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  ONE


  EYES ONLY


  HAND DELIVER: TO DAVID FITZHUGH


  FROM: COL THOMAS RODHAM


  RE: Spirochete


  David—


  I am sending along the records that prompted my little one-man investigation into this Borrelia burgorferi business, which I alluded to on the phone yesterday morning.


  I think you’ll see right away what I mean about the personnel involved. If anybody ever finds out that I copied these records and gave them to you, my tit’s in a wringer and so’s yours. The folks upstairs were exceedingly pissed when I questioned them about it.


  I need some real scientific help with this, David. I hope you’ll help.


  T.R.


  And so it was on a snowy Thursday afternoon—with five inches of the white stuff predicted—that a balding forty-three-year-old biochemist named David Fitzhugh started looking through the records his Pentagon pal Colonel Rodham had sent along.


  Fitzhugh was in a biochemical laboratory out near the Naval Oceanographic Office in the Washington, D.C., area.


  Fitzhugh’s latest work involved the mechanism of several different enzyme molecules and the role they played in speeding up chemical reactions.


  Rodham’s work sounded like a lot more fun.


  Inside the folder, Fitzhugh found photographs of six people, plus two pages of medical commentary on each. The medical commentary ran largely to a behavioral study of each individual.


  There was an attached sheet, written by Rodham, about a spirochete called Borrelia burgorferi and the odd resemblance it bore to the curious rash each of the six people showed on the inside of his or her right arm. Rodham, who was a medical doctor, said that while this particular erythema migrans superficially looked like Lyme disease, it was not Lyme disease. He wanted to know what it was. Exactly.


  Fitzhugh set to work, wanting first to learn something about the biopsy sample Rodham had included with the folder.


  Two hours later, Fitzhugh used a radioactive isotope to study the chemical reactions in this particular organism.


  He was excited and deeply confused.


  More hours elapsed. He didn’t hear any of the heavy yellow monsters trying to scrape the streets clean outside; nor did he watch the theatrics of the TV weatherman as he declared a snow emergency nor witness any of the dozens of fender benders taking place on the various freeways.


  He was too busy; and having too much fun.


  What the hell did he have hold of here, anyway?


  He took a break, heating up a cup of coffee in the small microwave and pulling down some of his loftier textbooks. He was going to need a whole hell of a lot of lofty textbooks by the time he found his answer.


  It was at this point, 10:02 pm, EST, as Fitzhugh sat with his feet up on the desk and a pencil sticking out of his ear (out—not behind), that a gloved hand tripped the lock on the exterior door of Fitzhugh’s lab, and a man dressed completely in black, right down to the silencer on his Ruger and the ski mask over his head, eased open the inside door and took a long hard look at the man with his feet up.


  “He didn’t do you any favors, Mr. Fitzhugh.”


  So engrossed had Fitzhugh been that not until that moment did he realize that he had a visitor.


  His feet came down from the desk. He stood up, making a show of making fists. But actually his bowels were cold and sickly things, and his heart was pounding with humiliating fervor.


  “He shouldn’t have shown you those files,” said the man in the ski mask.


  He shot Fitzhugh twice in the face, twice in the chest. Then he went about making it look as if a robbery had taken place, drawers yanked out and overturned, the floor and desktop a blizzard of scattered papers.


  Not Colonel Rodham’s files, of course. Oh, no. Those were tucked safely beneath the right arm of the man in the ski mask, along with the tissue sample.


  Who looked around one last time.


  Who seemed quite pleased with his work.


  Who glanced down at Fitzhugh and then put another bullet in the biochemist’s temple. Why take chances?


  Then he was gone, into the wailing blizzard that was about to shut Washington, D.C., down for a good twelve hours.
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  December 3, 2011


  They said the first mission was jinxed. This was the second mission, and if anyone had asked Captain Wendy Abronowitz, she’d have said this one was jinxed, too.


  They were eight weeks out, more than halfway through the return leg of their trip. Another twenty-one days would see them touch down once more on the green, green hills of Earth. That is, if they made it that far.


  The first part of their mission had gone smoothly. Their mixed crew of six astronauts—two Americans, two Russians, a French biophysicist, and an Israeli—had been sent out to examine a comet as it once more flew by the Earth on its way out of the system. Just as the earlier mission had been sent to observe it on its way in.


  That first mission, led by Captain Jack Campbell, had also gone smoothly, right up until they reached the comet. After that, things had gone sour. Not many people knew exactly what had happened, but the rumors were terrifying.


  And now Wendy, having watched her own team investigate the comet, and having seen what happened to them, knew that the rumors were nowhere near terrifying enough.
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  December 3, 2011


  At the same time on Earth, the early edition of The Washington Post was just appearing, carrying a small but front-page story about one Colonel Thomas Rodham, who had been missing for six days and whose wife feared he had been depressed about being passed over for a Pentagon promotion.


  Rodham had been found in a Langley, Virginia, motel. Alone. A bullet having ripped through his mouth and exploded the back of his head. Suicide, of course.


  Services were pending.
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  March 15, 2011


  Captain Jack “Cap’n Jack” Campbell was a good team leader. He’d headed up several near-Earth missions for NASA, and led one of the early joint NASA-EEC moon missions a decade earlier. He had an amiable style of leadership, but everyone under him knew he could be tough when the situation demanded it.


  Officially, he was supposed to be retired from active duty, but he’d called in a few favors on this one. Imagine, a comet that defied all known behavior patterns of comets; one that had no corona and no tail and so was completely invisible from Earth, even from less than a million miles away. This comet, cataloged as C2007G, had only been detected by accident. One of the filters on the Hubble II had failed to kick in, and the resultant image showed C2007G streaking across the picture.


  There’d been a lot of arguments in all the usual circles: Was this really a comet or merely an asteroid with an unusually large orbit? That was one of the questions this mission was designed to answer. The fact that the orbit took the traveler out beyond the Oort cloud was enough for most people to call it a comet.


  And Jack had a thing for comets. Like most kids, he’d had a passion for dinosaurs when he was growing up. He could still remember the day in school when he first learned that a comet may have been responsible for their end, and for the upheavals that resulted in Man’s dominance on Earth.


  As glad as he was to be alive, and to be himself, he’d always mourned the passing of the great creatures—and had, since that day, carried a great passion, born of dismay, curiosity, and wonder, for comets.


  So when this mission came up, the first mission ever to attempt to match orbits with a comet and gather samples, he fought for a place. Which brought him once more into the depths of space, and the blackness he thought of more and more as his natural home.
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  December 23, 2011


  I suppose I wouldn’t have gone out at all that night if I hadn’t read the obituary section of The Washington Post. Four suicides, two men, two women, all under the age of forty-five.


  Of course, this was not unexpected news, since Christmas was two days away. The suicide rate usually soars over the holidays in big cities.


  So I went out looking for a little frivolity, a little human warmth. Which meant a woman, of course.


  In the age of AIDS, I’m as careful as I can be without becoming a hermit.


  That night, I needn’t have worried.


  Because we practiced safe sex, all right, just about the safest you could have.


  I slept on the couch with the little red blanket my cat, Tasha, usually takes, and the lady—her name was Denise and she was some kind of computer expert in the Defense Department—took my bed with the nice warm electric blanket.


  The thing was, Denise was brokenhearted. Four weeks ago, over her lunch hour, she’d driven out to deliver a surprise birthday present to her fiancé’s apartment. But Denise was the one who got surprised. When she used her key and let herself in, she found him making earnest love to one of the secretaries from his law office.


  Which was an eerie parallel to an experience I’d had not long ago, an experience that at least temporarily had shut down the only talent I’d ever possessed.


  But, anyway, Denise.


  Between crying jags in the bar—we were in the back in a booth so that kind of thing was permissible—we learned that we shared an affinity for Clint Eastwood movies, John O’Hara novels, Vivaldi, Bugs Bunny and Yosemite Sam, and the chocolate cake at the Encore Cafe over by the Kennedy Center.


  When we weren’t talking about our interests and passions, we were talking about Rick the lawyer and what a shit he was, and indeed he was.


  Then it was closing time and the lights came up in that dreary last-call way they have of doing, and she said, “Have you ever been heartbroken?”


  I smiled sadly. “Not past tense. Present. I am heartbroken.”


  “You were dumped?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Don’t you ever get scared of the night—when you’re alone, I mean. I mean, just the concept of night.”


  She was two glasses of wine past being exactly coherent, but I knew what she was trying to say. Sometimes night stretched vast and frightening in front of you, and you wondered if you’d ever make it till dawn.


  “Sorry, folks, we’re closing,” said a beefy guy, picking up our wine glasses.


  We went outside. She had her arm around my waist and her clean, dark hair in my face.


  She smelled warm and womanly and erotic.


  “God, I don’t want to leave you,” she said. “But I’m not up for sleeping with anybody yet, either.”


  “I could use a little company myself. C’mon.”


  “But where—”


  “Are you mad?” she had called an hour later from the bedroom.


  “No. I’m asleep.”


  “I’ll sleep with you if you really want me to.”


  “Boy, try and control your enthusiasm, will you?”


  “I’m sorry I talked so much about Rick tonight.”


  She was sobering up and felt embarrassed and probably even a little scared. We had kissed a few times, and then she had guided my hand to one of her sweet little breasts and then just as quickly guided it away, and started sobbing about Rick again.


  And so, realizing that I would have to be a noble bastard even if I didn’t want to, I had stood her up and walked her into the bedroom, laid her down, and then turned on the electric blanket.


  “You need some sleep,” I said. “And so do I.”


  I went out to the kitchen and made myself a cup of tea and then sat up on my bed on the couch and watched the second half of Winchester ’73, which is one of those old Jimmy Stewart Westerns that gets better, and more morally ambiguous, with each viewing.


  After a while, I tiptoed to the bedroom door, opened it, and peeked inside.


  For a slight woman of five feet four, she made a hell of a lot of noise snoring. But it was sweet, her snoring, and for the first time since climbing the stairs to my apartment door, I was glad she was here. On a snowy night like this, it was just good to know that somebody else was in my apartment.


  I went back to the movie and it was about twenty minutes later that she woke up and called out was I mad and I said no I was asleep.


  “Maybe I should go home.”


  “Don’t be silly. Were snowed in. Now go back to sleep.”


  “Really? You aren’t mad?”


  “Really, I’m not mad.”


  “You know what I forgot to ask you?” she said.


  “What’s that?”


  “What you do. For a living I mean.”


  “I’m a freak.”


  “You’re a what?”


  I sighed. Actually, that’s both what I was and what I did for a living. But one thing I’d had to agree to when I’d signed on with the Lab was that I would never divulge what I did. Never. To anybody. And since the federal government was at least marginally the Lab’s sponsor, I had to honor my word.


  “I do phone surveys.”


  “Oh.” She tried very hard to keep the disappointment from her voice, but she couldn’t quite manage it. “You mean sort of like call people on the phone and ask them real irritating questions?”


  I smiled. “I must’ve called you before.”


  She laughed. “God, don’t people swear at you a lot?”


  “How much is a lot?”


  She laughed again. “Boy, you’re really what I needed tonight. You really are. I just wish you were getting something out of it.”


  “I am getting something out of it. You’re a very appealing woman.”


  “I’d offer to make you breakfast tomorrow, but I’m a terrible cook.”


  “Tomorrow’s Saturday. We can sleep late and then go find a restaurant somewhere.”


  “G’night.”


  “Night.”


  I turned the TV off, and the lights, then lay down and watched the flurries touch the windows, and listened to the snowplows work furiously in the distance. There was something melancholy about it all, but it was not an unpleasant melancholy, and then at last I slept.
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  I’ve never been much of a sleeper. The people at the Lab explained why to me once—something having to do with certain brain function irregularities—and so the slightest noise wakes me up. The footsteps in the vestibule downstairs woke me up.


  I lay for long moments in that limbo of shadow and chill and growing body awareness—the knee that needed scratching, the bladder that needed emptying—and then I focused on the footsteps, wondering who it was, and why they were here. It was late, and mine was the only apartment on the second floor.


  Up until a few months ago, I would have had a photograph of my caller by now. Of all the dozens of espers who have passed through the Lab, I was always in the upper three percent for creating the quickest and most detailed mental photographs. We used to practice with portable steel walls. I’d sit on a chair on one side of the wall, and then Dr. Broder would bring somebody into the room and put him on the other side of the wall. Dr. Broder would then ask me to describe this person in detail. I not only gave him color of hair, eyes and necktie; I also gave him warts, moles, and birthmarks.


  At the top of the stairs, the footsteps stopped.


  I squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated on the darkness that now enveloped me. Used to be so damned easy to conjure up a photograph. I strained to the point that I could feel sweat start to bead on my forehead and a headache begin to pound in both temples.


  Footsteps again. Faster now. Had to be a woman. Not heavy enough to make the ancient wooden floor do much more than squeak faintly. A man’s weight would have been much noisier.


  She paused at the door. Then something nudged the door faintly.


  Footsteps again but this time going away.


  Down the hall, down the stairs, through the vestibule, out the front door. Quickly. Quickly.


  I eased out from beneath the covers, trying not to wake Tasha, who slept at my feet, and walked softly over to the door.


  I looked both ways, after I got the door open, just in case she’d managed to fake me out and was actually hiding nearby with a gun.


  But there was nobody. Just a window-rattling blast of cold wind and the dying groans of a house that had lived past its time.


  At my feet, however, sitting there on the scuffed yellow linoleum that was probably older than I was, was a fashionable box from Laura Ashley, the trendy Georgetown store that seemed to bedazzle women of all ages.


  But why would somebody leave me a Laura Ashley box? Maybe in a previous life I’d been a cross-dresser, but in this one I liked being a guy just fine.


  I went inside and took it over to the table and set it down and got a good light on it and then lifted the top off.


  There was a newspaper clipping inside, dated some six months ago.


  ASTRONAUTS TO RETURN


  Touchdown Scheduled for Saturday


  The joint NASA-EEC comet investigation mission, led by Captain Jack Campbell, is due to touch down at Cape Canaveral at 4:05 am EST tomorrow. Early press releases heralded the mission as a success, but lately NASA has been uncharacteristically quiet. Reporters have not been invited to witness the return.


  There was a note scrawled on the clipping in red ballpoint. “They never came back,” it said. It looked like a woman’s handwriting, but I didn’t recognize it.


  I had known Cap’n Jack. Several years ago, we had done some work together. He was a nice guy, and I’d liked him a lot.


  I thought back to the event. I remembered hearing about the comet mission and thinking that it was a great idea, but I couldn’t remember how it ended. It seemed that it had sort of vanished in the usual noise of violence and earthquakes and wars and crime that had all somehow, without our ever quite realizing how it happened, become our way of life.


  I wondered what had happened to Cap’n Jack, and who had brought me this clipping in such an unusual fashion.


  As I thought, I automatically reached out with my mind, sensing for whatever clues could be found within the paper in my hands. There wasn’t much, just a faint sensation of fear, and something that may have been pain. That was all, but it was enough to make me even more curious.


  I sat up thinking until I heard the first chink of tire chains on the milk trucks of the D.C. morning. And then the rumble and tumble of people trekking off through the chill gray morning to chill gray jobs.


  I ended up sitting up on the couch with Tasha in my lap, fitful sleep taking me down ten minutes at a time.
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