on the screen. Inside the video box, the American President stood at a podium in front of a single microphone. The quality of the image was poor and the action was slightly discordant with the sound, so the President's mouth and gestures lagged a moment behind his words.

"Good evening," he said in a businesslike tone. "No doubt, every one of you is aware of The Brotherhood of One Nation's threat to dispatch terrorists infected with the Gansu Flu across our country if their demands are not met. Their deadline is less than thirty-six hours hence.

"After consultation with members of my cabinet, I am announcing that in the next twenty-four hours the United States will begin to withdraw our troops from bases within the Arabian Peninsula." He cleared his throat. "Once the redeployment from the Gulf States is complete, we will begin a similar process in Afghanistan, to be followed by Iraq and all other sovereign Islamic nations. Such mass troop and equipment transport is a colossal logistic endeavor. However, we will undertake to complete the withdrawals as rapidly as we can in an orderly fashion."

The President's jaw set in a pained expression. "While it is our policy to never negotiate with terrorists, I believe that the extreme circumstances and cataclysmic potential of not cooperating outweigh the principle. While highly regrettable, I believe this option will serve to protect millions of Americans and is the only course of action my conscience allows me to pursue. As your President, I accept full responsibility for this decision."

The President offered the camera a long, determined stare before he added, "Good night and God Bless America." Then he stepped away from the podium.

Kabaal turned to Aziz, wrapped his arms around the scientist's flabby midsection, and gave him a congratulatory hug. "God is great!" Kabaal said happily, before releasing Aziz from his grip.

"Yes, yes, Abu Lahab," Aziz said. He stumbled a step back and then flushed with a mix of joy and embarrassment. "Well done, Abu Lahab. Well done. Allah be praised."

"See, Major, I told you the Americans would see the light!" Kabaal said and turned to Sabri.

Instead of elation, Kabaal saw the opposite on the ex-army officer's face. Sabri's light blue eyes glared at the computer screen and the comer of his lip curled into a snarl. "Can you not see what they are doing?" Sabri asked.

"Acquiescing to our demands?"

Sabri snorted. "They are stalling."

Aziz dabbed his brow and asked Sabri, "How do you know, Major?"

"Because, Doctor, it is exactly what I would do if I were in their shoes," Sabri said. "There is no military consequence of withdrawing troops from Kuwait. None. But it will buy them time to come looking for us."

Kabaal ran a hand through his hair. He studied Sabri, guardedly. "Abdul, I am beginning to suspect you had hoped the Americans would turn down our ultimatum."

"What I wanted or hoped for is not the point, Hazzir," Sabri said coolly. "There was no chance they were going to comply in good faith with our demands."

"How do you know?" Kabaal's hands shook in front of him.

"For David to fell Goliath, he needed a large stone. All that we have slung at the Americans so far are pebbles."

"So what are you suggesting?" Kabaal smoothed back his hair. "That we proceed with our threat, even though the President just agreed to our demands in front of the world."

Sabri's eyelids lowered to half-mast. "I suggest we flush out their true motives"

"How?" "We give the Americans a very specific timetable for troop pullouts. Set in terms of hours--at most days--but definitely not weeks."

"Is that realistic, Major?"

Sabri shrugged. "Do you remember Iraq? If they can invade a country in days, then they can withdraw in the same time."

Though Kabaal questioned Sabri's motives, he could think of no reason not to embrace the suggestion. He nodded. "We will send them another message."

"I will make the arrangements." Sabri said. Then he glanced from Aziz to Kabaal, his face blank but his eyes ablaze. "And I will ready the martyrs."
  



CHAPTER 29





HARBOURVIEW HOTEL, VANCOUVER CANADA



Gwen Savard double-checked her temperature. When both readings confirmed she still had not developed a fever, she swept up the small stack of used N95 masks off the desk in front of her and dumped them, with profound satisfaction, into the room's trashcan.

The quarantine was officially over.

Gwen only allowed herself a moment of celebration. The clock was ticking ever louder now. The terrorist's ultimatum was set to expire in less than twenty-four hours. And Gwen, like everyone else in the American Administration, had no idea how they would react to the President's televised promise to pull troops from the Arabian Peninsula. So far their only response had been silence.

Gwen hurried back into the bedroom and tossed the rest of her clothes into her suitcase. Once packed, she sat in front of her computer and scanned through her most recent e-mail, paying attention only to the messages that pertained to the immediate crisis. And only those few she deemed urgent.

She was about to power off her computer when the musical tone rang, indicating a request for a videoconference. She would have ignored it but for the name of the requestor, which appeared in the comer of the screen.

With a mouse click, a video window popped open framing most of Isaac Moskor's head and shoulders inside. He wore a rumpled white lab coat and his white hair stuck out in spears from his head. "Hey, kid, how you doing?" Moskor drawled in his deep Jersey tone.

She was comforted by the image of her mentor, the same way the sight of her favorite uncle used to buoy her spirits as a child. "Fine, Isaac." She smiled broadly and swept a hand down her body by way of proof. "Survived my quarantine intact. But you caught me just as I'm about to head back to Washington."

Moskor nodded.

"You all settled in at the CDC?" Gwen asked.

"Hmmm." He shrugged his huge shoulders. "I miss cold, dumpy little New Haven. Atlanta is too big for me." His expression broke into a crooked grin. "Guess I'm just a hick at heart."

Gwen offered a quick grin, but she felt too pressed for time not to get down to business. "And your lab?"

"Amazing what can happen if the government takes an interest in your work" He shook his head. "I spent most of my academic life begging, borrowing, and stealing enough to set up a bare-bones lab. But I come down here and in twenty-four hours I got the Taj Mahal at my disposal."

"Nothing you don't deserve, Isaac," she said. "Have you begun to run experiments?"

Moskor nodded. "Yeah, we started with a group of fifty African green monkeys six days ago. Infected all of them with viral-loaded serum, then divided the monkeys in two groups. Twenty-five got twice-a-day doses of A36112. And the control just got standard antiviral drugs."

"And?" Gwen leaned forward in her chair.

But Moskor was immune to the urgency in her tone. "Can't get used to these videoconferences." He reached forward and adjusted his camera, making his image shake on Gwen's screen. "Always feel like I'm on the set of Star Trek. I half expect to see you disappear and Mr. Sulu and Scotty to pop up on the monitor." He adjusted his camera one more time. "You sure it's safe to discuss things over this line?"

"Totally." Gwen nodded impatiently. "Tell me."

"You weren't exaggerating about this Gansu Flu. Scary bug. Reminds me of what I saw when I toured that lab in Washington running the Ebola experiments."

"About the two groups?" Gwen tried to force him back on topic.

He offered a hint of a smile. "So far, the virus has killed nine of the twenty-five monkeys in the control group."

Gwen felt her heart speed up. She knew he was holding back promising news. "And the treated monkeys?"

He bit his lip, but his smile grew a touch wider. "So far--and I can't stress enough how early we're talking here--in the monkeys treated with A36112, only one has died."

Savard leaped out of her chair.

"Whoa! Where did you go?" Moskor said. "I'm talking to your belt now."

Savard sat back down. She felt giddy from the news. She had to clear her throat and fight back the tears. "Isaac, you've done it!"

Moskor blushed slightly and shook his large head. "We--don't forget Clara and the rest of the team--haven't done anything yet."

Gwen started to speak, but Moskor cut her off with a wave of his big hand. "Kid, I know how promising this looks, but let's not get way ahead of ourselves. We're talking about four days of treatment on twenty-five lab monkeys."

"But, Isaac, those results are astounding," Gwen squealed. "One-third dead compared to one in twenty-five. That's almost unfathomable."

"Way too early for that." Moskor shook his finger. "Some of the monkeys in the treatment group are still pretty damn sick! We don't know that more won't die today. We need far bigger numbers and more time before we go concluding anything."

Savard shrugged. "Look, Isaac, far as I'm concerned, you can have every African green monkey in the world. But what we don't have is more time. We might be facing a pandemic tomorrow. I mean, literally, tomorrow"

Moskor stared at her for several seconds without remarking. Finally, he said, "So you want to go straight to human trials?"

"No." Savard shook her head adamantly. "No more trials at all. We need to put this drug into mass production."

Moskor's face crumpled into a series of wrinkles. "Mass production?" he repeated.

"Today, Isaac," she said with authority. "If need be, we'll borrow every pharmaceutical plant in the country to mass-produce this drug."

Moskor's jaw dropped.

"How hard was it for you to manufacture the pills?" Gwen asked.

Still appearing stunned, he shrugged. "It's a simple organic compound. Easy to make a couple hundred pills. But what you're talking about?" He held his palms up.

"What I'm talking about is millions of doses," she said, already planning the logistics in her mind. "Isaac, have you got an intravenous preparation for this?"

"Yeah." He nodded. "We've had to use it on the sickest monkeys who aren't able to swallow tablets."

"Perfect," Gwen said. "We'll need to produce both."

Moskor cast his eyes down. "I knew this was a possibility when you sent me to Atlanta. And, kid, I know you are doing what you think you have to do," he said softly. "But to me this is still bad medicine. You don't jump from half-baked, half-finished studies to treating live sick people, no matter how tempting the results may seem. It's been done before." He paused. "And the literature is littered with stories of enough premature corpses to tell me that it's a very bad idea."

Gwen wished she could reach out and touch her troubled friend. Instead she just nodded. "Isaac, you have no idea how many premature corpses might be littered if we don't do anything. Of course, people might die. Even directly as a result of being treated with A36112," she acknowledged. "But what you've given me--what you've given the world--is more hope than we had yesterday. I know it's too early to know for sure, but you might have found a cure for the Killer Flu. And we don't have time to confirm that in a lab."

He leaned back in his seat, his expression somewhere between satisfaction and skepticism. "So the real world is going to be our lab, huh?"

"There is no other way," Gwen said.
  



CHAPTER 30





HARBOURVIEW HOTEL, VANCOUVER, CANADA



Free of quarantine, Noah Haldane stepped out of the elevator into the lobby for the first time in five days. He wanted to drop his suitcase and run out into the December sunshine that streamed in through the hotel's huge windows, but Duncan McLeod, bearing a tray holding three coffees, beckoned him from the other side of the lobby.

"Christ!" McLeod bellowed when Noah had made it halfway across the floor. "Now that it's safe to hug you, I got no interest. Funny that."

"I've overcome bigger disappointments," Haldane said with a slight smile as he eased a cup out of the tray. "Thanks. Any sign of Gwen?"

"Not yet," McLeod said. "She's probably getting herself all gussied up for me."

Haldane chuckled as he inhaled the sweet aroma of the coffee. Since childhood he had always preferred the smell to the actual taste, but after an anticipatory night of restless sleep, he needed every drop of the cup in his hand to keep him going.

"You laugh, Haldane, but the McLeod charm is a mysterious and powerful force." He fluttered his eyelids, making his lazy eye even more noticeable. "That my heart has already been claimed only drives the ladies that much madder."

"One can only imagine," Haldane said.

McLeod gestured at Haldane with his chin. "I thought I sensed a little something between the likes of you two up in your room. No?" He raised an eyebrow. "You didn't succumb to a mutual case of quarantine fever, did you?"

Haldane shook his head. As he was about to advise McLeod to let it go, he glimpsed Gwen emerging from an elevator. Rolling her suitcase behind her, she half jogged toward them. And Noah noticed that she still had a slight limp in her step as she approached.

She wore a knee length green suit, which showed off her lithe calves. Her tawny blond hair was clipped back behind her ears. As she neared, Noah saw that her face was flushed and her eyes wide with excitement.

Catching Noah off guard, Gwen threw her arms around him, almost spilling his coffee. The pressure of her firm body against his stirred something inside, but realizing the hug had lasted a moment too long, he let go at the same moment she did. The embrace might have been innocent enough--nothing more than any two friends might share--but it was their first physical contact beyond a handshake, and it left him even more confused.

"You missed a spot," McLeod said to Gwen and pointed to himself with a thumb.

With a laugh, Gwen leaned forward and, avoiding the coffee tray in his hand, pecked McLeod on the cheek. McLeod reached down, pulled a coffee from his tray, and handed it to her.

She smiled her thanks.

"You seem awfully happy to be free of quarantine," Haldane said to her.

"It's not just that" She shook her head enthusiastically. "I've got news." She flashed an openmouthed smile, and Noah noticed how perfect her teeth were. "And for a change it's good news."

"What is it?" Haldane asked.

She raised her coffee cup, as if offering a toast. "My mentor, Dr. Isaac Moskor, had a huge breakthrough with an experimental antiviral he's developed."

"With the Gansu strain?" Haldane said, suddenly swept up in her excitement.

Savard nodded and told them about Moskor's early results with the experiments on the African green monkeys.

When she described the scientist's reticence in proceeding to production of the drug, McLeod nodded in full agreement "He's got a point. Those are some bloody shaky grounds for exposing millions of people to a completely untested drug."

"Under normal circumstances, no question," Haldane said. "But with what we're potentially facing?" He crumpled the empty cup in his hand. "We're grabbing at straws here, and this one is as good as or better than any we've seen so far."




UNITED FLIGHT 3614



The three doctors spent most of the flight back to Dulles Airport lost in their own work. Savard had her laptop computer propped open on the tray in front of her, but she only seemed to hang up the air phone long enough to place another call. McLeod sat across the aisle from the other two, reading glasses on as he scanned through reams of journal articles. Though he went to great pains to imply otherwise, McLeod was among the brightest and most knowledgeable virologists Haldane had ever met. Aside from the levity he provided, McLeod was the stabilizing force on the WHO's emerging pathogens team.

Haldane focused his attention on Somalia, one of the few African countries where his WHO job had never taken him. Using his laptop's electronic encyclopedia, he scanned the sordid history of the former British and Italian colony while acquiring a rudimentary understanding of its arid climate, plainslike geography, and strife-ridden politics. He studied a detailed map. In a nation ruled by anarchy, it seemed to Noah that there was a vast amount of territory within which to hide a small terrorist base. Pin-pointing their lab might prove a daunting task even for the most powerful military and intelligence force on the planet.

While he worked, Haldane couldn't help overhearing snippets of Gwen's conversations from the seat beside. In the course of the flight, it sounded as if she had made strides in securing a pharmaceutical plant to mass-produce Moskor's new antiviral drug. Though he could only hear one side of the conversation, Haldane was impressed by her powers of persuasion, employing equal parts charm and intimidation to achieve her goal.

Catching her between phone calls, Haldane reached over and touched her on the sleeve of her jacket. "Gwen, if everything goes without a hitch, when is the soonest this drug would be ready?"

She shrugged. "They tell me three to four weeks."

"Hmmm," Haldane murmured.

"That's what they tell me," she said with a slight smile. "I've told them it has to be ready in one. Maximum."

Haldane nodded and pulled his hand from her arm.

She kept her eyes fixed on him. "You must be happy to be going home to her." Haldane didn't know whether Gwen meant his daughter or his wife, until she added, "You can finally celebrate her birthday in person."

He grinned. "Yeah, I'm pretty excited."

She cleared her throat and looked down at her notebook computer. "How will the rest of the reunion go?"

Haldane shrugged. "No idea," he said honestly. He had shared little with Gwen about his marital discord; and he never mentioned Anna's confused sexuality or infidelity. Gwen had inferred most of what she knew from how infrequently he spoke of his wife.

Gwen uttered a nervous laugh. "My situation is a bit more straightforward. I only have to settle up with my cat."

"And the media," Noah reminded her.

She closed the case on her laptop computer. "Yeah, them, too. I get the feeling I'm going to be on everyone's dance card once we get to D.C."

"Nervous?" he asked.

"A bit," she said. "It's only fair though. After all, I was supposed to protect the country from this kind of thing."

He shook his head in disbelief. "You don't blame yourself for what's happening?"

Gwen shrugged. When she met his stare, he recognized for the first time vulnerability in her green eyes. He wanted to stroke her cheek and hold her in his arms, but instead he said, "You were one of the few who predicted this scenario. What could you have possibly done differently?"

"I don't know," she said. "All I do know is that I'm the Director of Counter-Bioterrorism and the country is under virtual siege by bioterrorists. In my eyes that doesn't add up to good job performance."

Haldane chuckled sympathetically. "My job involves dealing with emerging pathogens, but I don't beat myself up every time some new virus or parasite pops up."

She smiled warmly, which wiped the fragility from her face but left the melancholy in her eyes. "You're sweet, Noah, but it's not a fair comparison." She touched his hand. "Anyway, don't worry about me. My capacity for self-recrimination is very limited. And I can handle the press ... I think."

He grabbed her hand and squeezed it in his. She held on to his hand for a few moments, before giving it one long squeeze and then releasing her grip.




WASHINGTON, D.C.



It was late afternoon by the time they touched down at Dulles International Airport. An entourage from the Department of Homeland Security's staff met them at the gates and led them out to waiting limos. Outside, in the brisk Washington afternoon, the light was waning in the gray sky. A wind blew occasional flakes of wet snow into their faces.

Treading carefully, McLeod avoided the slushy snow on the sidewalk. "Christ, Haldane! And I thought Glasgow was dreary in the wintertime," he said.

As they loaded into the waiting limo, one of the DHS staffers said almost apologetically, "Secretary Hart left strict instructions to take you straight to his office for a debriefing."

Gwen shook her head. "We need to make a stop, first."

"Where, ma'am?" the young aide asked.

"Langley," she said.

Haldane vacillated as to whether to join the others at the CIA headquarters or race straight home. In the end, he decided that business matters had to take precedence, but as the cars pulled up in front of the steel and glass buildings on the west side of the sprawling CIA complex he felt anguished knowing that he was less than three miles from Chloe on the other side of the Potomac.

After clearing security, which included metal detectors and a manual pat-down, they were ushered into a wide-open hallway with marble walls and pillars. A man dressed in an expensive-looking navy suit and pale blue shirt, but no tie, strode purposefully toward them. Haldane estimated that the man with the gelled black hair and Mediterranean good looks was, like him, straddling forty.

The man walked straight up to Gwen and gathered her in a tight hug, causing Noah an unexpected pang of jealousy. After he released her, Gwen pointed to her two companions. "Alex, these are my colleagues Noah Haldane and Duncan McLeod."

"It's a pleasure, Doctors. Alex Clayton." He shook their hands and flashed his best Pierce-Brosnan-playing-007 smile.

In spite of Clayton's affability, Haldane resolved not to like the CIA man.

Clayton led them through a maze of corridors and up two separate elevators, before they reached his spacious office with the gold nameplate that read: "A Clayton, Deputy Director of Operations." In front of his mahogany desk, a circular meeting table stood with six chairs around it. Lost in conversation with Gwen, Clayton nodded at the table, indicating to Haldane and McLeod to take a seat

"Shite, Haldane, my whole department could be run out of this office," McLeod grumbled as he joined Haldane in a seat beside him.

Eventually, Gwen sat down beside Haldane, and Clayton beside her. Once seated, she continued to update Clayton on the developments in Moskor's laboratory. He nodded several times and once even whistled appreciatively. When she finished, he beamed. "Gwen, this could be the break we needed."

"Or it could be absolutely nothing," McLeod grunted with his arms folded on the table and his head perched on them.

Clayton turned from Gwen and appraised McLeod with an amused smile. "You're not exactly 'the glass is half full' kind of a guy are you, Dr. McLeod?"

"Depends what's in the glass," McLeod said without lifting his head. "If it's just a bunch of monkey piss, I don't get too excited even if the glass is flowing over the top."

"Touche." Clayton laughed.

"Alex, I think I've shared all our developments with you," Savard said. "Your turn."

"Fair enough." Clayton nodded. He pointed at a white screen on the far wall as he opened his laptop computer. "I'll need visuals for this."

"Let's begin with the intercepted e-mail from the Cairo police detective, Achmed Eleish." Clayton tapped a few keystrokes and the picture of the murdered Vancouver terrorist popped up on the screen. "The Egyptian government has corroborated most of Eleish's story. This woman is exactly who he said she was, Sharifa Sha'rawi. She used to be a regular at the Al-Futuh Mosque, home to many of Cairo's extremists. So far the Egyptians and our people have got nothing out of the mosque's Sheikh and his followers, but it's still a work in progress."

He tapped away at his keyboard before Hazzir Kabaal's groomed image filled the screen. "Okay, Hazzir Kabaal. Up to now only a financer of terrorism, but when the Egyptians raided his home and office they found all kinds of material--from Islamist literature to books on microbiology and viruses--that fit the bill."

Clayton hit two more keys. Abdul Sabri's photo from his military record popped up on the screen. "Now, this guy is by far the most interesting character of the motley crew. The Egyptians have given us his file, and it's a doozy. As a major with their Special Forces, Sabri developed a talent and appetite for brutal operations. Massacres might be a better word. Some of the stuff he carried out ..." Clayton shook his head.

"Don't be too jealous," McLeod said. "Your agency carries out more than its share of global atrocities."

Clayton shot him an annoyed glance, which lacked any sign of his earlier amusement "Even the Egyptian Special Forces eventually washed their hands of Abdul Sabri, declaring him too violent. But the most bizarre thing? Sabri used to torture and slaughter the same extremists he now works for. Makes little sense."

"Maybe the 'what' is more important than the 'who' for Major Sabri," Haldane said.

"Maybe." Clayton frowned skeptically. "Regardless, Sabri is one dangerous S.O.B. And the Egyptians are convinced that he was behind the murder of the policeman in Cairo. In fact, they believe Eleish jumped over his own railing to avoid Sabri's notorious torture technique."

"Poor man." Gwen shook her head in disgust. "Are we any closer to locating Kabaal, Sabri, or their lab?"

Clayton tapped a key. A map of Somalia, sandwiched between Ethiopia and the Indian Ocean, appeared on screen. Lines and colors divided it into various states and political allegiances. "We're still working under the assumption they're in Somalia." Clayton cracked his neck from side to side. "We have several leads, but.. He held up his hands and sighed.

"But nothing concrete?" Gwen asked.

"Problem is, Somalia isn't really a country in any traditional sense. It's just a hodgepodge of gangs, tribes, and secessionists. The northern region regards itself as an independent state called Somaliland. As does the middle region, Puntland. The south is in disarray. Political and ethnic parties compete with the warlords and other opportunists for every square inch."

Gwen leaned forward in her chair. "So it's impossible to, get any government cooperation with tracking these terrorists down?"

"To begin with, there's no government to cooperate with," Clayton said. "But a bigger problem is that there are so many people up to no good--smugglers, drug traffickers, and other terrorist networks--that we're finding all kinds of criminals crawling out of the woodwork. They know we watch from the skies with our satellites, so their movements are calculated to confuse." Clayton hit a key and a few points on the map flashed in red. "We have picked up some unusual hot spots of cell phone and Internet activity at a number of sites. One just south of Mogadishu in Marka. Another outside Kismaayo. And one a few miles north of Hargeysa. We're keeping a close eye on all of them."

Clayton tapped a key and the screen went blank. "We've put several more agents on the ground. I think the key to finding Kabaal and his lab will be human intelligence."

"Doesn't sound like there's much of that in the region," McLeod deadpanned.

Clayton ignored the remark. "Information is very cheap in Somalia. For twenty U.S. dollars many of the locals would sell out their own mothers. My gut tells me that's how we're going to find him."

Clayton nodded to himself and then, as if in afterthought, he pointed at Haldane. "Oh, yeah." He grinned. "We're bird hunting, too. See if we can find us some infected turkeys or something to lead us to the terrorists."

Just as Haldane was about to reply, Gwen touched him on the wrist and said to Clayton, "Alex, we scientists might surprise you yet with our usefulness."




GLEN ECHO HEIGHTS, BETHESDA MARYLAND



At just before 8:00 P.M., the limo pulled up to Haldane's colonial-style home in the middle-class Washington suburb.

Haldane had never formed much of an attachment to this house or any other place he had ever lived, but his heart pounded when he stepped out of the car. He took his suitcase from the driver and raced up the path to his front door, desperate to see Chloe though nervous at the prospect of facing Anna again.

The door opened before he reached it, and Chloe, dressed in her Snow White outfit, raced out to meet him. She jumped into her dad's arms while he swung her around in the air, stopping only to cover her face with kisses while she laughed gleefully.

Leaving his bag on the doorstep, he carried his daughter into the foyer where Anna waited. "Daddy's really home!" Chloe squealed, still wrapped around Noah's chest

There was an awkward moment when Anna leaned forward to kiss Noah, and it was clear that neither knew where her lips should land. They had once shared such physical synchrony, but now they experienced a clumsy moment as his nose bopped her chin before her lips brushed dryly against his cheek.

"Welcome home, Noah," Anna said with a tentative smile. Then she turned to her daughter with a feigned frown. "Remember what I said? Right to bed once Daddy comes home."

Chloe looked at her dad with pleading, saucer-shaped brown eyes. "You'll put me to bed, right, Daddy?"

"Well... " he said "Only if I get to read all our favorite stories."

"Deal, Daddy-o!" she said, holding up a palm for Noah to slap it in a high five.

He twirled her 360 degrees in his arms. "Let's go!"

As he carried her up the stairs, Anna's voice called after them, "Don't forget her teem, Noah."

After brushing her teeth and changing her into her new favorite Barbie nightie, Noah curled up with his daughter in her single bed. He read all six stories, which Chloe had carefully selected from her bookshelf, even though she was asleep by the time he started the fourth one. He lay beside her for at least half an hour, savoring her warmth and the sound of her snores, before he wiggled his arm free and rose from her bed.

When he got downstairs, Anna sat in a familiar pose, facing sideways on the couch with her knees pulled up to her chest and a big mug of tea in her hand. His earlier indifference from their videoconference gave way to a wave of nostalgia as he sat down beside her on the couch. For a moment, he thought she might stretch her legs out across his lap as once was her wont, but she kept her feet where they were.

"You must be relieved," Anna said, staring at her cup.

"Yes and no," Haldane said. "Our risk was always pretty low. Besides, the bigger picture isn't any better than it was before my quarantine."

"Still, it's good to be home, isn't it?" she asked quietly.

"Yeah."

Her brown eyes looked up and held his. "Are you going to stay awhile?"

He hesitated. "Probably not." He shook his head slightly. "I might have to go to Chicago to consult on the outbreak there. Or maybe overseas again. Kind of depends what happens next."

She broke off the eye contact and nodded distantly. They fell into an awkward silence. He reached for the remote control and switched the TV on to CNN.

Haldane was surprised to see Gwen's face staring back at him. Still in her green suit with her hair pinned behind her ears, she stood at a podium behind numerous microphones.

"Dr. Savard, when will the Chicago outbreak be contained?" a man asked off-camera.

Gwen stared ahead confidently. "There have been no new cases reported in Illinois today, which fits with the trend of the past three days. It is of course too early to call the outbreak contained, but it's a promising sign." She folded her arms across her chest. "The problem in Chicago was the geographical distribution of the original case clusters following the terrorist attack at Soldier Field. The virus was disseminated farther than in any other place. As you can imagine, the farther the virus is spread, the harder it is to contain."

"But, Dr. Savard," the same reporter persisted, "isn't it partly a reflection of poor planning on the Public Health and your department's behalf?"

She uncrossed her arms. "This is a brand-new form of terrorist threat, involving a flulike virus that has only existed for months," Gwen said calmly. She glared into the audience of reporters, her face devoid of the doubt Haldane had seen on the plane. "To my knowledge, no authority has ever succeeded in preventing the spread of the flu. Medical personnel and others in Chicago have been tireless in their efforts to manage the epidemic. They should be lauded, not questioned. Put the blame where it belongs, with the terrorists. No one else."

"She's very composed," Anna said from the seat beside Haldane.

His eyes glued to the screen, Noah nodded.

"Is she the woman you were quarantined with?" Anna asked.

"Yeah," Haldane said, feeling a twinge of irrational guilt.

"She's very pretty, too," Anna said.

"Sure," Haldane said. "I guess."

Noah could feel Anna's eyes on him. "You must have gotten to know each other in those five days?" she asked.

Haldane turned to his wife. "Look, Anna, we were quarantined in separate rooms," he snapped. "It's not like we were rooming at Club Med together."

"Just asking," Anna said as she took another sip of tea.

"Sorry." Haldane forced a smile. "Must be the jet lag is catching up to me. Yeah, we got to know each other a little. She's a very dedicated woman. And smart, too. I wouldn't want anyone else doing her job--" Haldane stopped abruptly when the TV picture cut from Savard in mid-answer to the CNN anchor desk.

Big letters flashed over the anchorman, which read: "Breaking News!" The anchorman cleared his throat. "We interrupt the DHS news conference to announce CNN has just received word from A1 Jazeera Network," he said somberly. "The Brotherhood of One Nation has sent them another taped ultimatum. Please stand by ..."
  



CHAPTER 31





HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Hazzir Kabaal sat in his office listening to the Egyptian radio station's coverage of The Brotherhood of One Nation's latest ultimatum.

"We have heard the promises from the President, but we know better than to trust his empty words," The Brotherhood's spokesman railed in his throaty tone. "The timetable set out for withdrawal of the infidel troops from our holy lands is unacceptable. The Islamic republics of Afghanistan and Iraq were overrun in days. Not weeks or months." His voice quavered. "The Americans and their so-called allies have three days to withdraw all troops from our Islamic lands. If by Monday midnight there is one foreign soldier left standing in our lands, then our martyrs will sweep over America like a flooding river. And God will have no mercy for those in its path."

Even though Kabaal had written the words, hearing them spoken back to him over the radio's static made them seem surreal as if part of a play he had penned.

When Kabaal looked up, Abdul Sabri stood silently in the doorway. He had traded his galabiya for military fatigues, and an automatic handgun was holstered prominently at his side. Without waiting for an invitation, as he had always before, Sabri walked into the office. Rather than standing, he sank into the seat across from Kabaal.

"The message is right, Abu Lahab," Sabri said in what amounted to the closest to a compliment Kabaal had ever heard from the man.

"Three days, though ..." Kabaal said skeptically.

"If they have any intention of complying, it is more than enough," Sabri said.

Kabaal tilted his head from side to side. "We'll see."

"We need to prepare, Hazzir," Sabri said.

Kabaal did not reply.

"Our people are in place, but they need the virus," Sabri stressed.

"Poor Sharifa," Kabaal sighed. The original plan had called for Sharifa to carry the virus to Seattle for further distribution, but it was foiled by her botched attempt to cross the border by car from Canada. And the backup plan fell through when their Chicago courier died before the virus could be harvested from her blood.

"It will be even more difficult to get it into America now," Kabaal pointed out.

"Difficult, but by no means impossible." Sabri shrugged.

"Oh?"

"This time we will send it by more than one route," Sabri said authoritatively. "Maybe one of us will have to carry it there personally. We can afford no more chances."

Kabaal eyed Sabri for several moments. "Major, you fully expect to unleash the virus, don't you?"

"Yes," he said without hesitation.

"Even if the Americans comply with our demands?" he asked.

They won't," Sabri said without a trace of doubt. "They will come for us here very soon, which is why we have to leave today."

"What makes you so sure?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri shook his head impatiently. His shift in attitude from deference to defiance was no longer the least subtle. "I have been a soldier my whole life. War is in my blood. I understand it far better than you ever will. The Americans assume they can stop us if they can find us in time. And they have capabilities we never dreamed possible. Trust me, Hazzir, they will come. And soon. Now is our window of opportunity."

Kabaal's heart sank. "And where do you suggest we go?" he asked.

Before Sabri had a chance to answer, Anwar Aziz flew into the room. The overweight scientist practically ran up to the desk where Kabaal and Sabri sat. Uncharacteristically, Aziz was grinning from ear to ear.

"Aziz, I take it you have news?" Kabaal said.

"Indeed, Abu Lahab," Aziz chortled. "Indeed."

Kabaal held out his hand. "Please ..."

Aziz gathered up the seams of his white lab coat and plopped his large bottom in the chair beside Sabri. "Ever since we set up our laboratory, we have done more than just preserve the Gansu virus. We have continued to experiment," he said with a hint of pride. "We have introduced other influenza viruses into laboratory pigs. You see, in microbiological terms, pigs are known as the 'mixing vessel' for certain viruses like influenza."

"Meaning?" Sabri said with a bored sigh.

"Of course, of course." Aziz rolled one hand over the other in a nervous gesture. "The pig's bloodstream is ideal for viruses of various species to interact, to mutate. The organisms trade sections of RNA, their genetic code, between one another."

"And this affects the viruses how?" Kabaal asked.

"Various ways." Aziz dabbed at his brow where beads of sweat had begun to form. "Traits of one virus can be passed on to another. At least, that is what we have been trying to accomplish with our virus," he said as if they had single-handedly created the Gansu Flu.

"Which traits?" Kabaal asked with a raised eyebrow.

"The contagiousness, Abu Lahab," Aziz said. His awkward smile reemerged. "I was never satisfied with the results we attained. The Gansu virus was less contagious than the common cold."

"Was?" Sabri sat up straighter and looked at Aziz with renewed interest. "Not anymore?"

Aziz's smile grew wider. "Not anymore, Major. Along with the Gansu strain, we inoculated our pigs with the more contagious but far less lethal forms of the common flu. We tried several recent flu strains without success. But when we introduced the Beijing Flu to the mix ..." He clasped his hands together in a sign of victory. "Something clicked. It would appear that we have developed a more infective version of the Gansu Flu."

"How much more?" Sabri asked.

Aziz looked down at his hands, and seemed surprised to see how he held them. He unclasped his hands and brushed away at imagined dirt on his pristine lab coat. "In our original human experiments, we had a transmission rate of roughly twenty percent after ten minutes of close contact," he said. "This was comparable to what we found with the monkeys."

"And with this new mutation?" Kabaal asked.

"We have not run the experiment in humans, only monkeys, but the rate is closer to sixty to seventy percent." He nodded proudly. "In other words, it is at least three hundred percent more contagious."
  



CHAPTER 32





GLEN ECHO HEIGHTS, BETHESDA MARYLAND



Haldane awoke with a start, but for a moment he was unsure whether he was still dreaming. From the guest-room bed, he stared up at his wife who stood beside him in nothing but a long T-shirt, which only reached her upper thighs. He wondered if Anna had come to join him. That had not been part of the agreement. But the sight of her supple form looming above brought a surge of arousal. Despite his intentions, at that moment he wanted nothing more than for her to shed the T-shirt and climb under the covers with him.

Instead, she raised her hand from her side and offered him the cordless phone. "Sorry to wake you, Noah," she said. The edge in her voice did not strike Noah as apologetic in the least. "But she told me it was important."

Haldane rubbed his eyes in an attempt to regain his bearings. He glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand, which read: 5:12 A.M. "Thanks," he said, clearing the sleep from his voice. He took the phone from Anna.

Anna hesitated a moment. She stared at Noah with a mix of hurt and concern on her face, before she turned and walked out of the room. Haldane's eyes followed her out of the room as the cold predawn reality sapped every shred of desire from his earlier dreamlike state.

"Hello," he said into the receiver.

"Noah, sorry to call so early," Gwen said.

"No problem." He cleared his throat again and sat up in the bed. "What's going on?"

"The National Security Council has called an emergency meeting for 6:30 A.M. The President wants us both to attend."

Noah hopped up from the bed, fully awake now. "Gwen, what's going on?"




THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.



Haldane had heard of the White House Situation Room, but he never imagined he would see the inside of it let alone be invited to a critical incident meeting there. Haldane followed Gwen and the Secret Service agent through the White House's West Wing. Weaving through the basement floor, Haldane realized that the Situation Room is not one single room but a maze of offices and rooms, the largest of which is a wood-paneled conference room with a long rectangular table in the center and video screens lining the wall.

Haldane wore his most conservative suit, dark gray, with a white shirt and a dark tie. With her hair again pinned back, Gwen wore a businesslike navy jacket and pants, but she complemented her white blouse with a heavy silver chain, giving her outfit a dash of flair. Watching Gwen, Noah realized that he had started to pay attention to the little details about her. He had even begun to anticipate the subtle perfume, which he could smell only from within arm's reach. He had not experienced anything similar for anyone but Anna in so long that the feelings struck him as foreign, and slightly unnerving.

He shook off the thoughts and focused on the reason for his attendance at the White House. His mouth went dry, his palms moistened. A critical incident meeting of the National Security Council meant something had developed in the past hours--good news or bad, he was certain it would be significant.

The Secret Service agent led Gwen and Noah into the conference room where many of the NSC members had already assembled at the table. Savard's boss, Ted Hart, spoke with Aaron Whitaker, the Secretary of Defense, who looked even more hostile now than he had during their earlier videoconference. Andrea Home, the National Security Advisor, was deep in conversation with a graying, elegantly dressed woman who Noah recognized as the Secretary of State, Katherine Thomason. Other individuals, including the three men in military uniforms, looked familiar to Haldane but he couldn't place their names or titles.

At the far end of the table, Alex Clayton, dressed as suavely as Noah expected in a black suit with a light blue shirt and matching tie, sat chatting to a chubby man with vigilant gray eyes. Haldane assumed that the man was Clayton's boss, CIA Director Jackson Daley. Clayton interrupted his conversation to smile at Gwen and wave her over to one of the empty seats across from his. Clayton's smile vanished when he acknowledged Haldane with a slight nod, leaving no doubt that he reciprocated Noah's opinion of him.

Haldane followed Gwen to the end of the table and claimed the seat beside her. Clayton began to introduce them to Jackson Daley but stopped in midsentence when the President strode into the room. In person, the President appeared even taller than the towering images Haldane had seen on TV. Haldane began to rise out of his seat, assuming it was the proper etiquette, but no one else budged so he inched back into his chair.

The President pulled out his padded leather chair (the seatback of which was a few inches higher than the others), adjusted the water glass in front of him, and then took his seat at the head of the table. He nodded his greeting to several people around the table before turning to Savard and Haldane. "Welcome, Drs. Savard and Haldane, thanks for joining us at this ungodly hour," he said, and most people at the table chuckled politely. "Maybe a quick round of introductions is in order."

Moving clockwise from the President, all nineteen of the attendees introduced themselves by name and full title, but the rapid-fire names of the Secretaries, generals, and senators overwhelmed Haldane. He was too distracted to keep them straight; acutely aware that he sat in the very same room where the Cuban Missile Crisis, Gulf Wars, and other world-shaping events had played out.

After the introductions were complete, the President said, "I have called you together to discuss new developments in our current crisis." He looked over to his National Security Advisor, Andrea Home. "Dr. Home can explain further. Andrea ..."

The attractive African American woman pulled her glasses from her nose and gently laid them on the table in front of her. "Thank you, Mr. President," she said in her crisp cadence. "As you know, we received a second ultimatum from The Brotherhood of One Nation, which has since been verified by the CIA as genuine. They are demanding a complete withdrawal of our military from all countries which they deem 'Islamic lands' in three days--or to be precise, sixty hours from now."

"When pigs fly," Secretary Whitaker grumbled half to himself.

Home glanced at the Defense Secretary, but continued in her same dry tone. "General Fischer can elaborate, but it is doubtful we could achieve anywhere close to the sort of timetable they have imposed upon us. And even if logistically we could pull our troops back, the potential for destabilization in the regions--especially the Middle East--is difficult to conceive."

Katherine Thomason leaned forward in her chair. "Leaving us where, Dr. Horne?" she asked.

Home nodded to the Secretary, showing far more patience for her interjection than Whitaker's. "Before we go there, Madam Secretary, we should hear from our colleagues at the CIA. They have other news." She turned and raised a hand toward the end of the table. "Director Daley?"

Jackson Daley leaned forward in his seat. "I think our DDO, Alex Clayton, has prepared something for the members of the NSC."

Clayton rose and buttoned up his suit jacket. "Thank you." He stepped away from his chair and walked to the far end of the table, standing just to Haldane's left and close enough that Noah could smell his expensive cologne.

Clayton pushed a button on the remote in his hand, and the same map of Somalia from his office appeared on the screen beside him. "Late last night, we heard from our field agents in northern Somalia that they think they have located The Brotherhood of One Nation's operations base. "

Murmurs erupted around the table. And Andrea Home tapped the tabletop to quiet the group. "Please go on, Mr. Clayton," she said.

"Our operatives spoke to two men, both local militia members, in the town of Hargeysa. Independently, the two locals confirmed the existence of a base ten miles northwest of the city."

Clayton used a laser pointer to circle Hargeysa on the color map. He moved the red point in a diagonal line up from the city. "Here, at the foot of the Karkaar Mountains, there is an abandoned military complex, including an old hospital. Our informants tell us that starting five or six weeks ago several Arab men began to move supplies into this base. The informants were paid as drivers and guards for these men, but they were never allowed within half a mile of the compound itself. They assumed it was used for drug trafficking."

"Why?" Ted Hart asked him, clicking his pen as if it were a lighter.

"For starters," Clayton said, "there is no other reason to set up a base in this remote region. No legitimate one, anyway. They used similar trucks and followed similar supply routes from Mogadishu as do the smugglers and traffickers, but we believe this was a deliberate ruse to throw off our satellites. Most convincingly, one of the informants peeked under the tarps in one of the trucks. He saw animal cages and lab-type equipment, which he assumed belonged to a drug lab. Several of the other boxes were postmarked for Algeria. And we know a shipment of scientific supplies went missing from Algeria around the same time."

Clayton clicked his remote and the Somali map gave way to topographical photographs that Haldane recognized as satellite images. "We have reviewed the surveillance photos." Clayton continued to click the remote, and scattered dots over the arid savannah gave way to the distinct images of a dirt road and a building. As he clicked, the lens zoomed in on the building until it filled most of the screen. Two trucks and four Jeeps were parked behind it. Two people stood out front. The photo only captured the tops of their covered heads, but both men wore fatigues and had rifles slung over their shoulders. "This base is protected from the north and west by the Karkar Mountains. It is heavily guarded in the other direction." He flashed through a series of photographs, which showed what looked like fields of barbed wire and sentry posts scattered across the terrain. In other shots, armed soldiers stood at their posts with weapons readied.

Ted Hart coughed. "Alex, how do you know this doesn't house some kind of other illegal operation--drug traffickers, smugglers, and so on?"

Clayton nodded respectfully. "Because, Mr. Secretary, according to our informers, the men they met are all ex-Egyptians. And they are all devout Muslims who roll out prayer mats five times a day." Clayton tapped a button in his hand, and the screen filled with the satellite snapshot of a soldier bowing prostrated over a mat. "Not consistent with typical drug smugglers. As well, their sporadic movement suggests that they do not transport anything of significance." He corrected himself. "Aside from infected terrorists."

Clayton hit a button and the screen went blank. "The pieces all fit." He listed the points with his fingers. "Missing lab supplies from Algeria. Egyptian soldiers in Somalia. And a fortified hospital lab at the foot of a mountain range." He nodded confidently. "Ladies and gentlemen, this is The Brotherhood of One Nation's lair."

"Are you certain all the terrorists are still in there, though?" Secretary Thomason asked with a disarming smile.

Clayton's head dropped slightly. "All of them, ma'am?" He shook his head. "We can't know that."

Andrea Home stood up from her chair. "If we are going to act upon this intelligence, every moment we wait adds to the risk," Home said, putting her half-frame glasses back on, though she had nothing to read. "I would like to turn the floor to General Fischer who will now share the military options."

Up to this point, Haldane noticed that the white-haired, well-decorated army general, and chairman of the Joint Chiefs, had sat perfectly still for the discussion. He rose unhurriedly to his feet, reaching no higher than five feet eight inches when standing. "Well, folks," General Fischer said in his homespun Texan drawl, "we had about an hour to come up with an operational plan, so you'll forgive me if the presentation is not as polished as that of our good friends from the CIA." He turned to one of the other generals at the table. "General Osborne, would you be so kind as to get the clicker for me? Thank you, sir."

Clayton passed the remote down the table until it reached General Osborne. He pressed two buttons and a map showing East Africa, the Middle East, and the Indian Ocean between them replaced the satellite imagery.

General Fischer pointed a stubby finger at the screen. "The most expeditious choice would have been a precision air strike on the compound, but as we understand it visual confirmation of the site contents is vital." He chuckled. "Tough to count terrorists and germs after a bunker buster has dropped in on them.

"So the question becomes: how do we get our special ops forces to the site in one lightning strike. General Osborne..." On the map two upside down Vs appeared in the Indian Ocean. "We have two aircraft carriers, the Lincoln and the Eisenhower, in the region now. The Eisenhower, in particular, is in spitting distance of the coast of Somalia."

Though Haldane maintained a healthy suspicion of military people, he warmed to the soft-spoken general who was nothing like the humorless robot he had expected. He found Fischer's presentation strangely reassuring, realizing the nation wasn't quite as impotent as she had earlier seemed.

"We also have a base in Yemen, just outside Aden at the tip of the Arabian Peninsula." Fischer accentuated each vowel in "peninsula." "It's less than three hundred miles from there to our target. And as luck would have it, our elite Delta Force is stationed nearby. We can easily fly the boys across the Gulf of Aden to Hargeysa. With F16s from the Lincoln and Eisenhower flying support, we can transport them over in C-17s along with long-range assault helicopters. The other chiefs and I agree this is the best option. Really, the only option. General..."

A dotted line took off from the tip of Yemen, arced over the Gulf of Aden, and continued inland a few miles over the Karkar Mountains, stopping just short of Hargeysa. The compact, white-haired general again shook his finger at the map. "There's an airfield west of Hargeysa, which we will secure first to bring in supplies and ground forces. However" he emphasized in a slow drawl. "We cannot afford so much as one infected terrorist sneaking off their base. So the original assault has to be carried out with stealth and lightning speed. General ..."

Fischer waited while the slide changed on the screen to a more detailed map centered on the hospital base. A dotted red line formed around the base. "The air force and navy fighters will establish a kill zone from the air within a three-mile radius of the base." Several Xs appeared south and west of the base. "An advance team of paratroopers will land and secure the perimeter. From the western airstrip, the rest of the ground troops--Army Rangers, Delta Force, and other special ops forces--will join them. Once in position, they will execute a three-pronged assault on the compound from the east, west, and south." The old man's lips cracked into a smile. "We're calling it: Operation Antiseptic."

"What size force will we required?" Secretary Whitaker asked gruffly,

"The operation will involve 200 paratroopers, 800 other ground troops, and 150 aircraft, give or take."

"And the time needed to secure the base?" Whitaker demanded.

Fischer nodded. "From the moment we leave Yemen, the plan is to secure the compound within ninety minutes. One-twenty tops."

The President leaned forward in his chair. "When will you be ready, General?"

"We can be ready in twelve hours, sir, which would make it roughly 0200 in Somalia."

A senator, whose name escaped Haldane, spoke up. "And what if one or two of the terrorists sneak out of the compound with the virus?"

"As I said, Senator," Fischer said. "If something so much as twitches in the desert, we're going to know about it. Any unauthorized personnel outside of the compound will be neutralized."

Secretary Thomason touched the base of her pen to her lips. "General Fischer, this is a very well thought out plan." She smiled gracefully. "But it does not address the very likely possibility that some of the terrorists may have already left the base with their virus."

Fischer turned to National Secretary Advisor Home with a shrug.

"A valid point, Madam Secretary." Horne nodded. "That is why we have invited our counter-bioterrorism experts to the meeting." She looked over at Gwen. "Dr. Savard, can you bring us up to speed on the state of our preparedness in the event of a viral assault."

Savard nodded and rose from her chair. "We have already enacted our Emergency Response Plan to Biological Attack, or ERPBA, in every urban center." With the confident poise Haldane had come to expect from her, Gwen outlined the specifics of the plan for the members of the NSC. She spoke of the country's readiness to face mass casualties, but emphasized the possibility that resources could be overwhelmed, especially if the virus spread to health-care workers. She paused to take a deep breath, and then looked directly at the President. "There is one other potential breakthrough. We have an experimental drug that is showing promise in early testing with the Gansu Flu. As I speak, arrangements are being made to manufacture the drug on a mass scale. We should have a reasonable stockpile in one week."

"Are you certain this drug will work?" Thomason asked.

"No, we are not, Madam Secretary," Gwen said unflinchingly.

Home looked at Noah with a quizzical frown. "Dr. Haldane, do you have anything to add?"

He swallowed. "I think Dr. Savard's team has done wonders in preparing the country as well as can be expected." He shrugged. "And I think CNN has done a commendable job in scaring the bejesus out of most Americans."

There was a scattering of laughter.

"Fear is an advantage in this situation, as it will keep many people behind closed doors and help diminish spread." Haldane looked down at the table. "But without knowing the size and methods of their 'army of martyrs,' it is impossible to predict the outcome. Despite the best of preparations, the human toll could still be catastrophic."

Owen spoke up. "Mr. President, there is one other security measure that might be worth considering." She looked to her boss, Ted Hart, who nodded approval. "If the operation goes ahead, I think we should temporarily suspend all flights into and out of the U.S., like we did after 9/11. And the same goes for the ports and borders."

"To all travelers?" the President asked, but he didn't seem too surprised by the suggestion.

"All but official ones," Savard said.

"And I think we need to convince Canada to do the same," Ted Hart weighed in. "As you know, much of our four-thousand mile shared border is unprotected, so we need the Canadians on board, here."

The President nodded. "I will talk to the Prime Minister."

By raising her pen in front of her, Secretary Thomason caught the President's eye. "Sir, this is all good and well, but if one single detail goes wrong with Operation Antiseptic, we will provoke an attack on the country of a scale which we have never before seen."

The President viewed her for a long time before responding. "Katherine, we have not provoked anyone." His eyes fell to the table, and his voice dropped an octave. "I believe with my heart and soul that these terrorists are looking for an excuse to attack us."

Several nods and murmurs rose from around the table.

"I don't disagree," Thomason said. "But it seems to me we have another option."

"Which is?" Whitaker snapped.

"Their ultimatum doesn't expire for two more days. Why not carry out reconnaissance on the base for the next twenty-four hours. We could stop anyone from coming or going. And in the meantime, we would have more time to establish whether this indeed is The Brotherhood's base. And to ensure they are still there. By tomorrow, we would be better prepared to mount the assault."

Haldane found himself nodding along with some of the others.

"Doubtful we'll know any more in twenty-four hours than we do right now," Whitaker grunted and pounded the table once with his fist "What we might end up doing is forfeiting our only advantage---the element of surprise."

General Fischer smiled benignly at Thomason. "Got to agree with Mr. Whitaker there. Wait till tomorrow, and we might find we're closing the barn door once the horses have already left."

"If they haven't already left now," Thomason said quiedy.

The table stilled, as if collectively realizing there was no more point in debating the issue. Only one person could make the decision.

Haldane, along with everyone else at the table, turned his eyes to the President.
  



CHAPTER 33





HARGEYSA SOMALIA



Hazzir Kabaal had not checked the Internet since before dinner. Up until then he had checked every five minutes, anticipating some kind of response from the Americans to The Brotherhood's latest ultimatum. But during evening prayers. it came to him in the visceral form of a premonition that he was not going to hear an answer, at least not via the TV or Internet.

Turning away from his computer, Kabaal sat at his desk and read from volume six of the mammoth masterpiece In the Shadow of the Koran, written by Sayyid Qutb. Qutb was the father of the modern Islamist movement. His written words, as much as those spoken by Sheikh Hassan, had moved Hazzir Kabaal toward his current course of action. Lately Kabaal found less solace than before in Qutb's text One quote from the second chapter of the Koran troubled him in particular. It read: "Fight in the cause of God those who fight you, but do not transgress limits. For God loveth not transgressors." If they had not yet transgressed the limits, Kabaal thought glumly, then surely Aziz's supervirus would constitute such a transgression.

After knocking at his open door, the white-coated Dr. Anwar Aziz walked in followed by Abdul Sabri in military fatigues. In addition to his handgun, he now carried a rifle slung over his shoulder.

Kabaal slipped the Qutb book into his desk and nodded to the two men. "Anwar, Abdul, welcome."

They walked up to his desk, but neither sat in the chairs in front. With eyes darting about, Aziz appeared more skittish than usual. Sabri's face was as inexpressive as ever, though he seemed somehow frostier in disposition.

"Your new virus, Dr. Aziz," Kabaal said to the scientist, "it is ready for transport?"

Aziz glanced nervously at Sabri before answering. "I believe so. We have inoculated eggs and several primate blood samples in which to carry it. Of course, I would have preferred more time and to have human serum samples but .. " His voice trailed off.

"They're here, Hazzir," Sabri said almost casually as he unshouldered his rifle and rested it against Kabaal's antique oak desk.

Kabaal squinted at Sabri. "Who is where?"

"The Americans are in Hargeysa." Sabri shrugged. "CIA, I imagine."

Kabaal sat up straighter. "How do you know this?"

"Two strangers were asking questions of the men in the bars in town," Sabri said. "They were trading drinks for information about us and our base. Who else would they be?"

Kabaal nodded. "And you think they know where we are?"

Sabri frowned as if the question struck him as idiotic. "Of course, they know."

Rather than alarm, the news brought a sense of calm to Kabaal like a feared prophecy whose realization could not match the terror of its anticipation. "But there were only two of them in Hargeysa?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri shook his head and rolled his eyes contemptuously. "It starts with two spies, and ends with the entire might of the American army falling upon us."

Kabaal folded his arms across his chest. "What are you proposing we do, Major?"

"I am not proposing anything, Hazzir," he said unemotionally, but his pale blue eyes were ice. "I am telling you that we are leaving. Now."

"Going where?"

"First, out of Somalia," Sabri said with a disinterested shrug. "Then to America."

"America?" Kabaal grimaced. "You would really go?"

Sabri sighed. "How else will we get Dr. Aziz's virus there?"

"So we are not waiting for our ultimatum to expire?"

Sabri stared at Kabaal coolly. "Do you believe for one moment that they would come to Hargeysa looking for us if they had any intention of complying with our demands?"

"No." Kabaal shook his head slightly and, for no reason, shuffled pieces of paper on his desk. "But I do believe in the honor of a man's word."

Sabri's thick lips broke into a spiteful smile. "With the first infected carrier you dispatched, I think you conceded some of your precious honor."

Kabaal looked up at Sabri, wondering how he had so underestimated the man behind those unreadable eyes. He nodded slowly. "Regardless, I am not going with you."

Sabri scowled in response. "What made you think that you were ever invited?"

Anwar Aziz's eyes went wide and he looked frantically over at Sabri. "But, Major ..."

Sabri shot out a hand to silence the scientist, but he never took his eyes off Kabaal.

Kabaal nodded calmly. He smiled at Sabri. "So, Major Abdul Sabri now leads The Brotherhood of One Nation?"

"Not just now," Sabri said evenly. "I have done so for a long time. Your role was to finance us. We do not need your money anymore."

Kabaal grunted a laugh. "And you, as our leader, will personally carry the Jihad to the infidel's soil?"

Sabri picked up his rifle and threw it over his shoulder. "I will do what has to be done."

"Do you even remember what the purpose of all of this was?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri stared back in stony silence.

"Islam!" Kabaal barked. "To preserve and protect our faith. We were going to use the one weapon at our disposal that the West did not have a superior answer for."

"So what has changed?" Sabri asked, beginning to pace the floor like a bored sentry.

"Everything has changed! Kabaal snapped. "Once the West saw what the virus was capable of, they were supposed to abide our request. To leave our lands. To allow us to restore leadership to the Caliphate, so the laws of Shari'ah could again prevail." He exhaled heavily. "It is clear though that the Americans will not withdraw. And if we release Anwar's new supervirus, who knows where it will end? Or if it ever will." He looked down at his desk, his fervor waning. "We--I--always understood people would have to die. But this?" He held up his palms. "The virus was supposed to make the world better for us, not to destroy it."

Sabri stopped pacing and shook his head slowly. "Hazzir Kabaal, you are a fool," he said coolly.

Kabaal swallowed the insult without replying.

"You remind me of those armchair generals I used to work for," Sabri hissed. "Sitting in your extravagant homes and offices. Drunk on too much food and power, and soft from pampering and wealth." He flicked a finger at the desk and the rugs decorating the walls. "From the safety and comfort of your palaces, you send true warriors like me out to fight your battles. And then you expect us to win on your weak-hearted terms. I have news for you, Abu Lahab, there is no such thing as a bloodless Jihad."

Kabaal digested Sabri's sermon with little emotion. Curious but not fearful, he asked, "What do you hope to accomplish by killing possibly millions of women and children?"

"You never have understood, have you?" Sabri said with a look that bordered on pity. "We could never achieve our cause by holding America ransom like a bunch of cowardly kidnappers. The only way we will save Islam is to empower the people to rise up and fight."

"And slaughtering leagues of women and children will accomplish that?" Kabaal asked.

Sabri nodded. "Exposing the oppressor's weakness. That is how to inspire an uprising."

Kabaal chuckled softly. "And Major Abdul Sabri will be known as the prophet who inspired the people?"

Sabri's eyes narrowed. "I will be remembered long after you are forgotten," he said in a near whisper.

The two men stared at each other while Anwar Aziz shifted nervously from foot to foot and mopped at his sweaty brow.

Finally, Sabri's face broke into a gentler smile. "But you can serve The Brotherhood for one more important purpose, Hazzir."

"Oh?" Kabaal said. "How is that?"

Sabri patted the rifle across his chest. "M16-2A. It is the U.S. Army's standard assault rifle." He lifted it off his shoulder. "A beautiful piece of machinery actually. Fires 5.56-mm bullets. Again, standard U.S. Army issue."

"So it will look like I died at American hands. Clever." Kabaal nodded. "What will you tell the others?"

"The truth." Sabri shrugged. "That you shrank in the face of battle. That you were prepared to betray us at the moment of need."

Kabaal looked over to Aziz. "Will the men believe that?"

"I ... I ... don't know, Abu ..." the fat microbiologist stuttered in a fit of nervous twitches.

"Don't concern yourself, Hazzir," Sabri said soothingly. "It won't matter for much longer."

"To me or them?" Kabaal asked.

"Either."

Kabaal felt overcome with a vague unsettled emotion that verged on regret. He was not afraid to face divine judgment, but he no longer assumed that Paradise awaited him.

"Stand, Hazzir," Sabri instructed. "And walk away from the desk."

Kabaal rose from the chair and took three steps from his desk to the wall, standing in front of his favorite Turkish rug. He stopped and looked from the terror-struck face of Aziz to the placid face of Sabri. "God is great," Kabaal said.

Sabri pointed the rifle at him.

At the same moment as Kabaal heard three muffled pops, he fell painlessly back against the rug behind him as if a gust of wind had blown him. Sabri's face faded away, replaced by that of his own father as a young man. His father was speaking to him, but the words were muffled as if spoken underwater.

The sound grew quiet. The room darkened.

It looked nothing like Paradise.
  



CHAPTER 34





WASHINGTON, D.C.



A Northeaster had swept through D.C., bringing with it a record pre-Christmas cold snap. Bundled up in jackets, gloves, and hats, Haldane and Savard ran the two blocks from her office to the Starbucks, partly out of hurry, but mainly to get out of the bitter chill.

They stepped into the coffee shop just after 8:00 A.M. Huddling at a table inside, Duncan McLeod still wore his hat and gloves. "Shite, for the first time in my life, I miss balmy old Scotland in December!" he said as they approached.

Haldane mustered a smile, but he was still preoccupied. The memories of the NSC critical incident meeting of an hour earlier reverberated in his mind, and he couldn't shake the video images of the looming Operation Antiseptic.

Noah and Gwen made space on the table for all their winter gear before pulling up two chairs. As was their recent custom, McLeod had already bought coffees. He handed them the extra-large-sized cups.

Gwen hoisted her cup off the table and held it up. "Who can drink one of these?"

"I wanted to give you the option of soaking your feet in them, if need be." McLeod shrugged. He looked from Savard to Haldane. "So? What's the big news?"

Noah glanced at Gwen, wondering how McLeod knew anything since they were both sworn to secrecy. "What news, Duncan?"

McLeod squinted at Haldane. "The meeting this morning ! When I rang you at home, Anna told me you were called out to some urgent predawn get-together."

Haldane put his coffee cup down. "Listen, Duncan ..." he began awkwardly.

McLeod slammed down his cup. "Oh, no, Haldane! After all this, you're not going to leave me out of the loop now?"

"This comes from on high. National security issues and all that." Gwen held up her palms helplessly. "We have no choice in the matter."

"Oh, that's right," McLeod grumbled. "I keep forgetting what a major threat to American national security one batty Scotsman could be."

Gwen reached down and stuck a hand in her pants pocket. She pulled out her miniature cell phone, which Noah realized she must have kept on vibrate mode, because he had never heard it ring. "Gwen Savard," she said and listened a moment. "Okay, we're on our way." She put the phone back in her pocket as she stood up from the table. "Noah, we have to go. Now."

Haldane grabbed his hat and gloves and then reached over and patted McLeod on the shoulder. "Think of it this way, Duncan," he said with a wink. "It's one less of those godforsaken places you have to visit."

McLeod waved them away with a swing of his arm. "Get the hell out of here. Go!" He flashed a half grin. "And for the love of Christ, stay safe!"

 

Haldane and Savard were led directly into the Secretary of Homeland Security's roomy office in the Nebraska Avenue Center. "Doctors," Ted Hart said in his hoarse tone and rose to greet them.

They stood by his desk, but he didn't offer them seats. "Dr. Haldane, after our meeting this morning, a few members of the NSC, including the President, stayed behind to discuss the situation. We decided it would be a good idea for you to go to Somalia."

Haldane nodded without comment.

"Once the terrorist camp is secure, of course." Hart stopped to hack a harsh cough. "We were hoping you would join the site survey team. Your expertise would be invaluable in assessing the state of their lab and so on."

Haldane felt a rush of adrenaline. "Of course, Mr. Secretary."

"Absolutely!" Gwen pointed to her chest. "We'll both go."

"Both?" Hart turned to Gwen with surprise. "No. No. Just Dr. Haldane."

"Ted--" Gwen started.

Hart waved his open palms at her. "No, Gwen! You have a crucial job to perform. The country is relying on you to stay here at home and do it."

Gwen shook her head defiantly. "Everything is unfolding here as we planned. There's little more I can do right now except wait like everyone else."

Hart frowned. "And what can you do over there?" he asked pointedly.

"I am a scientist, too, Ted. I know as much or more about microbiology labs than Noah does." She stared back at Hart, her face fixed in fierce determination. "I know what we're looking for. I feel it in my bones."

"Gwen is right," Haldane said. "She would be a help."

Hart shook his head but with less authority.

Gwen looked down and spoke to the floor. "Ted, they attacked us with the unthinkable. I need to be over there to see this through. You can understand that, can't you?"

Hart stared at her for several seconds before he sighed heavily. "Lucky for you I've run out of time to argue. We need to get you to Andrews Air Force Base ASAP. Your flight leaves in a half an hour."

Gwen offered her boss a grateful smile. "We're gone, Ted."

 

Haldane had never experienced such a smooth transfer. Their limo pulled up onto the tarmac of the Andrews Air Force Base. They stepped out of the car and walked up the steps into the cabin of the C37A twin-engine jet. Two prepacked generic overnight bags awaited them. And within moments of boarding, they were airborne.

Aside from the flight crew, consisting of a pilot, a copilot, and a junior officer who functioned as a flight attendant, there were no other passengers in the spacious cabin, which wasn't much smaller than a commercial airliner. Once at cruising altitude, the pilot's friendly voice came over the loudspeaker. "Hi, Doctors, we'll be cruising at close to the speed of sound, which should get us to Yemen in just over eight hours," he said. Noah consulted his watch and did the calculation, realizing they should touch down around 12:30 A.M. local time, less than two hours before Operation Antiseptic was set to commence.

Though comfortable in the cabin, Haldane was too keyed up to sleep. Gwen sat beside him, lost in the laptop computer in front of her. He touched her shoulder. "How are you doing?" he asked.

"Good." She smiled distractedly. "Glad to be along for the ride."

"Nervous?"

She turned away from the computer and studied Haldane with a quizzical frown. "They won't let us near the action."

Haldane let his hand linger a second longer on her shoulder before pulling back. "I didn't mean that. It's just that it's all coming to a head."

"Finally," she sighed. "I'm actually relieved. I was beginning to wonder if this would ever end."

Haldane smiled. "As long as it ends well."

"Yeah, that's kind of key. Truth be told, I am nervous." She bit her lip. "But a good nervous, you know?"

Haldane smiled, appreciating how pretty she looked at moments like these when she let her professional guard down.

"Hey!" She leaned forward and rummaged through her handbag at her foot. She brought her closed hand up to him and then turned it over, exposing a brown pill bottle. She popped the lid off to show the small yellow tablets inside.

Haldane studied the unmarked pills for a moment, before it dawned on him. "Dr. Moskor's wonder drug?"

"Well, the wonder part is yet to be proven, but, yeah, this is a bottle of his drug, A36112. It was waiting for me on my desk in a little box with a note that said, 'Go save the world, kid."' She chuckled. "Typical Isaac!"

Haldane pointed at the bottle. "Have to be a pretty small world to save it with those."

"True." Savard smiled and bit her lip again. "Let's hope we never need a single pill."

 

Shortly after midnight Yemeni time, Haldane stared out the window as the C37A began to descend into blackness. As he felt his ears pop, he wondered with slight apprehension where exactly in the darkness the pilot intended to land. Suddenly lights broke through the pitch-black, and he could see they were no more than a few hundred feet from a runway.

The plane landed without so much as a bump. As their plane taxied toward the hangar, Haldane noticed how active the airstrip was. To either side, they passed airplanes ranging from fighter jets to the huge Hercules-style transport planes. A long line of planes waiting for takeoff had formed in the opposite direction.

The C37A slowed to a halt beside the massive hangar. Gwen and Noah grabbed their bags and disembarked following the crew.

Standing in the humid Yemeni air--where at midnight it was easily fifty degrees warmer than Washington had been at midday--Haldane began to feel sticky. Glancing around, he could better appreciate the frantic buzz of activity. While the soldiers worked with silent determination, the noise was earsplitting. Cargo doors slammed open and shut. Jet engines fired up. Cars, trucks, and armored vehicles moved in all directions; some carried supplies while others drove into the hulls of the huge transport planes.

Haldane had never before been to an air force base, let alone one that was set to launch a critical military operation, but the sense of purpose was palpable in the air. He welled with patriotism, a rare emotion for him. When he glanced at Gwen, she appeared equally mesmerized by the sight of the mechanized bees' nest.

An officer dressed in fatigues and matching hat drew their attention with arms waving above his head. "Drs. Savard and Haldane?" he yelled out over the noise.

Gwen gave him the thumbs-up sign.

The man waved for them to follow him. Once inside the open hangar, Haldane noticed that the level of noise dropped several decibels to simply loud.

Haldane half expected a salute, but the muscular man with square jaw, cropped hair, and deep acne scars held out a hand for them to shake. "Evening, Doctors, I'm Major Patrick O'Toole with the Seventy-fifth Rangers Airborne, but everyone 'round here knows me as Paddy," he said with a friendly grin. "I'm to be your liaison officer."

"Gwen Savard," she said, and shook his hand.

"Noah Haldane," he said, meeting the crushing handshake. "But everyone around here will know me as 'Chicken.'"

The major laughed heartily. "Glad to meet you, Chicken. You'll fit right in." He wheeled around and pointed to the other side of the hangar as if directing a car.

Paddy led them to a quieter comer of the hangar, where a makeshift canteen offered self-serve coffee, tea, cookies, and other snacks. "Coffee?" Paddy asked as he poured a cup from the dispenser. Nauseated from the bumpy flight and the engine fumes in the hangar, Haldane declined with a shake of his head. So did Gwen. Paddy shrugged and kept the cup for himself.

They sat down at one of several empty picnic-style tables topped with a few scattered condiments. "Are you aware of the mission details?" Paddy asked.

Gwen nodded. "We attended General Fischer's briefing at the White House this morning."

Paddy's jaw dropped, impressed.

"He only gave an overview of the operation," she hurried to add.

"Okay," Paddy said. His expression stiffened and his tone deepened. "As you are aware, this is a modified lightning strike on the terrorist compound." He put down his cup, and drew a circle around it with his finger. He looked from Gwen to Noah. "Modified, because not only do we need to secure the target, but we can afford zero leakage." He ran two fingers through the air. "By that, I mean, the operation's success is dependent on ensuring that not one single terrorist escapes the compound alive."

Gwen shrugged at Paddy. "So how does that change the tactics of the strike?"

"Good question, ma'am." Paddy nodded. "It slows everything down a little. We have to establish full 360-degree vision from the sky and secure the perimeter to an even tighter degree than usual."

"So they will have more warning when the assault team does arrive?" Gwen asked.

"Exactly!" Paddy said. "But not a lot. We have no enemy air power to overcome. Just a matter of getting our planes and choppers in position, and getting our boys positioned on the ground. We can do that very quickly."

"So where do we fit into the equation?" Haldane asked.

"Well, I don't see a gun in your hand or a parachute on your back, so it means we're pretty much at the back of the pack," Paddy said. "Coming from the White House, you have an important job to do, but we'll have to wait until we get the word from the lead troops."

Paddy pointed toward the end of the hangar at one of the large transport planes that faced them. With its massive front cargo door open and a vehicle parked on the ramp, it looked like a monster with an appetite for metal. "We'll fly in on one of those C17s to the airstrip west of Hargeysa." He shrugged. "Then we'll wait and, with any luck, watch the battle at the mobile command center."

"And then?" Gwen prodded.

Paddy's face shed its expression of affable amusement. His eyes hardened. "My orders are to take you and the rest of the site survey team to the terrorist base once it is secure--and I cannot stress enough--that we are not going anywhere until we hear that the site is safe and secure."
  



CHAPTER 35





U.S. AIR FORCE BASE, YEMEN



An hour after landing in Yemen, Haldane and Gwen sat in the belly of a C17 Globemaster III waiting for takeoff. Unlike their previous flight, they were not the only passengers. They shared the cabin of the C17 with jeeplike HINMWVs (high mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicles), trucks, tanks, and several soldiers, including the other members of the site survey team. Everyone on board wore specially designed camouflage HAZMAT suits with Kevlar vests. Noah, whose nausea rebounded the moment after takeoff, was relieved to learn that they would not have to wear their face masks, which resembled pilot's oxygen masks, until on the ground and closer to the site.

Glancing around the cabin, Haldane felt a sense of protective concern for the soldiers. In the Yemeni evening they had struck him as self-assured professionals, but now in the proximity of the lit cabin he realized how young they were. They had the same hopeful faces as the students in his classes at Georgetown. He had a tough time imagining some of his students coping with life away from mom and dad, let alone poised to storm a terrorist stronghold.

Over the whirr of the C17's multiple engines, Paddy described the plane to them like he was trying to sell it. "Yes, sir! It's the most advanced, versatile, and agile transport plane in the business. Could carry a load of 110 African elephants." He laughed. "Of course, that would be one odd sortie, but you get the idea. As you can see the C17 can fly troops and tanks, but it can also drop two hundred paratroopers behind enemy lines if need be..."

While Paddy talked nonstop, Noah and Gwen hardly spoke a word during the flight. Haldane spent much of his time staring out the window, and watching the lights of the F16 escorts as they shaped into eerily beautiful formations off either wing. Fifty minutes and 250 miles after takeoff, the lights in the cabin dimmed and all conversation abruptly ceased. "We just crossed into Somali territory," Paddy whispered.

Six minutes later, a voice on the loudspeaker confirmed Paddy's assertion and added, "The U.S. Airborne Eighty-second Division has secured the western landing strip. We'll be landing in fifteen minutes."

A celebratory cry went up from the soldiers but quickly died back down to the solitary hum of the engines.

Sixty-four minutes after leaving Yemen, the C17 effortlessly touched down on the flare-lit runway in northern Somalia west of Hargeysa. Haldane noticed everyone aboard was strapping on masks and helmets, so he reluctantly followed suit and then he and Gwen joined the soldiers as they streamed out of the plane in two organized lines.

As in Yemen, planes lined either side of the runway, but tanks, HMMWVs, and other vehicles formed armored columns at the side of the road. Masked guards took up positions along the runway. A row of tanks protected the far end. Helicopters hovered above. Haldane thought he saw the glimpse of a sniper's gun barrel peeking out of one of the choppers, but he wasn't sure if he was imagining it.

Even though he felt no immediate danger, the urgency around him kept the adrenaline pumping. And in the equatorial desert night, he baked inside his HAZMAT suit. Jogging after Paddy, he could feel the clingy wetness of his sweat-soaked shirt.

Major Patrick O'Toole strode purposefully to the row of basic wooden huts at the far end of the runway. Two vans, resembling huge mobile homes, were parked near the huts. Painted black, satellite dishes lined their roofs. Haldane assumed they were the mobile command units Paddy had earlier mentioned. Paddy walked to the second van and climbed inside. Gwen and Noah followed him in.

The interior looked to Noah like a scaled-down version of mission control at NASA. Flat TV screens lined the walls. An electronic map of the region spanned the front wall. Complex consoles with multiple digital readouts and buttons stood below the TV screens. Two communications officers sat at the consoles and faced away from the door. Wearing bulky headsets, they worked feverishly at keyboards in front of them, their heads in constant motion as they glanced from the computer screens to the consoles and video screens above.

The officers gave no indication of noticing that Paddy and the two doctors had joined them. When Paddy tapped one of them on the shoulder, he turned his head and gave the three of them a single nod before turning his attention back to his computer.

Paddy removed his helmet and mask. "You can take these off in here," he said to the others. He rolled three chairs over, so that they could sit behind the soldiers and watch the video screens above.

Haldane had watched his share of war movies, but seeing the battle unfold on these close circuit TVs was nothing like what he had imagined. It took his eyes and stomach several minutes to adjust to the shaky, erratic video feed with their flickering imagery. A couple of the screens showed only blackness, as if switched off, but every once in a while the sudden bright flash of an explosion punctuated the darkness.

One of the screens showed a sky view of two attached buildings, taken from what Haldane assumed was a helicopter. The complex, which looked from above like a run-down tenement, was lit up in an incandescent greenish glow. Several objects, likely vehicles, sat immobile in the dirt behind the building. A number of ill-defined objects scattered the ground in front of the building. Haldane wondered if they were people, but they never seemed to move. The only time anything in the frame moved was when, after a series of explosions lit up the screen, the entire complex shook from the percussive force.

But the images that gripped Haldane most were the bank of three screens in the bottom row, which resembled something from a newsroom. Shot through night-vision lenses, the images were in constant motion. It took Haldane a few moments to realize that the soldiers somehow carried these cameras. He glanced at Paddy and pointed to the screens for an explanation.

"Helmet-cameras." Paddy tapped his own head in explanation. "Part of the advanced assault unit."

Transfixed, almost forgetting to breathe, Haldane watched the soldiers study their target as their helmet-cameras panned over the compound.

After two more minutes of surveillance, the three screens abruptly changed in unison when the soldiers wearing the helmet-cameras turned their heads away from the target. The cameras focused on several soldiers lying prone in the dirt with assault rifles held out in front of them. They remained completely still for several long seconds. Then one of the soldiers popped up to his knees. He frantically punched the sky with a finger extended in a "Go! Go!" sign.

"Godspeed, guys!" Paddy muttered.

Suddenly the screens burst into action.

His heart pounding in his throat, Haldane couldn't keep track of the various viewpoints. The feeds from the helmet-cameras became so jerky that it looked as if the whole complex was seesawing in front of them.

Haldane's eyes darted to the previously static sky view, which erupted with activity. The camera zoomed in on the action so that Haldane could now make out the small shapes of soldiers. With explosion after explosion rocking the compound and lighting up the screen, the commandos streamed in from three sides of the complex, advancing in what looked like a full run.

Aside from the tapping of the keyboards and the occasional comment spoken by the communications officers into their radios, the van was silent, but Noah could almost hear the deafening roar and feel the ground shake with each detonation as the commandos approached the complex.

"Shit!" Paddy muttered.

For a moment, Noah was confused by the outburst. Then he saw it. One of the helmet-cameras had darkened. When Haldane looked closer, he recognized stars through the blankness. The cameraman had gone down.

A lump in his throat, Haldane focused back on the sky view. Three or four other commandos lay on the ground, some still and others writhing, while their comrades stormed around them. Haldane watched with relief as the rest of the commandos made it to the edge of the complex without suffering further casualties.

Noah watched the two remaining helmet-cameras as they swept over the peeling paint of the sides of the complex. Their images had stabilized, so Haldane knew they were moving slower now. The cameras panned over the ground at their feet. Numerous bodies of men in dark robes, some with traditional headwear and others with bandanas or bare heads, sprawled on the ground with weapons lying on their chests or fallen beside them. Until he saw the bodies, Haldane had not realized so many enemy fighters had been guarding the building from the outside.

The helmet-cameras didn't linger long on the corpses; instead, they focused in on the other commandos standing in front of a door to the complex. Two of them leveled their rifles at it. The muzzles spat out red fire as they emptied their cartridges into the door. Then another soldier kicked it with the sole of his foot and it fell inward.

Haldane's pulse quickened as the screen darkened and the soldiers stepped into a hallway. The picture tinted even greener from the cameras' night-vision lenses. The commandos moved cautiously. At each doorway and bend in the hallway they formed the same assault pose with men poised on either side, rifles held low. Each time, Haldane held his breath.

Rounding the third corner, Haldane almost jumped from his seat when the screen flashed with fire and smoke. The cameras jerked in every direction before settling again. Then the image focused on a fallen commando, lying with arms twisted over his head. "Damn it!" Paddy said and rubbed at his eyes.

Another soldier knelt forward and struggled to drag his fallen comrade back toward the entrance. The camera swept from the soldier to the far end of the corridor where four robed men had collapsed. Three of them lay awkwardly on the ground, while the fourth sat propped against a wall, gun in his lap and head tilted off to the side like he had fallen asleep at his post but the gaping wound in his face suggested otherwise.

The cameras inched toward the fallen terrorists. Haldane felt his chest tighten with each step as if he were crawling along with the soldiers down the lethal hallway, but they made it past the bodies without further incident.

One of the helmet-cameras focused on a doorway. Two soldiers kicked at the door until it swung open. No one budged for several seconds. Haldane felt the sweat forming on his brow, but he stayed as motionless as the men on the screen.

One of the commandos in front waved his hand indicating to the others to follow. The camera moved into the large open room, which resembled a big classroom except it was scattered with rugs instead of desks. Haldane wiped his brow, relieved that the men were in a more open, safer-looking space than the dangerous hallway. But the soldiers moved with the same cautious urgency. They scrambled across the floor, assuming assault positions by another doorway on the far side of the room.

Just as the cameras caught up to the soldiers, the screen flashed a single brilliant white light and went totally black like someone had switched it off.

The communications officer sitting in front of Noah ripped off his headset, as if in pain, and threw it down on the console.

Stunned, Haldane did not at first understand what he had just witnessed. Then he heard the voice of Gwen beside him. "Oh, no, please, no..."

He glanced back to the sky view of the complex, which was now swallowed in flames. Smoke wafted up so high that soon the building was shrouded and Haldane could see nothing but ominous gray.

All eyes in the van watched the dead stillness.

Minutes later, when the smoke finally cleared enough to see, three-quarters of the complex had disappeared. Haldane felt his chest sink. Tears welled in his eyes.

"Damn it!" Paddy spat and dropped his face into his hands.

 

The longest half hour of Noah's life passed before the call came through on Paddy's radio. Paddy spoke into the radio for a moment, clipped it back on his belt, and then turned to Haldane and Savard. "Okay, the complex--" He paused to get his voice to cooperate. "At least what's left of it is secure."

Haldane didn't ask Paddy about the soldiers trapped inside the collapsed building, because he didn't want to have the last glimmer of hope snuffed out. He forced the bleak thoughts out of his mind, pulled on his helmet and mask, and then followed Paddy and Gwen out of the van.

Haldane noted with admiration that there was no trace of emotion in Paddy's demeanor as he assembled the site survey team in front of the two waiting HMMWVs. Aside from Gwen and Noah, there were four technologists, all members of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. They grabbed their equipment bags--loaded with test tubes, specimen containers, and swabs--and then climbed in the backs of the all-terrain vehicles, which took off into the dark smoky night.

It was a bumpy sixteen minutes later before the vehicles turned onto a dirt road. They passed soldiers and trucks, some heading in the opposite direction and others stationary at the side of the road. In the light of the trucks and spotlights ahead, Haldane caught his first glimpse of the still-smoking complex. Most of the structure had collapsed in on itself, but the formerly attached single-story building still stood at the far end of the complex.

They exited the HMMWV about thirty yards from the building. Haldane watched as numerous medics and other soldiers frantically rummaged through the pile of rubble that represented the central part of the complex. Several of the soldiers scrambled over the stacks, trying hopelessly to budge the blocks of cement while yelling to their comrades trapped inside. Haldane was overwhelmed with a familiar helplessness. He wanted to climb on top of the rubble and dig until his hands were raw, but he knew the gesture would be as useless as the shouts and cries of the soldiers standing on the pile.

Paddy waved him over to where he stood by the entrance of the lone building left standing. "Look!" he said, his voice muffled by the face mask. He pointed down. Two soldiers flashed a bright beam on the dead enemy fighter lying by the entrance.

Haldane knelt down to get a closer view of the robed man who lay on his back. Several bullet holes riddled his chest and abdomen. His hand still clutched a rifle. His face was covered in the dust and dirt from the building's collapse, but Haldane still easily recognized Hazzir Kabaal from the photographs CNN had run nearly twenty-four hours a day.

Paddy nodded somberly. "Good," he said, but there was no celebration in his voice. Paddy pointed to what was left of the building. "They didn't have time to detonate this part of the complex," he yelled over the noise of machinery and other people. "The engineers say we can have a quick look. We have to be careful. The explosion weakened its walls. Could go at any moment."

Two soldiers led the site survey team in through the building's back door and down a short hallway, which opened into a large lab. Stepping inside, Haldane was surprised at how big it was. But the place was a mess. Centrifuges, fridges, incubators, and electronic analyzers lay upturned or smashed on the floor. Lab hoods had toppled onto the floor, joining the broken glass and papers strewn all about. Haldane knew that humans, not explosives, were responsible for the room's upheaval. Why? he wondered, but he didn't have time to stop and consider.

A thick door at the far end of the room caught his attention. Grabbing his specimen collection bag, he tapped Gwen on the shoulder and pointed to the door. They hurried over to it. Haldane had to put his full muscle power into yanking open the heavy steel door that was wedged stuck. When the door finally gave way and flung open, it slammed into the wall beside. The memory of Paddy's warning flashed ominously to Noah's mind.

About five feet in front of the first door was another door of the same type, but a block of wood for a doorstop held it open. They passed through the door into a smaller room. A row of cages lined the back wall. Haldane was amazed to see several of the cages rattling and to hear hoots and cries coming from within. When he looked closer, he saw that in a number of cages black-faced and white-chested African green monkeys glared at him in obvious agitation. Haldane felt sorry for the confused animals, but he knew there was nothing he could do for the potentially infectious primates.

"Noah!" Gwen called to him.

He strode over to where Gwen stood in front of a smaller stack of cages. None of these cages shook. When he arrived, Haldane immediately understood why. The monkeys inside were dead. But not from natural causes. The Plexiglas windows covering their cages had been shredded by gunfire.

Haldane turned to Gwen. "Why would they execute a bunch of monkeys?" he asked.

She just shook her head.

Haldane stooped down to pick up his bag. "Gwen, let's get some tissue and blood samples from these animals."

"The live ones?" She pointed at the rattling cages.

"Both!" He thumbed at the murdered monkeys.

As they were removing tourniquets, butterfly needles, and test tubes, a rumbling noise stopped both of them in mid-preparation. Dust sprayed down from the roof.

"Noah..." Savard said, her voice rising in alarm.

"I know. I know," he said. "We just need a couple of blood samples."

The walls creaked.

"We don't have time!" Gwen snapped. "The roof is going to collapse!"

"Go, Gwen!" Haldane waved at the door. "I'll just be another moment."

Gwen shook her head. "Not without you. Come on!" She grabbed for his arm and started to yank him away from the cage.

Haldane wriggled free, just as another pile of dust fell from the ceiling.

Paddy's voice yelled from outside. "Gwen, Noah, get the hell out of there!"

Haldane turned and ran to the bullet-riddled cages.

"Now, Noah!" Gwen screamed and waved her arms wildly at him.

"I'm coming," Haldane yelled. "Go."

She dashed for the doorway, but Haldane didn't follow. Instead, he fumbled with the door of one of the cages. But it was locked. With his elbow, he smashed a larger hole through the Plexiglas window.

"Come on, Noah!" Gwen yelled from where she stood at the doorway.

Hands trembling, he pulled away the rest of the plastic. He plunged both hands inside and grabbed hold of the dead monkey. He pulled it out and tucked it under his arm. "Go, go! I'm right behind," he shouted at Gwen.

Gwen sprinted through both doors into the main lab. Haldane ran ten paces behind. Large chunks of plaster fell from the ceiling in the main lab area. The whole building creaked and moaned.

Halfway across the floor Haldane caught up with Savard. She no longer ran, but hobbled on her bad ankle. Haldane slowed to take hold of her arm. "I'm fine! Go ahead and lead the way out!" she shouted at him and wriggled free of his grip.

Haldane jogged beside her.

"Go!" she screamed. "Lead the way for me!"

He ran through the doors and out of the lab. Sprinting down the final ten yards of hallway, he felt the ground rocking and heard a rumbling sound. He lunged out of the open door, landing on top of the dead monkey and rolling over several times, catching his leg painfully on a sharp chunk of wood.

Just as he was pushing himself to stand, he heard and felt a thunderous crash and bits of rock and cement pelted his back. He climbed up to his knees. He looked from side to side, searching frantically, but there as no sign of Gwen.

And the building he had just emerged from was gone.
  



CHAPTER 36





HARGEYSA, SOMALIA



Gwen couldn't see anything but smoke, dust, and white light. She didn't think she was dead, but she had no idea where she was or what had happened. She remembered seeing Noah dive out the door. Then, just as her own foot reached the doorway, she heard a deafening boom and everything went black.

She felt a weight pressing into her chest, which made breathing next to impossible. She tried to call out, but she choked on the plaster dust in her mouth. The collapse had knocked her mask off, but she still wore her helmet Her left arm was pinned under the same weight that ran across her chest, but her right arm and her legs were free. With her loose hand, she reached up and grabbed hold of the sharp metallic edge of the object crushing her. It felt like a piece of sheet metal. She tried to pull it off her with one hand but couldn't budge it. Patting along the top, she felt the chunks of plaster and wood that pinned the metal down on top of her.

She flailed her legs, attempting to rock herself free of the grip. No use. She noticed with growing panic that even shallow breaths were becoming impossible. She panted through an open mouth, but it didn't lessen her air hunger. Scared and frustrated, she spat out the contents of her mouth and called out hoarsely, but her lungs were too empty to produce much more than a whisper.

Just as she reached up to grab frantically for the metal edge again, something seized her gloved hand. It took her a moment to realize it was another hand.

"Gwen!" Noah yelled and she squeezed his hand. "Help me! Over here! She's alive!" he yelled out. He released her hand, which caused her a shudder of fear. She wondered if she would suffocate before they could clear the debris trapping her.

Gwen stopped moving in an attempt to conserve her oxygen. She continued to pant without relief. Just as she began to feel drowsy, but still awake enough to know what a bad sign the drowsiness was, she heard a loud scratching noise. Then she felt the object move.

"It's okay, Gwen. We've got you." Noah reassured with a yell. "Hang on. A few seconds, tops."

Suddenly the object lifted off her chest. The moment she was freed she took a long desperate gasp followed by several more, before she spat the dirt from her mouth. The glare from a searchlight blinded her. She instinctively brought her left hand up to shield her eyes without even realizing that she could move it again.

Another weight pressed into her chest, but then she realized it was Noah. He wrapped his arm around her, hugging her and lifting her at the same time. "Gwen!"

"It's okay, Noah," she reassured, and then sputtered a cough. "I'm all right, I think."

He held her in his arms, carrying her away from the pile of rubble that had imprisoned her. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah." She wiped the sand and dirt away from her mouth. "You can put me down now, Noah."

He bent forward and gently placed her feet on the ground. Then he pulled off his own mask, revealing bloodshot eyes and a relieved smile. "I thought you were gone," he said with a shake of his head.

She held on to his shoulder as she tested her legs, not entirely trusting them. She was relieved to find that they supported her. She felt the pain of widespread cuts and scrapes along with a residual aching in her chest, especially with deeper breaths, but she was happy to realize that the worst pain came from the throb in her bum ankle. She laughed out of relief.

Noah joined in the laughter. He leaned forward, threw his arms around her, and gave her another hug. "I really thought you were gone," he said.

"Ouch," she said in response to the squeeze.

He broke off the embrace. "Oh, sorry, I didn't--"

She smiled at him and then reached up and touched his cheek. "I think I'm just bruised." She looked back at the pile of debris under which she had been pinned. She realized she must have been trapped under the tin roof's overhang that used to sit above the entrance, which meant technically she had made it out of the building before it collapsed but was caught by a piece of the falling roof. She turned to Noah. "A millisecond earlier..."

"And there would have been a job opening for a qualified Bug Czar," Haldane said.

She laughed again, still giddy with relief.

Another soldier joined the group around her. Paddy reached out and rested a hand on Gwen's shoulder. "Gwen, you okay?"

She nodded.

"Sure?"

"Just scrapes and bruises."

Paddy looked from Gwen to Noah, "Where are your masks?" he demanded.

"Trust me, it's okay now," Haldane said.

"Trust you after that stunt?" Paddy thumbed at the building. "Just put it on, okay, Chicken?" he sighed. He pointed several feet away to where two soldiers were bagging the dead monkey in a yellow bag emblazoned with a bright red biohazard insignia. "I sure hope that monkey was worth risking both your lives for."

 

Lying on a medic's stretcher, Gwen spent the flight back to Yemen in somber silence like everyone else aboard. Once they touched down, Paddy insisted on pushing Gwen's stretcher to the base's hospital himself. She ended up requiring fourteen stitches, an aircast for her ankle, and multiple bandages. When two hours later the X-rays came back as negative, she borrowed a new set of fatigues and signed herself out against medical advice.

A soldier dropped Gwen off at the main hangar. She found Noah and Paddy in the same canteen where she had originally met Paddy. The two men sat at a table lost in their own thoughts with untouched coffees in front of them.

Paddy summoned a smile for her. "You look all right, all things considered."

"All things considered, I feel amazingly all right," she said. She sat down beside Haldane. "What's the news?"

"Operation Antiseptic is over," Paddy said sadly. "Their leader is dead along with at least a hundred other terrorists. No one escaped. Mission accomplished."

"At what cost?" she asked.

"We lost one chopper. Five soldiers died storming the building. And..."

Gwen swallowed away the lump in her throat. "And inside?"

Paddy shrugged. His eyes dropped to the table. "Fifty-five American soldiers were inside that complex when it caved in."

Gwen looked over to Haldane. Before she could ask whether any of the soldiers survived, he closed his eyes and shook his head.

Paddy nodded to her. "At least we robbed the rubble of one victim," he said, but he choked on the words and his eyes brimmed over. He wiped away the tears with his sleeve.

Gwen reached over and touched his other hand gently. "Your unit?"

"Yeah." He nodded, and then cleared his throat. "I knew every one of those Rangers in there. Great kids. Great Americans." Tears running down his cheeks, he stared hard into her eyes. "I hope you'll tell the President."

She met his gaze. "I will, Paddy."




WASHINGTON, D.C.



Gwen fell asleep the moment her C37A took off from the base, and she didn't wake up until they reached Andrews Air Force Base. With the change in time zone, they landed in Washington at 9:50 A.M., ten minutes before they had technically left Yemen. As the plane came to a halt on the ground, she stretched in her seat, sending a cascade of pain through her that started in her scalp and didn't stop until it reached her toes. She knew how lucky she was not to be coming home in a box or worse, like the fifty-five young men and women buried under the rubble, so she swallowed three of the painkillers the doctors had given her, brushed her hair, and gritted her teeth.

When she turned to Noah, he was wide-awake and watching her, but he looked exhausted. She wondered how much of the flight, if any, he had slept, but she didn't ask. Instead, spontaneously, she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, nuzzling against him for a few seconds and enjoying the rough feel of his warm stubble against her lips.

"Oh." He grinned and eyed her in bewilderment "What's that for?"

"To thank you for saving my life in that rubble," she said, and then blushed slightly.

"Thank me?" He looked away. "I almost got you killed back there with my stubbornness. You should kick me in the groin, not kiss me."

She feigned a scowl. "Wait to see what happens when the pilot turns off the fasten seat-belt sign." They both laughed.

Noah didn't offer her his arm when she hobbled down the steps of the plane, but he walked slowly beside her as she limped into the terminal building. Gwen suspected he was prepared to catch her at a moment's notice.

"You ought to go home and get some rest," Haldane advised.

"You need rest more than I do," she said, surprised at how defensive she sounded to herself. "I had a great sleep on the flight. I'm good."

The limo waited for them out front of the terminal. Staring out the windows, neither Noah nor Gwen spoke a word during their ride into the city. The driver dropped them off at Gwen's office in front of the Nebraska Avenue Center. The security officer at the front door greeted Gwen with a warm smile, and she felt embarrassed that his first name slipped her mind.

In a duffle coat and a fur hat, McLeod met them in the lobby. He threw his arms around both of them, wrapping them in a warm embrace. When he finally released them, he wagged a finger reproachfully. "Shite! Why is it that I can't leave you two alone for five minutes without a building falling on you?"

"Guess we're lost without you, Duncan," Gwen said, genuinely pleased to see him. "Anyway, how did you know about that?"

McLeod pointed at Haldane and grunted. "Him!" He shook his head. "Called me from the airport. The man can't keep a secret." He winked playfully at Gwen. "You know he kisses and tells, too."

Gwen reddened slightly and cursed herself for reacting like a schoolgirl. She turned away from the others and limped over to the elevator.

Another security guard escorted them from the elevator into the Department of Homeland Security. Despite being a Sunday morning, Gwen was pleased to see that the department was half full. She led Haldane and McLeod down a corridor, past several empty cubicles, and into her private office. Once seated around her desk, Gwen and Noah took turns updating McLeod on the raid in Somalia and the result. With his coat on and hat in his lap, McLeod's face contorted in rapt attention as he sat and listened.

After they were finished, McLeod said, "Kabaal is dead. Good riddance to him. But what about this Sabri fellow?"

"Hopefully, he was inside the building when it collapsed," Gwen said.

"Hopefully," McLeod echoed distantly.

Haldane nodded. "They're collecting DNA from the scene, but we may never know if be was there or not."

McLeod lifted his hat and put it back on top of his tousled red hair. "Or we might know soon."

"Meaning?" Gwen demanded.

"Well, I think it's safe to assume that, technically, you haven't met the terms of the ultimatum from the Brotherhood of One Mean Bugger--or whatever the hell they call themselves," McLeod said. "And if this Sabri bastard is still alive..."

Gwen's jet lag was catching up to her. "I haven't heard of any new viral outbreaks, yet," she snapped.

"Me neither," McLeod agreed. He adjusted his hat. "But you Americans are so damn secretive, you'd probably keep denying it until you were the last two left standing on this frozen continent."

Haldane showed a tired grin, while Gwen looked as if she fought off a grimace. "What is the situation with the rest of the world?" Haldane asked.

"Surprisingly, not bad when it comes to the Gansu Flu," McLeod said. "It's quelled in the Far East. Neither London nor Vancouver has reported a new case in three days. The scattered outbreaks in Europe are contained. Even in Illinois, the news is better. I think there were only a handful of new cases yesterday."

Haldane leaned forward and rapped his knuckles on Gwen's oak desk. "Maybe, we're winning for a change," he said.

McLeod held up two sets of crossed fingers. "Providing the U.S. Army didn't drive past an 'army of martyrs' heading the other way, Haldane, you could be right."

 

With the same lights-flashing police escort as on their last trip, a limo picked up Haldane and Savard and rushed them over to the White House.

Two somber Secret Service men ushered them through the West Wing down to the same Situation Room where they had sat less than thirty-six hours earlier, but a much smaller group attended now. Aside from General Fischer and Andrea Home, only the Secretaries of State, Defense, and Homeland Security plus the Directors of the CIA and FBI were present.

Ted Hart frowned at Gwen as she walked into the room. "Gwen, I hear you came very close to getting yourself killed over there. That is the last time--"

Gwen raised a hand to cut him off. She brought the other to her chest. "I swear, Ted, never again."

Appearing less than satisfied, he shook his head angrily. He opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again when the President strode into the room.

Without acknowledging any of the others, he sat down at the head of the table. "Thank you for coming," he said, staring ahead at the far wall. "Before we begin I would like to request a moment of silence to recognize those brave young Americans who gave their lives this morning to protect the safety of all our citizens." He bowed his head and closed his eyes, but he didn't speak another word. Gwen knew that the quietly religious man was deep in prayer.

After a full minute of silence, he said, "Okay, thank you. Dr. Home will lead the discussion from here..."

"Mr. President," Gwen spoke up from halfway down the table and all heads turned to her.

"Yes, Dr. Savard?" he asked with a mildly perplexed expression.

"I promised one of their comrades that I would tell you that the U.S. Rangers who died in Somalia were great Americans. Each and every one of them."

He stared at her for several moments before his face broke into a paternal smile. "And you have my promise that I will recognize them as such. Each and every one of them."

"Thank you, Mr. President," Andrea Home began. "Most of us watched in this very room the video feed from Operation Antiseptic. Drs. Haldane and Savard were even on-site," she said, and Gwen thought she caught a fleeting disapproving glance from the NSA. "I've asked General Fischer just to give us a short debriefing on the operation."

Fischer climbed to his feet "Don't know if 'short debriefing' is in my vocabulary, but I'll try," he said with a pained smile. He went on to give a concise review of the logistics of the operation and how it played out up until the point of storming the building.

"Once we had secured the immediate perimeter of the building, we had no choice but to go in," Fischer drawled. "Our boys and girls would have been sitting ducks waiting outside the building any longer, taking on fire. Besides, you--" he said with slight implication in his tone, but looking at no one in particular--"wanted visual confirmation of their nest and laboratory." He hung his head low. "As you know, the building was booby-trapped with high-potency explosives. Our people didn't stand a chance once inside." He looked up, his eyes burning with wounded pride. "But the Seventy-fifth Rangers Airborne Regiment and the rest of our military achieved the objective over there. We got their leader, and not one terrorist escaped the operation."

"Thank you, General." Home said earnestly. She turned to Ted Hart. "Mr. Secretary, can you enlighten us as to the state of Homeland Security?"

Hart cleared his throat with a harsh cough. "It goes without saying that the alert level is still on 'code red.' Our borders are closed to all commercial travel. We have extra law enforcement and emergency services standing by in every region of the nation."

"Mr. President," the nondescript, bespectacled Director of the FBI chimed in. "We have every available field agent on the street working with the local law authorities."

Ted Hart nodded. He looked over in Gwen's direction with a raised eyebrow. "Dr. Savard, can you update the status of the new drug treatment?"

"Potential treatment," Gwen emphasized. "The manufacturing plant is up and running. We'll continue at it twenty-four/seven, but we're at least six days away from production."

Aaron Whitaker spoke up. "No question. Our military did us proud over in Africa." He saluted General Fischer with a tap over his bushy eyebrow. "Although we got Kabaal, we haven't confirmed we nailed Abdul Sabri. So I think we had better operate under the assumption that we have not eliminated this particular terrorist threat. And even accept the possibility that their army of terrorists is already on our soil."

Though Gwen did not like the belligerent Secretary of Defense, she nodded fervently in agreement with his point.

"Mr. Secretary, that is exactly what we are assuming," Ted Hart said, crossing his arms over his chest.

Katherine Thomason raised a hand.

"Yes, Madam Secretary?" Home said.

"I understand. And I agree with the others." Thomason closed her eyes and nodded solemnly. "But we may never know exactly who among the terrorists died in that Somali lab."

"Your point, Madam Secretary?" Home asked.

"Say, by the grace of God, days pass ... weeks pass ... and we see no signs of the virus. Just how long do you propose that we run the country as a fortress?"

The President leaned forward and tapped his touching fingers against his chin, which he often did right before intervening in a conversation. "Katherine, America will be a fortress until the moment we believe it safe to be otherwise." His eyes narrowed. "And not one second sooner."
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When Noah awoke in his guest bedroom, he realized he had slept past The Brotherhood's midnight deadline for troop withdrawal and right through until late Tuesday morning. Though he knew the ultimatum was moot after the raid on the Somali base, like most other Americans, he still anxiously anticipated the deadline's passing.

When he saw that it was already 10:21 A.M., he reached for the portable phone and dialed Gwen's cell number.

"You just waking up?" Gwen asked in amazement.

He recognized from her light tone that nothing ominous had happened during his sleep. "Weird, huh?" he said. "I find a one-day round-trip to an African war takes a toll on my body. Maybe I'm low on melatonin." He chuckled. "No word?"

"Nothing," she said. "But no news is definitely good news in this case. How are you?"

"Fine," he said, standing from the bed and walking to the mirror over the dresser. "More to the point, how are you?"

"A little sore, but it's mainly my ankle. Otherwise, okay."

Haldane paused. Up until this moment their days had been so preprogrammed through this crisis. "So, um, what's next?" he asked, studying his face's dense stubble in the mirror and noting how much more hollow his cheeks had become since the appearance of the Gansu Flu.

"We prepare for the worst. And we hope to hell it doesn't happen." She paused. "I don't know, Noah, but something feels incomplete, you know?"

It wasn't until she spoke the words that he realized they encapsulated his feelings, too. "Exactly," he said.

"Let's meet in my office in a this afternoon to review where we stand, okay?"

"Done."

Haldane hung up the phone and headed for the shower.

Stepping out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, Noah met Anna in the hallway. "Morning." She offered him a cup of tea along with a coy smile.

"Hi." Noah accepted the cup, feeling an unexpected level of discomfort at what had once been a morning ritual for them. "Chloe at preschool?"

"Yeah." Anna smiled. "It was all I could do to stop her from waking you this morning."

"Thanks." He forced a smile, but his unease didn't let up.

She pointed at the deep abrasion that ran along the inside of his left thigh and down to his ankle. "I thought you said nothing happened to you on your African trip."

Haldane shrugged.

She folded her arms across her chest and frowned slightly. "Chloe is going to need her dad for a lot longer, you know?" she said with a trace of bitterness.

"I didn't choose any of this," Haldane snapped.

Anna shrugged and then said in a smaller voice, "You didn't choose a nine-to-five stay-at-home job either."

Haldane held up his palms. "But if I had, everything would be perfect between us, right?"

"I ... I didn't mean that," she stammered. Her face flushed with anger. "I just want things to be right again for Chloe. For us! And you don't seem to want to help me much with that."

She turned to leave, but Noah stopped her by gently catching her wrist. "Anna, I know how hard you're trying to do what's right," he said. "But I don't believe you even know what you want."

She started to say something, but Noah cut her off. "And, Anna, truth is I don't know what I want anymore either," he said softly.

 

After spending much of the day in a teleconference with Jean Nantal at the WHO, Haldane and McLeod arrived at Gwen's office in the midaftemoon. Noah couldn't deny his disappointment to see that Alex Clayton already sat in the chair across from her, looking very much at home with his Armani sports jacket unbuttoned and hands folded behind his head.

In jeans and a sweater, Gwen sat behind her desk, her face creased with a look of concern. "Hi," she greeted them distractedly.

After they took their seats around the small conference table, McLeod nodded to her. "Gwen, what's the matter? You look like you're still carrying part of a building on your back." But Haldane noticed the genuine concern behind the Scotsman's quip.

"A couple of developments," Gwen said gloomily. "Alex, why don't you start?"

He pulled his hands off his head and shrugged. "We just got the preliminary report from the army pathologist who did the autopsy on Hazzir Kabaal."

"Let me guess," McLeod said. "He's not dead, after all?"

Clayton shook his head. "Oh, he's very dead. In fact, the pathologist thinks he was killed twice."

Haldane leaned forward in his chair. "What are you talking about?"

"The guy was riddled with bullets. All the same 5.56-mm caliber." Clayton shrugged. "But because of something about the lack of capillary leakage or whatever..." Clayton threw up his hands. "The pathologist could tell that several of the wounds happened posthumously."

"So what? Kabaal was lying out front in a firefight," Haldane argued. "Surely, he could have been shot in the crossfire after he had already died."

Clayton shook his head. "The pathologist says no. He thinks there were at least a couple hours between the two sets of wounds."

Noah leaned forward in his chair. "Is he sure?" he asked.

"No," Clayton said. "Not positive."

"But if he is right ...

"Maybe one of his own people took care of Hazzir Kabaal," Clayton said.

"Ach," McLeod harrumphed. "Then why would they leave him out front of the complex?"

"To make us think he died in the firefight," Clayton said.

"Listen to me." McLeod tapped the table in front of him. "Why would it matter where he died?"

"What if someone was covering their tracks?" Haldane hypothesized aloud. "They dump Kabaal's body outside and then take off. Then later, after whoever is left inside detonates the complex, we have no way of doing a body count."

Clayton nodded slowly, picking up on Haldane's thought. "But we assume they're all in there because their leader is there!"

At the suggestion, the room lapsed into grim silence.

"There's something else," Gwen said, stone-faced. "I just heard from the CDC a half an hour ago."

Haldane felt the blood drain from him. His heart pounded in his ears. He rose from his chair. "Gwen, please don't tell me..."

She shook her head. "No. There are no new cases of the virus."

Haldane exhaled heavily. The pounding lessened. "But?"

"The monkey you dragged out of the lab," she said.

"What about him?" Haldane asked, still hovering above his seat.

"CDC ran tests on his serum." She brought her fingers to her temples, and began to rub.

"And?"

"He wasn't suffering from the same strain of Gansu Flu as the others."

"What fucking others?" McLeod jumped in.

Gwen stopped rubbing. She leaned forward in her chair. "The victims from Chicago, London, Vancouver, or China."

Haldane shook his head in confusion. "So it's not the Gansu Flu?"

"No, it is," Gwen said. "But it is a mutation. It's not H2N2. It's H3N2."

Clayton held up a hand. "Okay, stop the hocus-pocus. Tell me in plain English what the hell you are talking about!"

"The Gansu Flu virus is a mutation of influenza, right?" Gwen hurried to explain. "All flus, including the Gansu Flu, are sub-typed by two proteins on its shell--H for hemagglutinin and N for neuraminidase. Until now, we have only seen the Gansu Flu H2N2. But the new virus found in the monkey is a Gansu Flu H3N2."

"I get it." Clayton nodded. "But what does it mean?"

"It means," Haldane said slowly, "that the terrorists have created a new virus."

"But how could it be any worse than what they've already thrown at us?" Clayton asked.

"Well, Mr. Bond," McLeod said. "The bug could be worse if it was more lethal--but it's hard to imagine a flu virus much more deadly than Gansu H2N2--or if it were more contagious. And sadly, there is a lot of room for improvement on that front with H2N2."

Haldane felt a chill as if he had just stepped into the Washington air. He intuitively knew McLeod was right. "Son of a bitch!" he said. "They've come up with a more contagious form of the bug."

"Shite, can you imagine?" McLeod said, shaking his head and sighing.

"No," Clayton said. "I don't have a PhD or MD so explain exactly to me what that would mean."

"It's an exponential thing, Alex," Gwen said quietly, her slim fingers still resting on her temples. "If you make a virus twice as contagious, then twice as many people are likely to become infected. And now double the number of people are infected to pass it on to twice as many people. So by the second 'generation' alone there are four times as many people infected. And so on..."

McLeod pointed to Clayton. "You can see how it wouldn't take long to cause a wee problem."

"I understand that, but"--he held up two fingers--"A, we don't know that this new virus is any more contagious than the last, and more importantly, B, we still don't know that an army of terrorists is left alive to spread it."

Gwen nodded. "The first part is easy. CDC can give us an answer in days as to how contagious it is. The second part..." She shrugged. "Especially after those autopsy findings on Kabaal."

"Besides, you wouldn't need an army to spread it," Haldane said wearily, as much to himself as the other members of the group.

"How come?" Clayton asked.

Haldane sighed. "With the previous strain, four terrorists caused vicious, but subsequently controlled, outbreaks in four cities. But with a superbug that was much more contagious..."

Clayton squinted hard, struggling to put it together.

McLeod threw up his hands. "Once this cat gets out of the bag, there's no stuffing her back in."

Clayton's mouth opened in realization. "So you're saying that if the bug is infectious enough, only a few terrorists would be needed to start a pandemic?"

Haldane nodded slowly. "Or maybe only one."
  



CHAPTER 38





ATLANTIC OCEAN



Since he ran away from his Jericho home at age thirteen, Dabir Fahim had spent most of the past ten years on cruise ships. A tireless worker, the young Palestinian had struggled his way up the ladder from cabin boy to waiter and from small ship to transoceanic liner. Dabir, who went by David, had worked aboard the Atlantic Princess II since her maiden voyage two years earlier. He took a proprietary sense of pride in the vessel that he'd never felt for his war-ravaged homeland.

Aside from his outgoing personality and gift for languages, Dabir excelled at his job because he understood people. He never forgot a name or a face. And he had a gift for predicting what people wanted sometimes before they even knew themselves. But the tall muscular man Dabir served on the sixth and final night of their journey perplexed the young waiter with his distinct but unreadable face. In spite of the man's piercing blue eyes, smooth face, and designer French clothes, Dabir had no doubt that he was a fellow Arab. He also suspected they shared the same sexual orientation, but Dabir was far too professional to ever flirt with a client, no matter how attractive.

Dabir had seen him only one other time in the seven-day passage. He wondered if he traveled with the silent, little bearded Arab man Dabir had once served lunch to, but they seemed a very unlikely and mismatched couple.

Bringing the enigmatic man an espresso after dinner, Dabir decided to satisfy his curiosity. "A good meal, yes?" Dabir asked in Arabic.

Though the man neither moved the cup from his lips nor changed a muscle in his face, his eyes burned into Dabir, sending a chill up the young waiter's spine. "Excuse me," the man said in English, "I do not understand what you have said."

"Oh, excuse me..." Dabir stuttered. "I thought you might speak Arabic, er, like me."

The man put his cup down slowly. "My father did," he said coolly. "But he left my mother and me when I was only two. After that, there was never much reason to learn Arabic in Marseille."

"Oh, I see," Dabir said, knowing there was nothing French about the man's accented English.

The man smiled slightly, which only intimidated the young waiter more. Dabir stood frozen on the spot until the man directed his pale eyes to the tables to his left. "I believe other guests need your service," he said.

Relieved, Dabir hurried away from the table.




WASHINGTON, D.C.



Only eight days had passed since the raid in Somalia, but Haldane felt as if months had gone by since Gwen and he escaped the crumbling wreckage.

The city--the entire country--had changed in the past week, as if the nation were holding its collective breath and bracing for the worst. Work shut down to essential services level. Most people avoided going out. And no one seemed to pay any attention to the fact that Christmas was only six days away.

But for all the collective angst, so far nothing had happened.

As he drove downtown, Haldane was struck by how few cars drove on the Beltway, which usually was clogged with traffic at all times of day, especially during the morning rush.

Like every day since their return from Somalia, Haldane, McLeod, and Clayton met at Savard's DHS office. As soon as Gwen's secretary dropped off the coffees and closed the door behind her, Gwen leaned back in her chair and ran a hand through her pulled-back blond hair. "We have the results from the CDC tests on the Gansu H3N2 strain found in the dead monkey."

"It's not good news, is it?" Haldane asked.

She shook her head. "No."

"Just how bloody bad?" McLeod asked, scratching at the beard that had grown even scragglier over the past week.

"One of the terrorists must have had significant microbiological expertise," Gwen said with a mix of awe and revulsion. "He or she managed to introduce sections of the Beijing Flu's genetic code into the Gansu Flu. The end result is the much more contagious H3N2 strain of Gansu Flu."

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Gwen!" McLeod said. "How much more contagious?"

"The results are preliminary ..." She looked down and shook her head. "But so far, it's measuring out to be about as contagious as the common cold."

Haldane felt as if he had been punched. He looked over to McLeod, whose face had blanched. Even Clayton's eyes were wide with worry.

McLeod turned to Haldane. "It's the return of the Spanish Flu," he said hoarsely.

"How bad was the Spanish Flu?" Clayton asked.

"It killed twenty million people in less than four months, at a time when the world had a third of its current population and had no air travel," McLeod said. "Overall, you might say it was fairly bad."

Clayton's brow furrowed. "And this terrorist virus could be the new Spanish Flu?"

"We're overdue." Haldane shrugged. "We always knew the next pandemic would come. It's just that no one suspected that anyone would deliberately initiate it."

Gwen leaned forward in her chair and placed both hands flat on her desktop. "No one has initiated anything, yet!" she said fiercely. "And I'm not about to sit back and let them."

The others, even McLeod, nodded.

Haldane looked over and noticed the way Clayton eyed Gwen. Noah recognized the admiration in his eyes. But somehow, the CIA man's feelings were less threatening to Noah now. It was as if their shared sentiment bonded them in common interest, like two people who shared a passion for the same music.

Haldane asked Clayton, "No word on Sabri or anyone else from the terrorist base?"

"All of the Agency's resources are directed to finding him, but so far nothing." Clayton sighed. "If he got out of that complex alive, then he's doing a damn good job of keeping a low profile."

McLeod looked at Gwen. "What about your friend's drug? Where does that stand?"

She pulled her hands from the desk and brought them to her temples. "The news isn't good there, either."

"Why? What's wrong?" Haldane asked. "The drug doesn't work against this new strain of the virus?"

"No, that's not the problem. It seems to work just as well." She started to work her temples again. "As you know, the early results with the Gansu Flu virus were very promising. Mortality was reduced from twenty-plus percent down to three percent in test monkeys."

"Bloody impressive!" McLeod said.

Gwen shrugged. "But then two of the monkeys who recovered from the virus went on to die from overwhelming hepatitis."

"Medication-related hepatitis?" Haldane asked.

Gwen shrugged "Too early to know."

"And none of the untreated monkeys developed hepatitis?" McLeod asked.

She shook her head.

"But, Gwen," Haldane said. "You told me earlier that there were no serious complications when the drug was tested in healthy animals and people."

"True." Gwen sighed. "This was exactly what Isaac feared. That if we jumped the gun, we would learn about the complications and side effects of his drug the hard way."

McLeod brushed the concern away with a sweep of his hand. "The same damn monkeys who died of hepatitis might well have died from the virus without treatment."

"Duncan's right." Haldane nodded. "If this drug reduces viral-related mortality tenfold but causes a small percentage of serious complications, then it's still a huge overall win for the average patient."

"But the FDA wouldn't see it that way." Gwen held up her palms. "And neither does the President Apparently, he remembers Gerald Ford's Swine Flu vaccine catastrophe of 1976. He has asked us not to proceed with production of the drug until we establish the scale of the hepatitis problem."

"That's crap!" McLeod snorted. "That could take months. And we might not have months."

Haldane stared at her for a long time. "Gwen, wouldn't you take your chances with this pill if you had the Gansu Flu?"

"In a heartbeat," McLeod answered for her.

Gwen considered the question for several moments and then nodded slowly. "I will talk to the President again."
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Haldane stopped packing his suitcase to watch his daughter play on the floor at the foot of the bed. Three days after Christmas, Chloe was still too distracted by the sheer volume of her toys to play with any single one of them.

Though it had been a tense apprehensive Christmas for her parents, Chloe was joyfully oblivious to the personal and global drama unfolding around her. Her parents worked hard to ensure that Chloe stayed unaware. They never discussed their impending separation in front of her. And they never watched the TV's twenty-four-hour coverage of the crisis while Chloe was around. Haldane hardly ever watched the news, because he had an inside track. He knew that no sign of the virus or terrorists had emerged in the two plus weeks since Operation Antiseptic.

Chloe jumped from toy to toy and changed her costume every few minutes. Finally, when the toys covered half of the floor in the bedroom, she abandoned them altogether and hopped onto the queen-size bed beside Noah's suitcase.

"Daddy, you just went away," Chloe said, bouncing on the bed. "Why do you have to go again?"

"This is a different trip, Chlo." Haldane smiled. "It's way better. You're going to get to see me all the time."

"How can I?" she asked.

"Because I'm only going a few blocks away," Haldane said. "You're going to come over lots. Some nights you'll have sleepovers with me. And other nights you'll stay here with Mommy."

She stopped bouncing. "Why don't you stay here, Daddy? Then I can spend every night with both of you."

Haldane felt his heart squeeze. He reached for his daughter and wrapped her in a big hug. "Ah, Chlo, it's a bit more complicated than that. But it will be okay. You'll see."

 

In what would have constituted a miracle three weeks earlier, Noah found a parking spot right in front of the trendy downtown Italian restaurant. Like many in the area, it had reopened its doors after Christmas for the first time in almost two weeks, indicating to Noah that people were starting to venture out again. While a small degree of normalcy was returning to life in Washington, the popular Washington nightspot was still no more than a third full.

Haldane was the first to arrive. He chose a table in the corner by the window. As soon as he reached his seat, he ordered a Heineken to help quell the butterflies that sprang to life in his stomach. His drink arrived at the same time Gwen did. Haldane flagged her over with a wave, but she had already spotted him.

She wore a silky white blouse with a dipping neckline, and black pants with a high waist that hugged her hips and accentuated her long, slim legs. She had let her unpinned blond hair fall down to her shoulders. While Noah had grown accustomed to seeing her dressed in business suits for the TV cameras she faced on a daily basis, he had never seen her in chic evening wear. He admired her feminine grace as she strode across the floor, but he suddenly felt awkward too, as if he had forgotten a step in the middle of a dance.

He rose to greet her with a kiss on the cheek, stealing a moment to inhale her fragrance.

After the waiter had brought her wine, Haldane shook his head and exhaled. "You look ... wow ... lovely." He smiled. "Too bad Duncan couldn't see you like this. He's an admirer, too."

"Thanks ... I think," she said. "Why couldn't Duncan join us tonight?"

"Primarily because he wasn't invited."

"I wasn't entirely sure why I was invited, either," she said with a playful smile. "Didn't you call it a working dinner?"

Haldane felt the butterflies flutter faster. "Oh, I just thought you might like to have dinner ... you know .. , just the two of us," he faltered.

She reached over and rested a hand on his. "I didn't know if this was business or..." She let the sentence hang unfinished.

Haldane enjoyed the warmth of her hand's caress. "It's mainly the 'or' part, but since you mentioned it, any news this afternoon?"

She let go of his hand, and Noah kicked himself for asking. "Hmmm," she said. "More problems in Atlanta with Isaac's drug."

"You mean about the media leak?" he said and then went on to explain: "I heard something on the radio on the way in."

"It makes me so mad! I guess they were bound to find out eventually, but it's way too early. Especially with the problems we're having." She looked down at her wineglass and twisted it by the stem. "The press doesn't seem to know too much, but it's only a matter of time."

Haldane nodded. "What's going on with the drug?"

"Not much change." She stilled her wineglass and looked up at Noah. "The risk of hepatitis runs at about two and a half percent, but that's overshadowed by how well it works in treating both strains of the Gansu Flu."

"How well does it work?" he asked.

"The death rates drop from twenty-five percent down to five percent in the treated group."

"Even factoring in the risk of hepatitis?" Haldane asked.

Gwen nodded. "So the pharmaceutical plant is up and running again. We should have some of the drug ready for distribution by week's end."

Haldane raised his half-empty beer glass. "Here's hoping it all goes to waste."

Her face softened and broke into a warm smile. "I'll drink to that," she said, and she tapped her glass against his.

"Two weeks and we haven't seen hide nor hair of The Brotherhood," Haldane said. "That has to bode well, right?"

"Let's hope," she said. "I think the country is collectively exhausted from living under the constant threat."

Haldane pointed around the room with his glass. "People are starting to get back to their normal lives."

Gwen shrugged. "I wouldn't call it normal."

"At least people are getting out of their houses," Haldane said. "Many have gone back to work. The borders have opened to some travel."

"Not much. The airports are zoos. Few international flights are getting in. And according to Ted, the DHS will maintain the level of alert at code red for the foreseeable future."

Haldane waved his hand. "Okay. No more talk of this. It's ruining my appetite."

"Fine by me." She picked up the menu in front of her. "Speaking of appetites ..."

They stuck to their agreement and didn't broach any work-related topics for the rest of the dinner, filling the time with happier small talk. When the meal came, Noah was impressed by Gwen's appetite. Most women he had dated never ate on a first date, but Gwen ate through four courses, including dessert. "How do you stay so thin?" he asked her, dropping his jaw in exaggerated amazement.

"I inherited my mom's metabolism. That and her blinding perfectionism." She sighed. "I know I'm lucky, but you have no idea how unpopular the combination of my hefty appetite and relatively lean weight made me with some of the girls at school." She laughed. "Of course, the perfectionism didn't help either."

Haldane reached over and took her hand in his, intertwining their fingers. "You seem pretty popular in our social circle."

She squeezed his hand, but her forehead creased in confusion. "We have a social circle?"

"A tiny little one when you throw in Duncan and Alex."

She laughed. "More like a square."

"Speaking of Alex ..." Haldane said.

She raised an eyebrow. "What about him?"

Haldane shrugged, feeling a touch embarrassed. "You two seem pretty close, is all."

Gwen viewed Noah for a moment, before speaking. "You're getting jealous on a first date? I knew you seemed a bit too perfect. Now the red flags are going up," she said but held onto his hand.

"That's not what I meant." Haldane laughed. "It's just that I don't want to get in the way of you two, you know?"

She pointed around the romantic restaurant and then to the two glasses still in front of them. "Aren't you kind of in his way now?" .

"I guess." He chuckled. "Look, I've tried my hardest to despise the guy, but for whatever reason, he's grown on me." He tried to muster his most valiant face. "If there is something between the two of you, I am happy to take a step back."

She smiled, but Noah suspected that she wasn't buying his routine. She pulled his hand up to her lips and kissed it. "Don't worry about Alex and me."

He realized she had evaded his question, but he didn't care. He enjoyed the feel of her warm breath and soft lips against his knuckles. He had already forgotten about Clayton.

After Haldane paid the bill, they walked hand-in-hand the half block to her Lexus. Standing by her driver's door, he said, "I wasn't sure you knew how to drive. I thought you just took stretch limos everywhere."

"Only to the White House," Gwen said, and stepped in closer to him so that her legs touched his.

He put an arm around her and pulled her nearer. He leaned his head in until his lips touched hers. Their first kiss was tentative. But when Gwen pressed forward again, her lips were wetter and parted. Pulling her tightly against him, Noah kissed her harder. When her lips parted further and her tongue brushed against the inside of his lips, arousal tore through him like a dam breaking.

He wanted nothing more than to tear off their clothes, to kiss every inch of her body, and to take her on the spot. Inside the car, outside in the freezing air, he didn't care. His desire for her swallowed him.

He knew he had to wait, but didn't know if he could so he kissed even deeper, releasing months of pent-up desire through his mouth, lips, and tongue.

 

Gwen felt giddy as she pulled away from the restaurant. It wasn't so much Noah's company--though between his charm and their desperately sensual kiss she would have gone home with him if he had asked--as having the opportunity to finally relax. She had been so wired up for what seemed like forever with the miserable Gansu virus that she had forgotten what it felt like to unwind and enjoy a night out without carrying the weight of the world.

Driving home through the sparse traffic, she barely listened to the news anchorman recite the same recycled stories of the past week. She only focused in when she heard her name mentioned. "But Dr. Gwen Savard, the country's Director of Counter-Bioterrorism, again refused to comment on rumors that the DHS is mass-producing a new drug to treat the Gansu Flu," the anchor said in a baritone rich with accusation. "In other news the reigning monarch of the oceans, the Atlantic Princess II, suffered her first blemish in two years at sea when a crewman was found murdered a day after the ship arrived in Miami. The twenty-three-year-old's body was found in the laundry, stabbed twice in the chest. His male partner, a fellow waiter, is being held for questioning--"

Not wanting to have her perfect mood deflated, she cut the anchorman off in midsentence and popped Joni Mitchell's Greatest Hits into the CD player. She belted out the words to "Big Yellow Taxi," happily burying the thoughts of hepatitis, viruses, and terrorists.

She was still singing when she pulled into the underground garage of her condominium complex. She opened the security gate with the remote and circled down the three levels to her parking spot. She pulled into her spot and cut off the ignition to her car.

She picked up her purse and began to climb out but then remembered her cell phone. She reached into the glove compartment and pulled it out. Deciding to check her voice mails on the way up, she closed it in her palm and climbed out of the car.

The fluorescent light still flickered a light glow above her parking stall as always, but now two more fluorescent lights had burned out so the lower level was cast in near darkness, lit by a solitary lightbulb over the elevator and stairwell.

She stepped carefully in her heeled boots, realizing that she was gambling with her ankle in the dimness of the parking lot. Halfway from her car to the stairwell, she thought she heard a noise behind her and assumed one of her neighbors had pulled in to the level above. She stopped and listened, but heard nothing. She turned and walked faster to the elevator.

When she got to the elevator, she pressed the call button but it didn't light up. She tried it with two harder pushes but was rewarded with nothing. Annoyed, she turned for the door to the stairwell. Gazing through the small glass cut in the steel door, she noticed that the stairwell's light had burned out, too.

She glanced around the garage again, listening for the earlier noise, as the mounting coincidences grew more difficult to explain. Her palms dampened. She dug around in her purse before realizing that she had left the small can of bear spray in her "day" handbag.

She stood outside the door, vacillating. She considered climbing back in her car and driving out front of the building, but the thought struck her as paranoid. She took a big breath and yanked the door open to the dark stairwell.

When the door closed behind her, she had to grab on to the handrail to lead her up the stairs. She climbed the first five steps tentatively, more concerned about twisting her ankle than out of alarm. She reached the first landing, stopped, and listened for a moment.

Nothing.

Just as she rounded the comer to take the next step, she felt sudden pain in her teeth. Her mouth filled with the taste of leather. At the same moment, an arm wrapped around her chest and pulled her backward until she almost fell. Something hard pressed through her coat into the small of the back. She knew it was a gun.

"Do not speak, Dr. Savard," a voice whispered in her ear. "Or you die here."

She stood motionless, her mind racing.

"Take me to your car," the whisperer said. "Now!"

Suddenly he spun her in the opposite direction. He released her from his grip but only to shove her forward. She almost stumbled down the stairs before regaining her footing. With the gun jammed into her back, she walked slowly and deliberately. With each step, she brought her hand closer to her waist.

"Faster!" the whisperer urged.

She reached the last step of the stairs. Realizing it would be brighter as soon as she stepped out of the stairwell, she feared she might miss her opportunity. With her next stride, she pulled her thick belt back with her thumb and tucked her tiny cell phone down the front of her pants behind the belt and inside of her underwear's waistband.

"Open the door!"

She reached her now-empty hand forward and opened the stairwell's metal door. He shoved her through it and out into the garage. In the dim light, prodded with the push of the gun barrel, she walked faster toward her car. When she reached the car, she felt a tug on her shoulder as her purse was yanked from her.

She heard him rummaging through the purse and then heard her keys jingle. The car's lights flashed twice as her abductor unlocked the door with the remote. "Open the back door!"

She pulled open the door to the rear seat. Rather than climb in, she wheeled to face her abductor and was met by the sight of his implacable face and intense, light eyes. Her eyes skipped from the gun in his left hand to the object in his right. Seeing only the needle, it took her a moment to realize that it was attached to a syringe.

Instinctively, she pulled back, but it was too late. His hand flew at her, and she felt a sharp sting in her left shoulder. With a huge shove from his other hand, she flew backward through the open door into the backseat, slamming her head against the seat-belt buckle.

Lying on the cold leather, she was overcome by nausea. The car's interior whirled. She swam on the seat. Her eyelids felt heavy. A faint taste of vanilla replaced the leather. She fought to stay conscious, willing her body to resist whatever she had been injected with, but the taste grew stronger.

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't stave off the encroaching blackness.
  



CHAPTER 40





DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY, NEBRASKA AVENUE CENTER, WASHINGTON D.C.



Haldane was the first to arrive at the DHS building. Gwen's secretary, Arlene, led him into Savard's office and brought him a fresh coffee. She passed it to him with a warm smile, and Noah wondered for a fleeting irrational moment if Arlene had heard about his date with her beloved boss.

Why would it matter? he wondered. Despite his lasting buzz from their promising kiss, Haldane couldn't shake the nagging guilt. Maybe he wasn't ready yet. As he wrestled those thoughts, Alex Clayton strode into the room dressed in an entirely black ensemble from jacket to shoes, which only Clayton could pull off. "Noah." He nodded. "How are you? Did you have a good dinner?"

Haldane knew that he was not imagining the recognition in Clayton's eyes. "Fine," he said without elaborating. "You?"

Clayton shrugged. "Dinner alone in front of the basketball game."

They fell into an awkward silence, broken when McLeod burst into the room. Without acknowledging Haldane or Clayton, he called over his shoulder, "Arlene, dear, I'm home."

Soon, the young homely secretary walked in bearing more coffees and a big smile for McLeod.

McLeod winked at her. "Ah, Arlene, if you were ten years older and not American ..." Haldane knew he added the last few words for Clayton's benefit.

Clayton rolled his eyes.

McLeod looked from Haldane to Clayton. "Where's our gorgeous leader?"

"She must have had a late night," Clayton said and fired a glance at Haldane.

When they had finished their coffees without any sign of Gwen, Haldane reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone. He tried her cell number but reached her voice mail after five rings. "Gwen, we're waiting in your office, give me a call if you get this." He hung up and dialed her home phone number and left the same message for her.

Haldane put away his phone and held up his palms. "Well?"

Clayton checked his watch. "I've got to get back to Langley in just over half an hour. The Director's called an urgent meeting."

"Why?" Haldane asked. "A development?"

Clayton looked from McLeod to Haldane, and Noah had the feeling he was weighing whether or not to trust them. "I was going to wait for Gwen, but ..." He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two folded pages.

Clayton opened the first page and laid it out on the table in front of them. A photocopy, the Arabic letters on it were written in perfect penmanship.

Haldane and McLeod both leaned forward for a closer look. "What is it?" Haldane asked, alarms sounding in his head.

"We heard from the Egyptians late last night," Clayton said. "Apparently, Abdul Sabri sent this letter to his former commanding officer in the Egyptian Special Forces. The one who overlooked him for promotion."

"When?" Haldane tapped the page with a finger.

"It was postmarked the day after Operation Antiseptic, but as best we can assess it was sent the day before the raid."

Haldane took little consolation in knowing that the letter alone did not confirm Sabri lived through Operation Antiseptic. "Where was it sent from?" he asked.

"Cairo."

McLeod picked it up for a closer look. "What does it say?"

Clayton unfolded the second page, which bore an English translation, and placed it on top of the original text.

Haldane read the letter silently.

General,

For twenty years, I served loyally in your army. I performed every order I ever received. I accomplished every mission you or your designates ever set for me. I excelled where others would not have dared try.

Never questioning my orders, I fought the faithful of the Jihad. And on behalf of you and your illegitimate regime, I tortured and killed them. For which I am destined as you are to spend eternity in the fiery lake of hell.

For all of that, you rewarded my service, my sacrifice, with nothing but neglect and shame. Now you will learn that there is a price for your insult.

When your great ally, America, withers and collapses to her soulless knees because of me, you will see what happens. The faithful will rise up and restore Allah to His rightful seat of power in Egypt and elsewhere. They will quickly dispatch you and your kind to your special place in hell. And you will go there knowing that Abdul Sabri played a role in sending you.





Haldane read the letter over, while McLeod whistled. "I'm no psychotherapist, but I think the old major might have a few wee unresolved issues."

No one laughed.

"'When your great ally, America, withers and collapses to her soulless knees,'" Haldane quoted. "That doesn't sound like someone who ever intended to negotiate."

"True" Clayton said, folding up the pages and tucking them back into his pocket. "Sabri always planned on releasing the virus."

"Or still plans to," McLeod said with a disconsolate nod.

"It has been over two weeks," Haldane said, trying to convince himself as much as the others.

"Two weeks, two months, two years?" McLeod banged the table once with his fist. "If he's still alive and has the supervirus what does it matter to him? Shite, the world can't stay on guard forever. He will get his chance."

Clayton shook his head angrily. "Not if we find Major Sabri first."

"A damn good idea, Clayton," McLeod grumbled.

They sat around in despondent silence for five more minutes. Clayton glanced at his watch. "I can't wait for Gwen any longer. I have to go."

"Thanks for sharing the letter with us, Alex," Haldane said genuinely. "We'll update Gwen when she gets here." Haldane checked his own watch, which read 10:15 A.M. "At least, you don't have to worry about getting to Langley. There's still no traffic out there."

As Clayton buttoned up his overcoat, he said, "I don't know about that. Every morning there are more and more cars on the road. People are getting back to their routines."

"Yeah," McLeod agreed. "I even heard that the New Year's celebration at Times Square is on for tomorrow night."

"They're going ahead with it?" Haldane asked.

Clayton stopped buttoning his jacket.

"I heard something on the radio this morning," McLeod said. "I don't think it's the official celebration, but a bunch of New Yorkers are doing their usual, defiant screw-you-terrorists routine. We're going to party in spite of you buggers! They're expecting a big turnout, too."

Haldane looked at Clayton. "People come from all over the States for New Year's Eve at Times Square," he said, not bothering to mask the alarm in his voice.

Clayton nodded gravely. "I know."

"The reason the Spanish Flu took off like it did was because the soldiers from World War I were decommissioned in France right as the virus hit," Haldane said. They took it back home with them. What if tomorrow at Times Square ..."

"We won't allow this party to happen," Clayton said definitively. "Simple as that."

McLeod rubbed his beard with his palm. "Just exactly how do you stop an unofficial party?"

"Don't underestimate us, Duncan," Clayton grunted. "Sometimes we can accomplish things without all the usual red tape."

"You mean like the Bay of Pigs?" McLeod grunted.

Before Clayton could answer, Gwen's phone rang. "Maybe that's her," he said reaching for the receiver. "Hello, Dr. Savard's office."

Clayton listened a moment. "No, she is not here." A pause. "Alex Clayton, Deputy Director of Operations for the CIA."

"What?" Clayton's eyes went wide and the color drained from his face. "Where?"

Haldane stood from his seat. "Alex ..." But Clayton waved him back with a hand.

"Okay," Clayton said. "You call Moira Roberts, the Deputy Director of the FBI, and tell her I told you to. And you call me if you hear anything, anything at all," Clayton said, giving three numbers where he could be reached before hanging up his cell.

Clayton looked slowly from McLeod to Haldane. "The police found Gwen's car this morning at a gas station in Maryland," he said calmly. "There was blood on the backseat."

 

Gwen felt a vibration against her abdomen under her belt. Nauseous and disoriented, she opened her eyes and squinted through the light. The room smelt musty from mothballs. Springs dug into her back. When she tried to roll over, neither her legs nor her arms would cooperate. With each wiggle, she felt the straps dig tighter into her ankles and wrists.

Anxiety welled in her chest, but she willed herself calm, realizing that panic would be a grave waste of energy.

The cell phone tucked in her waistband stopped vibrating.

She raised her head and looked around the room. The green paint on the walls was peeling. Moldy curtains covered a small row of dirty windows, but the gray light from outside leaked through and around them. The electric radiator hummed loudly.

Though her mind was still bleary from whatever she had been given, she began to put the pieces together. Judging from the metal cot she was bound to, she suspected she was in the bedroom of a cheap motel, possibly the kind with individual cabins.

The sense of orientation helped hold her nerves in check even when she felt the sharpness in her left arm and looked down to see the intravenous cannula sticking out of her elbow's crease. She focused her memory on the face and eyes she had seen in her garage. She had no doubt they belonged to the man whose picture ran constantly on CNN. Abdul Sabri.

She looked up from her arm with a sudden start to see Abdul Sabri standing in the doorway. He took a few more silent steps toward her and stopped by the edge of her cot. In jeans and a collared shirt, he towered above her. His smooth face was blank, but his opaque blue eyes fixed on her intently.

"You have woken, Dr. Savard," Sabri said in a thick but clear Arabic accent.

"Where am I?" Gwen asked.

"It does not matter," Sabri said.

"Why did you kidnap me?" she demanded.

"I wanted to talk with you," he said.

"Why?" she snapped, feeling more violated than scared.

"You are the Director of Counter-Bioterrorism," he spoke the word slowly, cautious with his pronunciation. "I am a bioterrorist. It only makes sense."

"Nothing you do makes sense," she said, and struggled vainly against her bindings.

Sabri seemed to consider her point for several moments and then he nodded. "To you, maybe no. To me, it makes perfect sense."

Realizing how futile her resistance was, Gwen decided to change tacks. "Explain it to me then," she said in a more diplomatic tone.

"I do not think I can," he said, and then his face creased into a very slight smile. "I did not bring you here to talk politics."

"I would really like to know," Gwen said, trying to imagine a way of getting access to the phone tucked under her waistband.

Sabri shook his head once. "I want to know about your new drug. The one the reporters are talking about on the television."

"I wish we had one." Gwen shrugged her bound arms. "It is just a rumor the media has started."

Not a single muscle moved on his face, but his eyes darkened and Gwen could feel the threat as if he were still pointing his gun at her. "I do not believe you, Dr. Savard."

"I am sorry," Gwen said, and swallowed away the bitter taste in her mouth. "What do you want me to say?"

Motionless, he studied her for a long time. His silence was somehow more menacing than anything he had said or done to this point. "It is of no consequence," he said finally. "Let us move on. I would like to hear about your disaster planning."

"What do you mean?" She grimaced.

"A city such as New York, for example," Sabri said. "You must have a plan for dealing with an outbreak. Is that correct?"

"Every city in the country has a disaster plan," she said, calculating how much she needed to share with him to sound as if she was telling the truth. "There are public health officials in each city responsible for nothing but dealing with natural disasters."

"Yes, of course," Sabri said with a nod. "Is there a plan for the Gansu virus?"

Gwen shuffled on the cot, but the ligatures only dug deeper. "You want to know the specific plan for every major city in the States for dealing with the Gansu Flu?"

"No." Sabri breathed slowly, and Gwen sensed the frustration behind his placid exterior. "If the virus comes to New York," he said, "will the ports, roads, and airports be closed as soon as one person becomes sick?"

"We don't deal with epidemics by shutting down a city," she said, though the latest revised draft of the ERPBA called for exactly those measures. "We would send out warnings of course and ask people not to travel. If someone became ill, we would quarantine that person and his or her contacts. The rest is up to local authorities," she lied.

He viewed her for several moments without responding. Then he looked over his shoulder and called out something in Arabic.

A moment later, a bearded, pudgy man walked into the room. He was dressed in a cheap, ill-fitting gray suit with white shirt and an overly wide black tie. Sweat dripped down from his brow and his exposed shirt had patches of wetness soaked through. He avoided eye contact with Gwen; instead his small dark eyes darted around the room as if looking for a small pet that had escaped.

Gwen's anxiety broke through the tethers of her determination when she saw the long needle and syringe in the fat man's hand.

Sabri said something to the man in Arabic.

The man walked toward Gwen. He stopped at the side of the bed. As he stooped forward to move the needle near the intravenous cannula in her arm, Gwen squirmed wildly on the cot but gained nothing from the effort except more wrist pain. The fat man slid the needle into the cannula, but his thumb rested still on the syringe's plunger.

"This is Dr. Aziz," Sabri said, nodding at the man. "He is going to help us."

"Help us how?" Gwen asked, breathing very rapidly.

"I want to go over your answers again, Dr. Savard," Sabri said.

She fought to control the hyperventilation. "What's he giving me?"

"Something to relax you," Sabri said.

"If you want me relaxed, untie me," Gwen snarled at her captor. "What's in the damn syringe?"

Sabri pointed at the syringe. "That is thiopental sodium. I think you call it truth serum." He nodded to the fat man and said something in Arabic.

Gwen's heart slammed against her chest as she watched Aziz depress the plunger of the syringe.

Her eyelids felt heavy. Seconds later, she felt herself float free of the bed.
  



CHAPTER 41





WOODMORE, MARYLAND



Sitting in the passenger seat of Clayton's black Lincoln, Haldane paid no attention to the sights flying by his window or the hooting horns and screeching brakes of the other cars they cut off as Clayton raced them out of Washington and into Maryland. Instead he sat still in the passenger seat, staring at his feet, seething with anger and worry.

Eighteen minutes after leaving Washington, on a trip that normally would have taken forty, the sedan swung into the gas station's parking lot, which overflowed with police cars, crime-scene vans, and other vehicles.

Abandoning the car in the lot's driveway, Clayton jumped out, leaving the door open behind him. Haldane and McLeod piled out after him. They elbowed their way through the throngs of police, technicians, and other government officials to get to where Gwen's navy Lexus sat in the far comer of the lot. A team of crime-scene investigators buzzed around it.

Just before they reached the car, a dowdy woman with a short bob and a plain black pantsuit waved to Clayton. "Alex!" she called.

Haldane and McLeod followed Clayton as he hurried over to where the woman stood by the gas pumps. He pointed to her. "Moira Roberts, FBI Deputy Director." He swung a finger over to the others. "Drs. Noah Haldane and Duncan McLeod with the WHO."

When Roberts flashed Clayton a look suggesting she wasn't thrilled to see two civilians at the crime scene, Clayton said, "They're okay. They work with Gwen. Tell us what you know."

"Of course, I'm only here in an administrative capacity, but I believe I'm up-to-date with the investigation," Roberts said.

Clayton rolled his hand in a get-on-with-it gesture.

"The car was abandoned in the lot some time after midnight when the gas station closed," Roberts said with a troubled frown. "According to the clerk there was another car, a gray sedan, parked in the space right beside it when he closed up last night. We're presuming that whoever abducted her--"

"It's not whoever," McLeod cut in. "It's Abdul bloody Sabri!"

Roberts folded her arms across her chest. "There is no proof that her abduction is even related to the bioterrorist conspiracy."

"Stupid me, jumping to conclusions!" McLeod grunted. "Short of finding a burnt American flag and effigy of the President hanging from the rearview mirror, what sort of proof--"

"Enough," Clayton growled. "You were saying, Moira ..."

"We believe that the kidnapper or kidnappers must have moved Dr. Savard from her own car into the gray sedan, though we have no eyewitnesses to that effect."

Roberts's by-the-book manner fueled Haldane's impatience. He snapped his fingers. "They said something about blood on the backseat?" he demanded.

She nodded. "There is a blood trail, more of a smear really, along the backseat," she said matter-of-factly. "That's why we're confident Dr. Savard was moved."

Noah wanted to shake Roberts by her lapels. "How much blood?"

"Oh." Roberts waved away his concern with her hand. "Not that much. It's consistent with a cut, for example a scalp laceration."

"Anything else?" Clayton asked.

"We've set up roadblocks over a fifty-mile radius. And we've got our helicopters looking for cars that match the description of the gray sedan." She pointed to the technicians working on Gwen's car and in the field behind. "We're scouring the scene." She paused and viewed them with a look that bordered on sympathy. "It's very early in the investigation. We should have more to go on, soon."

"Okay, who is the lead agent--" Clayton started to ask, when Roberts held up a hand to interrupt him. She reached into her jacket pocket and answered the cell phone without it audibly ringing.

Something twigged in Haldane. Watching her talk, he felt on the verge of a breakthrough, but for several agonizing seconds it refused to surface.

Then it hit him like a slap.

He wheeled and ran over to the three crime-scene technicians working on Gwen's car. Ignoring the bloodstain on the backseat, he tapped the shoulder of the technician kneeling under the steering wheel. "Yes?" the technician said tersely. "What is it?"

"A cell phone?" Haldane breathed.

"I don't have one," the guy said. "There's a pay phone over--"

"No!" Haldane cut him off. "Did you find a cell phone in this car?"

"No. No cell phone in here."

Haldane turned around to find Clayton and McLeod staring at him as if he had lost his mind. "Come with me," he said. He led them a few yards away from the car until they were out of earshot of the others. "Listen, Gwen's cell phone is not in the car."

"So?" Clayton shrugged. "You tried her on it earlier, there was no answer."

"Exactly!" Haldane said. "There was no answer, but it rang. If it was turned off, it would have gone straight to her voice mail without ringing."

After a moment, Clayton's eyes widened. "Son of a bitch! Maybe she still has it on her?"

McLeod threw up his hands. "So it rang? So it's still on her? Big bloody deal! If she can't get to it what help will it be?"

"You explain," Clayton said to Haldane. "I'm going to call Langley to trace it." He pulled his own cell phone out of his jacket and stepped away in search of a quieter spot.

Looking bewildered, McLeod turned to Haldane. "What's going on, Noah?"

"Newer cell phones are all equipped with GPS chips," Haldane said.

McLeod shook his head. "Meaning?"

"GPS chips are ultra-accurate homing devices, Haldane said, tapping the side of his temple with a finger. "So if the phone is turned on, the service provider can track down its whereabouts to within a few feet."

"Shite! That's invasion of privacy!" McLeod said, but his lips broke into a crooked smile. "Haldane, let's pray she hung on to that wee phone of hers."

Without exchanging another word they turned and watched Clayton, who stood twenty feet away with a hand covering one ear and his phone to the other. Arms at his sides, Haldane tried to pump the apprehension out through his fists, but it was of little help. Come on, come on, we need this one! he repeated to himself in what was as close as he came to a prayer.

Two long minutes later, Clayton pulled the phone from his ear and jogged back over to where they stood waiting. "Well?" Haldane asked before the CIA man even reached them.

Clayton flashed a quick thumbs-up sign. "We've tracked the phone. It's at a place called The Quiet Slumber Motel, just outside of Jessup, Maryland."

Noah felt a wave of elation. "How far?"

"About thirty miles north," Clayton said.

Haldane reached over and laid a hand on Clayton's shoulder. "Alex, are we going to tell Moira?"

"We should," he said, but his expression appeared less certain.

"What will they do?" Haldane asked.

"The FBI can be so by the numbers." Clayton shook his head. "They'll want to stake out the place. Organize a coordinated assault."

"Which could take time," Haldane pointed out.

"Hours," Clayton murmured.

Noah squeezed Clayton's shoulder before removing his hand. "Time Gwen might not have, Alex."

"I know." Clayton nodded. "But they have the resources to launch an assault. We don't have three guns between us."

Noah wasn't dissuaded. "But, Alex, we've got the advantage of surprise."

Looking uncharacteristically solemn, McLeod nodded. "The people who abducted her think nothing of taking their own lives. If they got so much as a whiff of a police ambush ..."

Clayton's jaw clenched and his face hardened into a look of sheer determination. He glanced from Haldane to McLeod. "If and when we need help, we'll call in the FBI," he said definitively. "Let's go get her."

 

Clayton drove by the dumpy little motel two miles outside of Jessup without even slowing down. Haldane had seen a thousand roadside motels like The Quiet Slumber, but he had never bothered to study one so intently.

Built backing onto the woods of a campground, it consisted of several individual wood cabins. Haldane counted twelve of them, but it was possible there were a few hidden behind the ones facing the road.

Clayton pulled the car into the gravel driveway of the campground two blocks behind the motel. The campground had been shut down for the winter and theirs was the only car in the lot. Staying in his seat, Clayton pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number.

"Megan, the cell I told you to run," he said into the receiver. "Can you give me exact coordinates?" He paused. "Yeah, the motel complex has twelve cabins, can you pull it up on the map? I need to know which cabin." He waited several seconds. "Okay, from the northeast corner, right?" Another pause. "Megan, there's no room for error. You're certain?" he asked. "Good. I owe you a big one."

Turning to the other two, Clayton frowned. "Okay, they're in the very last cabin we passed. Makes sense. It's the most remote and protected of the bunch." He reached for his door handle. "We're on foot from here."

After they climbed out of the car, Clayton walked around the back of his car and popped the trunk. Reaching under the mat where the spare tire was stored, he pulled out a small metal briefcase. He closed the trunk. He glanced over either shoulder, then laid the briefcase on the trunk and opened the case's latch with a key from his key ring.

Inside, foam padding separated pieces of metal. As soon as Haldane recognized the components of handguns, he felt the adrenaline leak into his system.

Clayton glanced at the other two. "Neither of you are armed, I assume?"

Haldane shook his head, while McLeod just sighed.

Clayton reached for the smaller gun. He grabbed a cartridge and clipped it into the handle. Then he grabbed the gun by the muzzle and held it out, handle-first, to Haldane and McLeod. "Glock 17. Nine-mm," he said. "Lightweight and idiot-proof. I only have the one extra. Has either of you fired a gun?"

"Point of clarification, I'm from Scotland not bleeding Texas!" McLeod said.

"I've fired a .38 caliber at the range a few times," Haldane said.

"You win." Clayton handed the gun to Haldane.

Haldane swung it in his hand, surprised by how light the weapon felt.

"Straightforward double action, semi-automatic," Clayton explained. "No safety. Squeeze and fire. Clip holds seventeen bullets. If you hold the trigger down, it will fire every two seconds."

Haldane nodded, still amazed at how weightless the weapon felt in his hand.

Clayton turned back to the briefcase. He assembled another gun, which came in more parts than the Glock 17. Just as Haldane thought Clayton was through, he reached for one last piece and screwed what Noah assumed was a silencer onto the tip of the barrel. Clayton pushed his jacket out of the way, and tucked the gun into his belt at the back of his waist.

Haldane did the same.

"The huge advantage we have here is that not only is Sabri not expecting us, he wouldn't recognize us," Clayton said. "But if he or they are watching, and I assume he is, a group of three men approaching the motel would look highly suspicious." He looked to Haldane. "You have your phone?"

Haldane pulled it out of his pocket and held it up.

Clayton reached for his. "Okay, keep my number on redial, I'll do the same with yours. I'll go ahead. Give me a five-minute head start and then meet me on the near side of the third to last cabin. You got it? The third to last!"

 

Gwen awoke to discover that her mouth was a kiln. She licked her lips and smacked her gums, desperate for saliva. Even before she opened her eyes, the sharp pressure at her wrists and ankles told her that she was still tied to the cot.

When she opened her eyes, everything in the room was encircled by a faint halo. Even Abdul Sabri. Hovering over her, he was shrouded in a bluish white light, making him look like a huge angel. The angel of death, she thought bleakly. She blinked hard, and when she opened her eyes again Sabri had shed his divine shadow.

"What happened?" she asked hoarsely, while trying to focus her thoughts into some kind of plan.

"You were more helpful after thiopental sodium, Dr. Savard," Sabri said in an expressionless tone that matched his face perfectly.

"What did I tell you?" she asked.

He shrugged slightly. "Enough."

She paused and swallowed again against her parched lips. She knew she needed to act soon if she were to stand a chance. "What will you do with me now?" she asked.

"You will know soon." He turned and began walking for the door.

She could feel her cell phone digging into her abdomen below the waistband of her underwear. "Major, I have to use the bathroom," she said.

Halfway to the door he stopped and looked over his shoulder, but he didn't say a word.

"I mean, I really have to go, now," she said.

He shrugged again. "So go."

"That's not very dignified," Gwen said. "I thought you had more class than that."

He started for the door again.

"That is how you would treat a woman?" she yelled after him. "Your religion preaches that as acceptable?"

He stopped at the doorway without turning.

Gwen felt a flicker of hope, as he seemed to vacillate, shifting from one foot to the other.

Then he turned slowly toward her. But when he faced her again, in his right hand she saw the glint from a long serrated blade.

 

For an anxious moment, standing with his back pressed against the peeling paint of the dilapidated old cabin, two over from the one supposedly housing Gwen, Haldane wondered if they had misunderstood Clayton, or worse, if something had already happened to him. "Where are you, Alex?" Haldane mouthed, making no sound but his breath misted in the cold air.

Silently, Clayton rounded the comer to meet them. "Gwen's alive," he whispered tersely, and Haldane felt a flood of relief. "But she's in four-point restraints on a cot in the second bedroom. There's at least two terrorists with her. Sabri and a squat, bearded guy.

"In the window by the front door, there's a gap below the curtains where I could see in." Clayton bent down and picked up a stick. He scratched out a rough floor plan of the cabin in the dirt. "On the right side the door leads into the living room, which is separated from the kitchen behind by half of a wall and a counter." He marked an X by the line marking the countertop. "The fat one was in the kitchen. Sabri was just coming out of the bedroom." He tapped the left side of the cabin. "The empty master bedroom faces front, but on the back side is the room where they're keeping Gwen. There are two windows high up--I had to stand on an old box to see in--but Gwen was tied to the cot. She looked ... drugged. But she's definitely alive."

"So what do we do?" McLeod whispered.

"We wait and watch." Clayton nodded. "And if need be, we go in."

"That's your whole plan?" McLeod whispered, unimpressed.

Clayton smiled. "I'm CIA, remember? When we start planning, we end up with the Bay of Pigs." His expression stiffened. He held his phone out for McLeod. "Duncan, I need you to take up the post around back of the cabin. There's no door to get in and out and the windows are too small to climb through, but I want you to keep an eye on Gwen through the window. If anything happens, you call us. Just hit the redial button."

McLeod accepted the phone and nodded.

"Wait here two minutes after we leave and then walk quietly around the back. I left the old box under the window." Clayton turned to Haldane with a confident nod. "We're going to take up the post out front."

"What about the FBI?" Haldane asked.

"I just spoke to Moira," Clayton said. "They're on the way."

Clayton took off his coat and dumped it on the ground, leaving just his black suit jacket on. Waving for Haldane to follow, he dashed around back of the third cabin. Stooped low, he ran below the level of the high windows on the back of the cabin. He stopped at the far comer of the cabin one over from their target and waited for Haldane.

With his hands, Clayton indicated how he wanted them to circle around the far side of the cabin to get to the window in front. He counted down from three with his fingers. Hunched low, they dashed past the box in front of the window to Gwen's room and kept going until they rounded the comer and reached the far wall.

Feeling winded, more from the stress than the short run, Haldane panted while Clayton peered around the comer.

Clayton pulled his gun out from his waistband and nodded for Haldane to do the same, and then he squatted down to his knees. When Haldane pulled the gun out of his belt, it suddenly felt much more substantial and it trembled slightly in his hand.

Clayton crept around the comer of the building and stopped after six or seven feet. He raised his hands off the ground and stared through the lower edge of the window before waving Haldane over to join him.

Haldane crawled forward until he reached him. Slowly, he brought his head up to the same level as Clayton's and stared into the dark living room through the half-inch gap between the curtain and the bottom of the window. The chubby, bearded man paced nervously beside the kitchen counter with a pistol tucked into his waist. Haldane scanned over the rest of the kitchen and living room but saw no sign of Sabri.

Haldane's heart thumped against his ribs. "Where?" he mouthed to Clayton.

Clayton shook his head once.

Startled, Haldane suddenly felt his pocket vibrate silently. He dug a hand inside and grabbed his phone. Recognizing Clayton's number on the call display, he brought it up to his ear. "Duncan?" he whispered.

"A knife!" McLeod whispered hysterically.

"What?"

"Sabri. Knife. Going for Gwen." McLeod rushed the choppy whispers.

Haldane dropped the phone and spun to Clayton. "Sabri's going after Gwen with a knife."

Clayton nodded calmly. "Stay at the door and cover me in the room. Got it?" he whispered.

Haldane nodded.

Clayton counted down again with his fingers. On zero, he took two squatted steps forward and then shot bolt upright in front of the door. Haldane crawled to join him, just as McLeod scurried around the comer waving his arms frantically. "No. No!" McLeod breathed. "It's okay. You don't need to go!"

But Clayton was already in motion.

Elbows locked, he pointed his gun with two hands at the door. The barrel flinched twice, emitting two brief hisses, and then Clayton kicked the door with a heavy blow from his right foot. No sooner had his foot reached the ground than he dove through the now-open doorway.

Haldane scrambled to his feet and stood at the door with his Glock held ready. He peered into the room just in time to see the fat man whirl to face the door. The man reached for his pistol and started to scream something, when suddenly he flew back against the kitchen counter. Eyes open wide, the man slid down against the wall below the counter, leaving a bloodstain behind him, and then toppled forward in a crumpled heap.

 

As Sabri approached her with his huge knife swaying in front of him, Gwen was overcome with calm. She resolved not to say a word to him. She would not let him cheat her of a dignified death.

He knelt down by her cot, holding his knife inches from her head. His pale eyes burned into hers and she could feel his warm sterile breath on her face. She turned her head away from his and closed her eyes, wondering whether to expect intense pain or nothing at all when the blow came.

She held her breath. Nothing.

When moments later she felt a tugging at her left ankle and her leg suddenly released, she shot her head over to see Sabri cutting through the other bindings.

Before freeing her wrists, he glanced at her. "You cooperate or you die," he said coolly. Then he cut through the last of the ties.

She sat up unsteadily on the bed.

Just as she rose to her feet, she heard the sound of the door bursting open. Before she could react, Sabri grabbed her by the hair and yanked her to her feet in one painful jerk. He wrapped his knifed hand around her neck until the edge dug into the skin just below her jaw. "One move, you die!" he spat as he pushed her forward.

She heard a shrill male scream something in Arabic, followed by a heavy thud.

Sabri carried her by the neck as he ran with her out of the bedroom. As soon as they rounded the corner, Gwen saw Clayton standing in the middle of the shabby living room. His gun was trained right on them.

Sabri stopped.

"It's okay, Gwen," Clayton said evenly, and then he spoke to Sabri. "Put her down, now, Major Sabri. It's over." His gun held perfectly still.

"Yes, over," Sabri repeated and she could feel his breath on her ear. "I will die and you will lose your Director of Counter-Bioterrorism." He jabbed the blade tighter against Gwen's neck, until she felt a sharp sting, realizing her skin had been cut.

"Let her go!" Clayton insisted.

"Put your gun down or she dies now," Sabri said.

Clayton faltered.

"Now!" Sabri hissed.

Clayton backed up away from them several steps until he was near the entryway. That was the first time Gwen noticed Noah at the doorway with only his head, hand, and gun poking through.

The sharp pressure tightened at Gwen's neck. At the same moment, she felt Sabri's other hand digging around behind her back.

Clayton slowly lowered his gun to his side. "I'm putting it down," he said.

Suddenly Gwen realized that Sabri now held a new weapon behind her back. His gun. She opened her mouth to yell, "Alex--" when she was abruptly shoved heavily forward into the wall.

Reality shifted. Everything slowed down for Gwen.

Her shoulder slammed painfully against the wall. She looked up in time to see Clayton spin and stagger backward as a spray of blood arced out of the left side of his chest. He dropped to his knees and then fell backward in the entryway.

She looked over at Sabri. A pistol had replaced his knife. And he fired three more shots at the doorway.

 

When Clayton swiveled and collapsed at his feet, Noah glanced down for a split second. At the same moment, the wood beside his head erupted in a shower of splinters, and he heard three more loud bangs.

Noah yanked his head back out the doorway. On the other side from him, McLeod was on his knees, risking exposure as he pulled Clayton's bleeding body out of the cabin by his legs.

Clayton's eyes were half-shut and blood leaked between his lips. When his head turned and his glassy eyes found Haldane's, he implored, "End it now, Noah!" He sputtered and the air filled as if his breath had frozen red.

Haldane poked his head out around the corner again. Sabri was wrestling Gwen into a headlock. When Sabri looked up to see Haldane, he fired another shot, and Noah felt the bullet whistle by his head.

Haldane raised his Glock, aiming. His finger froze on the trigger, wavering as to whether he had a clear shot without hitting Gwen. In his moments of hesitation, Sabri dragged Gwen back into the kitchen and down behind the countertop.

Haldane felt a surge of fury rip through him.

His gun leading the way, he strode forward into the living room, moving out to his left.

Just as he penetrated deep enough into the room to see around the edge of the counter, the glass on the painting frame behind him smashed and another bang echoed in the room.

He dropped to a crouch. Not breathing, he inched forward to get another glimpse of the kitchen. Seeing past the edge of the low kitchen wall, his eyes locked on Sabri's.

They both leveled their guns, but suddenly Sabri yelped in pain, as Gwen's teeth bit into his arm. She wriggled free of his grip.

Haldane steadied his aim, struggling for a clear shot.

"Shoot, Noah!" Gwen screamed.

She lunged forward and onto the ground. Noah fired twice. The first shot clipped Sabri in his left arm and the second shattered a water glass above his head.

Sabri's left arm fell limp to his side, but his right hand held steadfastly to his gun. He swung it from Noah to Gwen who was no more than five feet away. His lips formed a grotesque smile, but his gun didn't fire.

Haldane fired two more shots. Sabri's head flopped backward and slammed into the cabinet behind him.

Sitting upright, his body shuddered once and then was still. Sabri stared straight ahead at Noah. Except for the quarter-shaped hole in his left upper forehead, his eyes and expression appeared much the same as they had before he died.
  



CHAPTER 42





JESSUP, MARYLAND



By the time Haldane reached her, Gwen had climbed to her feet. He gently put an arm around to support her without even realizing that he still hung on to the gun with the same hand. "You okay?" he asked.

"Fine." She staggered slightly, but managed to keep herself upright. She gently pushed his arm away. "Go help Alex! He needs you more than I do." And she wiped away the trickle of blood running down from the laceration on her neck.

Haldane turned from Gwen and sprinted across the room to where Clayton still lay sprawled across the edge of the doorway. McLeod had taken his jacket off and wadded it into a ball, which he used to compress the bullet wound in Clayton's upper chest. Every inch of the jacket's green fabric had turned brown from the blood it had absorbed.

Haldane dropped to his knees beside Clayton across from McLeod. "Duncan?"

McLeod shook his head. "He was talking to me." He swallowed hard. "Then he drifted into mumbles. He lost consciousness altogether a minute or two ago."

"You called 911?"

"Twice." McLeod said as he reached the fingers of his free hand behind the angle of Clayton's jaw and thrust it forward in an attempt to better open his airway.

When Haldane leaned in close, he heard the slight gurgle of air and saw bubbles form in the blood in Clayton's mouth. Haldane swept a finger inside his mouth to clear the bloody debris, but it did nothing to improve the breathing. He searched for a pulse at Clayton's wrist and elbow, but felt none. Only when Haldane swept two fingers over Clayton's neck could he eventually find a rapid thready pulse.

"He can't last much longer." Haldane looked up and yelled to no one. "Where the fuck are they?"

Gwen hobbled over to join them. Awkwardly, using McLeod's shoulder to steady her, she knelt down between them and above Clayton's head. She reached her hand down and gently stroked his hair. "Please, Alex," she cooed softly. "Please hang in there."

Clayton's eyelids flickered a few times and then popped open. His glazed eyes looked up at Gwen, and his ashen face broke into a weak smile. Then his eyes closed again.

Haldane heard the faint wail of sirens.

 

Clayton was still alive when the paramedics loaded him onto the stretcher and screamed off for the Baltimore Trauma Center, sixteen miles away. Haldane knew from their downcast expressions and cautious reassurances that they held little hope for Clayton. The fact that Clayton still had a pulse when they left was more than Haldane expected. He felt a glimmer of optimism.

Haldane walked over to where a paramedic stood beside Gwen, trying to attend to the injuries of her upright patient. Gwen watched as the ambulance carrying Clayton raced off. When its taillights faded, she reached down and yanked the IV cannula out of her elbow. The young paramedic at her side placed a Band-Aid over the site, which matched the dressing she had applied to Gwen's neck.

When the paramedic pointed to her rig, Gwen shook her head. "I appreciate your help." She smiled. "But I'm fine. I'm not coming with you." And, as if to contradict her point, Gwen stumbled a step before catching her balance.

"It's okay," Haldane said to the young paramedic. "We're both doctors." He pointed to McLeod and himself. "We'll watch her."

The paramedic shrugged and walked off toward her truck.

McLeod joined Gwen and Noah. His face, hands, and shirt were still spattered with Clayton's blood. "He's a brave man that one," McLeod said. "If there's any kind of cosmic justice, he'll pull through." He paused. "Then again, I wouldn't count on it. Seems to me God has a pretty sick sense of humor these days."

"It's over now," Haldane said quietly.

"We've thought that before, Haldane," McLeod said, rubbing the blood from his hands. He sighed heavily. "No bloody Lady Macbeth jokes, either. I am going to go find a washbasin."

McLeod strode off in search of a bathroom. Gwen and Noah lapsed into a comfortable silence, watching the traffic gather around The Quiet Slumber Motel. Three helicopters had landed on the road. Vans and trucks filled the parking lot and lined the streets. People in every imaginable uniform, from those of state troopers to the full yellow HAZMAT suits.

Gwen shuffled closer to him and put an arm around his waist. She leaned her head against his shoulder. It felt right to Haldane.

After a few moments, she said, "Noah?"

"Yes?"

"He didn't kill me," Gwen said.

"I'm very glad," Noah said, cupping her face with his other hand.

"That's not what I mean," Gwen said. "He looked right at me and just smiled. He could have killed me so easily."

"Maybe he realized there was no point?"

"Yeah, maybe that's it," she said and fell back into silence.
  



CHAPTER 43





WASHINGTON, D.C.



Gwen awoke late the next morning in a pool of sweat but pleased to discover she was in the comfort of her own bed and not strapped to a cot as she had just dreamed. She felt so achy. She wondered if it was a consequence of the drugs Sabri had given her or just the accumulation of the wear and tear on her body from Somalia to Maryland.

She reached for the bedside phone and hit redial.

"Maryland Trauma Center," the operator said.

When Gwen explained who she was, she was patched through to the ICU where the nurse told her that Clayton was still in critical condition but had "squeaked through" surgery and showed early signs of stabilizing.

Relieved, she hung up the phone but still felt too exhausted to climb out of bed. She couldn't shake the vision of Abdul Sabri's malicious smile. She had a strange feeling, what she imagined might be a form of survivor's guilt, about having had her life spared by him. She couldn't shake the doubt that Sabri was capable of a final generous gesture.

With images of Sabri and collapsing buildings weighing on her mind, she fell back on the pillow and drifted off again.

The ringing phone woke her. Without answering, she turned her head to look at the clock, which read 2:24 P.M. She didn't feel any better for the sleep. And she was beginning to wonder if she still had residual amounts of thiopental sodium or some other drug in her bloodstream.

About five minutes later, the phone rang again. When she lifted her arm to grab the phone, it felt as if there were a dumbbell tied to it. She groped around the nightstand until she found the receiver.

As she dragged the phone to her ear, everything became clearer to her.

"Hi," Noah said. "How are you?"

"Sore," she said distractedly as she wrapped the blankets tighter around her to ward off her sudden coldness. "You?"

"Good." He laughed. "Enjoying my first day off in about two months."

"Slacker," she said, but didn't feel any of the levity she forced into her tone.

"You hear about Alex?"

"I called the hospital earlier," she said. "Any new developments?"

"He's stabilizing," Haldane said cheerfully. "They think he has a good shot."

"Thank God," Gwen said.

"Hey, the FBI hit the motherlode in Sabri's cabin," he said. "They had vials of serum in a small incubator. They also had chicken eggs, very likely inoculated with the Gansu virus."

"No surprise," she said.

"There's more," Haldane said. "Sabri had all kinds of maps of New York. Two of them had Times Square circled in red. And the FBI found a list of contact e-mails and cell numbers. They've already made twelve arrests--four in Seattle and the rest in New York."

"Good," she said. She tried to share his enthusiasm, but she felt more tired than ever before.

"Gwen," Haldane said softly. "I think it really is over."

"Let's hope." She coughed and then cleared her throat.

"You okay?"

"I'm just getting too old for falling buildings and hostage takings," she said.

"Why don't I come take you out for a late celebratory lunch?" Haldane asked. "That way we don't have to stay up for a New Year's Eve bash."

"I'm not much of a New Year's girl," she said. "Besides, Noah, I'm too drained to go out."

"Tell you what," Haldane said. "I'll bring you lunch. No strings attached."

She swallowed and her throat felt raw. "People never mean it when they say that," Gwen said.

He laughed. "True. There are tons of strings attached. But why don't you let me bring you lunch anyway."

"No, Noah," she said. "I need to take a rain check. I've got weeks of sleep to catch up on."

"Fair enough," he said, with a trace of disappointment. "I'll speak to you tomorrow."

She put the phone back on the nightstand, but deliberately left it off the hook. Despite her wobbly legs and aching lower back, she forced herself out of bed.

She closed all her windows and blinds. Then she locked both deadbolts on her door. When she managed to catch her wind, she stumbled back to the bedroom.

 

Two days after the shootout in Maryland, the first day of the New Year, Haldane sat at his office in the early afternoon sorting through a huge stack of accumulated paperwork. He had difficulty concentrating on the work; he kept wondering why Gwen hadn't returned his calls. What had changed between them?

McLeod flew through his door and interrupted the ruminations. "Don't tell me," McLeod said, pointing to the pile. "A model of Mt. Fuji, right?"

"Feels like it," Haldane sighed. "What can I do for you, Duncan?"

He looked over his shoulder. "For starters, you could get me a coffee," he bellowed.

Haldane's secretary, Karen Jackson, yelled from outside the room. "I saw two feet on you. Go get your own damn coffee!"

McLeod laughed. "I like that one." He thumbed over his shoulder and smiled. "Hey, I visited James Bond this morning in Baltimore."

"And?"

"Clayton is doing better." Haldane nodded. "He's awake. Fortunately, he's still on the ventilator, so I got to do all the talking."

Haldane leaned back in his seat and laughed. "I'm sure he appreciated that."

"I think so." McLeod nodded earnestly. "He seemed to particularly enjoy our conversation on what a better place the world would be without the CIA."

Haldane shook his head. "Duncan, you're a cruel man."

McLeod stopped smiling. "By the way, I've come to tell you I'm leaving."

"About time," Haldane said. "You're going back to Glasgow for a while?"

"Not for a while," McLeod said. "For good. I'm leaving the WHO. I'm going to take up some lazy-ass hospital post in Scotland. Time to get back on a first-name basis with my family."

Haldane nodded. "No point in me trying to talk you out of it?"

"Not unless you still have that gun Clayton gave you," McLeod said.

Haldane shook his head.

"By the way, I wanted to say good-bye to Gwen, too, but I haven't been able to reach her."

"Me, neither," Haldane said, feeling the niggling worry resurface. "I spoke to her yesterday. She seemed somewhat evasive. She said she was really run-down. Totally understandable, but I thought ... you know ... it might have something to do with Clayton and me."

"Ah, love triangles are a mysterious and wonderful thing, aren't they?" McLeod heaved an exaggerated sigh.

Haldane nodded distractedly.

"I even tried the Department of Homeland Security," McLeod said. "She hasn't been to work since coming home either. Apparently, she even stood up her boss this morning for some meeting."

"That's kind of odd," Haldane said, feeling a different kind of concern swell.

"I guess she was traumatized by what happened with Sabri and all." McLeod shrugged. "Maybe she just wants to lock herself away for a while."

The phrase "lock herself away" resonated inside Noah. He rose from his chair. "Duncan, you don't think..." He left it unfinished.

McLeod looked up at him with a puzzled frown. "Think what?"

"When I spoke to her yesterday, she was still in bed and it was after 2:00 P.M.," Haldane said as much to himself as McLeod. "She said she was feeling really run-down." He pointed his finger at McLeod. "And Duncan she coughed once, too!"

Both McLeod's eyebrows shot up. "Oh, Christ, Haldane, she wouldn't!"

"She would if she thought she was protecting the world."

 

Haldane stood outside the condominium, watching the paramedic smash through the door with a portable battering ram.

As soon as the hinges gave way and the door burst open, Haldane, McLeod, and the four paramedics all stormed inside. Haldane ran as fast as his HAZMAT suit would allow toward the master bedroom.

He rushed into the room, but he didn't see Gwen in the bed. The covers were pulled back and lay in a tangled heap at the foot of the bed. A box of Kleenex sat perched on the pillow. Empty wadded tissues were scattered over the sheets. Some were bloody.

Through the plastic face shield of his hood, he scanned the room checking the other side of the bed and even sifting through the blankets.

"Over here!" one of the paramedics called out. "In the bathroom."

Haldane pivoted and ran into the bathroom across the corridor. He had to shove his way between the paramedics, made even bulkier by their biohazard suits, to get to her.

She lay collapsed by the bathtub.

Her color was gray. Her hair was matted in clumps. She wore off-white pajamas that had bloodstains on the tops. At first Haldane couldn't tell if she was alive or dead, but then she coughed with a horrible, harsh rattling sound and her whole body shook.

When he took a closer look at the hand tucked underneath her, he realized it clutched a familiar pill bottle but it was empty.

That's when he noticed Isaac Moskor's little yellow pills had scattered all over the bathroom floor around her.
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GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL ICU, WASHINGTON, D.C.



In his blue rubber biohazard suit, Haldane sat by the bed in the ICU negative-air-pressure isolation room hoping to see some sign of life from Gwen. He had spent most of the past ninety-six hours in the same spot. Much of the time, he struggled to stave off the mental comparisons between this vigil and the previous time in Singapore, sitting at Franco Bertulli's bedside watching him die.

Haldane was particularly anxious this afternoon. The doctors had only weaned Gwen off the life support of the ventilator two hours earlier, but she had yet to wake up through her heavy sedation.

Noah studied Gwen. In a hospital gown with two IVs and an oxygen mask, she looked frail; she carried little fat before the illness, but now the outlines of her hip bones pushed through the sheets. Still, compared to the near corpse they had found on the floor of her bathroom, her improvement in four days had been monumental.

Gwen's eyes began to blink and she slowly rotated her head, first away from Noah and then toward him. As his joy and relief mounted, he couldn't keep the huge smile off his face.

She raised her right hand to him and he took it in his latex-gloved hand and gave it a squeeze. "Welcome back," he said.

"Good to be back," she croaked from having had a tube passed through her vocal cords. She smiled weakly.

With his other hand, Noah shook a finger at her. "Don't you ever pull a stunt like that again!"

"I get that a lot these days." She chuckled. The laugh gave way to a small coughing spell, but it paled in comparison to episodes when they first found her.

"Thank you," she said. "You saved my life. Again."

"No." Haldane shook his head. "You have your friend Isaac Moskor to thank for that."

Gwen's eyes went wide. "His drug?"

Haldane nodded. "When we made the decision to give it to you, there was nothing left to lose." He swallowed away the lump. "We were convinced you weren't going to make it. But once you were started on A36112 ... wow, what a difference!"

"Where did you get it?" she asked.

"Luckily, we kept all the pills you had spilt on your bathroom floor." Noah smiled. "But as soon as Isaac heard what happened, he flew straight up to Washington himself with a suitcase full of the drug including the IV stuff which you were given."

"And no hepatitis?" She frowned.

"Your blood tests are good so far." Haldane reassured her with a squeeze of her hand.

She nodded. "Remind me to send Isaac a card." She smiled, before yawning.

Haldane leaned forward and ran his other hand over Gwen's brow. "Why, Gwen? Why did you do it?"

"It was so stupid," she said, flushing with embarrassment.

Haldane refused to let it go. "Tell me, please."

"The day after I was freed from the motel, I began to feel so achy and unwell. I just assumed it was some drug Sabri had given me." Gwen paused and took a few deeper breaths of her oxygen. "But when the chills came and I started to cough ... I knew." Another deep breath. "Obviously, I wasn't thinking straight anymore."

"But ..." Haldane's hand rested against her head.

She looked away. "I thought if I went into hospital, something might happen."

"Like what?"

"What if the paramedics who found me got sick? Or what if someone poked a finger with a dirty needle? Or what if my mask was faulty and leaked?" Her voice cracked. "I was just so sick of all the sickness this virus had caused. One way or another, I wanted the virus to die with me. No one else." Tears welled in her eyes. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be. You were just being selfless." He smiled and winked. "Once a Bug Czar always a Bug Czar, right?"

She shrugged and wiped away the rest of her tears.

Noah squeezed her hand tightly. "Want to hear the best part?"

She nodded.

"The Gansu Flu virus did die in you," he said.

"Good," she said softly, and then yawned.

"There was only one other potential carrier to worry about, anyway," Haldane said.

"Sabri?"

"Yeah, but his postmortem blood tests showed that the infection was early. He wouldn't have been contagious for another day," Haldane said. "He probably infected himself at the same time as he did you. That way his contagiousness would peak the next day for New Year's Eve at Times Square."

Gwen exhaled heavily. "So that's why he smiled at me and 'spared' my life back in the motel."

"He thought you were going to be his Trojan horse," Haldane said. "At the very least, it was his way of getting in one final shot at us."

She nodded and yawned again. "How's Alex?"

"Doing well," Haldane said. "He might even beat you out of hospital."

"Not if I can help it. I should be home by tomorrow," she said, but her eyelids drooped with exhaustion.

"Gwen," Haldane asked. "When you do get out, do you have any time off?"

"I probably qualify for some sick time," she murmured. "Why?"

"I get Chloe every second week," Haldane said. "So between times, I thought it might be a nice chance to get away somewhere."

"Hmmm," she agreed, though her eyes had closed completely shut.

"Maybe somewhere warm," Haldane said, thinking he was just talking to himself. "It would be nice for us to get away."

"Nice and warm," she mumbled, dreamily. "And no bugs or terrorists."

Haldane laughed. "That's an absolute must!"

Holding her hand, he watched her drift into a deep slumber. Staring at her sleeping form, Haldane realized that he felt something that he hadn't experienced in a very long time.

Peace.
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