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  SLEEPER CELL


  PART I


  NANOTHREATS


  THE GENEVA PROTOCOLPROHIBITING THE USE


  OF BIOLOGICAL AND CHEMICAL WEAPONS


  The undersigned Plenipotentiaries, in the name of their respective governments:


  Whereas the use in war of asphyxiating, poisonous or other gases, and of all analogous liquids, materials or devices, has been justly condemned by the general opinion of the civilized world; and


  Whereas the prohibition of such use has been declared in Treaties to which the majority of Powers of the world are Parties; and


  To the end that this prohibition shall be universally accepted as a part of International Law, binding alike the conscience and the practice of nations;


  Declare:


  That the High Contracting Parties, so far as they are not already Parties to Treaties prohibiting such use, accept this prohibition, agree to extend this prohibition to the use of bacteriological methods of warfare and agree to be bound as between themselves according to the terms of this declaration.


  The High Contracting Parties will exert every effort to induce other States to accede to the present Protocol….


  Done at Geneva in a single copy, the seventeenth day of June, One Thousand Nine Hundred and Twenty-Five.
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  A crisp snap punctuated the sound of Simon’s driver ripping the air in its long arc. With one hand in a lazy salute against his visor, he watched the ball propelled over a grove of trees jutting in front of the fairway. The distant splash was a late confirmation of what Simon had already predicted with growing angst as the center of the small lake beyond the trees waited patiently for impact.


  His caddie looked reverently toward the lake with stoic, silent eyes, as Simon slowly replaced his driver in his bag. More than a caddie, Winston doubled as Simon’s personal trainer and general-purpose sounding board. It was a second career, after Winston’s postdoctoral stint in medieval history had failed to land him a tenure-track appointment. He had caddied during college for a local pro shop, but only recently discovered how lucrative the Los Angeles market was for upscale gurus catering to the rich and eccentric.


  Not that Simon was particularly eccentric. He had the composure one might expect from the director of Los Angeles’ Emergency Operations Organization. His cast-iron expression of thoughtful patience, however, belied his compulsive competitive streak. In Simon’s case, Winston’s function was not to keep his client focused, but rather to buffer the stomach acid that came from internalizing the worst nightmares of a city that had its share of them.


  “I’m afraid we’ll have to retire that driver. It seems to yaw a bit more than your others.” Winston’s advice was acknowledged with a curt nod.


  A shrill bleeping from Simon’s belt triggered a reflex that brought a miniature phone to his ear. “Simon.”


  Simon listened patiently for about fifteen seconds, and commanded, “I want you to check every ER on the contact list and find out what the scope of this is. Tell Monica to park herself in the press suite and block any reports until I get there. And call Jack in please…. We’ll need to brief senior staff in thirteen minutes. Understood?” He snapped the phone back to his belt and began walking briskly toward the cart.


  “Thank you, Winston. I’m afraid we’ll have to resume another time.”


  “It’s a good thing perfect Saturdays aren’t hard to come by here,” Winston consoled.


  “I’m trying to keep it that way.” Simon stretched back with his eyes closed as his caddie rocketed him to the clubhouse.


  Appraising the situation, Winston tactfully asked, “Shall I phone Susan?”


  “Please, tell her it might take a while.” Simon was distracted but polite.


  Winston raised an eyebrow and sped his client to his BMW, lurching to a stop as Simon leapt out and slipped behind the steering wheel. Seventeen minutes later, Simon switched off his siren as he veered into the underground parking of his newly renovated emergency operations headquarters.


  As he strode out of his car to the staircase, jumping two steps in a bound, the secured door at the top crashed open and a uniformed guard stood aside as Simon Westenfeld emerged into the Operations Room.


  He was greeted by Janet Holbrook, a former attorney who was one of his chief deputies and on this particular Saturday morning the ranking authority at the office. She accomplished her greeting with a worried smile and began her report instantly.


  “The report came from public health about a half hour ago. Apparently, it was four patients, all young, no obvious connection, admitted at Harborside Medical four days ago.” She paused for a breath. “Symptoms included fever, chills, and a generalized rash. No cause was identified, until two of them died two days ago and the physicians taking care of the other two caught wind of it. They brought in the infectious disease chief from UCLA and she thought of smallpox—sort of an afterthought, I think. Apparently, she had one of the research pathologists from the main campus run some tests and found genetic markers for smallpox virus. The pathologist called public health this morning after he showed up to read out the tests.” She looked at Simon for guidance.


  “Scope?”


  “We called the thirty hospitals on our outbreak screening protocol, and just talked to the E.R. docs. Of those, seven could remember seeing unusual cases involving fever and a rash similar to the Harborside cases in the last week. None could remember names or dates without checking records.”


  “So we’ll estimate we’re dealing with as many as a hundred index cases, possibly a couple hundred tops.” Simon’s remark was a statement, not a question. “What does Monica have to say?”


  “Not a word from the press. It seems this pathologist and public health are the only ones who know.”


  “That doc knows to keep his mouth shut?”


  “Sam at public health already talked to him about it. He said the doc was a little peeved, but got the idea.”


  “How sure is that pathologist of the results? Does he know what he’s telling us?”


  “No B.S. about limited sensitivity or false positives. He told Sam there was no other way the smallpox genetic sequence could end up in his laboratory. Period.” The adrenaline was beginning to wear off as Janet’s face showed signs of emotional fatigue.


  “So you’re telling me I am about to make a phone call reporting with one hundred percent certainty a terrorist attack involving hundreds of victims in the middle of Los Angeles that happened weeks ago, and for which we have no clue about the location or perpetrators?”


  “So how was your golf game?” Janet smiled awkwardly.


  “Arguably more disastrous than our situation here.” Simon turned his back to Janet and began walking toward the Situation Room.


  He flipped on the lights and began powering up the server that fed each of the terminals around the oblong table in the soundproof room. The headquarters had been the pride of Simon’s tenure as director, with the Situation Room undoubtedly its crown jewel. The entire building had been constructed to unprecedented standards of earthquake and fire-resistance. Publicizing how the New York emergency management department had been crippled in the 2001 terrorist attack—the office had been located in the World Trade Center—Simon had begun arbitrating for new digs as soon as he was appointed director. The political climate was perfect for securing new funding for a state-of-the-art communications facility.


  Simon walked out to the Operations Room, and spent the next ten minutes conferring with senior staff, making quick assignments to retrieve protocols from files and review established procedures in their areas of expertise. Throughout this period, Janet tried frantically to brief each of the division heads as they entered the Situation Room. When they had all arrived, Simon ushered himself into the room and sealed the door.


  He walked to his position at the table and began restating the facts. “What we have is a doctor from UCLA claiming that four patients admitted last Tuesday to Harborside Medical are infected with smallpox, two of which have since died. Jack, give me your thoughts.”


  “First of all, let me say that Dr. Pendleton knows what the hell he’s talking about. He’s spent ten years in emerging viruses at Bethesda, and has enough hot lab experience to know how to isolate a virus without contamination. The genetic sequences he would have tested for are published sequences from the smallpox genome. Here’s my first issue. Smallpox is extinct. It’s easier to recreate it from scratch than to get at existing samples. They’re more tightly guarded than the president. Of course, some people think there are samples in the Ukraine that haven’t been accounted for….”


  Jack continued his musings, knowing full well that as the only physician in the emergency operations organization, he had the stage for as long as he liked. “No, the only answer that makes sense is home-brewed smallpox.”


  Simon wrinkled his forehead. “Made it from scratch? How?”


  “The entire sequence for the smallpox virus was published years ago, and any twisted mind with a library card can get at it. With the sequence in hand, you just have to manufacture little bits of the virus at a time, and then string them all together in the right order. You could probably order most of the pieces from a mail-order catalog. Some guys did it back in 2002 with poliovirus just to prove it could be done. Now smallpox is much tougher than polio, and would take a good brain, but it’s doable.”


  “So we’re dealing with a smallpox supply made from scratch.” Simon summarized.


  “That’s right.”


  “Remind me, Jack. What’s incubation for smallpox?”


  “Twelve days—let’s see—exposure could have been anywhere from sixteen to eighteen days ago.”


  “Who could do it?”


  Jack paused for a moment. “Anyone, really. State-sponsored, some crackpot, a rogue terrorist group.”


  “What percentage of our population has been vaccinated?”


  “Vaccinations never really took hold. I’d say less than ten percent of the medical workforce, less than one percent of the population.”


  “Monica, anything else out of the ordinary? What’s going on in the world?”


  His poorly phrased question was understood as intended. Monica was the media relations specialist, whose responsibility it was to follow the international as well as local media outlets like a yard dog, and control them when emergency powers were deemed necessary. They had worked out a compromise with local television news bureaus that enabled her to request a half-hour hold on any story that might compromise public safety until the governor could issue a formal restraining order under newly granted emergency powers.


  Monica was biting on the back of her pen. “Not a word. I can’t understand it. You might expect some lunatic to claim responsibility or for us to get vague warnings from the feds or something. But I can’t think of a time it’s been more quiet here.”


  He looked to Janet. Aside from filling in shifts as operations director, she managed logistical problems for complicated situations.


  She responded to his glance. “I haven’t put together a full plan, but it seems we have a lot of work to do before we really know the scope of the problem. We’ve got to get a link shared by these four patients, and work on getting some more names from other hospitals. Without that, we’re only Chicken Little—the sky is falling. The attack was weeks ago. I don’t know what we’re going to accomplish blowing the whistle before we know what we’re dealing with.”


  Simon’s face showed resolve. “Here’s what we do. I want Janet to coordinate the discovery phase. Jack, get a quarantine on those two patients—quietly. Monica, if anyone breathes a word of this, squash it and I’ll go to the governor. By tomorrow morning, I want to have a story I can tell Washington. Any questions?”


  There was a knock at the door. Simon glanced at the closed circuit television on his terminal, and frowned at what he saw.


  “Pete!” Simon looked angrily at his security chief. “Who are those two outside our door?”


  Pete scrambled to his feet as he walked to the entrance of the Situation Room. He opened the door and stepped outside. A moment later, he reemerged with a man and a woman. “It seems, sir, that these individuals are with the FBI.”


  She was in her early thirties, holding a soft drink in her hand and wearing a low-cut azure blouse and navy skirt. Her hair was cropped short, around sunken cheeks and European features. Her lack of make-up drew attention to her dark eyes. Her colleague was older, dressed in an ash business suit with jet black hair and dark eyes. His olive complexion and hint of curl to his hair hinted at Mediterranean ancestry. His weighty bearing seemed more that of a CEO than an officer.


  The young woman spoke up. “It seems, Mr. Westenfeld, that you have a problem.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Eva Vanorden, and this is Alan Thorpe,” the woman replied. “But that’s not important right now. What is important is that you’re in way over your head, and you’re waiting until tomorrow to make your call.”


  Simon was growing visibly flustered. “How have you been listening?”


  Vanorden tapped her right ear. “The bureau isn’t without its supply of gadgets…”


  “I need to know what you are doing here and who sent you.” Simon’s patience was exhausted.


  “Why don’t you let me,” the older man stepped in front of his associate. He continued, addressing Simon. “We are, you might say, consultants. I’m very sorry to have inconvenienced all of you, but this has been a high-level drill also taking place in three other cities across the country today. There is no smallpox, but I compliment you on an outstanding performance. Your speed was exemplary. My associate and I have been quite impressed.” He ended with a half-smile as he saw the same silent expression on everyone at the table.


  Janet spoke first, confused. “But I talked to Sam…All those other cases in different emergency rooms…”


  Thorpe acknowledged her with a nod. “Any idea how many people in Los Angeles have rashes? As to your other question, Sam Jenkins was very gracious to assist us. That’s what I mean about response time, though. We drove straight here from public health, and you folks were all over it. In our simulations, the best we predicted was twelve hours before emergency ops would have a coordinated plan.” His complimentary tone wasn’t particularly helpful in melting the icy stares of his audience.


  Vanorden spoke up again. “There’s still an important issue, here. With the evidence you had, you should have called in a report immediately. There’s more at stake here than just Los Angeles. You don’t have the intelligence data to run your own investigation on something this big.” Her partner motioned with one hand to back down.


  “I’m going to find out who’s in charge of this hoax.” Simon narrowed his eyes at the two intruders.


  “You know, I think it’s time we split,” Vanorden whispered as she turned to face the door.


  In response, her colleague gave a slight nod and concluded, “Thanks, folks. Again, my apologies.”


  Making her exit, the younger partner took a sip from her soft drink and walked out the door without looking back.


  Simon sank into his chair, the words “Sonofabitch” echoing the sentiment in the room.


  Chapter 2
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  Sonia’s head whipped around as the dented green Pontiac lurched to a halt. The marquee in the parking lot read “WELCOME COMPUTATIONAL BIOLOGISTS.”


  “You’re serious? I can’t believe you’re taking me on a date to some boring conference! I thought you were taking me somewhere to make out.”


  Jim pretended to be hurt, then winked as he flipped his ponytail around and opened his car door. “See, I told you it would be a surprise.” He smiled and raised one eyebrow. “You said you wanted to see what I did for work all day.” The door squeaked as he stepped out.


  “I believe my words were: ‘One of these days I’m going to prove that all you do at work is play video games.’”


  Jim looked back through the open window and waved for her to follow. The driver’s side window was actually missing, and Jim had never taken the time to have it fixed.


  Sonia waited a moment to verify that Jim had no intention of walking around to her door before she sighed audibly and climbed out of the cramped car, rushing to catch up with him.


  “So what are they going to talk at us about? How to count spores and molds?” She finally smiled, showing her excitement to be included in Jim’s professional life. She had spent half of her manicure the last week talking about how it would be easier to get Jim to invite her to dinner with his mother than be allowed to touch his computer.


  “Something like that.” Jim took her hand as she caught up to him. Other people were filing in to the conference center, most dressed neatly but casually. A few wore suits and dresses. Those, Sonia recognized, were salespeople rushing back and forth between exhibits already visible from the bank of open doors ahead.


  “I didn’t dress for a big meeting, Jim.” She hoped Jim would recognize that what she meant was that he was not dressed for such an occasion, since she looked terrific and Jim was the one wearing cutoff shorts and a T-shirt.


  “We’re scientists, not fashion models. You’ll fit right in.”


  “Thanks, I think.”


  As they walked through the doors to the conference hall, Jim pulled out two nametags with rope necklaces attached and handed one to his date. They read, “Jim Summers, Ph.D. U.C. Berkeley” and “Sonia Clark, Ph.D. Harvard University.”


  She fingered hers before flashing it to the uniformed guard outside the convention center. She tucked it into her pocket.


  “I can’t wear this! I feel like an imposter. I don’t think they have doctors of cosmetology.” Her voice was hushed.


  Jim shrugged. “Printed it myself. Listen, they don’t have bouncers here checking your publication record or giving entrance exams. It’s just a boring conference, like you said. Besides, I’ve read papers from a lot of these guys that makes me think a good hairstylist is probably more qualified to be here than them.” He squeezed her hand.


  She slipped the tag from her pocket and put it around her neck, pulling her long dark hair over the strap. “Did you hear they found the missing link?” she asked in an artificially low voice. Her eyes sparkled teasingly as they passed a pair of scientists talking about something incomprehensible.


  “If the title goes to your head, I’m taking it back.”


  “Hey, I’m just trying to fit in.”


  “Jim!” a woman’s voice called from the next aisle of exhibits as a tall, thin figure ducked from behind the Merck display to join Jim and Sonia. “It’s been forever. So good to see you!” She gave Jim a hug. “I spotted you a mile away. Congratulations.”


  “Thanks,” Jim said. He glanced awkwardly at Sonia, then back to the newcomer. “Luann, do you know Sonia Clark?”


  Luann’s eyes shot to Sonia’s nametag. “I’m sorry. Luann Stephens. Nice to meet you.”


  “My pleasure, of course,” said Sonia warily.


  “Not at all. Your name sounds familiar; I’m sure I’ve read some of your papers. What field do you work in?”


  Sonia panicked. She stammered for a moment.


  “Systems theory,” Jim responded for her. “Especially models for multiple body interactions. Sonia’s been a godsend with some backprojection problems I’ve been struggling with in my neural networks.” Jim lingered on the word backprojection, obviously enjoying himself immensely.


  Sonia smiled and shrugged. “Someone’s got to figure out how those bodies fit together.” She stepped hard on Jim’s foot as they walked.


  “Sounds interesting,” said Luann. “I’d love to hear more about it.”


  “We were just heading into the general session,” said Jim. “Why don’t you join us, and Sonia can fill you in.”


  “I really don’t want to keep you from the exhibits,” said Sonia.


  “Are you kidding? And miss Jim’s talk! That’s half the reason most of these people are here.” The three had reached the door of the main auditorium.


  “Talk?” Sonia asked. As she looked inside, a large banner displaying the words “Society for Computational Biology” was suspended over the stage at the front of the auditorium.


  “You didn’t know? Jim’s giving the keynote address.”


  As they walked inside, a nervous-looking man in a gray business suit caught Jim by the hand. “Dr. Summers, are you trying to give me a heart attack?”


  “Sorry. A little held up in traffic.”


  “Why don’t you come up front with me and we’ll get started. Your slides are all ready.”


  Jim gave an apologetic wave to Sonia, and nodded at Luann. “You two have fun.”


  Sonia’s mouth hung open as she watched Jim follow the man out of sight down the aisle. “Come on,” Luann whispered, and Sonia followed Luann to a pair of open seats in the crowded assembly hall.


  A few moments later the din of the crowd died down as the man who had escorted Jim to the central platform stood at the podium and addressed the crowd.


  “Ladies and gentleman, distinguished guests, I hope you have been enjoying the many excellent exhibits, and am pleased to thank the organizing committee of the Society of Computational Biology’s annual meeting for the wonderful job they have done this year.” He paused for a round of applause. Sonia hesitatingly joined in the crowd’s response.


  “Now I am pleased to introduce our distinguished speaker for this evening’s conference. Dr. James Summers is a scientist known to many of you, especially here in San Francisco, and who probably needs little introduction.” Sonia watched Jim shift in his seat. “Nevertheless, he has such an interesting history I can’t resist a few remarks.” Scattered chuckles and a sense of anticipation rose from the crowd. Sonia strained to hear.


  “Dr. Summers was born in Ames, Iowa, and got off to an early start in science. As a boy of five, he was given an old TRS-80 computer and wrote his first computer program. Within a year, he was building simple games for his friends.” Sonia gloated at the revelation. The speaker continued, “In his early years, he became infatuated with the programming language LISP and began writing expert systems for language recognition while his peers were playing street football. As his hobby progressed, he learned dozens of computer languages and financed his way through college by developing software for several large corporations.


  “He finished college at the age of twenty, began graduate studies in applied mathematics at Stanford, and completed his dissertation by building a neural network to model disease trends worldwide for malaria.” The speaker paused and took a drink of water. Sonia knew that one year of Jim’s life had been carefully omitted, a year Jim had spent in the Peace Corps under the mistaken premise that it would be a year of free peyote and interesting scenery. She also knew that the speaker had failed to mention Jim’s berth on the U.S. Mathematics Olympiad team in high school, something Jim had taken great pleasure in recounting to her. On the eve of the international competition, he proceeded to hitchhike from the host city of Budapest to Prague, where he enjoyed the hospitality of a crowd of followers that believed he was, in fact, an American rock star. He arrived back just in time to win a gold medal.


  “Dr. Summers rapidly earned his reputation as a seminal contributor in the emerging field of mathematical epidemiology. He secured a faculty position at U.C. Berkeley by the age of twenty-eight, and has had phenomenal output in the three years since. I’m pleased to welcome one of the leading figures in contemporary epidemiology, and this year’s Wilkins Foundation Distinguished Researcher, Dr. James Summers.” A thunderous roar of applause emanated from the audience.


  Jim walked up to the podium without any semblance of decorum, and overhead two large movie screens came to life as he pushed a button on the laptop sitting beside the podium. His black T-shirt covered what Sonia had always considered mostly wimpy pectorals. Blonde stubble on his chin was slight today. He had shaved this morning. His hair was pulled back with a single rubber band around the base of a ponytail reaching two inches below his shoulders. His eyes were small, but quick and thoughtful. Sonia thought gratefully that the podium would completely hide his white tube socks. Scanning over the vast audience, Summers began his speech.


  “It’s good to be here tonight. I appreciate the opportunity to review some recent trends in epidemiology with such a diverse and intelligent group. You know, a friend of mine heard I was coming to the computational biology meeting today and wondered what sort of things one would talk about here. Her thought was that a computational biology meeting is the place one learns to count spores and molds.” Sonia slunk into her chair amidst the laughter of the crowd. She expected any moment to be asked to stand, and considered standing and waving preemptively.


  “Well, twenty years ago that may not have been too far off, since computational biology has really come into its own only since then. What I want to talk about today is an especially exciting field of mathematical biology: massively parallel models of disease.”


  The title slide over Jim’s head faded and a cartoon illustrating three stick figure caricatures of healthy, sick, and convalescent individuals appeared. “As most of you know, early attempts to model diseases focused on three groups of people: those who were susceptible to an infection, those who had the disease, and those who had recovered from the disease and became immune.”


  Another slide showed a block diagram with the letters S, I, R in boxes connected by lines. “To figure out how many people would get sick, several pioneers devised what have come to be called S-I-R models of disease, for susceptible, infected, and recovered populations. The idea is that you can calculate how people move through these three groups.” Another slide of three differential equations appeared on the screen.


  Sonia began to lose focus on Jim’s speech as he began a long, complicated explanation of how the equations in the model were chaotic, mentioning something about unpredictable and using the word “parameters” way too often. She began scheming how she was going to turn the conversation with Luann away from science once the talk was over.


  Summers paused midway through his talk, took a long drink of water, and looked out at the audience. Sonia snapped out of her daydream and watched her date. Some date this turned out to be, she thought. She couldn’t wait to tell her friends at work.


  Jim resumed his speech. “And that’s why I’ve completely abandoned the standard model in what I hope is a bold new step for epidemiology.” A slide showed a picture of Jim in a ski parka with his arm around a huge bank of computers tangled behind cables and wires.


  “Welcome to the next decade of disease modeling. This is a Cray Z1 supercomputer, a massively parallel architecture that allows computing even the last generation of supercomputers couldn’t dream about, measured in hundreds of petaflops. For the non-computer-junkies in the audience, that means the computer can achieve a million billion computations per second. More importantly, the computer is engineered to multitask millions of separate computational operations simultaneously.


  “Of course, machines like this are hard to come by, and it took some doing for me to bum twenty minutes of processor time from this baby to get the data you’re about to see.” Summers took a deep breath.


  “Imagine, if you will, three hundred million computer programs, independently interacting. You can think of each one as a person, and I’ve programmed each little person into the computer. They’re grouped into cities. They have jobs. They have friends. They ride buses. They fly to visit grandma in Duluth or to give a seminar in Dallas. They even have virtual preferences on night clubs and movies they like. I spent nine months programming in every confounded variable I never had the computing power to consider before. Now, when I model a disease, I don’t just fuss with some equations. I run the whole epidemic live, one bloody cough at a time. And the results are shocking.


  “By programming conditions similar to those that existed in 1918, I have been able to recreate the Spanish Flu epidemic, with my predictions of the number of people sick accurate to within twenty percent of the best estimated totals. I have been able to calculate the AIDS epidemic in Africa with accurate predictions of diseased male and female populations over about twenty years.”


  Jim launched into a presentation filled with graphs and three-dimensional curves, full of elaborately drawn predictions closely matching superimposed, real data. He finished his lecture by announcing, “And this is only the beginning. I predict that within a decade we can literally predict the course of nearly any disease before it ever starts, and stop it cold in its tracks. What I hope we have seen tonight is the beginning of the end of mass epidemics and the beginning of ‘managed care,’ if you pardon the term, on the global scale.” The audience exploded into applause, and Sonia joined the rest of the crowd as they rose to their feet.


  When the applause died down, Jim asked for questions from the audience. A burly, bearded man rose in the front. “How stable are your solutions? The bear of this business for twenty years has been chaotic solutions. Have you run them multiple times?”


  Jim fingered his ponytail as he answered. “I’d sure like to rerun the simulations and get that data. The processor time is the issue. One of my postdocs is preparing a stability metaanalysis with small experiments rerun millions of times to check that very thing.”


  The bearded man nodded sagely, and sat down. A woman in her mid-fifties stood a bit further back. “Jim?”


  “Yes, Evelyn.”


  “Thank you. Your data is certainly impressive. Have you thought about implications for bioterrorism? Nobody is really quite sure about what the potential is for a man-made epidemic. Do you think your method could predict things like that?”


  Sonia watched his mind racing as he considered the implications. After a time, he responded, “I think that’s an excellent idea. Yes, I do think that is possible.”


  Summers answered a few more questions, mostly obvious questions from junior researchers seeking to sound clever in front of the large crowd. The moderator again came to the podium and presented Summers with a plaque and another round of applause ensued.


  When the session had ended, Sonia beat a path to the platform with a hasty goodbye to Luann. She arrived just in time to see a new man in a double-breasted gray suit offer his hand to Summers. She stood a short distance away.


  “Dr. Summers. A wonderful achievement. I enjoyed your remarks.”


  “Thanks,” Jim said.


  “The name’s Thorpe. Alan Thorpe. You know, I work for the government, and we could sure use a man with your skills.”


  “Thanks, but I guess I’ve had one too many run-ins with the DMV to be excited about a government job.”


  “Fair enough. You know, I just happen to work for a particular government agency that might be very interested in your talents. What would it take to get you to consider another position? One where you could work independently with a handful of America’s best minds in infectious disease?”


  Jim looked a bit annoyed. “Well, for starters, how about a twenty million dollar supercomputer, a Klingon dartboard, and a pizza oven.”


  “Done.”


  “See, thanks anyway.” Jim did a double-take. “Did you say done?”


  “Well, all but the pizza oven. Fire hazard, you know. But there is a twenty-four-hour Pentagon Pizza Hotline.”


  “Pentagon? Who are you really?”


  Thorpe put his arm back around Jim’s shoulder and walked with him out of Sonia’s earshot to an empty alcove of the meeting hall. She followed some distance behind before the two men shook hands, and Jim strode back to where she stood. He looked uncharacteristically dazed.


  “Jim, are you all right?” Sonia asked.


  Summers made eye contact. “Sure. Sorry. What did you think?”


  Sonia reached over to kiss him on the cheek. “I thought you looked hot.”


  “That’s why I brought you. Nobody else has said that before.”


  “Good.”


  Chapter 3


  [image: ]


  Three years later: April 1


  “Listen. All I’m saying is that before I go tell the rest of the Senate Armed Forces Committee that we’ve all been bumbling hypochondriacs, I want to meet with these folks.” Senator Embry had the walk of a man with a great deal more self-importance than time.


  Jacob Levin struggled to keep pace. “I already set everything up. Don’t worry. It’s just… I don’t want you to misread their reaction. They’re scientists, not politicians, remember.”


  “So who’s in charge?”


  “They all are.”


  “Impossible.”


  “I guess if you had to pick out someone, it would be Thorpe, but nobody bosses these guys around.”


  “He’s the guy from Seattle?”


  “Right. He was their emergency management director.”


  “I thought you said scientists.”


  “He’s the exception.” Levin was speaking in short sentences as he became more winded walking down the long tunnel underneath the Pentagon. Senator Embry sensed his unease and slackened his pace.


  “Tell me about him.”


  “He’s the sort of guy who could host a Tupperware party for the Hell’s Angels. Everyone likes him. He handles emergencies like he was given the script in advance.” Levin chuckled. “After I hired him, he wore a tie for a year until he finally caved in to the others.”


  “Who else is in the group?”


  Jacob Levin fell into a well-rehearsed synopsis, having had the same conversation with at least a dozen government figures equally conscious of their own importance and lack of time. As Undersecretary for Science and Technology in the Department of Homeland Security, Jacob had more than his share of politics.


  The Department of Homeland Security, created in 2002 in the largest reorganization of the federal government in half a century, centralized the highly fragmented national biological warfare research effort. In the new department, several existing agencies were combined with entirely new organizations, and despite the central control, redundancy and political infighting were the inevitable outcome.


  The new National Bioweapons Defense Analysis Center was chartered with developing countermeasures against biological terror threats. The Homeland Security Institute was founded to assess threats and suggest targets for research. Numerous university-based centers for biological defense research coordinated private and academic researchers financed by federal grants. Input from the twenty-member Homeland Security Science and Technology Advisory Committee was supposed to advise the Directorate of Science and Technology on priorities for funding. Separate offices of Science and Technology in the Department of Justice and Directorate for Information Analysis and Infrastructure Protection were created. All this, combined with ongoing programs at Lawrence Livermore and Sandia National Laboratories, Plum Island Animal Disease Center, Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, the Office of Public Health Preparedness, and the Centers for Disease Control made for a nightmare of jurisdiction and turf battles.


  Several years into the reorganization, the recently appointed undersecretary recognized that the numerous agencies designed for largely similar tasks had the net effect of inviting too many cooks into the biological defense kitchen. So he did the thing any sensible bureaucrat would do. He created a new agency.


  The idea was simple. A new division was created under the auspices of the Homeland Security Advanced Research Projects Agency, which itself had been usurped by the recently created National Counterterrorism Center. The division, called simply Biodefense, consisted of only four—later to become five—hand-picked individuals, each a celebrated expert in fields such as molecular virology, massively parallel computing, and emergency management. Although the group technically fell under the auspices of the NCTC administration, Levin had managed to assure that they enjoyed an unprecedented level of autonomy within the NCTC, reporting directly to the Secretary of Homeland Security.


  It had not been easy. Levin knew that any agency operating under layers of bureaucracy within the NCTC would be reduced to just one more committee to join in interagency feuding. He began by negotiations with the Department of Defense to form a “collaboration” for a small joint project. He knew all of the vernacular, and used to his advantage the fact that the entire Defense Department was consumed by talk of “joint operations” and “joint task forces.” By promising shared research and capabilities, he successfully negotiated to house the organization within the Pentagon. Removing their physical proximity from NCTC headquarters had been the key hurdle to Biodefense’s special status.


  Levin summarized for Senator Embry. “Well, there’s Steve Adams. He’s their bacteriologist. Keeps exotic reptiles and takes time off each year to go catamaran racing. They say he can learn more in an hour about a bacteria with his antique microscope than the whole CDC can find out in a week.”


  Senator Embry nodded, used to receiving briefings in the hallways as he walked with advisors between meetings.


  “Jim Summers is their epidemiologist. He’s still a kid, at thirty-four, but no slouch.” Levin frowned at the thought. “Actually, he kind of looks like a slouch. Long hair, shaves once a week whether he needs it or not. He’s their computer expert—runs simulations and models outbreaks. It was sort of an afterthought on my part to put a computer guy in, but he’s been critical.”


  “Who else?”


  “Eva Vanorden is even younger. She’s Dutch, I think. Probably the best virologist in the world. Trained at Hopkins in molecular virology with a postdoc at Cold Spring Harbor. By the time she was twenty-eight, she was a principal collaborator on the influenza vaccine. It was her group that identified the epitope now used in the SARS vaccine. She knows her genetics cold, and has an imagination that makes Moriarty seem like an altar boy. Be glad she’s on our side.”


  Levin continued his summary. “Sam Goldberg is their physician. Specialist in infectious diseases. He organized a clinic in Namibia while he was still in medical school and studied tropical diseases. He gravitated to NIH pretty early in his career, and started one of the first molecular immunology labs before he became chief of medicine there. His referral clinic is pretty famous for making weird diagnoses.”


  Levin took a few steps before continuing. “There’s something about him. It’s like he stares right through you. When I was checking him out at NIH, the two things everyone could agree on were that he was a genius, and that he had eyes that could read your mind.”


  They passed a uniformed guard, who saluted crisply at the senator as they passed. The senator nodded in response.


  “And you hold their leash?” Embry asked as they neared the elevator.


  “Not for a second. I picked them; I pay them; I leave them alone. Truth is, I’m a bureaucrat these days. These guys can think circles around me, and I don’t try and fight it. They set their own agenda. That’s the whole idea. I only gave them one directive: play wargames, and win them. If a bioterrorist attacks, this group will function as the principal advisory command structure to the president.” They stepped into the elevator.


  “How much do you pay them?” The mention of money focused Embry’s attention like a hungry Rottweiler.


  “You don’t want to know, sir.”


  “I suppose not. I admit I’m skeptical that your little group is that much better informed than the thousands of people we have working on the same issues in defense, energy, and intelligence labs.”


  “Then it’s good for you to meet them. These people are the best America has
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