
  [image: Cover]


  THE PRESIDENT’S DOCTOR


  By David Shobin


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Gordian Knot Production


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Crossroad Press digital edition 2021


  Copyright © 2021 David Shobin


  ISBN: ePub Digital Edition - 978-1-952979-70-5


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  David Shobin is an obstetrician/gynecologist who has been an Assistant Clinical Professor at the State University of New York at Stony Brook for over three decades. His first novel, THE UNBORN, was a New York Times bestseller. An author of medical thrillers, he has also written THE SEEDING, THE OBSESSION, THE CENTER, TERMINAL CONDITION, THE PROVIDER, and THE CURE. He is currently in the private practice of OB/GYN, specializing in reproductive health. He lives and works on Long Island.


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Table of Contents


  


  PROLOGUE


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  CHAPTER 7


  CHAPTER 8


  CHAPTER 9


  CHAPTER 10


  CHAPTER 11


  CHAPTER 12


  CHAPTER 13


  CHAPTER 14


  CHAPTER 15


  CHAPTER 16


  CHAPTER 17


  CHAPTER 18


  CHAPTER 19


  CHAPTER 20


  CHAPTER 21


  CHAPTER 22


  CHAPTER 23


  CHAPTER 24


  CHAPTER 25


  EPILOGUE


  PROLOGUE


  Baltimore, Maryland


  October, 2005, 5:30 P.M.


  The frigid late-October rain sprayed sideways in torrential, wind-driven sheets that flayed everything they struck. It was a hard, dirty rain that carried the city’s airborne filth in opaque gray droplets. Drumming fiercely on the car’s metal frame, the downpour caused a roaring din that made hearing difficult. The men inside had to shout, which emphasized their decidedly Southern accents.


  “That him?” said one.


  The man sitting beside him, wearing a dark ski jacket and a black baseball cap, held up binoculars that aimed through the rain-streaked windshield. “Sure looks like him.”


  “Don’t look like shit to me. Yes or no.”


  “Yeah, that’s him.”


  “Then let’s go.” He put the rental van into gear and slowly drove beside the curb.


  The time change from Daylight Savings to Eastern Standard Time had occurred two days before, and it was already dark. The van’s headlamps created twin cones of ivory light in which the driving raindrops were incandescent jewels. The vehicle had been parked on North Caroline Street, facing uptown. Thirty yards away, Dr. Jeremy Raskin turned on foot from McElderry onto North Caroline, heading for the parking garage. He’d just finished work at the Outpatient Center of what was now known as the Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions.


  Forty-year-old Dr. Raskin, an obstetrician-gynecologist, was a specialist in the Institution’s Division of Reproductive Endocrinology and Infertility. A champion of women’s issues and reproductive rights, he was a maverick infertility expert who also performed abortions. His outspoken persona gained him national prominence. He was also a brilliant, if controversial, researcher, a pioneer in stem cell research who also supported human cloning. His viewpoints often differed from Hopkins’ stated policy. Recently, Dr. Raskin had improved on groundbreaking Israeli experiments by successfully growing mature cardiac tissue out of human fetal stem cells. This contentious research earned him both praise and infamy.


  Head down, Raskin scurried toward the garage, protecting himself from the intense rain. No other passersby braved the storm. Hatless, he clutched the collar of his winter coat with one hand. Looking down at the pavement, he was so intent on his footwork that he didn’t spot the approaching vehicle. The van stopped just before him and both passengers jumped out. They moved swiftly, oblivious to the biting rain. While the driver jogged curbside and opened the van’s side cargo doors, the other man leapt in front of the physician. He was holding a sturdy leather sap crammed with BB-size lead shot.


  “Dr. Raskin?” he called.


  Already drenched, Raskin barely looked up. But the confirmatory glance was enough for the man to verify the doctor’s identity. Without uttering another word, the man ferociously swung the sap toward Raskin’s head. The heavy instrument made a sickening wet smack as it struck the doctor at the base of his forehead, just above the nose. Raskin’s legs gave way, and he collapsed in a heap.


  “Get his legs,” said the attacker.


  As the driver grabbed the legs, the other man pocketed the sap and lifted the unconscious researcher under the armpits. The rain pelted them mercilessly. Together, grunting as they worked, the men dragged the doctor inside the van.


  “This is one fuckin’ fat Jewboy,” the driver grumbled.


  Tossing Raskin’s limp body onto the metal floor, they quickly slammed the van’s doors. Blood streamed down the physician’s face. The men were in a hurry now. Jumping into his seat, the driver gunned the engine and they sped away, up North Caroline to East Madison, then across town, past the Inner Harbor. Skirting Camden Yards, they took I-395 to I-95, following the signs for the Baltimore Washington International Airport. The rain turned to sleet. In the glowing swath of the van’s headlights, the beads of frozen rain resembled iridescent buttons.


  Despite the rush hour, traffic was sparse and had been slowed by the inclement weather. Nevertheless, they moved at a steady pace, making desultory conversation as they drove. The van had a window between the passenger compartment and the cargo bay. From time to time the men would peer into the back, checking on their captive. Raskin remained unconscious. The sap had broken his nose, and clotted blood congealed around his nose and upper lip. At length, the van left the highway and entered the airport complex.


  BWI was a growing airport in the midst of an expansion. The shell of a ninth cargo terminal had been erected, though its interior remained unfinished. Owing to the day-long storm that had diverted most flights, ground traffic was light. The van wound its way along the surface roads toward the cargo complex. Eventually it reached the uncompleted cargo building, where it backed up to a service ramp. Despite the rain, the air had the unmistakable kerosene smell of aircraft fuel. In the background, an occasional whine of jet engines rose and fell. The van’s driver honked the horn three quick times. In the new building, a retractable metal door began to rise.


  A workman emerged, shielded by an overhang. With no letup in the storm, sleet and rain continued to hammer the van. Seeing what they wanted, the two passengers jumped out and ran up the ramp’s steps, where they were approached by the man in coveralls.


  “What the hell took so long?” he asked.


  “In case you ain’t noticed,” said the driver, “this weather’s for shit.”


  “The hell with that. You got our boy?”


  “We got him, all right,” said the second man, opening the van’s doors. “Give us a hand, huh? He’s a fat fuck.”


  Working together, the trio entered the van, lifting Raskin by his soaked clothing and carrying him into the terminal. The vacant building was huge, smelling of fresh concrete and paint and damp timber. It was cold and largely unlit, save for one spotlight that shined down from above. In the center of its beam, roughly in the middle of the terminal, was a Hawker 700, an eight-passenger corporate aircraft. The men deposited Raskin beside the jet’s nose wheel, propping him up in a sitting position against the strut. Working with rehearsed smoothness, one of them readied a Polaroid camera while another placed a newspaper in the doctor’s lap. It was that day’s copy of The Sun, Baltimore’s leading newspaper.


  The photographer snapped the picture. He wore latex surgical gloves to prevent fingerprints. Carefully removing the print, he showed it to the others.


  “Pretty, huh? That could win me a Pulitzer Prize.”


  “I don’t care about no prizes,” said the driver. “Long as they print it. Now let’s take care of this tub of shit.”


  They dragged Raskin over to the port wing, where the photographer steadied him while the first two climbed atop the wing. Pushing from below and lifting from above, the trio hauled the physician up with the gentleness of butchers moving a beef carcass. It was an effort, but they finally laid him on his back, beside the fuselage. Although Raskin was still unconscious, they took the precaution of binding his legs and cuffing his hands behind him.


  A wide piece of tubing lay on the aft portion of the wing. The transparent polypropylene conduit was eighteen inches in diameter. It extended back to the cowling of the port engine, which was situated just behind the wing. The words “Abortionist Special” were hand-painted on the tubing in large block letters. The men on the wing swung Raskin’s bound feet into the tube’s opening. Meanwhile, at the wing tip, the man in coveralls looked through a video camera’s viewfinder, composing a shot.


  “How’s it look?” called one of the men on the wing.


  “Damn good, yes sir. Ready when you are. Make sure you stay outa the shot.”


  The driver nodded and turned toward the second man. “Start ’er up.”


  The Hawker’s open cabin door was just in front of the wing. The second man walked to the wing’s forward edge and, steadying himself, swung his left leg over into the aircraft entrance. Closing the door and entering the cockpit, he sat down and worked several switches. Seconds later, the Garrett TFE jet engine started up with a distinctive whine. Due to the jet’s increasing roar, hearing was now impossible. The two men outside donned ear protectors. Looking out of his window, the pilot gave a thumbs-up to the driver, who nodded back. Then the driver looked at the cameraman at the wing tip.


  Arching his eyebrows, the driver mimed the word, “Okay?” Satisfied with his camera image, the man in coveralls gave a return thumbs-up. On the wing, the driver reached into his pocket and removed an ampoule of smelling salts. Crushing it between his fingertips, he held it to the unconscious man’s nose. The volatile spirits of ammonia wafted into the doctor’s nasal passages. With a forceful blink and a cough, Raskin jolted into wakefulness.


  He had no idea where he was. Parts of his body were in intense pain. There was a steady, merciless ache inside his head, his upper nose was swollen and clogged, and his ears were filled with a shrieking whine that grew by the second. When he tried to move his hands, he found that they were wedged behind his back, painfully joined together. His head was being buffeted by howling wind that raced down his body. Craning his neck, looking toward his feet, he saw that his wet shoes had been placed inside a transparent tube that was slightly wider than his body.


  Suddenly identifying the origin of the roar, Raskin’s eyes went wide. There, not more than six feet away, was the intake of a jet engine. Its whirling blades were unmistakable. As the now-shrieking wind began pulling at his torso, he gaped in fearful disbelief. He tried to jackknife his legs out of the tube, but there was a rope around his ankles, and the suction was too great. Heart pounding wildly, Raskin thrashed madly from side to side, desperate to escape the force that was steadily pulling him into the tube. Looking frantically to his right, he spotted two men at the wing tip.


  “Please!” he screamed, his voice indistinguishable over the roar. “Help me!”


  One of the men was holding a camera. The other, who was grinning, waved a hand in sadistic goodbye. Then the smiling man looked toward the cockpit, raised his hand, and made circles in the air. The already deafening noise increased, along with the deadly pull. All at once, Dr. Raskin understood.


  “No!” he pleaded. “You can’t do this!”


  But they could. With the camera rolling, the man inside the cockpit advanced the throttle. As the monstrous suction strengthened its tug, Raskin’s body was drawn steadily, inexorably into the tube—slowly, at first, but then with mounting speed, until his terrified shrieks were obliterated by the machine that consumed him.


  CHAPTER 1


  Washington, D.C.


  “Noted Researcher Presumed Murdered,” read the title of the page one article in The Washington Post.


  “Shortly prior to our publication deadline,” the article began, “a videotape was anonymously delivered to this news organization. The tape reveals the apparent murder of Dr. Jeremy Raskin, a Baltimore-based physician, women’s rights advocate, and stem cell researcher at the Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions. Sources verify the tape as authentic. In a handwritten note that accompanied the videotape, the words ‘Abortionists Must Die’ were printed above the signature, ‘The Southern Cross.’ A Polaroid print allegedly showing the victim holding yesterday’s The Sun was also enclosed.


  “As we went to press, the Baltimore City Police confirm that Dr. Raskin cannot be located and is presumed missing. Raskin, a forty-year-old obstetrician-gynecologist, came to prominence last March with the successful growth of adult cardiac cells from fetal stem cells. Locally, he has been a vocal abortion rights advocate.


  “Neither The Washington Post nor the combined news media are familiar with an individual or group that calls itself The Southern Cross. The videotape and photograph have been turned over to the FBI for evaluation.”


  The White House


  “Jesus, turn that thing off,” insisted the chief of staff.


  “Mr. President?” asked the Secret Service agent at the VCR’s controls.


  “That’s enough,” said President Meredith. “I think we get the point.”


  They met in the White House Situation Room, shortly after the president’s daily briefing. The Situation Room, the executive branch’s twenty-four-hour watch and alert center, was intended to provide intelligence and information that could assist in the implementation of national security policy. Occasionally, however, the underground room—also known as WHSR, or the “Sit Room”—was used for urgent domestic matters. That was the circumstance today, after the Post forwarded the videotape to the FBI early that morning. In addition to the chief of staff, who doubled as the president’s national security advisor, also in attendance were the Deputy Director of the FBI, the Attorney General, the chief of security of BWI, and the CIA’s Director of Counterintelligence.


  The president rubbed his chin. “This has been verified as authentic?”


  “Yes, sir,” said the FBI man. “No question about it. Our lab is trying to get some evidence off the tape and the print, but they look clean. There are traces of talc, which suggests the photographer used latex gloves. Certainly not an amateur.”


  “What about the doctor?”


  “As of an hour ago, Dr. Raskin was still missing. There’s also a preliminary match on the victim’s blood remains with the Hopkins database. All employee health data is on file.”


  “No DNA yet?” the president asked.


  “Too early for that, sir. That’ll take days, maybe a week.”


  The president looked across the table. “What happened at the airport, Chief?” he asked the security man.


  “It was pretty ugly, Mr. President. We’re expanding our cargo facilities, and it happened in one of the new, unoccupied buildings.”


  “I can deal with ugly, Chief. God knows I saw my share of it in Vietnam. I just want to know how something like this could occur in a busy major airport. When did it happen?”


  “Early evening, probably. I don’t mean to make excuses, but the building’s still under construction. The workmen left at four. The building’s locked, or it’s supposed to be, until a security team comes by at midnight. When they got there, the lock was broken, and the aircraft was inside.”


  “Whose plane is it?”


  “It belongs to Mid-Atlantic Aviation, a charter company in Delaware. They reported it stolen two weeks ago. There’s no record of it flying into BWI. We figure it must have been trucked in today and put in the building after the workmen left.”


  Meredith looked dubious. “And nobody saw it?”


  “There’s a lot of unregulated ground traffic, sir. We also had a pretty strong storm.”


  “So, this plane just shows up, gets put in an empty building, and is used to chop someone into hamburger?”


  The security man lowered his chin sheepishly. “Looks that way, sir.”


  Shaking his head, the president looked at the Deputy Director of the FBI. “What about this Southern Cross outfit? What’s their background?”


  “They’re a new group to us, Mr. President. But they’re obviously not crackpot novices. An operation like this took a lot of planning. From the anti-abortion rhetoric and the word Cross in their name, we presume they’re a conservative religious organization. Or the activist arm of a very deadly one.”


  “No relationship to Islamic terrorists or international groups?”


  “None that we can see.”


  “A new hate group, then?”


  “Maybe. The Anti-Defamation League monitors these groups closely, but they haven’t heard of them either.”


  “What about the Southern part?” asked Meredith, himself a Southerner.


  “Too soon to talk geopolitics, Mr. President. It might mean something, or it could be a feint. We’re looking at all angles, but we just don’t know yet.”


  Meredith eyed the Attorney General. “Is there anything I should know on the abortion front? I haven’t heard of any clinic problems. I thought it was pretty quiet.”


  “It is,” the AG agreed. “Abortion-related violence is at its lowest level in years. Part of that’s because abortions are way down. We have no indication this is part of a new trend. Not yet, anyway.”


  “Seems to be a hell of a lot we don’t know,” the president said, slowly filling his pipe and deliberately tamping down the tobacco. “What about Raskin himself? Isn’t he a stem cell expert?”


  “Yes, sir. Dr. Raskin is—or was—someone who did abortions, but he was also a well-known cell biologist. He did a lot of his work with private funding, which let him get around Federal guidelines. He was outspoken and very controversial. That may have made him a target.”


  “Something certainly did. I may not agree with his line of work, but no one deserves to get chopped up like that.”


  “The tubing, the jet engine,” the chief of staff observed. “That’s supposed to represent an abortion machine, right? Jesus, talk about making a statement. The ultimate eye-for-an-eye-message. Keep aborting pregnancies, and we’ll abort you.”


  “Thank you for that insight,” said the president. He sighed wearily. “I can’t say I like hearing how depressingly little we sometimes know. One thing is sure. With CNN already onto the Post story, the whole country will get wind of it by noon.”


  “A very important consideration,” agreed the chief of staff. “You can’t have your fellow citizens thinking they can knock off whoever they disagree with.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “Beat ’em to the punch, Mr. President. Preempt the media.”


  Press conferences could be arranged at a moment’s notice, but the eleven-a.m. appearance by the president surprised even veteran White House correspondents. As the reporters hurriedly took their seats, Meredith stepped up to the podium that bore the Presidential Seal.


  “By now,” he began, reading from prepared remarks, “many of you have heard of the tragic death of Dr. Jeremy Raskin last night. Dr. Raskin was a dedicated researcher and physician whose life was brutally ended by enemies of tolerance and dissent. He leaves behind a widow, two children, many grateful patients, and a country dedicated to stamping out mindless violence.”


  The journalists took hurried notes, wondering where the president was headed. Meredith was a skilled orator whose words were easy on the ear. It was unusual, however, for him to give an unscheduled press conference, except in cases of dire national emergency. For something akin to a eulogy, why not let a staff member handle it? They wondered about the intent of his remarks.


  “This administration’s policies differed from the views espoused by Dr. Raskin. While he favored abortion on demand, we consider it an option only in dire circumstances; and while he did pioneering work with fetal stem cells, we favor research on embryonic stem cells only. But whatever our differences, there can be no discounting the dedication Dr. Raskin gave to his patients. For that reason alone, we mourn his death. But beyond the loss of a skilled caregiver, there is the larger question of why certain extremists feel that radical means are the only avenue of legitimate dissent. We cannot, and will not, let that view prevail. As Americans, we cherish our differences, not try to limit them.


  “Federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies are working together to solve this cowardly crime. We will spare no effort to bring the perpetrators to justice. Freedom of speech and expression are among our most cherished principles. In our country no man may abridge the freedom of another, nor succeed by force in imposing his will. Those who try will learn that justice can be both swift and harsh.” Ending the brief address, the president folded his remarks.


  “Mr. President,” shouted one of the journalists, “are you saying that Dr. Raskin was murdered because of political views in the areas you mentioned?”


  “It seems that way to us. Out of respect to the family, we’ve asked that copies of the Post videotape not be made public. But those of us who have seen the tape are convinced it was intended to make a statement.”


  “A follow-up, sir, if I could. Do you think this signals a return of abortion-related violence?”


  “First of all,” said the president, “I’ve been informed that events like this are at an all-time low, and we don’t think it’s the start of a pattern. Second, Dr. Raskin was a champion of many causes, some of them controversial. He was outspoken about his views. In addition to abortion, he was a supporter of fetal stem cell research and human cloning. At this point, we’re not sure which issue his killers may have been reacting to.” He pointed at another reporter.


  “What about the group that claims responsibility, Mr. President? The Southern Cross?”


  “We’re looking into that. It’s not an organization that the FBI or domestic counter-terrorism experts are familiar with. We’re asking anyone who can provide information to contact their local police department or the toll-free number we’ve established.”


  “Sir,” said another correspondent, “aren’t you concerned that your remarks might alienate your core constituency? After all, most of the people who supported you didn’t share Dr. Raskin’s views.”


  Meredith’s gaze drifted across the pressroom, and for several seconds he seemed to stare blankly at the wall.


  “Sir?” prompted the questioner.


  “Sorry. Mind was elsewhere. Could you repeat that, please?”


  “I asked if you were worried about offending party conservatives with your remarks about abortion and fetal research.”


  “No, John, I’m not. My views remain the same and haven’t changed one bit. But this is not an issue that people of conscience should keep quiet about. When an innocent man is sacrificed because of his beliefs, a serious injustice is committed. It doesn’t matter that his views may have differed from mine. If voters disagree with what Dr. Raskin stood for, the place to make their feelings known is at the ballot box. We are a nation of laws. I am here today to emphasize that this administration will pursue those laws with vigor. If some of my supporters differ with me on this, so be it. Reasonable men may disagree on important issues, but in the end, justice will prevail.” Waving to the reporters, he walked from the podium, ignoring the continued chorus of questions.


  “Core constituency,” said Smith, slowly elongating each syllable. “That supposed to be us? Sumbitch don’t have much gratitude, does he?”


  “What happened to dancin’ with the girl that brung ya’?” said the second man. “Seems to me the man has himself a memory problem, right, Sean?”


  The man called Sean concentrated on the ash of his lit cigarette. He rolled the Marlboro between his nicotine-stained fingers, staring thoughtfully at the wisp of smoke that curled from its tip. “He’s a politician, C.J.” Placing the filter in his lips, he took a deep drag. “That means he’s a professional liar. Memory and gratitude have nothing to do with it. It doesn’t matter what platform the man ran on. You’ve heard of politically correct? He’ll say whatever the money and the polls tell him to say.”


  They were drinking been at a corner table of the Dew Drop Inn, a claustrophobically small tavern on the outskirts of Lynchburg, Virginia. Finishing their previous night’s work at the airport, they left the videotape at the entrance to the newspaper’s editorial offices. Using a voice scrambler, Sean had phoned the city desk to check outside for a special package. Then the men immediately drove south in the stolen van. The rain provided excellent cover. Never exceeding the speed limit, they attracted no suspicion and had no interruptions. The storm tapered off around Charlottesville, and by the time they reached the motel, there was only inconsequential drizzle. After dumping the van and changing cars, they turned in for the night.


  They were an unlikely trio. Long and lanky, a tall farmer’s boy, C.J. Walker’s scarecrow façade concealed the strength in his sinewy muscles. He was the one who had wielded the sap. The man called Smith, the van driver who was twice C.J.’s age, had a sandpaper voice roughened by years of cheap whiskey and unfiltered cigarettes. His unshaven cheeks bore visible white stubble. The third man, the photographer, was unlike the others. Shorter, more visibly compact, he had a leader’s sureness of movement and a no-nonsense demeanor. His name was Sean O’Brien, and he was the obvious man in charge.


  “You know what they can do with their goddamn politics,” said the gravelly-voiced Smith.


  “It’s politics done got him elected,” observed C.J. “We voted him in, we can vote him out.”


  Sean smiled. “That’s the American way, C.J. The power of the polling place. Very democratic.”


  “I ain’t no Democrat.”


  “No, you’re not,” said Sean. “And you’re also not the kind of guy who has the patience to wait for an election. Besides, it looks like he’s going to get re-elected. You think most people think the way we do? Hell, they love ol’ Bobby Meredith.”


  “I was just sayin’, it ain’t right.”


  “No, it’s not. People should have a little more integrity and stick to their word. They should remember their principles a little better. But once they’re in Washington, you can’t depend on them anymore. You’ve got to depend on yourself.”


  “Amen to that,” croaked Smith, taking a swig of his Bud.


  “Question is,” Sean continued, “what are we going to do about it? We know what we believe in. Taking care of the doctor showed ’em we’re serious. We just won’t put up with that kind of shit. But if we thought we were sending a message they’d understand, forget it. You heard what the man said. We might have to think again. Maybe take matters into our own hands.”


  C.J. stared at Sean several seconds before a smile slowly spread across his face. “Don’t be shittin’ me, man. What’re you sayin’, Sean?”


  “I’m saying there are times you give up, and times you circle the wagons and fight. I don’t think there are quitters in the Southern Cross. When you know what you want, sometimes you have to go out and get it. Remember, we’re just an instrument. In the end, God speaks through us. His will be done.”


  “You got somethin’ specific in mind, don’t ya?” C.J. said, his excited eyes aglow. “I jes know it!”


  “That’s a fact,” said Smith. “I can see them wheels turnin’.”


  “Here’s the thing, boys,” Sean said, stubbing out his Marlboro and placing his palms on the table. “Sometimes when it’s hard for a man to learn, he has to be taught a different lesson. Something he’ll understand.”


  “Like what?” C.J. asked.


  “Like something that hurts. Losing something important, for instance.”


  C.J.’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t get it.”


  “What he’s sayin’,” Smith said, gesturing with his beer can, “is that if you want to run with the big dogs, you gotta get off the porch. Time to move up to the big leagues. Right, Sean?”


  Sean smiled at the aphorism. “Something like that. Maybe our last statement wasn’t impressive enough for the folks in Washington. Maybe it’s time for some serious loss.”


  “I’m with you, Sean,” C.J. nodded. “Just point the way.”


  “Remember, gentlemen. Life is precious. All life. And sometimes you have to lose life to appreciate that. It’s the Lord’s way.”


  Smith’s expression grew solemn. “Thy will be done.”


  Bethesda, Maryland


  To her, he looked like a shorter version of NSYNC’s Justin. Michael’s straw-colored blond hair was a little longer, perhaps, and a little straighter, falling with horsehair flatness to the mid-point of his head, where it abruptly ended in a fade. Also, his chin might have been a bit more prominent. No matter. To twelve-year-old Tommie, he was the most gorgeous male she’d seen in her young life.


  Not that she’d seen all that many. There was her father, naturally, who she thought was probably handsome, in a father’s kind of way. Recently, she’d begun noticing the way older women glanced at him, sidelong glances that lingered when he wasn’t looking. Then there were all the entertainers on TV and in magazines, but seen from a distance, they were plastic people. There was a neighborhood boy Tommie liked when she was five, but she was just a kid then. Anyway, it was before she’d been injured. Now that she was older, she had different feelings—new, confusing emotions that both buoyed and battered her.


  The strangest part was, Michael hardly even talked to her before they became cast members in the school play. They were rehearsing The Tempest, a production that some might consider advanced for the sixth grade in a public school, but one that was considered appropriate for the bright, well-heeled youngsters in the private schools of Washington’s suburbs, where the children of diplomats, politicians, and upper-echelon government employees were educated. The project was begun last May, toward the end of the fifth grade, when the Shakespearean work was read aloud in class and parts assigned. Tommie was given the role of Ariel, while Michael played the charming young Ferdinand. They’d had all summer to learn their lines.


  Tommie liked the fact that Ariel’s character—a fairy spirit—was supposed to be invisible. Somehow that made it a lot more believable for her to zip about the stage in her wheelchair without feeling ridiculous. Before the school year began, Tommie had gotten together with her best friend, Heather, to go over their lines. Heather had been assigned the part of Miranda, the play’s fifteen-year-old heroine. From the start, there was no question that Tommie was the better actress. Despite her handicap, she had a keen memory and delivered her lines well. This was a great help to Heather, whose power of recall was suspect, at best. By the time school began after Labor Day, Tommie was polished and poised, while Heather, with Tommie’s assistance, had improved to the point of adequacy.


  Once fall rehearsals began in earnest, however, everything changed. It was because of Michael’s presence. During the summer, he had grown and filled out. Similarly, Heather, who was already tall and attractive, had begun to become a woman. During the summer when Tommie had rehearsed with Heather, she’d joked about her friend’s increasingly noticeable curves, development that Tommie lacked. But once the semester began and Tommie saw the way Michael and Heather were looking at one another, all joking stopped. Tommie suddenly felt self-conscious and inadequate. Her former theatrical confidence fled like a startled deer. Not only did she blank out her lines, but she lapsed into tongue-tied inarticulation. She grew to hate the play, just like she hated her looks.


  Who would look at her, anyway? Everyone kept telling her she was pretty, but Michael and the other boys never once looked her way. Even if they did, she doubted they would see beyond her wheelchair. She’d give anything to be normal, or at the very least, to be able to walk again.


  “Tommie?” prompted the drama coach. “Earth to Tommie, you’re on.”


  “What?” She’d been looking at Heather, whose beaming smile, even across the stage, was fixed on Michael, who’d just perfectly delivered her lines. “Oh, sorry.”


  “Full fathom five thy father lies,


  Of his bones are coral made,”


  “Come on, Tommie,” interrupted the coach, “get with it. This isn’t a funeral. You’re supposed to be singing, right? Start again, and show a little life, okay?”


  To her credit, Tommie tried. But her heart just wasn’t in it. It couldn’t be. Now that she’d given her heart away, it would take a while to reclaim it.


  CHAPTER 2


  Washington, D.C.


  “In a moment, we’ll have the privilege of being addressed by someone who is undeniably the world’s most influential woman,” said the speaker, glancing at the guest. “She’s certainly the most controversial. Among her many accomplishments…”


  On the dais, the woman seated next to the first lady leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Are you sure you’re up to this? There’s blood in the water, and the sharks are circling.”


  “That makes the timing perfect,” said the first lady. “It’ll give me a chance to test my shark repellent.”


  “—without further ado, The First Lady of the United States, Roxanne Meredith.” Clapping enthusiastically, the crowd got to its feet. Roxanne stood up, acknowledging the ovation with a convivial wave as she strode to the podium. This was her first opportunity to address the Gay Women’s Alliance. The GWA, the nation’s most outspoken lesbian organization, was also the most contentious, owing to its endorsement of almost any liberal women’s cause. Mrs. Meredith’s mere presence was enough to ensure more than adequate publicity; and as she was the wife of a conservative president, whatever she said was certain to create a political firestorm.


  Roxanne, known to family and friends as Rocky, was no stranger to publicity. Virtually everything she said or did was thoroughly covered by the press. This was only partly due to the fact that she was a presidential wife. Extremely popular in her own right, she was the most photographed White House occupant since the days of Jacqueline Kennedy. The paparazzi adored her. Trim and athletic, she made a killer photographic subject. No matter what she wore, her perfectly coordinated fashions were appropriate for either the cover of Vanity Fair or a ten-thousand-dollars-per-plate fundraiser. Her eclectic mix of Versace, Christian Dior, and Anna Sui inspired countless knockoffs. But perhaps her most endearing quality was that, in addition to a heart and a brain, she had a voice of her own.


  “Thank you all very much,” she began. “It’s a privilege to be invited to speak to such an influential organization. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what to say when I agreed to address the GWA. I usually strive for originality, but this time I was at a loss. So last week, when I finally wrote my speech,” she said, holding up several typed pages, “I put together the usual things. Things like the courage and the leadership of your group.


  Things about responsibility and self-respect, and about the role of government in guaranteeing workplace and marital equality. I realized you’d heard it all before. Maybe I thought, coming from me, my remarks might carry a certain importance and respectability. As you may know, I’ve never been a big fan of humility.”


  From the audience, laughter and applause.


  “But today, I’m going to dispense with my prepared remarks,” she said, putting the pages aside, “to talk about something that concerns me greatly. It is very much a women’s issue, and to that extent it is entirely appropriate for our gathering today.


  “Most of you have heard by now that last night, one of our country’s leading researchers was killed in cold blood. Dr. Jeremy Raskin, a physician and one of our country’s leading stem cell researchers, was kidnapped and murdered in an indescribably horrible fashion. This occurred when he left work after caring for dozens of patients. The president addressed that outrage this morning. I know I won’t be compromising the investigation of this crime by revealing that little is known at this point about the perpetrators. But I have every reason to believe that the men who did this are a disgusting bunch of ultra-right-wing reactionaries. They may call themselves patriots, but they are terrorist scum. They are lowlife. They threaten, corrupt, and pollute everything our nation stands for.”


  There was a burst of applause, and a cry of “Go get ’em, Rocky!”


  “Dr. Raskin did abortions. That’s no secret, and he was proud of the service he performed for his patients. But he was also a leading researcher into the use and application of fetal stem cells. I use the word ‘fetal’ advisedly, and please believe me when I say I’m aware of the different types of human stem cells. Use of fetal stem cells is not federally funded, and Dr. Raskin bore much of the financial burden himself. He was quite open and honest about it because that’s what he believed in. He had few professional secrets. He talked the talk and walked the walk of a man who, to be blunt, put his money where his mouth was.


  “Would that more health care providers, regardless of their politics, were so dedicated. This country thrives on effort and enterprise and self-expression, and Dr. Raskin combined them all. Yet no matter how many people he helped, there were those who are unaccountably threatened by what he stood for. This, some say, is both the message and the price of a free society. The right to be different—to feel differently, to speak and act differently. Our courts have always protected that right, so long as it doesn’t impinge on the rights of others.


  “What they have never protected, and what I find so cowardly and reprehensible, is the so-called right some groups give themselves to correct society’s wrongs. Never mind that these are wrongs in their eyes only. Sometimes they call these acts sins. Sometimes they label these events as contrary to God’s will. Whatever. The bottom line is, they alone are the arbiters of improper conduct. They alone decide what’s right and wrong, good and evil. But they have sanctimoniously moved beyond simple moral condemnation. When they took matters into their own hands, those who murdered Dr. Raskin gave themselves the right to be judge, jury, and executioner.”


  Nods and whispered murmurs flowed through the crowd.


  “As my former therapists told me, I have issues,” Rocky said with a half-smile that drew a knowing laugh. “I have conflicts with some of those about me. It will come as no surprise to those who’ve heard me before that I have differences with my political party. In fact, I don’t always see eye to eye with my husband. Who knows, maybe that’s one of the reasons we’ve stayed together. But whatever our disparities, we manage to resolve them without violence. We don’t always succeed, but we get an A for effort. So, we talk. Sometimes we argue, or bully, or tease. In private, we don’t always act as adult as we do in public. Your president is a strong and capable man, but I’m proud to say he has never raised a hand to me. Which is good, because I wouldn’t want to hurt him.


  “Like most Americans, where we differ, we try to persuade, not impose. The fundamentally wonderful thing about our society is that we prosper without fundamentalism. Absolutes may be useful to some, but they’re the curse of a free nation. As this organization well knows, real Americans will not tolerate intolerance. We celebrate our right to be different without fearing the consequences. This is why Dr. Raskin’s murder diminishes us all. His death is everyone’s loss.


  “Haven’t we had enough of this? Haven’t the narrow-minded purveyors of hate spread enough of their poison? Those of you who really know me know I support everything your organization stands for. You of all people appreciate the tragedies brought on by bigotry and prejudice. So, rather than for me to once more get behind you, this time I call for you to stand behind me. Collectively, we must say, enough! Enough hate, enough violence


  The seated woman who’d whispered to the first lady now turned to the person on her other side. “She really put her foot into it this time?”


  “Really? I think she’s marvelous. It takes so much courage to go out on a limb like that.”


  “I’m talking about with her husband.”


  Indeed, Rocky’s comments, so clearly at odds with the administration’s policies, were a recipe for matrimonial conflict. But Rocky was no stranger to controversy. She could give as well as take, and she held her own in political debates. Some thought it a wonder that she and the president got along as well as they did. But these were the same people who didn’t understand that Rocky was her own person, one who combined femininity with intelligence and charisma.


  Where it came to women in politics, Roxanne Meredith was the complete package.


  Having sent Smith and Walker on prearranged duties, O’Brien got down to more important business. From an encrypted phone in a secure location, he contacted his boss. This was a need-to-know call, and neither Smith nor C.J. had that need. Nor, for that matter, did any other members of the Southern Cross. They were all cogs in a wheel, means to an end, an end about which they knew nothing. The line came alive.


  “Yes, sir, we’re all set. Walker got the weapon and it’ll be tested soon. No problems that I can see. Is the target’s schedule still the same…? Yes, sir, I understand that. Nothing’s final until it actually goes down.”


  O’Brien succinctly answered several questions from the man to whom he owed everything. They were questions about timing, finances, possible security leaks. Each of O’Brien’s replies was precise and well thought out. Yet intent though he was, he was distracted, as happened on occasion, by thoughts of who he was and what he stood for. Sometimes he himself wasn’t sure. All he did know was that, contrary to what he’d told his men, God’s will had nothing to do with it. The concept that all life was precious was merely one of Lenin’s opiates, fodder for the masses, the frontline sacrificial troops without whom nothing could be accomplished. Certainly, there were far more important things in life—things like loyalty, and direction, and accomplishment.


  “He certainly does, sir,” O’Brien concluded. “He’s primed and ready. Everything will be done in the name of Allah. Religion’s a beautiful thing, isn’t it? I’ll keep you informed of his progress. But right now, it’s looking good.”


  CHAPTER 3


  “You just couldn’t resist, could you?” said the president. “You just had to get your two cents in, to hell with other people! Why is every issue about you—what you think, how you feel? Where are other people in this equation? What about what the party thinks?”


  “To hell with the party!” Rocky shot back. “For God’s sake, Raskin had a wife and kids! Don’t tell me the party condones what happened to him!”


  “Of course they don’t. But that’s not the point, and you know it. Why do you constantly twist things around?” He sighed. “Jesus, Rocky, why are we always having this same argument? I keep telling you, it’s your method, not your message. And where you deliver it. It’s not what you say, but how you say it. There’s…”


  “I know, I know,” she interrupted. “‘There’s a time and a place for everything.’ And good wittle woman that I am,” she said, lapsing into baby talk, “I should wisten to what Daddy says.”


  He shook his head. “Come on, Rocky.”


  “Look, Bob, I am what I am. This is the real me. You know I’m not trying to embarrass you, the administration, or the party. But I do have to be true to what I believe in.”


  They were in the White House private residence, an entire floor with a palpable sense of power and history. The president took off his suit jacket and shrugged out of his suspenders. “Even when I wind up looking like a fool?”


  Rocky walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “You don’t look like a fool, darling.”


  “All right, what would you call it?”


  “I call it doing what you have to do as president. I wasn’t elected like you, but we both have jobs.” She softened. “Look, you know that most of the country supports you on this.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “They may be sorry Dr. Raskin was killed, but he did do abortions. There’s no getting around that fact. I also don’t doubt that a lot of your supporters won’t lose any sleep over his death. And Raskin also worked with fetal stem cells derived from abortions, and most people don’t like that either, no sir. So, they’re sorry, but they’re not that sorry. You know what that’s called?”


  “I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” said Meredith.


  “It’s called hypocrisy.”


  “Oh, please.”


  “And it’s the worst kind of hypocrisy, because it involves someone’s death.


  That’s all I’m saying. I know you condemned what happened, but I felt I had to go a little further. I did it for myself.”


  “My point precisely. It’s always about you, isn’t it?” said the president. “What you feel and think. But what about us? Where do we fit in your crusade?”


  When she saw how wounded he was, she chose her words carefully. “It’s not just about me, Bob. Or about us. It’s about what’s right. You’ve always stood for fairness and decency, and I know that deep down, you’re just as sickened by what happened as I am.”


  She had him there, and he had to smile. For all his real indignation, and despite his wife’s insufferable preaching, he had indeed been revolted by what he’d seen on the videotape. And there was no evading the fact that his wife was skilled at manipulating him. He walked over and put his arms around her. “You’re right, I am. I guess I’m still teachable, huh?”


  “Stick with me, big boy,” she said, kissing him lightly on the lips. “The school year’s just starting.”


  “Just remember one thing. These hate groups you’re complaining about really do hate. They’re dangerous, Rocky. They’re fearless when it comes to making their point. Look at what they did to Dr. Raskin.”


  “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll be careful. With you and the Secret Service to protect me, why should I worry?”


  The school play had begun at six P.M. to accommodate parents on their way home from work. The turnout was larger than anticipated, and there were few available seats. From the stage, Tommie kept looking expectantly at the audience. Her mother was there, looking prim and in control, occasionally venturing a modest wave. But where was her father? She was sure he knew what time the play began. Not only had she told him several times, but also he’d repeated it. He said he was looking forward to it and had set aside time on his calendar.


  Tommie realized her father was very busy. After all, he was the president’s doctor—something she was very proud of—and he had many demands on his time. But he was also her biggest fan. He applauded everything she did, supporting her through good times and bad. She dearly wanted him to see her on stage, especially now that she’d regained her confidence. Her father was a man of his word; and if he said he’d attend, he’d make every effort to show up. So why, she wondered, wasn’t he there? Was something wrong?


  The play was in the fourth of its five acts, with not much time remaining. Across stage, Michael and Heather exchanged lines. Tommie wondered what her father would have thought of the young man who so completely filled her thoughts. Then again, she wasn’t sure she could trust his opinion, for her father rarely had an unkind word to say about anyone. Still, maybe she could tell from his expression. If he showed up. Tommie cast one last wistful look at the auditorium entrance and sighed. Alas. She rolled her wheelchair up to her next stage mark.


  The show must go on.


  There was an ageless quality to cell reproduction—so inexorable, so like the constant tides. It had been thus since time immemorial. Life went on without regard for the conditions around it. Filled with promise, the immutable process had the richness of a tropical sea.


  Inside the incubator, all was quiet. Noise could not penetrate the heat-and-sound-impeding baffles. Insulated from their surroundings, the culture plates were evenly stacked, row on row. In the petri dishes, the cells formed a single layer on the jelled media. Ever so slowly, hour after hour, the chromosomes emerged from their resting phase to line up on their spindles. There they replicated, then separated, pulling apart evenly at the equatorial plane to form identical daughter cells.


  The atmosphere was warm, dark, and fertile, perfect for growth. The oxygen and carbon dioxide levels were kept constant, as was the humidity. In this lush, primordial stew, the basic units of human life slowly simmered.


  CHAPTER 4


  Bethesda, Maryland


  October, 2005


  He saw the blood even before he heard the noise.


  By seven p.m., Dr. Jon Townsend had left the medical center and was heading north on the Rockville Pike toward the Capitol Beltway. It was already dark, although rush hour traffic had considerably subsided. Townsend had worked late that day, but he thought he’d still be able to make it to his daughter’s school play, which began at seven-thirty.


  Rockville Pike was a three-lane highway. He was in the center lane when it happened, twenty feet behind and to the right of a Chevy Suburban.


  Everything occurred in a split second. The Suburban was a large, heavy vehicle, but it abruptly spun at a right angle in the road, turning directly in front of him.


  Townsend reacted reflexively, wrenching his wheel to the right and veering out of the way. As he careened past the Chevy, a heavy crimson stain splattered his windshield. It was then that his mind registered the horrifying screech of twisting metal. At the same instant, a large, blurry object rocketed over his hood and shot off to the right.


  His mind couldn’t absorb everything at once. He understood that there had been a severe collision, a there-but-for-the-grace-of-God impact that narrowly missed him. Heart pounding, he steered his vehicle to the far side of the intersection, stopped, and got out. He never considered himself particularly skilled in medical crises, whose frantic, urgent nature could overwhelm him. He preferred to leave emergency medicine to those more emotionally equipped to deal with it. So, for a moment, he simply stood and looked back at the accident scene, trying to comprehend what had just happened.


  It looked like a small sedan had, for some reason, gone through a red light at the Pike’s intersection with West Cedar Lane. It broadsided the Suburban. The outcome was as predictable as the devastation. The huge Suburban was more than twice the weight of the sedan, which had been accordioned. Despite the darkness, Dr. Townsend had the impression that the sedan’s driver was pinned behind its twisted steering wheel. As Jon’s trained mind clicked into gear, he somehow overcame his fears and began jogging toward the wreck.


  He hadn’t seen this degree of mayhem since Vietnam. Yet however frightened he might be, he would never forget the ABCs of emergency management—airway, breathing, and circulation. He knew there would be several people injured, perhaps seriously. It would boil down to a question of triage, of assisting the critically injured first. But as he dashed ahead, something caught his eye at the side of the road. Something moving.


  More precisely, it was twitching. It vaguely occurred to him that this was the object that had hurtled past his windshield. His pace lessened, and he turned in that direction. As he did, a passing vehicle slowed, and its passenger window opened. The teenage boy sitting there took one look at what lay beside the road and started to vomit. The woman driving never stopped completely. As she continued past Townsend, she simply looked at him, open-mouthed and ashen.


  “Call 911!” he shouted as he ran past.


  The car sped away without reply.


  Other vehicles drew near and stopped. Their nervous drivers were mere spectators who offered no assistance. Reaching the curb, Townsend gazed downward. One look convinced him that he wouldn’t need help anyway.


  Lying there was a man, or what was left of a man. The twitching had ceased. The man had gone through the sedan’s windshield, which he now wore like a grotesque collar. He couldn’t have been wearing his seatbelt. When the collision occurred, he must have been ejected from his seat and thrown headfirst into the windshield. Upon impact, the sedan’s entire windshield had come loose, but only once the man’s head was impaled.


  Now, the fractured windshield was down around the victim’s shoulders like macabre epaulets. Where his skull penetrated, the glass had been jagged enough to sever the head down to the vertebrae. Both carotid arteries were cut in half. It was no wonder Townsend’s car had been splattered with blood when the man flew past. Undoubtedly unconscious right after the collision, the victim had quickly succumbed to massive hemorrhage and traumatic impact. He died rather quickly. Realizing this, Townsend turned around and ran back across the Pike.


  The sturdy Suburban had survived the crash well. The impact was forward of the passenger compartment, and although the front end was caved in, the occupants appeared to have escaped severe injury. The airbags had deployed, leaving them shaken. Townsend continued toward the sedan.


  The small car was crushed like a pack of cigarettes. The buckled frame had collapsed on itself, front to back. The mangled destruction was so complete that Townsend was amazed anyone had survived. But as he reached the car, he could clearly see the driver through the void of the former windshield. Unlike his passenger, the olive-skinned driver had been wearing his seatbelt. He was conscious, gazing ahead through dull, dazed eyes. He didn’t seem able to move. The remnants of the dashboard were snugged-up about him like a mangled vest. The steering column protruded over his right shoulder, barely missing his chest. The steering wheel itself had broken into several ragged shards.


  As Townsend approached, his eyes took everything in. Caucasian, late twenties, in shock. The victim was very pale, and his lower jaw sagged. His breathing was shallow.


  “Take it easy, pal,” Townsend softly reassured. “Help’s on the way. What bothers you most?”


  The driver didn’t answer. Townsend couldn’t tell if the man heard him or not. The car had the pungent, metallic odor of spilt blood. He reached through the windshield-that-wasn’t and felt for the man’s carotid pulse. It was very rapid, very weak. It occurred to Townsend that the shock might be of the hemorrhagic variety. The man’s head bobbed.


  “Don’t go out on me, man. Can you hear me?”


  The driver’s bloodless lips pursed. “Can’t…my legs,” he managed, in heavily accented English.


  “Can’t what? Can’t feel ’em, can’t move ’em?”


  “Can’t.”


  The man’s legs were trapped, pinned under the buckled dashboard. His shock might be explained by the fact that his legs were crushed. Alternatively, if the driver couldn’t move them, it could be because of the way they were held down. But if he couldn’t feel them, there might be a spinal cord injury. Another vehicle pulled up and illuminated the sedan. And then, in the headlights’ glare, Townsend noticed the spurting blood.


  It was a steady crimson jet that shot sideways in a gentle arc. Backlit by the headlamps, a fine steam wafted upward from the spray, curling ghostlike toward the roof. The blood squirted like dark oil, splattering the passenger seat. At first, Townsend couldn’t tell where it was coming from; but as he peered closer, he found its source in the man’s upper arm.


  One of the steering wheel’s sharp edges had lacerated the biceps. The torn belly of the muscle bared the humerus, and the bone glistened with an otherworldly whiteness. Above it, a severed branch of the brachial artery pumped blood toward oblivion.


  “Need a hand?” said the driver of the car that had pulled up.


  “He needs an ambulance,” Townsend replied, quickly removing his belt. “Do you
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