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      A vivid and gritty thriller in the vein of Michael Crichton and Tom Clancy, Burn takes today’s genetic research one step into a terrifying future, a “Hot Zone” world gone mad with a man-made contagion that leaves no one untouched. The plague is called GenoVax, the most frightening weapon mankind has ever created, and the death it brings is horrifying. When it is unleashed, the human race will know what it is like to burn. . . . 

      

      From the author of Jaguar and ViraVax and coauthor, with Frank Herbert, of The Jesus Incident.
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        Good Friday 2015

      

      

      Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

      
        —Jesus

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        If we conclude that only the things which are in our power are good or bad, we have no reason for finding fault with God or taking a hostile attitude to man.

      

      
        —Marcus Aurelius

      

      Father Luke Free encountered the line for confessions a block from Mary, Mother of Mercy Cathedral. He picked his way through the stalled traffic on the Avenue of the Martyrs and joined the line for confessions in the slim blade of shade beside the cathedral. He straightened his cassock, blotted his sweaty forehead with a sleeve, then walked slowly up the line, working his way against the flow of rosary vendors, holy-card vendors, Pope comic book vendors. He heard nothing but the blare of car horns, boom-boxes, and hawkers as he walked, his gaze fixed a few paces ahead. The crowds and vendors parted for him with silence, a nod, a sign of the cross.

      He knew better than to look up. Some people got nervous if the priest saw them in line. More than once when he stepped out of the stifling confessional for air, Father Free noticed that the first few in line when he left had moved to the end when he came back. Or to another priest’s line, on those rare occasions when there were two priests to spare in one region. Here, in La Libertad, there were the embassy priests, the seminary priests, the university priests, and the hospital priests. Confessions would be heard in the capital city in time for Easter Duty, but in the campo, where he felt he belonged, there would be silence.

      Father Free carried his Breviary in his left hand and a packet of schedules for the archbishop’s Broadcast Ministry. His turn in the hot seat began in a few minutes, and he hoped that Father Umberto had not spent his two hours eating raw onions again. Two Innocents charged batteries on a tandem Lightening just inside the double doors, the rasp of their chain and the squeak of their pedals a mantra to the god of electricity.

      He set his straw hat and Breviary on the table in the vestibule. He placed most of the radio/TV schedules into an empty slot in the pamphlets rack, then fanned a few and laid them out for display. He heard with satisfaction the quick hands that snatched them up behind his back as soon as he entered the cathedral. The little broadcast station was popular enough that it just might get him killed.

      The clamor and glare outside gave way to the cool spaciousness of the granite church. All of the statues huddled in their Lenten shrouds as two young seminarians prepared the altar. A penitente left one side of the confession-box, another entered, and Father Umberto heaved himself out of the center cubicle. He knelt for a moment, dripping sweat in the nearest pew, then greeted Father Free inside the doorway.

      “Lo siento” Father Umberto whispered, fanning his face with his hat. “I have been an hour thinking about the bathroom.”

      He winked, availed himself of the holy water, genuflected and then left Father Free with a sweaty pat on the back and the unmistakable ripeness of raw onion in the air.

      Father Free knelt for a moment, as Umberto had, gathering himself in the near pew for another bladder-busting marathon of guilt and despair. He used his hat and fanned the thick air out of the confessional before entering, and heard a few giggles up and down the line. He latched the door and sat on the bench, which switched on the light outside, identifying his presence.

      How long will some Innocent have to pedal to keep my light on for two hours?

      Father Free’s boot kicked against an empty bottle. In the dim light he saw the empties that Father Umberto left behind under the bench: EdenSprings Water. He himself never drank anything in the confessional; it was too risky on the bladder. And if he did, he wouldn’t drink EdenSprings because it was made by the competition, the Children of Eden. Competition who played dirty, very dirty.

      He took a deep breath, let it out, touched his rosary, and slid back the black wooden barrier.

      “In the Name of the Father …”

      Father Free recited his introductory in his most dispassionate voice, reserved for confessions and for the army roadblocks.

      Mezcal, he thought. He also smelled tobacco, sweat, Mayan incense.

      The young man’s Spanish was bad. Father Free switched to Kakchiquel.

      “Speak, Nephew. I am the ear of God.”

      “Well, Holy,” he began, “I confessed two months last. I lied to my brother.”

      Father Free waited the accustomed time.

      “You lied to your brother,” he said. “What else?”

      In the silence between them, Father Free felt the young man’s perfect posture, heard the liquid click of his eyelids and the skitter of something across the ceiling.

      “I did the man and the woman thing with my brother’s wife, Holy.”

      Kakchiquel was an adequate language for theological discussion, but not Father Free’s grasp of Kakchiquel. He did his best.

      “Stay away from her,” Father Free said.

      “Well, Holy, it is good. But we share a room, and I have to sleep some time. And that is when she has me, when I am asleep and can fight no more. She straddles me under my blanket, then takes my member …”

      “Wait, Nephew,” the priest interrupted. “You say you were asleep. Is this a dream? Did you commit adultery with your brother’s wife in a dream?”

      “Well, Holy, it is true, when I wake she is not in my blanket. But it is so real! Every morning I must face my brother. Now he wonders what I, his closest of brothers, am keeping from him.”

      “How often does this happen? Every night?”

      “The once only, Holy.”

      “You are confessing you had an affair with your brother’s wife in a dream one time, and you lied to him about it. It’s affecting your life with your brother.”

      “Yes, Holy. And we work the coffee together.”

      “So, this also affects your work, your pay.”

      “Yes, Holy. It is a difficulty.”

      “Well, Nephew,” Father Free said, “go home, and ask your brother and your sister-in-law to say a rosary with you. Tell them it is something I asked of you, that the three of you pray together that you might find a suitable bride.”

      The miasma of tobacco and mezcal burst through the screen: “Yes, Holy.”

      Father Free imagined a blushing smile on the slight figure behind the curtain. He coached the young man through his act of contrition, and passed absolution as he slid the barrier closed. He hesitated only a moment before sliding open the barrier on his other side.

      As the barrier banged open in its slot, a tremendous explosion popped Father Free’s ears and set the confessional to rocking.

      A woman across the screen shouted, “Jesus, Mary, Mother of God! Oh, I’m sorry, Father!” She hurried on, in a whisper, “If they’re going to kill us, please hear my confession now.”

      He began, “In the Name of the Father …”

      Many running inside the church. A knock on his closet door.

      “Yes.”

      “It is the embassy, Father. The US Embassy. Many will be wounded and dying.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Aren’t you coming?”

      “These people, too, are wounded and dying,” he said.

      Another knock, but Father Free ignored it. He turned instead to the mango and hot tortilla smell of the frightened woman sobbing her tiny sins into a handkerchief across the curtain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Fight to the death for Truth, and the Lord God will fight on your side.

      

      
        —Ecclesiasticus

      

      The retarded teenager struggled with his burden of cameras and cases, trying to get out the hangar door to the Mongoose, but a pair of pimply security guards wouldn’t let him through. The boy and the two Children of Eden guards sweated heavily in the still humidity of the unconditioned Costa Bravan afternoon.

      Isaac Green saw the struggle from the back of the hangar and yelled, “Get that stuff on board, Paul, we’re late and there’s another load to go.”

      Paul surged forward against the arms of the security guards, then one of them got rough with him and Paul started to cry in his peculiar bellow. It always put the hair up on Isaac’s neck when Paul did that. Mirian was sorting the last of their equipment from the pile of incoming bags and said, “You take care of it. I handled him last time.”

      Isaac Green left Mirian and the other Innocents to prepare the second load for their hop out to ViraVax. The security guards were getting pushy, which made Paul bellow even louder. Isaac slapped the back of Paul’s head.

      “Shut up!”

      Paul turned to hug Isaac, but Isaac pushed him away. Paul shuffled to the back of the hangar and joined the other two Innocents, who tried to comfort him. Isaac turned to the dimwit security guards and indicated the Mongoose, idling on the lift pad outside.

      “We’ve got to get this stuff aboard, we’re already behind schedule—”

      “Your crew stays here,” one of the guards said. He tapped his Sidekick for emphasis. “Orders.”

      “But we’re the camera crew,” Isaac said. “The Master invited us here himself to document the Easter Sabbath. You’ve made a mistake.”

      Isaac reached for the strap of one of the cameras, and the security guard tapped his wrist lightly with a rifle barrel. It sent a shock all the way up to Isaac’s teeth.

      “You’re making the mistake,” the blond kid said, his blue eyes as hard as his weapon. “Hump your stuff back there to your area, and wait.”

      “But the Master himself—”

      “—handed me this manifest,” the guard said, brandishing a pokesheet on a clipboard, “and you’re not on it. Neither is your partner, or your three pets. I don’t know what’s going on, but I do know you’re not authorized on this lift.”

      “Let me speak to your commanding officer.”

      Both of the security guards smiled, and the Mongoose wound up in the background, screaming for vertical lift. Then it sucked in its landing gear and wallowed toward the Jaguar Mountains to the north.

      “Shit!”

      Isaac kicked at the canvas duffle at his feet.

      “Yeah,” the younger guard laughed. “Now, what was it you wanted? The CO? He’ll see to the Sabbath shutdown out there, then he’ll be back here for shift relief.”

      Isaac clenched his teeth and held his temper. Shouting would not get him what he wanted now. He spoke through a tight jaw, watching the heat ripple off the tarmac where the Mongoose had stood.

      “And what time will that be?”

      “They’ll shut down at eighteen hundred hours,” he said. “That’s six pm, your time. That’s three hours, you might as well get comfortable.” He pointed his weapon toward the back of the hangar.

      Two cots sat next to their pile of bags and equipment, and Isaac had a bad feeling about how long they would be waiting in this oven of a hangar. Mirian had finished separating their gear from a supply shipment and was recording some background shots to test the cameras. She narrated as she shot.

      “Good Friday afternoon, 27 March 2015, in the Confederation of Costa Brava, Central America. The Master goes on to the mystery facility without us and we’re stored here like these cases of vaccines and bottled water.…”

      Isaac pulled his headset out of the duffle, plugged it into his Sidekick and keyed in his access to the Godwire. As his hardware snaked its way through the electronic maze between La Libertad, Costa Brava and McAllen, Texas, he noted the blinking time display in the lower, left-hand corner of his vision.

      The highlighted numbers blinked 1500:00 low batt, and Isaac mumbled to himself, “Good Friday, and Jesus died at three.” He felt he should honor the moment with a prayer, but worry drove prayer from his mind. Commander Noas had authorized them to accompany the Master for this story, but Isaac didn’t have the proper security access code to speak with Noas personally. He left a brief message on the Godwire, describing their situation, and requested permission to complete their mission.

      The two security guards, knowing that the news team was stuck, retreated to their office beside the hangar doors and began stuffing themselves with illicit tamales in anticipation of the coming bread-and-water fast of the Sabbath.

      “Hey!” Isaac hollered. “We’ve got some low batteries. Can we plug in here?”

      “Not on our grid,” the youngest answered through a full mouth. He nodded to indicate a Lightening beside his office. “Put one of your pets on that ballbuster; you’re welcome to it.”

      The Lightening would give all three Innocents a workout, but at least they’d be powered up if they ever had a story to chase.

      “You should have argued with them,” Mirian grumbled. It seemed to Isaac that she grumbled a lot, lately. “There’s been a bombing at the US Embassy. Things are happening down here.”

      “We weren’t sent here to cover the politics.”

      “Well, we aren’t going to cover diddly squat unless we get out of this hotbox.”

      “The whole country’s a hotbox,” Isaac said.

      Mirian powered down her camera and marched past him to the pair of cots and patch of concrete that was their new home. The three Innocents fussed over their blankets and belongings on the floor, nervous about the change in plan. At twelve, thirteen and fifteen, they humped bags of gear with the best of them, but to get the best out of them required delicate handling, a lot of hugging, patting, kind words and fresh fruit. Isaac swallowed his frustration as he watched the three glum Innocents unpack their few things.

      “Put your beds together later,” Isaac said. “There’ll be plenty of time for that. Let’s get all of our batteries topped off, first. Who wants to be the Lightening Bug?”

      Maggie, the twelve-year-old, stepped forward.

      “I be the bug, Isaac!”

      “No, me! Me!” Arthur insisted.

      Paul sat on his blanket, arms folded, looking at the jungle hillsides past the open hangar door.

      “Everybody will have a turn,” Isaac said. “Let’s let Maggie go first.”

      Isaac pulled the Lightening away from the wall, set four of their batteries into the appropriate slots, and diverted overflow power to the hangar’s grid.

      If we’re stuck here long, maybe we can deal on the power we produce.

      Isaac figured that the security guards took a turn each shift on the Lightening, and they might look favorably on the chance for relief. He set the overflow meter to zero to record their contribution, adjusted the pedals for Maggie’s legs and said, “Go for it, Mag.”

      Maggie worked the flywheel up to speed, and Isaac ran through the gears for her until she was comfortable. Then he poked a straw into a chilled bottle of EdenSprings water and fixed it into the clamp for her. She was the youngest, but she had good legs and excellent wind, and she had hardly begun to sweat.

      Isaac patted her on the back, checked that the meter was running, and said, “Arthur will take his turn when you’re ready. We’ll have something for you to eat by then.”

      Maggie flashed him a smile and concentrated on pedaling at a strong, regular rate. Many of the Down syndrome youngsters suffered from heart ailments, and Isaac believed that daily time on the Lightening was their key to longer life. He and Mirian also took shifts when necessary, though Mirian remained unenthusiastic throughout their two-year mission for the Children of Eden.

      Isaac turned in time to bump into one of the ViraVax flight crewmembers, who was preparing a cold pallet for shipment. Metallic blankets called “chill-coats,” battery-powered coolers, covered the cargo.

      “Hey,” Isaac said, “any chance we can hitch a ride with you guys? We missed our flight out to ViraVax.”

      The loadmaster shook his head.

      “Not going that way, bro. This here load’s going to Mexico City.”

      The loadmaster guided Isaac aside as two forklift drivers squealed tires in their enthusiasm for loading the plane.

      “The charge in these blankets don’t last forever,” he explained, “and we’ll be close getting off-loaded under the wire for the Sabbath, so we’ve got to make some time. Besides, this old 737 takes too much runway for the lift pad at ViraVax. There you need the Mongoose, a chopper, or a parachute.”

      Most of the bottled water was loaded already, along with a dozen pallets covered with chill-coats. All that remained were these last two. The loadmaster tapped his Sidekick display that showed his shipping manifest.

      “Isn’t the Lord’s work the greatest job?” he asked, and flashed a genuine smile. “Look what I get to send out into the world: the purest water, medicines, vaccines. I like a job where I get to be the good guy.”

      “What did you do before you joined the Church?”

      The loadmaster ducked his head, scuffed a boot on the concrete.

      “Point man for the Latin Death Boys in Tacoma.”

      This was the kind of story that Isaac wanted: “Vicious Gangbanger Redeemed.” These real-life uplifting stories reaffirmed, for Isaac, a flagging faith. But the Godwire stringers got the human interest. Isaac and Mirian got the Master, and Isaac tried his best to accept the honor with grace. Mirian, however, grumbled the whole way that they were nothing more than cogs in a two-bit propaganda machine.

      The loadmaster signaled the forklift operator, who tilted the forks back with a jerk and tumbled one of the luggage-sized stainless containers from under the blanket to the concrete. Condensation beaded the outside of the box immediately, and several smaller, thermos-like containers rolled out of the sprung lid.

      Isaac saw that each bottle was marked with the characteristic “V/V” and a lot number. He also saw that Mirian was filming with the low-light unit.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      The loadmaster checked his manifest.

      “Some kind of vaccine. Goes to World Health Organization in Mexico City for distribution. Those other pallets”—he indicated a row of cartons lining one wall—“those are the EdenSprings water shipments, for the Sabbath ritual up north and for the airlines.”

      “And those?” Isaac asked. He pointed to a pallet-load of larger cases covered with a chill-coat.

      “‘Vaccine components’ is all it says here,” the loadmaster said. “Those go back to the US of A.”

      He turned his back on Isaac, then, and directed the loading of the smudge-winged cargo jet. Already Mirian was behind the stack of larger cases and under the chill-coat, out of sight of security and the flight crew.

      “What’re you doing in there?” Isaac whispered.

      “Snooping,” she said. “Isn’t that what real reporters do?”

      Before he could object, Isaac heard the click of a latch, then a gasp.

      “Omigod!” Mirian whispered. “Omigod!”

      She burrowed farther under the heavy, cold blanket and shifted her feet. Isaac almost allowed himself to think that Mirian had a cute little butt.

      She wriggled out from under the chill-coat wide-eyed, her palm-cam still recording, her face whiter than he’d ever seen it.

      “What is it?”

      Mirian pulled him by the sleeve and walked him to their cots. She plugged a small preview screen into the palm-cam and took a deep breath.

      “This is weird,” she said. “This is way weird.”

      She pressed “Play,” and the screen showed the lid of the metal case lift a little bit, displaying what appeared to be tidy packages of raw meat in some kind of solution.

      But we’re all vegetarians, he thought.

      Then the palm-cam grabbed a close focus, and he saw a dozen neatly packaged hearts, just the size of human hearts, each awash in a very cold, clear liquid. A label on the closest package read: “15 y.o. male.” The lid dropped shut and clicked into place. A stencil on the top read: “MH, 12 ea., 3/27/15.” As the palm-cam pulled back, Isaac glimpsed the markings on the adjacent case: “FL, 4 ea., 3/27/15.” Mirian’s hand opened the latch, and he saw four livers packaged in the same clear solution.

      Isaac took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and tried to drown out the voice in his brain that screamed, “Twelve male hearts, four female livers. Sixteen lives in two suitcases.”

      “They’re human, aren’t they?” Mirian asked.

      “Probably,” Isaac agreed, and tried not to sound shaken. “They’re obviously part of the transplant program …”

      “But why call them ‘vaccine components’? And where did they come from?”

      “You mean who.”

      “Whom,” she corrected, and nodded toward the Innocents. “We’ve taken in thousands of Innocents in hundreds of special homes for almost twenty years. The ‘Down’s-Up’ program. Why don’t any of them come out to work in the community?”

      “They’re all given jobs with the Church, like our assistants here.”

      “Until when? Until some elder needs a pair of lungs? I told you it wasn’t just a rumor.…”

      Isaac shushed her as the forklift driver returned for the pallet of organs.

      “You don’t know for sure.…”

      “And how are we going to know, stuck in this tin box on this two-bit airstrip.…”

      “Our job …”

      “Our job,” Mirian interrupted, with a finger to Isaac’s chest, “is to parrot what the Church says and keep our eyes on the horizon. We’re not reporters, we’re secretaries, shills for the Children of Eden PR staff. Now, I came here to report, and I’m not going to stay locked up while the real news is happening out there. You can stay here if you want, but I’m getting a ride to town.”

      That was when they heard the clang and grind of the hangar door coming down, and the snap of the latch as the dark-haired guard secured the lock. He unplugged his Sidekick from the locking unit, winked a brown eye at Mirian and sauntered into the office. The blond guard shoved a rattling kitchen cart toward Isaac and let it go, where it petered out a few meters short. The guard shrugged, his attitude easier and his rifle slung.

      “Courtesy of the Master,” he said. “Ice water and bread for the Sabbath. Basin and towels below.”

      “Thanks,” Isaac said, trying to keep his voice casual. “We heard the embassy was bombed. Any scuttlebutt on that? Is the Master safe here?”

      The attitude returned.

      “We can take care of the Master,” he said, “don’t you worry about that. Now, who’s going to take care of you, that’s the problem. Willy and I got the nod. Okay? They shot a couple of Irish that bombed the embassy, but they’re still looking for a Yankee colonel, a Catholic. So, to take care of you we keep you here. The Mongoose picks you up at sunrise Monday. I am to remind you that you are not to perform work from sunset today until sunrise Monday. But you travel with the Master, you already knew that.”

      “Right,” Isaac said.

      He nodded toward Maggie wringing watts out of the battered Lightening.

      “What about that? We need the batteries, you need power.”

      The guard shrugged, his blue eyes steady, intimidating.

      “No souls, no sweat,” he said. “The Innocents don’t count.”

      “What do we do if whoever’s bombing the embassy bombs the airport?”

      “They won’t. Everybody needs the airport; it’s hands off.”

      That’s why they can afford two zitfaces on security, Isaac thought.

      “Where can we get a ride to town? We can get a room …”

      “You’re to stay here until sunrise Monday and observe the Sabbath; those are my sole instructions.”

      “What if we just leave?”

      “Then you’d be forcing me to work on the Sabbath, and I’d prefer not to think about that. And I’d prefer you don’t think about it, either. Besides, you have zero chance to beat that lock. At least, while I’m alive.” He patted his Sidekick and his rifle for emphasis, and he did not smile.

      “I see.”

      “Good.”

      The guard jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the office door.

      “The Master’s speaking at eighteen hundred and we’ve got a peel if you want to come in and watch.” His gaze flicked to Maggie, then back. He shrugged. “After all, it’s your power.”

      “Right,” Isaac said. “Thanks.”

      He turned the cart around so that the wobbly wheel was in the back, then spoke, trying to make it sound like a casual afterthought.

      “Maybe you two could give me and Mirian an idea of what to expect down here.”

      The blond laughed a laugh much older than his years. He strutted toward the office, and called over his shoulder, “Expect anything. And no working on the Sabbath!”

      Isaac pushed the cart to the rear of the hangar, where Mirian and the Innocents waited for the fresh spring ice water and the hot, fragrant mini-loaves of bread.

      “What did he say? Are we locked in here?”

      Isaac unpacked the ceremonial bowl and towels from the cabinet in the cart, poured them each a glass of ice water while there was still ice. They both downed a glass before filling one for each of the Innocents. The Innocents had no souls and the ritual meant nothing to them spiritually, but they liked being included, and this was the kind of thing that made them a team.

      “Well?”

      Isaac didn’t answer. He filled the foot-washing bowl from one of the stainless-steel pitchers, then knelt at her feet and began the Sabbath ritual.

      “I really hate being locked in,” Isaac whispered, more to himself than to Mirian. “I got locked in the pantry as a kid. My parents said they couldn’t afford a babysitter. Sit down.”

      Mirian said nothing and sat on the cot. Isaac removed her tennis shoes and sweaty socks, placed a clean towel under her feet and began washing them slowly, carefully, as he would want her to wash his own. She would just take a quick swipe with the cloth over his shoes, this he knew, but he thought that with enough example she might become more patient and see the virtue in this small but intimate gesture.

      That’s the nice thing about ritual, about instinct, he thought. It gives you time to think

      Apparently they would have the whole weekend to think. And sweat. And remember what was in those cases from ViraVax.

      A disagreeable smell soured Isaac’s nostrils, and he swallowed a biting remark about Mirian’s personal hygiene. The disagreeable smell turned putrid, a combination of burning hair and overdead meat.

      “Whew!” Mirian said. “What …?”

      “Green!” Willy shouted from the office. “Green! Help me!”

      Isaac and Mirian looked at each other for a blink, then Mirian snatched up the palm-cam while Isaac ran for the front of the hangar. What greeted him there stopped him cold, and he waved Mirian back. She stood fast in her bare feet and started filming anyway.

      The blond’s uniform lay crumpled across the communications console, and it leaked a foul organic goo from a mess of rubbery bones. Willy lay on his back under the desk, his brown eyes wide, unblinking, staring at Mirian.

      “She’s so pretty,” he whispered.

      Willy winked at Mirian and the eyelid stayed closed. His chest heaved one last shuddering sigh, and then his whole body sighed. His face and scalp slumped from his skull and his brown eyes liquefied in their darkening beds.

      “God save us,” Isaac whispered.

      He covered his mouth and nose with his shirttail and couldn’t take his focus off Willy’s Sidekick, barely visible under the stinking viscosity that used to be the man who knew the access code. Isaac couldn’t bring himself to cross the threshold of the office, much less reach for that Sidekick.

      A pale blue flame licked across the blond guard’s remains.

      Isaac would have thought it a trick of holographic animation if it weren’t for the stench. He held his breath, reached a trembling hand to the half-empty water pitcher on the desk and tossed the ice water at the flames. There wasn’t enough water to contain it all, and in a moment little tongues of flame flickered over Willy, too.

      “Maggie!” Mirian screamed behind him. “Maggie! Oh, God, Isaac!”

      Isaac didn’t have to turn to know what was happening. He just stared, stupefied, as the spreading mess engulfed the office floor and burned up the Sidekick that controlled their hangar door, their prison, their sweltering, sheet-metal tomb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Branches were broken off that I might be grafted in.

      

      
        —Paul, Epistle to the Romans

      

      Major Ezra Hodge of the Defense Intelligence Agency fielded the heat for the bombing of the US Embassy in La Libertad because everybody was short-handed and fielding heat was part of his job. No one at the embassy or on the damage control team knew what happened, and Ezra the Invisible wasn’t telling. Hodge, himself, had planted the bomb in Colonel Toledo’s car. He had done it under orders, but these orders arose from a Higher Authority than the Defense Intelligence Agency. The New Prophet of the Apocalypse, the Angel of Eden himself, laid out the scenario and Ezra the Invisible pulled it off.

      The children were all that mattered. Eden would be worthless without Adam and Eve, and it was wise of the Angel to gather them in while Revelation ran its course.

      Dajaj Mishwe’s part of the operation had been mightily screwed, but Hodge activated a contingency plan that might yet see him alive on the far side of the Apocalypse. His was a sweet dream of a plan that included an elegant sailboat and the perfect companion.

      This companion was not yet a Gardener, but Hodge had faith that Rena Scholz would see the light when the flaming sword fell. She had been a nun, but abandoned Catholicism when she joined the Army. He’d done his research—she didn’t drink, didn’t date, and read voraciously in theology. Hodge imagined that in her gratitude for saving her life, Major Scholz would love him, that they would let the Apocalypse run its course and then sail back with Adam and Eve to populate a fresh, new Eden based on the Angel’s plan.

      Hodge fanned his face with a fistful of papers. His tiny office was a sweat-trap across the street from the US Embassy. The pea-green cubicles around him were jammed with tacticians, logisticians and propagandists of every stripe. The noise level was high, but not high enough to drown out the single word that followed the tone on his Sidekick.

      “Revelation,” his Sidekick said, and it repeated “Revelation” in its pseudobiologic voice until Major Hodge reluctantly replied, “Revelation. Acknowledge.”

      The GenoVax delivery to Mexico City is secure, he thought. The last EdenSprings shipments went out today, as did the great sword that hangs over the Sanhedrin tonight. We will take off the heads of many serpents, the nearest one first.

      The Angel’s Artificial Viral Agents floated in the ritual ice water of the Gardeners, in the bottled waters of nearly every market, vending machine, cafeteria, and airline. Similar AVAs slept in the communion wafers of the idolaters. God would sort them out.

      Hodge’s job was to stir up the serpent, first, and get it to focus on the flute in front of it rather than the sword poised above. With the Master dead, confusion among the Children of Eden was already a strong ally. The Master’s myocardial implant already had triggered its coded signal, verifying his heart’s failure to Central Command. It was, perhaps, fortunate that it had to fail here in Costa Brava. Now that ViraVax was off-line, it fell to Hodge to verify the signal. Hodge took his time with this, thereby adding to the confusion.

      He had no word from the Angel at ViraVax. Their backup communications ran four redundancies deep, and all were silent. Hodge could only imagine the madness of the final scene at ViraVax, with hundreds of bodies melting from their bones, and it was possible that someone or something had, indeed, killed Dajaj Mishwe. Flaming Sword was designed to unfold on its own even if he, Hodge, died, but Hodge preferred to live.

      Major Ezra Hodge and Dajaj Mishwe had worked together before, in certain private experiments on the nature of death that the two of them ran while they were in EdenWood together. Hodge was fully prepared to carry on the mandate of Revelation and the Apocalypse without the Angel Mishwe.

      Hodge would permit, even encourage, the Defense Intelligence Agency to investigate the ViraVax site immediately. They could find nothing that would save them, and any GenoVax residue that remained would eliminate the investigators soon enough. There was nothing to lose even if the Agency sealed the site in concrete, and Hodge might even gain a little more time.

      Hodge did not care, now, whether ViraVax came to the attention of the outside world. In a few short weeks, the outside world—the human world—wouldn’t even exist. The Angel of Eden had the right plan: “Destroy the believers and the unbelievers alike, let the Lord Our God sort them out.”

      Hodge himself intended to be sorted no sooner than absolutely necessary. The Angel had promised him immunity, and Ezra the Invisible held firm to the dream of the sailboat, to joining Adam and Eve in Eden with the beautiful, blonde Rena Scholz at his side.

      Hodge prepared the first in a series of slap shots from a kit that Mishwe provided for him. He unfolded the text accompanying his first shot and read it aloud: “I have the keys of Death and of Hell,” then he injected himself on schedule.

      The series promised immunity from GenoVax and a doubling of his life span. He had a backup kit stored safely away to protect Major Scholz, the companion of his dreams.

      Hodge performed a couple of data diversions on his console, then waited for acknowledgment from the Sanhedrin in Texas. The shutdown signal at ViraVax triggered an automatic computer feed into the Agency’s file, which Hodge had already shunted. While it probably wouldn’t matter much in the long run, Hodge didn’t want to give too many heathens and idolaters the chance to dig in. He might have to fight them later.

      The major was only slightly disturbed that the feed stopped abruptly right after it started. The Angel had a backup plan, just in case, and Hodge was that plan. The world would be a lonelier place without the Angel, but Hodge was already far too busy to give it much thought.

      In one sense, the breakoff of the feed was a relief to Hodge.

      It feeds into the Sanhedrin’s Central Security and Communications, too, he thought. The Sanhedrin doesn’t need to see their fellows melting down into sludge quite yet.

      Less information meant more time to spread the series of AVAs that the Angel called “GenoVax.” Hodge preferred “Flaming Sword.”

      Major Hodge knew, by the messages flowing into his own Sidekick, that phones were ringing in the homes of Children of Eden all over the world. They would be told that their Master was dead and a successor must be chosen. The Sabbath and their grief would keep them occupied just long enough for everything to be set into motion. They would meet, share bread and ice water, and they would die, successor or no.

      Only Commander Noas and a few of his Operations staff in the Jesus Rangers knew the truth about ViraVax. They were too few and too far away to do anything about it. And they would never suspect that their own company had produced the catalytic agent of the Apocalypse, and used their own people to seed it into the rest of the world.

      Lines also buzzed in the offices of the DIA and, by now, perhaps the White House itself. The White House had its own distraction—water wars in the countryside and turf wars in the cities. He had a few surprises in store for the administration, too. That had been easier for Hodge to arrange than the bomb in Toledo’s car.

      The purest, most contagious version of Flaming Sword was in a warehouse in Mexico City, this Hodge had confirmed, and it would be distributed as vaccine to the World Health Organization as planned. Special shipments were in place already—one each for China, India, the United States, Europe, and the Middle East. Everyone else would burn in the fallout.

      Even if Colonel Rico Toledo were found alive, he was already discredited and he wouldn’t make it for long. If nothing else, Hodge would see to that himself. The two children that the Angel called Adam and Eve must be brought safely into his own custody eventually, but he had all the time in the world to locate them. Hodge didn’t worry about the children; the Angel guaranteed him that they had been created immune.

      Any virologist who survived at ViraVax would be no help to anyone. Flaming Sword was swift and deadly, too swift and too deadly for anyone to produce an effective defense. In the short time they had left, anything any virologist knew was moot. Besides, if there were survivors, Hodge would take care of them, too.

      Hodge was proud of the stroke of genius that got his dummy corporation, a Catholic corporation, the contract for the Catholics’ communion wafers. Easter Masses throughout the world would precipitate a great flambé over the next couple of weeks. The viral agents in the wafers were the slowest of the lot, taking up to twenty-four hours to hit critical mass.

      The Gardeners, as the Children of Eden called themselves, would fall to the Sabbath water, swift and shocking, but painless. Or so he was told. The Gardener holocaust would provide the proper diversion while Flaming Sword did its work in clinics, churches, refugee centers, cafeterias, and airlines throughout the world.

      Hodge wondered about the inevitable mess, the billions of suppurating bodies, but he supposed the earth itself would clean that up, in time. The Angel had assured him that this would be no problem. He felt bad about all the animals that would starve in their pens, and worried about whether or not vermin would thrive in the aftermath. Ezra Hodge hated rodents of all kinds, but especially rats. He had asked the Angel Mishwe to eliminate them, too, but was told that, of all God’s creatures, only this sinful pack of humans offended Him. Flaming Sword would spare the rats.

      Hodge had to admit the possibility that he himself might not be there to see it, but his faith was so strong that this was something he did not regret. He had, in fact, no regrets and was eager to play such an important role in God’s plan. Still, when he fingered his sidearm and imagined its cold steel in his mouth, his heart raced and his sweaty palms turned cold.

      Major Hodge turned his attention to the closed-circuit view of the emergency communications center that he had provided at the embassy. He studied Nancy Bartlett as she spoke with her father, the United States Secretary of State, via satlink.

      Nancy Bartlett, mother of the new Eve, stood behind the desk of the US ambassador to the Confederation of Costa Brava while her aide finished the link to Washington, DC Nancy’s blue eyes were red from crying and from the smoke. She kept her hands on the desktop in an obvious attempt to control their trembling. The clock on the console in front of her chimed once to announce the six o’clock hour. The office was a madhouse of people and makeshift electronics in the aftermath of the embassy bombing. In just a couple of hours, Hodge had converted the ambassador’s personal quarters into the new embassy command center. He didn’t care that they didn’t thank him; it gave him the chance to install certain monitoring devices like the one he was viewing.

      “Mrs. Bartlett,” the aide said, “your call to the Secretary of State is ready. Go ahead.”

      Nancy’s blonde hair was disheveled, and she tucked it behind her ears. Her blue power suit was streaked with plaster dust and water. Hodge presumed she hadn’t cleaned up after the bombing because she wanted her father to see her this way. Nancy Bartlett was prepared to use every emotional tool at her disposal to get her daughter back. Hodge respected her for that, and thought maybe the woman would feel better knowing that her daughter had been chosen—no, created—to be Eve.

      It didn’t matter. Nancy Bartlett was a Catholic; she wouldn’t live long after Easter Mass, anyway.

      The peel-and-peek on the opposite wall lit up, and the Secretary of State appeared—ashen and exhausted.

      “… old,” Nancy whispered, involuntarily, but not loud enough for her father to hear.

      Hodge knew for a fact that Nancy had not spoken to her father since her husband had been killed over a month ago. He had studied the Bartlett family long enough to know that the Secretary believed that Red Bartlett had stolen his daughter away to the ends of the earth. Staying on in Costa Brava after her husband’s death had been the ultimate betrayal of her father and her native land. At least, that’s how her father saw it.

      Nancy Bartlett straightened her shoulders, cleared her throat and faced the video pickup to the right of the screen.

      “Dad,” she said, swallowing a sob in a tight throat, “my baby’s missing, and so is Harry Toledo. A farmer saw Sonja’s plane forced down by an unmarked Mongoose up in the Jaguar Mountains. He thinks the kids might be alive …”

      Here her voice betrayed her shock and grief by tightening up her throat too much to speak.

      “I know, Nancy,” he said. “I got a scramble from Colonel Toledo earlier, via an Agency field linkup—”

      “That bastard!” she snapped. “I knew he was behind this. He bombed the embassy and took the kids …”

      Secretary Mike Mandell raised a hand to calm her down.

      “Nancy, listen,” he said. “It’s not like that at all. Let’s take one thing at a time. You and Grace weren’t hurt in that bombing, were you? The wires here say that six people died and a lot of us are worried about you.”

      “No, Dad, we’re okay. Physically, anyway. And how very thoughtful of Rico to contact you instead of me, or his ex-wife. Look, I don’t know what he told you, but you know you can’t believe that slimy bastard. President Garcia has troops all over the countryside looking for him. He’s turned to the guerrillas and he’s probably got Sonja and Harry in some hellhole in the mountains.”

      “Rico didn’t take the kids.” Her father said it slowly, to make it clear. “He didn’t bomb the embassy,” he said. “It was a diversion, to put the heat on Rico.”

      Hodge sat forward at this. He had not expected his efforts to be pinpointed so soon.

      “But why?” Nancy asked. “Who’s behind this?”

      Her father’s gaze faltered for a moment as he listened to someone off-camera.

      “It appears that the Gardeners are behind both the bombing and the kidnapping.”

      “The Children of Eden? But why, Dad? What could two teenage kids mean to them?”

      Mike Mandell sighed, and in that sigh Major Hodge heard the deep wheeze of death in the Secretary’s lungs.

      He won’t have to worry about the smoking getting him, Hodge thought with a smirk.

      “It’s ViraVax,” Mandell said. “I can’t give it all to you right now, but trust me, we’re on it. We’ve diverted a SEAL team to help out, we believe that Garcia is part of the problem, so we do not want his people to find either Rico or the kids before we do.”

      “ViraVax? But that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It does if you think of unauthorized experiments on human beings.”

      Nancy dropped heavily into a chair, her expression numb.

      “Sonja tried to warn me about ViraVax,” she said. “If I had listened, she wouldn’t have gone out there on her own.”

      “Nancy?”

      Nancy Bartlett’s face betrayed a dizzying disorientation for a moment. She batted at something in front of her eyes, and Hodge knew what it was. The memory adjustment that he had arranged for her after the incident with her husband was coming unraveled. Right now he imagined that a flood of grotesque images, suppressed memories, crossed her vision—her husband, dead … a pistol in her hand … his body melting to sludge on the living-room carpet.

      It doesn’t matter now, he thought, and caught himself smiling. His part in Nancy Bartlett’s memory adjustment had been a pleasant one. Creative.

      Nancy shook her head and cleared the tremble out of her voice.

      “Sonja was convinced that ViraVax had something to do with Red’s death,” she said. “She’s been on a one-woman mission to prove it. But these kids are so high profile—American kids from embassy families. What would possess any sane person to take those particular kids to … to use as guinea pigs?”

      “Nancy, there’s a lot I can’t say right now. But there are two unpleasant possibilities. They’re using the kids as bait to get to Rico, who knows about a few of their experiments—including at least one on your husband.”

      “On Red? But he worked for them from the beginning, and it was a guerrilla who killed him—”

      “I really don’t want to get into that right now,” Mandell said. “That’s the official embassy line, created by Rico under orders as a cover—”

      “But I was there. I remember.…”

      Major Hodge smiled at this testimony to his handiwork.

      “Nancy,” the Secretary said, “there’s a lot that neither of us knows at this point, but believe me, Red was not killed by that man they executed. Now, the other possibility is that the kids have already been part of some study, and all this with Rico is to get him out of the way. If he’s killed in a fight, then they can claim he was the only one who knew the whereabouts of the kids, and the search is hopeless.”

      Nancy felt sick to her stomach.

      “Where is he now?” she whispered.

      “He’s gone in after them. And I’m trying to get him some support. The Children of Eden are making any operations in that country very difficult. Garcia is fighting to save his presidency; he doesn’t give a hoot about the kids. I really wish you’d come home. None of this would’ve happened if you’d been here.”

      Nancy pulled herself upright and looked her father’s image in the eye. Her voice was steel.

      “Dad, that was the kind of low blow I didn’t expect from you. I don’t need a guilt trip right now.”

      He sighed, and flicked at the tip of his bulbous nose, something Hodge noted that he always did when saving face.

      “You’re right, honey, I apologize. Sonja … she’s your only child, but she’s also my only grandchild. With the both of you down there and your mother gone, I’m … well, I’m alone. And I don’t like it.” He glanced off-screen again, and sighed. “Listen, Ambassador Simpson is being briefed now, and I want you to stick with her until this is over. What about Grace Toledo? How’s she holding up?”

      “She’s here. Worried sick about Harry, of course. Hating Rico even more than ever, if that’s possible
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