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  PROLOGUE


  THIS MANSION NEVER felt like home, no matter how many years he lived in it. He never slept well here; his sleep was shallow at best, and it wasn’t just because he was getting older. Today, after another restless night, Gregory S. Burns awoke to the ringing of his usual morning wake-up call.


  He exchanged a few words with the operator but stayed in bed, enjoying a precious few minutes of reprieve. Eventually—reluctantly—he got up, stretched his arms high above his head, and yawned deeply. He stepped into the shower, keeping the water cool to help clear his head, then changed into the suit his wife had laid out for him.


  In the dining room his wife and two daughters had started breakfast. His daughters, just up and in a bad mood, were running through a litany of complaints about their school. He half listened and made the appropriate noises so they knew he wasn’t totally ignoring them. Fortunately, his wife no longer had sharp words for him when he neglected his family, a small concession he’d won after a long-running battle.


  His home and workplace were connected: all he had to do was step into the hall, and he was in a public space. He picked up the forty-pound briefcase at his feet and stepped out of the room. As the ominous nickname of the case—the nuclear football—implied, it contained within it the trigger that could destroy mankind, the device that Burns would need if he were to order a nuclear attack.


  “Good morning, Mr. President.”


  Naval Commander Samuel Gibson approached him. Gibson was rated Yankee White, the highest security clearance.


  “Good morning, Sam.”


  Gibson took the briefcase from Burns and snapped the metal cuff around his own wrist, chaining the case to himself. Burns and Gibson proceeded downstairs, where they were joined by Secret Service agents, and together they headed for the West Wing. On the way a National Security Agency official met them and handed Burns a small plastic card, code-named Biscuit. The card was coded with a series of random numbers that made up that day’s nuclear launch code. Inputting these numbers into the keyboard inside the nuclear football would authenticate any launch order. Burns put the card in his wallet, then put the wallet in the inside pocket of his jacket.


  The Oval Office looked out onto the sunny Rose Garden. Burns waited as his daily briefing staff assembled. As they were cleared to enter they came in—the vice president, the White House chief of staff, the national security adviser, the director of national intelligence, and the director of the CIA.


  They settled down onto the sofas, exchanging greetings, and Burns noticed one more person in the room than usual, a middle-aged man seated farthest from him—Dr. Melvin Gardner, his science and technology adviser. Gardner was hunched over, clearly ill at ease. With his genial, intelligent eyes below his silver hair and his low-key, subdued appearance, he looked ill suited to be joining a group that included the most powerful man on the planet.


  “Good morning, Dr. Gardner,” Burns said quietly.


  “Good morning, Mr. President.”


  With Gardner’s smile the atmosphere relaxed ever so slightly. Of all the men in room, only Gardner had this quality, this air, of being harmless. Innocent, even.


  “Mr. Watkins asked me to sit in,” Gardner explained.


  Burns glanced at Charles Watkins, his director of national intelligence.


  “We need Dr. Gardner’s advice,” Watkins said.


  Burns nodded, careful not to let his disapproval show. If Watkins wanted Gardner to sit in on the briefing, he should have gotten his permission beforehand. The post of director of national intelligence was new, and Watkins was newly appointed, but Burns was already irritated by the way the man was constantly taking authority into his own hands.


  Well, we’ll eventually find out why Gardner was called here, Burns thought, collecting himself. In recent years he’d worked hard at controlling his sudden outbursts of temper.


  “Sir, the daily intelligence briefing,” Watkins said, pulling some papers out of a leather binder. This was a summary, prepared by the intelligence community, detailing activities over the last twenty-four hours.


  The first two items dealt with the wars Burns had begun in the Middle East. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan weren’t going well. Security in Iraq was deteriorating, while in Afghanistan hidden terrorist cells were still at large, and US casualties were mounting. The number of US war dead and Burns’s rising unpopularity were both trending upward. Burns now regretted having swallowed whole his defense secretary’s advice, which put only a fifth of the number of troops on the ground that the army chief of staff had requested. One hundred thousand US troops had been enough to overthrow the dictator and take over this small country, but they were unequal to the task of restoring order now that they were an occupation force.


  The third item was an even more disturbing report. The CIA suspected that there were double agents at work among their paramilitary personnel in the Middle East.


  The director of the CIA, Robert Holland, asked for permission to speak. “We’re seeing a type of intelligence leak we’ve never seen before. If our suspicions are correct, there is one individual who isn’t leaking intelligence to an enemy country but to a human rights organization.”


  “An NGO?”


  “Correct. He’s leaking intelligence about our extraordinary renditions program.”


  Burns looked sullen as he listened to the details. “Let’s get the counsel to the president involved before we discuss this again.”


  “Of course,” Holland said.


  The fourth item concerned a leader of one of the coalition countries who was suffering from depression and unable to carry out his duties. The report stated that it was only a matter of time before there was a change in leadership, but that this shouldn’t affect the country’s friendly relations with the United States.


  They turned the page to the next two items on the report, and as Burns listened to the explanations they arrived at the final page and the following heading:


  
    The Possibility of the Extinction of the Human Race: A New Life Form Appears in Africa

  


  Burns looked up from his binder. “What is this? A Hollywood screenplay?”


  Only the chief of staff smiled at the president’s little joke. The others were silent, unable to hide their bewilderment. Burns fixed his gaze on the director of national intelligence. Watkins held his gaze without flinching. “It’s a report from the NSA,” he said.


  Burns suddenly recalled an earlier incident in which a deadly virus outbreak had occurred in Reston, a DC suburb. The US Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases and the Centers for Disease Control had worked together to contain the deadly virus, a form of Ebola. This incident must be something similar.


  He read on.


  
    A new type of life-form has appeared in the tropical rain forests of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. If it spreads, this life-form will pose a threat to the United States and may lead to the extinction of all mankind. This type of situation has already been mentioned in the Heisman Report from the Schneider Institute, which was submitted in 1975. …

  


  Burns carefully read through the information and then leaned back on the sofa. It was clear now why the science and technology adviser had been summoned to the meeting.


  He couldn’t help making a sarcastic joke.


  “Are you sure they didn’t mistake Islamic extremists for this new life-form?”


  Watkins remained matter-of-fact. “This is reliable intel. We’ve had specialists analyze it, and they believe—”


  “Enough,” Burns said, interrupting. He found the report offensive. Not just the contents but its very existence, which he couldn’t stomach. “I’d like to hear what Dr. Gardner has to say.”


  All eyes turned to the hesitant-looking older scientist. With the president in such a foul mood, Gardner found himself stammering. “It’s been predicted since—since the second half of the twentieth century that—something like this might happen. The Heisman Report mentioned in your intelligence summary was written in response to discussion about this possibility.”


  Burns was surprised at the seriousness of his reply. The scientist’s thoughts on this seemed to exceed anything a layman could fathom. Still, Burns couldn’t get rid of a deep sense of unease. A new life-form that leads mankind to extinction? Who in his right mind could believe that?


  “And you find this intelligence reliable?” Burns asked him.


  “I can’t deny it.”


  “I have a copy of the Heisman Report right here,” Watkins said, taking out a new document from his folder. “I’ve marked the relevant section. Section five.”


  Burns read over this report from a quarter of a century earlier. Gardner waited for him to finish, then spoke. “The intelligence we have now is indirect. Other than the person sending the report, no one else has confirmed this new life-form. I think it would be worth sending personnel from the United States to check out what’s actually going on.”


  “At this point it should be easy to take care of,” Watkins added. “And it wouldn’t cost much. A few million dollars should be sufficient. But we’d have to make sure it’s kept entirely confidential.”


  “Do you have a plan in mind?” Burns asked.


  “I’ve ordered the Schneider Institute to put together an action plan. I should have options on my desk by the weekend.”


  Burns thought it over. He couldn’t see a downside. For the president of a nation at war, it was best to handle any extraneous problems immediately. And this whole issue was something he found particularly loathsome. “All right. Let me see the options as soon as you get them.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The morning meeting was concluded, but these same issues were raised again at the nine o’clock cabinet meeting. There the secretary of defense, Geoffrey Lattimer, summarized the final issue—a biological problem—after a quick, two-minute discussion. “This is the kind of stupid thing that should be left up to the Schneider Institute,” he said dismissively.


  At the president’s urging they bowed their heads in prayer to close the meeting.


  A CIA staffer came into the Cabinet Room after the meeting broke up and collected all the copies of the president’s daily briefing. All briefing materials were top secret and were archived at Langley. Only ten people in the entire world knew what had been discussed at this meeting in the late summer of 2004.


  PART 1


  THE HEISMAN REPORT


  1.


  THE CONVOY OF three armored Suburbans barreled through the swirling dust. The last SUV had its rear hatch open, a legless sofa set up on the bed, facing the rear. On this jury-rigged gunnery platform sat Jonathan “Hawk” Yeager, eyes scanning the road behind the vehicle.


  They were five minutes out from their barracks in the Green Zone. Yeager was on his last mission before his three-month tour in Baghdad came to an end.


  Western Shield, his employer, assigned him and his colleagues to protection detail the whole time they’d been in Iraq. Yeager and his team provided security for VIPs from around the world: reporters from the United States, an executive of a British oil company inspecting postwar reconstruction efforts, diplomats from a small Asian country.


  The Iraqi sun had been piercingly hot when Yeager had begun his tour, but now, three months later, the heat had abated. It was so cool, in fact, that by late afternoon he was starting to feel the chill, despite the body armor and tactical gear. If the temperature dropped any lower, he knew this gritty, low-slung city would look even bleaker and more desolate. Not that he was looking forward to the one-month leave he was about to begin tomorrow. If anything, the thought depressed him, and he wished he could stay put. For Yeager, this city, far removed from the peace that civilized people took for granted, was a kind of nihilistic playground, an escape from the reality that faced him at home.


  An armored chopper grazing past the rooftops. Mortar rounds whizzing by, shattering the quiet of the night. The hollowed-out shell of a tank in a barren, sandy field. And the Tigris River, its surface littered with dead bodies.


  In its 5,200-year history this cradle of civilization had seen countless wars and now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, invasion by yet another enemy army. This invading foreign country claimed to be driven by ideology, but its real objectives were obvious: the vast oil deposits that lay beneath Iraqi soil.


  Yeager knew the war wasn’t about justice. Not that he cared one way or the other. All that mattered was that there was a job here, work that paid well. But seeing his family meant confronting a reality far harsher than anything he came across in Iraq. As long as he was in Baghdad he could avoid having to face his son and could use the excuse that he was doing his duty.


  Sporadic gunfire echoed in the distance. M16 assault rifles. Yeager heard no answering AK-47s and knew it wasn’t a real firefight.


  He turned his gaze and saw a small car separate itself from the other vehicles far behind them and accelerate in his direction. Through his sunglasses Yeager checked out the vehicle, a battered Japanese sedan. Baghdad was crawling with them—little nondescript cars that terrorists loved to use for their suicide attacks. No one ever seemed to notice them until they exploded.


  An adrenaline rush narrowed his field of vision. This main road their convoy was on was designated a kill zone. In the briefing before their mission they’d heard a report on how dangerous it was and how in the last thirty days the insurgents had switched from attacking US troops to targeting private defense contractors. A dozen or so security personnel had been killed along this short stretch of road alone.


  His radio crackled with a report from the lead SUV. “A suspicious vehicle up ahead on the right. Stopped under the overpass. It wasn’t there this morning.”


  Very likely the car contained an IED. Insurgents were probably nearby, impatient to set off a remote-control device. These explosives might be improvised, but they packed enough force to blow an armored car to shreds.


  “Should we turn back?”


  “Hold on,” Yeager said into his wireless mike. “A car’s coming our way from the rear.”


  The Japanese car was only fifty yards back now.


  Get away! Yeager waved his M4 carbine at the car and signaled with his left arm for them to back off. But the car only sped up.


  “Check the jamming device,” the convoy leader, McPherson, yelled. The insurgents often used cell phones to trigger IEDs, and the jamming device could jam the signal.


  “Jamming device is activated,” the lead SUV reported.


  “Keep going,” McPherson ordered. “And get rid of that car.”


  “Roger that,” Yeager replied and yelled at the car to move away.


  But the car didn’t obey. Through the dusty windshield the hostile face of the Iraqi driver glared back at him. Following the rules of engagement for security contractors, Yeager squeezed off a few rounds. The four shots struck the pavement near the car’s bumper, sending fragments of concrete flying.


  The warning shots didn’t slow down the small car. Yeager raised his carbine and aimed for the hood of the car.


  “Watch out for an IED!”


  Seconds after McPherson yelled this through the radio, a low, rumbling explosion rocked the SUV. The bomb hadn’t exploded in front of them but on the road a couple hundred meters to the rear, past where Yeager’s carbine was pointed. A single date palm alongside the road was wreathed in black smoke. Another hate-filled religious fanatic bites the dust, Yeager thought. Just another day in Baghdad. But if the car following them exploded like that, they’d be scraping up pieces of him off the road.


  Yeager didn’t squeeze off a standard second warning shot, but drew a bead on the driver with his M4, the red laser beam inscribing a circle right between the Iraqi’s eyes.


  Don’t close your eyes! Yeager yelled silently. Don’t show me that pathetic expression bombers show just before they blow. Or else you’re dead meat.


  For the first time, the Iraqi driver looked afraid. Was he planning to die? Just as Yeager increased pressure on the trigger, the man’s face in his scope shrank away. The sedan was slowing down.


  For a moment darkness fell over them as the convoy slipped beneath the overpass. The suspicious vehicle under the bridge didn’t explode.


  Yeager waited for the car following them to change direction. “All clear,” he reported.


  “Roger that,” McPherson replied from the lead SUV. “Returning to base.”


  Maybe the driver of the sedan wasn’t a terrorist but just an ordinary citizen trying to challenge the Americans. And maybe the car stopped below the underpass wasn’t booby-trapped but had simply broken down.


  All Yeager knew was the terrible hatred directed at him, the rush of fear, and that he’d been a second away from gunning down a person he’d never even talked to.


  The three armored SUVs passed the American checkpoint, wound their way through the detour set up to stop VBIEDs, and entered the Green Zone. The zone was in central Baghdad, surrounding the palace of the former dictator.


  The Western Shield barracks was along the road, not far from the palace. It was a long, two-story, concrete-block building covered in peeling paint. There were so many rooms in the building he wondered what it had been used for before it was rented out to the private contractor. Housing for government employees? Or a school dorm? No one had a clue.


  The convoy pulled up in the front yard, and the six security guards clambered out. All six, including Yeager, were former Special Forces—Green Berets. They exchanged a few fist bumps in honor of a completed mission as a maintenance crew ran out. The crew discovered a bullet hole from a high-powered rifle in the body of the lead car, but that didn’t faze any of them. Par for the course.


  “Hey, Hawk!” McPherson called out to Yeager as he was going inside. “No need to file a shooting incident report. Tonight we’re partying on the roof.”


  “Roger that,” Yeager said, smiling his thanks. McPherson must be planning a farewell party for him. Tomorrow a replacement would show up, and Yeager would be out of here. Standard rotation for this company was three months on, one month off. The next time he came back there would be no guarantee he’d be with the same crew or on the same assignment. And depending on where the bullets chanced to fly, he might never see any of his crewmates again.


  “Where’re you going on leave? Back home?”


  “No; Lisbon.”


  McPherson knew the reason he was going to Portugal and nodded. “Hope it works out.”


  “Yeah. Me, too.”


  Yeager went up to his second-floor room, laid his M4 on the bed, stripped off his tactical gear, and stowed it in his locker. He’d relinquish his ammo and all the rest of the gear when he left and would just take along a backpack containing his few private effects.


  Yeager paused and looked at the family photo taped to his locker door. It was taken six years ago at their home in North Carolina. Back in happier times. Yeager, his wife, Lydia, and their son, Justin, were seated on a sofa, smiling at the camera. Justin, seated on his father’s lap, was so small he could almost have disappeared in Yeager’s arms. Justin had his father’s dark brown hair and his mother’s blue eyes. When he smiled impishly he looked like Lydia, but when he was in a bad mood he looked just like a miniature version of his tough-guy dad, the former Green Beret. Yeager and his wife often wondered which of them he’d take after when he grew up.


  Yeager stuck the photo in a half-read paperback, took out his cell phone, and called his wife in Lisbon. There was a three-hour time difference. Lunchtime would just be over there, and he knew he wouldn’t get her the first time. So he left a voice message, asking her to call him back. He finished cleaning the M4 then went downstairs, cell phone and laptop in hand.


  The small rec room was always crowded. It was outfitted with an old TV, a sofa and love seat, a coffeemaker, and some computers, which anyone could use. A couple of guys were at the screens, scrolling through porn sites and joking around. Yeager went to a different station and plugged in his laptop to a high-speed line. He knew he’d be disappointed, but he checked an academic search engine anyway.


  As expected, nothing. No reports on any dramatic new treatment for PAECS—pulmonary alveolar epithelial cell sclerosis. “Yeager.”


  Yeager looked back to the doorway and saw Al Stephano, manager of the barracks, motioning to him. “Hawk, could you step into my office? You got a visitor.”


  “Me?” Wondering who could be visiting him, Yeager walked to Stephano’s office at the foot of the stairs.


  When he went in, a middle-aged man stood up from the sofa. He was about six feet tall, the same height as Yeager, and was dressed the same as the security guards—in a T-shirt and cargo pants. The man was a couple of decades older than Yeager, in his fifties. He had the stern look of a soldier, coupled with a faint smile. He held out his hand.


  “This is William Liban, the director of Western Shield,” Stephano explained.


  Yeager knew the name. The private defense contractor that employed Yeager was founded by former Delta Force members, and Liban was the company’s number two man. The secret to Western Shield’s rapid success lay in the tight relationship between its executives and the military. Liban clearly had combat experience, yet he lacked the hard, aggressive demeanor of most Special Forces veterans.


  Keep things formal and noncommittal, Yeager told himself as he shook his hand. “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Liban. Jonathan Yeager.”


  “Do you have a call sign?” Liban asked.


  “They call me Hawk.”


  “Hawk, take a seat and let’s talk.” Liban motioned to the sofa and turned to Stephano. “Could we have the room?”


  “Of course,” Stephano said, and left his office.


  When they were alone Liban gazed around the small room as though he were noticing it for the first time.


  “Is this room secure?”


  “As long as Stephano doesn’t have his ear glued to the door.”


  Liban didn’t crack a smile. “Good. Let me get right to it. Can you postpone your leave?”


  “What’s this about?”


  “I’m hoping you could work one more month.”


  Yeager imagined what Lydia would say if he told her his trip to Lisbon had to be delayed.


  “It’s a good job. The pay’s fifteen hundred dollars a day.”


  This was more than twice what he was getting now. This put him on his guard. Why would the company’s number two executive fly all the way here to offer him a job? “Is it in Hillah?”


  “Excuse me?”


  Hillah was the most dangerous front in Iraq. “Is the job in Hillah?”


  “No; the assignment isn’t here. It’s in another country. There’ll be twenty days’ prep time, then the mission should take, at most, ten days. You might even be done in five. But you’re guaranteed thirty days’ pay, no matter how short it turns out to be.”


  Forty-five thousand dollars for a month’s work—not bad at all. Right now the Yeager family needed as much money as they could get. “What kind of assignment are we talking about?”


  “I can’t go into the details, but I can say this: the assignment originates with one of the coalition forces, not from someplace like Russia or China. Or North Korea. Also, it’s not that dangerous a job. At least it’s safer than being in Baghdad. And this assignment won’t benefit any one particular country. If anything, you’ll be doing a service to mankind.”


  Yeager couldn’t fathom what the job could be, but at least it didn’t seem overly risky. “Then why’s the pay so high?” he asked.


  A trace of disgust showed in the deep lines around Liban’s eyes. “I was hoping you’d read between the lines. It’s kind of a—dirty job.”


  A dirty job. An assassination. One that wouldn’t benefit one particular country. But weren’t all assassinations political?


  “If you take the job, we’ll need you to sign an agreement. Then once you start training we’ll read you in. But understand that after you’ve signed the agreement and are briefed on the details, there’s no backing out.”


  “You’re worried about a leak? You shouldn’t be. I have top secret clearance.”


  US military intelligence is divided into three clearance levels: confidential, secret, and top secret. A strict background check is required for clearance at each level, including a polygraph test. Even after he left the army Yeager had kept up his TS clearance, for without it he wouldn’t be able to work at some of the assignments portioned out to security companies by the Defense Department.


  “Look, I know your background. Ex–Special Forces, totally reliable. It’s just that in this case we have to be extra cautious about security.”


  Liban’s vague words gave Yeager another hint. This former Delta Force executive was talking about a job that required a higher level of security than what a TS clearance could provide. It required TS/SI, top secret/special intelligence, or TS/SCI, top secret/sensitive compartmented information. From what Liban was hinting at, this might even be an SAP, a special access program, the kind of operation with the most tightly controlled intelligence access of all—an assassination authorized by the White House, for example. But then why not assign Delta Force or Navy SEAL Team 6 to do it? This wasn’t the kind of job you give to a private defense contractor.


  “What do you think?” Liban said, urging him to make a decision. “Would you like to sign on?”


  Yeager had a strange feeling. The same feeling he had when he was a teenager and his parents divorced and he had to choose which one to live with. The same sense of indecision he’d felt when, in the face of an urgent need to make up his mind, he’d decided, just before graduating from high school, to enter the army in order to be eligible for a scholarship later to go to college. He knew he was standing at a decisive crossroads. Whichever choice he made, he knew it would change his life forever.


  “If you have any questions, now’s the time. I’ll answer as much as I can.”


  “You sure it isn’t dangerous?”


  “As long as you don’t screw up.”


  “Is this a one-man job?”


  “No. You’ll be in a four-man team.”


  A four-man team was the smallest operational unit the Special Forces used.


  “The rest of the terms of employment are the same as usual. We’ll provide the weapons, and if you were to die during the operation the Defense Base Act will provide sixty-four thousand dollars to your family.”


  “Can I see the agreement?”


  Liban smiled approvingly and took a document out of his briefcase. “You shouldn’t hesitate. Trust your luck. You’re a lucky guy.”


  “Me? Lucky?” Yeager gave a lopsided, half-sarcastic grin. “I always saw myself as the unlucky type.”


  “No, not at all. You’re a survivor,” Liban said, his mouth drawn. “We had six other candidates for this job, but all of them died. They died in firefights, one after another. The insurgents have been targeting security personnel a lot these days.”


  Yeager nodded.


  “Today was the first time I was finally able to meet one of our candidates face-to-face.”


  Yeager considered the figures, hoping they’d wipe out the ominous feeling he had. Forty-five thousand dollars a month. Could he really turn an offer like that down? So what if it was a dirty job? He was just a replaceable tool anyway, no different from the gun in his hands. Even if he were to kill somebody, you couldn’t blame the gun. The one who’s to blame is the one who really pulls the trigger, the person who actually orders the murder.


  Yeager scanned the agreement. It didn’t provide any new clues. He just had to make up his mind and sign.


  Liban held out a pen. As Yeager reached for it he felt a vibration in his shirt pocket and stopped.


  “Excuse me,” he said. He took out the cell phone and checked the screen. Lydia was calling back from Lisbon. “I’d like to check with my wife first. I told her I’d be seeing her tomorrow.”


  Liban looked like a hunter about to lose his prey. “Sure; go ahead.”


  Yeager pushed the call button. Before he said a word he heard Lydia’s small voice. It held the despair and hopelessness he’d heard so many times before.


  “Jon? It’s me. I don’t know what to do.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  She swallowed back her tears. “They put Justin in intensive care.”


  There goes more money, Yeager thought. I guess I have no choice but to sign. “Calm down, Lydia. We’ve been through this before, and he always gets better.”


  “This time’s different. There’s blood in his phlegm.”


  This was a sign that his son’s disease was reaching its terminal stage. A chill ran up Yeager’s spine. He motioned to Liban that he was stepping out, then he left the office. The stairs next to the hallway were noisy as security personnel rushed up and down.


  “You sure about this?”


  “I saw it myself. A red line like a piece of lint.”


  “A red line,” Yeager muttered. “What does Dr. Garrado say?” Garrado, Justin’s Portuguese attending physician, was one of the world’s leading experts on PAECS.


  Yeager couldn’t make out Lydia’s words through her sobs. He could picture her, wiping away the tears. “What is Dr. Garrado’s opinion?” he asked again.


  “He says that Justin’s heart and liver are failing … that he doesn’t have much time left.”


  Yeager forced his frozen mind to think, to review what he knew about the disease. Once a patient started hemorrhaging from the lungs, he had about a month left.


  “You’ll be here tomorrow, won’t you?” Lydia sobbed, as if imploring him.


  I have to see my son before it’s too late, Yeager thought. But how the hell are we going to pay for his treatment? Yeager stared at the closed door of the office. He tried his best to hold up, but had reached the limits of his strength. His mind was hovering on the verge of chaos.


  Why am I standing here in the hallway of a dirty barracks in Baghdad clutching this phone? he asked himself. Why the hell am I here?


  “Jon?” his wife’s sobbing voice reached him. “Jon? Are you there?”


  2.


  MISFORTUNE LOOKS VERY different when seen from the inside.


  The hearse carrying his father’s body wound its way through the narrow streets of the shopping district in the city of Atsugi, in Kanagawa Prefecture. Kento Koga was in a black limousine provided by the funeral home, slowly following behind the hearse.


  It was early afternoon on a weekday. In the gentle winter sunshine, not one of the shoppers paused to look at the line of black cars as they passed by. And not a single one was sympathetic to the shock the young man was feeling.


  Ever since he heard about the sudden death of his father, Seiji, Kento was unsure of his own feelings, as if all that kept him going emotionally had collapsed. Five days ago, when he’d rushed to the hospital and was told that the cause of death was an aneurysm of the thoracic aorta, he and his mother hadn’t dissolved in tears. Ever since, they’d felt passive, inert, as if watching events sweep over them. His father’s older brother and other relatives who’d hurried in from Yamanashi Prefecture took over all the arrangements for the funeral without ever being asked. It was obvious to them that they couldn’t count much on the widow, a full-time housewife, or her thin, slight, graduate-student son.


  Kento had never really respected his father. Seiji had always been so negative about everything, a man with a warped, jaundiced view of life. He had a respectable position, for sure—he was a full professor at a university—but Kento always viewed him as a poor example of an adult. So he was taken by complete surprise when, a half hour ago, as they were placing flowers inside his father’s coffin, he’d burst into tears. It wasn’t grief that brought this on, he thought as he wiped away the tears behind his glasses, but more a visceral reaction brought on by the blood ties they shared.


  The coffin lid was closed; the body, surrounded by colorful flowers, lost to sight forever. This was the last time Kento would ever see him, this professor with long, haggard features. They’d known each other for but a brief twenty-four years.


  The line of cars carrying the bereaved relatives and funeral home staff pulled up to the crematorium building, and the coffin was placed inside the incinerator. There were two types of incinerators, one more expensive than the other, and Seiji’s coffin was in the cheaper one. Even in death they rank people according to how much they can afford, Kento thought, bristling at the Japanese view of life and death.


  The thirty or so relatives and friends in the funeral party headed to the waiting room on the second floor. Only Kento stayed behind, staring at the tightly shut door of the incinerator. Inside, his father’s body was consumed by flames. A passage from a book came to Kento, a science text he’d read in junior high.


  
    The iron flowing in your blood was made in a supernova explosion some 4.6 billion years ago. Floating through the vastness of space, it became part of the earth as the solar system came into being, and now, through food, it has become part of your body. To carry this idea further, the hydrogen and other elements found throughout your body were created at the birth of the universe. They’ve existed for 13.7 billion years, along with the universe, and are now a part of you.

  


  Now the time had arrived for all the elements in his father’s body to return to the place from which they’d come. These scientific facts helped, a little, as he struggled to cope.


  Kento left the incinerator and climbed the staircase in the spacious entry hall to the waiting room.


  The group of mourners was seated in a circle in the middle of the large room, which was covered with tatami. The mourners sat on floor cushions placed next to low tables. Kento’s mother, Kaori, couldn’t hide her exhaustion but was still holding up. She was seated formally, politely thanking all her husband’s friends and relatives who came to express their condolences.


  Kento’s grandparents were there, too, from Kofu, as well as his uncle and his family. The Kogas were a fairly well-to-do merchant family from Kofu, in Yamanashi, and though they’d recently been losing customers to a large supermarket that had moved into the neighborhood, Kento’s uncle, who had taken over the family business, managed to keep their store going. It was the second son in the family, Seiji, who was the odd man out, for after attending a local university he’d gone on to graduate school in Tokyo, finished his doctorate, and stayed on as a researcher at the university instead of seeking a job in industry.


  Kento never felt comfortable with his father’s side of the family. He stood there for a moment, wondering where he should sit, finally settling down on a cushion in the farthest corner of the room.


  “Hello, Kento.”


  From across the table a thin man, hair streaked with gray, was speaking to him—his father’s friend, a newspaper reporter named Sugai. Sugai had visited their house in Atsugi a number of times, so Kento knew who he was.


  “Haven’t seen you in a while. You’ve really grown,” Sugai said, coming around the table and sitting beside him. “You’re in grad school now?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What are you studying?”


  “I’m in a pharmaceuticals chemistry lab, working on organic synthesis,” Kento said curtly.


  He tried to make it clear he wasn’t in the mood to talk, but Sugai went on anyway. “What exactly do you do?”


  Kento reluctantly explained. “We use computers to design new drugs, which are then created based on these plans. We combine all sorts of compounds.”


  “Shaking a test tube in a lab?”


  “You could say that.”


  “Sounds like research that helps people.”


  “I suppose so …” The words of praise made Kento uncomfortable. “Anyway, it’s all I know how to do.”


  Sugai inclined his head, puzzled. He might be a reporter, but he seemed unable to bring to light the doubts Kento held, deep down, about his own abilities and aptitude for the work he was doing. At this point in life Kento didn’t see himself as anyone special, and he didn’t figure that would ever change.


  “Scientific research in Japan has some serious fundamental problems, so we’re counting on you” was all Sugai said.


  Fundamental problems. The guy’s a science reporter at a major newspaper, yet he has no idea what he’s talking about, Kento thought angrily. Something about Sugai rubbed him the wrong way. He couldn’t pinpoint it, but his kindness came off sounding more like hostility, and Kento ended up feeling slighted.


  Ten years ago his father’s research had been written up in the science columns of all the big newspapers. It was the first and only time Seiji, in his role as scientist, had been in the spotlight. Sugai had written the column. The term environmental hormones was sweeping the nation, and in his research at the university lab his father had determined that the ingredients in a particular controversial synthetic detergent didn’t harm the human endocrine system. REPORT BY PROFESSOR SEIJI KOGA OF TAMA POLYTECHNIC, the bold headlines had said, and when he saw this it was the first and only time in his life that Kento was proud of his father. But his newfound respect soon faded when he found out that his father had accepted a large research grant from the detergent’s manufacturer.


  Seiji’s field had been virology, so why had he, this one time, done research into materials that disrupted the endocrine system? And was his research really objective? Had he skewed the data to pander to the company that was shelling out all this research money?


  Since then researchers throughout the world had looked into the effects of environmental hormones on the body but had never found conclusive proof that they were harmful. But their conclusions were less than satisfying, because they still couldn’t state categorically that the hormones were harmless. The whole thing illustrated the limits of science, Kento had decided. But still, the incident had engendered a dislike toward his father and a distrust that he couldn’t shake. And he’d lumped Sugai, who’d written the article, in the same category—people who lived in a corrupt adult world.


  “It’s a real shame. He still had so many good years ahead of him,” Sugai said, clearly shocked at the sudden death of a friend the same age as he.


  “Thank you for coming all the way to be with us.”


  “It’s the least I could do,” Sugai said, his head bowed.


  To fill in the lull in the conversation Kento picked up the teapot on the table and poured them each a cup of tea.


  Sugai sipped and reminisced about Seiji. They were all the stereotypical anecdotes you’d expect from a cheap TV drama—about how his father had been well respected at work, how deep down he must have been so proud of his son. It made Kento feel all the more how dull and prosaic his father’s life had been.


  Finally out of topics, Sugai changed the subject. “Someone said you’re going to do the memorial service for your father as soon as we finish our tea.”


  “That’s right.”


  “I have to be going just after that. So I’d better ask you now, before I forget.”


  “Forget what?”


  “Have you ever heard of the Heisman Report?”


  “Heisman Report?” Must be some sort of academic paper, though he’d never heard of any researcher named Heisman. “No, I’ve never heard of it.”


  “Your father asked me to look into it, and I was wondering what I should do now.”


  “What’s the Heisman Report?”


  “It was a report to the president of the United States from an American think tank thirty years ago. Your father wanted to know the details.”


  Must have something to do with a viral epidemic, his father’s field. “I can’t help you there,” Kento said.


  His tone was unexpectedly detached, and Sugai, seemingly surprised, stared at him. “I understand. Don’t worry about it, then.”


  Kento didn’t care what Sugai thought of him. The relationship between a father and son was nobody else’s business. Parents and children with a perfect relationship were a myth, anyway.


  The funeral director soon came to assemble them. The mourners, who had been talking in hushed, subdued tones, shuffled to their feet and followed him downstairs.


  Kento stood in front of the incinerator and received the bones of his father. The whitish bones laid out so simply, so bleakly, before him told a graphic tale of how a single human being had now vanished from the earth.


  His grandparents and his uncle were sobbing quietly. And Kento, for only the second time since his father had died, found himself crying, too.


  The memorial service soon followed, and then the ceremonies for sending the departed on his way were over.


  The alarm clock buzzed Kento awake early the next morning, and after a quick breakfast he left his parents’ home, located in a subdivision in Atsugi. He had to get back to his grad-student life, back to his one-room apartment and a life of following the instructions of an assistant professor, slogging through one boring experiment after another.


  As he walked out of the typical three-bedroom house into the cold morning air, Kento started to worry about his mother, who was alone now. His mother’s parents would be staying with her for a while, but after they went home she’d be all by herself. It was impossible for him to imagine what must be going through her mind now that she was widowed at the age of fifty-four.


  As he’d left she said, “Stop by and see me some time.”


  “Okay. Will do,” he replied, and set off for Hon-Atsugi station.


  The university Kento attended, the Tokyo University of Humanities and Science, was located on the other side of Tokyo from Atsugi, in Kinshi-cho, the town closest to Chiba Prefecture. Fifteen thousand students attended the school, which was a fifteen-minute walk from Kinshi-cho station. As you walked northeast from the station you came to a canal called the Yokojikken River, which divided the campus in two: the science campus was on the left bank and the humanities campus was on the right. Only the medical faculty, with the university hospital, was separate; it was located closer to the station. The university boasted a ninety-year history, but with the steady reconstruction over the years even the extensive farmlands that used to exist there—part of the school of agriculture—were covered over by new school buildings. Like universities within Tokyo itself, the campus was dreary, a sprawl of uninspired concrete structures.


  From his parents’ home the journey took two hours, with one change of trains, so Kento had plenty of time to think about his future. His family’s financial situation worried him most. When he was in his second year of studying for his MA, Kento had decided not to look for a job but go right into the doctoral program, which meant he would have to rely on his family for three more years’ worth of tuition and living expenses.


  One of his friends, a student in the humanities, teased him for still sponging off his parents, lecturing him on the need to go out and get a part-time job, but this was a typical way of thinking for humanities students—they just played around and never studied. Almost all the classes in the pharmacy school were required, and dropping even one unit meant you’d flunk out. After you passed the national pharmacy licensing exam and the graduation exams, what faced you in grad school was a life spent running experiments and nothing else. Days so unbelievably hectic that harsh didn’t come close to describing them. Unimaginable was more like it. In the pharmaceuticals research lab that Kento belonged to, you were stuck in the lab every weekday running tests, from 10:00 a.m. until far into the night. The only days off were Sundays and holidays, but tests often ran late, and half those days off were still spent in the lab. Lengthy vacations were out of the question, and if you could get five days off in a row for the summer Obon festival or New Year’s, you considered yourself lucky. You spent nine years like this to get to, finally, become a “doctor.” A part-time job? Give me a break.


  Until a month ago he could have still gotten a full-time job instead of staying in research. Kento cursed his bad timing. Either way would have been fine with him. He’d gone on to the doctoral program because he didn’t feel ready to go out into the world, not because he was all fired up to work in research. Quite the opposite: ever since he entered university he’d felt out of place, as if he’d made a wrong choice. He never really enjoyed pharmacology or organic synthesis, but he had continued with it simply because he had no other skills. He could picture it well—twenty years from now he’d wind up just like his father, a boring researcher in some backwater branch of science.


  Kento arrived on campus, and as he passed through the back entrance to the science and engineering quad and headed toward the pharmacology building, his pace grew dull and heavy. The more he thought about the drab path he was headed down in life, the heavier his steps had become, but he finally managed to pull himself together and speed up.


  He climbed the linoleum steps to the third floor, to the Sonoda Lab, named after his supervisor. He walked down a corridor and opened a door onto another short corridor. On either side were small rooms, some with lockers; one of them was a seminar room. At the end of the corridor was Professor Sonoda’s office, and to the left was the research lab.


  Kento, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, took off his down jacket, hung it up in one of the lockers, and looked into the professor’s office. The door was open, and Professor Sonoda was there, dressed in his usual shirt and tie.


  “Good morning,” Kento said, and went inside.


  Professor Sonoda glanced up from a stack of papers on his desk, and when he saw it was Kento he looked concerned. Professor Sonoda was normally a lively person, much more energetic than you would expect from a man in his late fifties, ever ready to urge on his young grad students. But now he wore a grave, solicitous look.


  “I’m so sorry to hear what happened,” he said. “How are you holding up?”


  “Okay, I think,” Kento replied, and thanked him for sending flowers to the funeral.


  “I never had the pleasure of meeting your father,” Professor Sonoda said. “But because we were in the same line of work it really hit home. It’s a terrible loss.”


  Kento was genuinely grateful for his supervisor’s kind words. Professor Sonoda was an elite researcher who had developed numerous new drugs for major pharmaceuticals companies, yet he somehow managed to find time in his busy research schedule to write academic papers, which had led to his being appointed professor at the university. He was also exceptionally adept at winning major grants to conduct joint research projects with drug manufacturers. Kento had often compared his father unfavorably with the professor, wondering why his father couldn’t be more like him.


  Not wanting to bring back sad memories, Professor Sonoda changed the subject. “So are you ready to come back?”


  “Yes, I—” Kento said, and stopped. Other than the formal internment of his father’s bones, was there anything else he still had to do? “I still might have to ask for a few days off.”


  “Of course; that would be fine. Don’t hesitate to ask.”


  “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


  “Well, work awaits,” the professor said, smiling encouragingly, and saw him out.


  The lab the grad students worked in was, perhaps, too enormous to be labeled a room. It was a gigantic space as big as four junior high or high school science labs put together. There were four lab benches in the middle, covered with various testing equipment and jars of chemical compounds, and along three of the walls there were grad-student workstations and draft chambers with industrial exhaust fans. The scene verged on the chaotic, but somehow the functional beauty of it all had its own special power and appeal.


  The Sonoda Lab was focused on developing new drugs to combat autoimmune diseases. The professor, his assistant professor, and the some twenty grad students were all dedicated to the task, but at this time of year, in January, the lab was relatively quiet. Undergrads who worked in the lab were preparing for the national pharmacy license exam, while the recently graduated MA students were mostly out on job interviews.


  “Kento, I’m really sorry to hear about your father,” Kento’s immediate supervisor, Nishioka, said. He was a second-year PhD student. His eyes were red, as if he’d been crying, but it wasn’t from tears of sympathy: it was because he had spent another long, sleepless night in the lab.


  “Thank you for your text message,” Kento said, remembering the condolences Nishioka had sent.


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t make the wake.”


  “Everybody’s busy, so I can’t expect them to attend. I should be the one to apologize, for taking five days off.”


  “No; don’t worry about that,” Nishioka said, blinking his bloodshot eyes.


  Other colleagues came up one by one to express warm words of sympathy. Even the female grad students, normally so brisk and businesslike, were unusually kind as they spoke with him. Kento realized that he’d made it this far as a researcher through the help of all these colleagues.


  Kento stood at his workstation and got back to work. Organic synthesis focuses on creating carbon-based compounds. Carbon has, as it were, four hands with which to connect up with other elements. Oxygen has two. When these elements combine, two oxygen atoms link up with a carbon atom, creating CO2, namely, carbon dioxide. But organic synthesis is not, unfortunately, this easy. It is much more challenging to build new organic compounds from simpler building blocks. Many reaction conditions can influence the results: the chemical concentration, the order of addition, the temperature, the type of catalyst, and the reaction solvent, to name a few. In Professor Sonoda’s lab researchers were constantly looking for molecular structures with druglike activity, which they could further modify to create new pharmacologic agents.


  Kento’s present research involved working with a basic core structure consisting of carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen molecules and adding other functional groups to it. The assistant professor had taped the recipe onto his workstation—instructions on the steps he should take to get the reaction they were looking for. Pharmacology experiments had something in common with cooking. The connection wasn’t clear, but the fact remained that there were far more women in the pharmacy schools than men. In some universities it was up to 90 percent. At the graduate-school level, too—unusual for the sciences—nearly half the students were female.


  It took Kento the rest of the morning to get his reagents and lab equipment set up and to prepare for the first reaction. While he waited for the results, he went to his desk by the window and flipped open his laptop. As expected, he’d received several sympathy e-mails. He was grateful to his friends for their thoughts. He read through them, answering each one. When he got to the last message, he froze. The sender’s name startled him: Seiji Koga, Tama Polytechnic University.


  He checked the name again, and a chill ran up his spine.


  The e-mail was from his dead father.


  He almost shouted out in surprise, then glanced around him. The other students were deep into their own experiments, none of them paying him any attention.


  Kento pushed his narrow glasses up higher on his nose and gazed at the screen. The message had been sent today, at exactly twelve midnight. More than five days after his father had passed away. The subject heading read:


  To Kento, from Dad


  It didn’t seem to be a virus e-mail or spam masquerading as a message from his father. Was this somebody’s idea of a prank?


  Kento checked that his security software was running and opened the message. Small, nine-point script came up on the display.


  Dear Kento,


  If you get this message it means I’ve been away from you and your mother for more than five days. But no need to worry. I should be back in a couple of days.


  Back? Back from what? From the dead? Kento read on.


  Figuring I wouldn’t be able to get home for a while, I have something I need you to do.


  Open the book you dropped a Popsicle on.


  And don’t tell your mother or anyone else about this message.


  That’s all.


  The message ended there.


  Short, but cryptic. It looked like a farewell note, but his father didn’t seem to be thinking he might die when he wrote it. Had he really sent this? Had he used software that lets you send a message at a predetermined time? If he really set this up himself, it obviously meant he’d anticipated he’d be away from them. But why? Kento was clueless.


  Kento reread the final lines.


  Open the book you dropped a Popsicle on.


  Popsicle? He pondered this for a moment, and then it hit him, and he knew the message had to be from his father. Back when he was in elementary school, his father had decided to give him some extra lessons during summer vacation and had reviewed the periodic table of the elements with him in a science reference book. As Kento was looking at it, the Popsicle he’d been licking slipped off its stick and plopped onto the page, staining the box representing zinc—Zn—a strawberry color. Only his father knew about this.


  The book must still be back home, on a shelf in his father’s study. He considered calling his mother to have her check it out, but his father’s instructions brought him up short.


  Don’t tell your mother or anyone else.


  If he was going to obey his late father’s wishes, it meant he’d have to go all the way home again, another two-hour train ride.


  Kento leaned back in his chair. What could possibly be hidden away in that sticky, stained old book?
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