

[image: ]




ALSO BY JOHN BIRMINGHAM
(published by Del Rey Books)

THE AXIS OF TIME TRILOGY

Weapons of Choice

Designated Targets

Final Impact





[image: ]



Contents

Cover

Other Books By This Author

Title Page

Part 1 - First Day

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

Part 2 - One Week

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Part 3 - One Month

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Excerpt from After America

About the Author

Copyright



[image: ]




[image: ]

March 14, 2003


[image: ]

Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital, Paris

The killer awoke, surrounded by strangers. An IV line dripped clear fluid through a long, thick needle punched into the back of her right hand. Surgical tape held the silver spike in place and tugged at the fine blond hairs growing there. The strangers—all women—leaned in, their faces knotted with anxiety, apparently for her. But she stared instead at her hands, which lay in her lap on a thin brown blanket. They looked strong, even masculine. She turned them over, examining them. The nails were cut short. Calluses disfigured her knuckles, the heels of both palms, and the sides of her hands, from the base of both little fingers down to her wrists. The more she stared, the more unsettled she became. Like the women gathered around her bed, those hands were completely alien to her. She had no idea who she was.

“Cathy? Are you all right?”

“Nurse!” somebody called out.

The strangers, three of them, seemed to launch themselves at her bed, and she felt herself tense up, but they simply wanted to comfort her.

“Doctor. She’s awake,” one of them said in French.

She felt soft hands patting her down, stroking her the way you might comfort a child who’s suffered a bad fright. Cathy—that wasn’t her name, was it?—Cathy tried not to panic or to show how much she didn’t want any of these women touching her. They looked like freaks, not the sort of people she’d want as friends. And then she remembered. They weren’t her friends.

They were her mission. And her name wasn’t Cathy. It was Caitlin.

The women were dressed in cheap clothing, layered for warmth. Falling back into the pillows, recovering from an uncontrolled moment of vertigo into which she had fallen, Caitlin Monroe composed herself. She was in a hospital bed, and in spite of the apparent poverty of her “friends,” the private room was expensively fitted out. The youngest of the women wore a brown suede jacket, frayed at the cuffs and elbows and festooned with colorful protest buttons. A stylized white bird. A rainbow. A collection of slogans: Halliburton Watch. Who Would Jesus Bomb? And Resistance Is Fertile.

Caitlin took a sip of water from a squeeze bottle by the bed.

“I’m sorry,” she croaked. “What happened to me?”

She received a pat on the leg from an older, red-haired woman wearing a white T-shirt over some sort of lumpy handmade sweater. Celia. “Auntie” Celia, although she wasn’t related to anyone in the room. Auntie Celia had very obviously chosen the strange ensemble to show off the writing on her shirt, which read If you are not outraged you are not paying attention.

“Doctor!” cried the other older woman, who had just moved to the doorway.

Maggie. An American, like Caitlin. And there the similarity ended. Maggie the American was short and barrel-chested and pushing fifty, where Caitlin was tall, athletic, and young.

She felt around under her blanket and came up with a plastic control stick for the bed.

“Try this,” she offered, passing the controller to the young girl she knew as Monique, a pretty, raven-haired Frenchwoman. “See, the red call button. That’ll bring ‘em.” Then, gently touching the bandages that swaddled her head, she asked, “Where am I?”

“You’re in a private room, at the Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris,” explained Monique. “Paris, France,” she added self-consciously.

Caitlin smiled weakly. “‘Okay. I remember that Paris is in France.” She paused. “And now I am, too, I guess. How did I get here? I don’t remember much after coming out of the Chunnel on the bus.”

The large American woman standing over by the door to her room— Maggie, try to remember her fucking name!—turned away from her post.

“Fascist asswipes, that’s how. Attacked us outside of Calais.”

“Skinheads,” explained Monique. “And you were magnifique!”

“I was?”

“Oh yes,” the French girl enthused. She looked no more than seventeen years old, but Caitlin knew her to be twenty-two. She knew a lot about Monique. The others chorused their agreement. “These National Front fascists, Le Pen’s bullyboys, they stopped the bus and began pulling us out, hitting and kicking us. You stood up to them, Cathy. You fought with them. Slowed them down long enough for the union men to reach us and drive them away.”

“Union men?”

“Workers,” Maggie informed her. “Comrades from the docks at Calais. We’ll meet up with them and the others in Berlin. For the next rally, if you’re up for it. We really gotta keep Bush on the back foot. Mobilize the fucking streets against him.”

Caitlin tried to reach for any memories of the incident, but it was like grabbing at blocks of smoke. She must have taken a real pounding in the fight.

“I see,” she said, but really she didn’t. “So I beat on these losers?”

Monique smiled brightly for the first time.

“You are one of our tough guys, no? It was your surfing. You told us you always had to fight for your place on the waves. Really fight. You once punched a man off his board for … what was it… dropping in?”

Caitlin felt as though a great iron flywheel in her mind had suddenly clunked into place. Her cover story. To these women she was Cathy Mercure. Semipro wave rider. Ranked forty-sixth in the world. Part-time organizer for the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, a deep green militant environmental group famous for direct and occasionally violent confrontations with any number of easily demonized ecovillains. Ocean dumpers, long-line tuna boats, Japanese whale killers. They were all good for a TV-friendly touch-up by the Sea Shepherds. But that was her cover. Her jacket.

She took another sip of cool water and closed her eyes for a moment.

Her real name was Caitlin Monroe. She was a senior field agent with Echelon, a magic box hidden within the budgets of a dozen or more intelligence agencies, only half of them American. She was a killer, and these women were—for a half second, she had no idea. And then the memory came back. Clear and hard. These women were not her targets, but they would lead her to the target.

Al-Banna.

Caitlin cursed softly under her breath. She had no idea what day it was. No idea how long she’d been out, or what had transpired in that time.

“Are you all right?”

It was the French girl, Monique. The reason she was here, with these flakes.

“I’m cool,” said Caitlin. “Do you mind?” she asked, pointing at the television that hung from the ceiling. “I feel like I’m lost or something. How’d the peace march go?”

“Brilliant!” said the redheaded woman. Auntie Celia.

She was a Londoner with a whining accent like an ice pick in the eardrums. “There was ‘undreds of thousands of people,” she said. “Chirac sent a message and all. Berlin’s gonna be huge.”

“Really?” said Caitlin, feigning enthusiasm. “That’s great. Was there anything on the news about it? Or the war?” she continued, pointedly looking at the television.

“Oh sorry,” muttered Monique as she dug another controller out of the blankets on Caitlin’s bed. Or Cathy’s bed, as she would have thought of it.

A flick of the remote and the screen lit up.

“CNN?” asked Caitlin.

Monique flicked through the channels, but couldn’t find the news network. White noise and static hissed out of the television from channel 13, where it should have been. She shrugged. There was nothing on MSNBC either, just an empty studio, but all of the French-language channels were available, as was BBC World.

“Can we watch the Beeb then?” asked Celia. “Me French, you know, it’s not the best.”

Caitlin really just wanted to carve out a couple of minutes to herself, where she could get her head back in the game. Her injuries must be serious, having put her under for three days, and although her cover was still intact, she didn’t want to take any chances. She needed to reestablish contact with Echelon. They’d have maintained overwatch while she was out. They could bring her back up to …

“Eh up? What’s this then?” blurted Celia.

Everyone’s eyes fixed on the screen, where an impeccably groomed Eurasian woman with a perfectly modulated BBC voice was struggling to maintain her composure. “… vanished. Communications links are apparently intact and fully functional, but remain unresponsive. Inbound commercial flights are either returning to their points of origin or diverting to Halifax and Quebec in Canada, or to airports throughout the West Indies, which remain unaffected so far.”

The women all began to chatter at once, much to Caitlin’s annoyance. Onscreen the BBC’s flustered anchorwoman explained that the “event horizon” seemed to extend down past Mexico City, out into the Gulf, swallowing most of Cuba, encompassing all of the continental U.S. and a big chunk of southeastern Canada, including Montreal. Caitlin had no idea yet what she meant by the term “event horizon,” but it didn’t sound friendly. A hammer started pounding on the inside of her head as she watched the reporter stumble through the rest of her read.

“… from a Canadian airbase have not returned. U.S. naval flights out of Guantánamo Bay at the southern tip of Cuba have likewise dropped out of contact at the same point, seventy kilometers north of the base. Reuters is reporting that attempts by U.S. military commanders at Guantánamo to contact the Castro government in Havana have also failed.”

Caitlin realized that the background buzz of the hospital had died away in the last few minutes. She heard a metallic clatter as a tray fell to the floor somewhere nearby. Caitlin had a passing acquaintance with the Pitié-Salpêtrière. There had to be nearly three thousand people in this hospital, and at that moment they were all silent. The only human sounds came from the television sets that hung in every room and ward, a discordant clashing of French and English voices, all of them speaking in the same clipped, urgent tone.

“The prime minister, Mr. Blair, has released a statement calling for calm and promising to devote the full resources of the British government to resolving the crisis. A Ministry of Defence spokesman confirmed that British forces have gone onto full alert, but that NATO headquarters in Brussels has not yet issued any such orders. The prime minister rejected calls by the Liberal Democrats to immediately recall British forces deployed in the Middle East for expected operations against the regime of Saddam Hussein.”

“That’d be fuckin’ right,” Auntie Celia said quietly to herself.

The reporter was about to speak again when she stopped, placing a hand to one ear, obviously taking instructions from her producer.

“Right, thank you,” she said before continuing.

“We have just received these pictures from a commercial satellite that passed over the eastern seaboard of America a short time ago.”

The screen filled with black-and-white still shots of New York. The imagery was not as sharp as some of the milgrade stuff Caitlin had seen over the years, but it was good enough to pick out individual vehicles and quite small buildings.

“This picture shows the center of New York, as of twenty-three minutes ago,” said the reporter. “Our technical department has cleaned up the image, allowing us to pull into a much tighter focus.”

Caitlin recognized Times Square from above. She quickly estimated the virtual height as being about two thousand meters, before the view reformatted down to something much closer, probably about five or six hundred feet. The Beeb’s IT guys were good. It was a remarkably clear image, but profoundly disturbing. Her brief curse was lost in the gasps and swearing of the other women. Fires, frozen in one frame of satellite imagery, burned throughout the square, where hundreds of cars had smashed into each other. Smoke and flames also poured from a few buildings. Buses and yellow cabs had run up onto the sidewalks and in some cases right into shop fronts and building façades. But nothing else moved. The photograph seemed to have captured an unnatural, ghostly moment. Not because they were looking at a still shot of a great metropolis in the grip of some weird, inexplicable disaster, but because nowhere in that eerie black-and-white image of one of the busiest cities in the world was there a single human being to be seen.
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Washington State

The lower reaches of the Cascades never failed to impress James Kipper. Dropping his backpack for a five-minute rest and a drink of water, he rewarded himself for the morning’s trek with a moment staring down the long, deeply wooded valley up which he had climbed. Snow lay in patches along the well-beaten trail, and dropped in wet clumps from the sagging branches of fir and pine that covered the gentle slopes below him in a dense green carpet. He loved it out here. Nature was so powerful, the hand of man so light, you could have been hundreds of years removed from the twenty-first century. The brisk but unseasonably sunny morning had made hiking up the remote valley a rare pleasure for the senses. The air was fragrant with sap and the rich brown mulch of earth warmed by sun for the first time in months. A breeze, just strong enough to set the treetops swaying, carried the natural white noise of a nearby stream, running heavy with an early melt. As he stood at the edge of a small plateau he could imagine the landscape below dotted with castles and mounted knights. He was the father of a little girl just lately in school; knights and castles and fairy tales were seldom far from his mind these days.

Kipper sucked in a draft of air so clean and cold it hurt all the way down into his chest. But it hurt good. The temperature hadn’t snuck much past the mid-fifties, but he was well dressed for the hike, and could even feel sweat trickling down the inside of his arms. Another mouthful of icy spring water added pleasantly to the discordant sensations of feeling both hot and cold. His breath plumed out in front of him, and his stomach rumbled, reminding the engineer that it had been four hours since his last substantial meal, a bowl of pork sausages and beans cooked over the coals at his campsite a few miles farther downrange. Kipper unzipped his Gore-Tex jacket and fished around inside for the protein bar he’d stored in one of the many pockets before setting out that morning. It would be satisfyingly warm and chewy by now.

He frowned at the buzzing in one of the pockets. A second later the trilling of his satellite phone punched him back into the real world. The phone was a concession to his wife, Barb. Three days a year he was allowed to run around in the woods by himself, but as a former New Yorker, Barb had “issues” with his “nature-boy shtick” and insisted that if he was going to go commune with the elves he should at least take a sat phone and GPS locator beacon with him. “So we can find your body before the coyotes and buzzards are finished with it,” she said.

He took out the heavy lump of hated technology, scowling at the small screen as he realized it wasn’t even her on the line. The number looked to be someone at City Hall.

Well, now I’m really pissed, he thought. Only his wife and the park rangers were supposed to have this number, and true to her promise Barb had never actually used it. But apparently she’d gone and given it to some pinhead at work.

Unless of course it’s telemarketers. Please God, don’t let it be telemarketers.

He was simultaneously dreading and relishing the prospect as he answered. If this was some asshole in New Delhi trying to sell him a time-share apartment…

“Kipper. You there?”

The chief engineer of the Seattle City Council closed his eyes and exhaled.

“Hey, Barney. This better be good, man.”

Whoever had decided they had something worth interrupting his precious hiking holiday had chosen the messenger well. Barney Tench was his closest friend and probably the only person who could call him right now, safe in the knowledge that he would survive the encounter.

“It ain’t good, Jimmy,” said Tench, and for the first time Kipper noticed the tremor in his friend’s voice. Was he scared?

When he spoke again he sounded like he’d just survived a train wreck. Like he was terrified.

“It’s fucked, man. Totally fucked. You gotta get back here right now. I know it’s your break and all, but we need you, right now.”

Kipper shivered as a single bead of sweat trickled down his spine before hitting a patch of thermal underwear and being absorbed.

“What’s up, Barn? Just tell me what’s going on.”

Tench groaned.

“That’s it, Jimmy. Nobody knows. Could be a war. Could be a fucking comet strike. We don’t know.”

“A what?”

His surroundings were completely forgotten now. All of James Kipper’s attention was focused down the invisible connection to his friend and colleague back in the city. A friend who seemed to have lost his marbles.

“What d’you mean a comet or a war, Barney? What’s going on?”

“The whole country is gone, Jimmy. All of it, ‘cept us. And Alaska I guess. Even Canada’s gone. Most of it, anyway, in the east.”

The ice water he’d just swallowed was sitting very heavily in his stomach, as though he’d gulped down a gallon of the stuff instead of just a mouthful. That might have been anger. He was beginning to suspect that this was some sort of prank. Tench was famous for them. When they’d been rooming together in college he’d fabricated an entire gala ball at the Grand Hyatt, convincing a couple of college babes to hand out “free,” “strictly limited” tickets on campuses all over town. Tench and Kipper had got as drunk as lords sitting in the lobby bar, dressed in rented tuxedos, watching hundreds of students waving their bogus ball tickets in the face of a bewildered hotel manager. Barney Tench was more than capable of fucking with someone’s head for a laugh. Especially Kipper’s.

“Gone where, Barney?” he growled. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Just gone, Jimmy. Just fucking gone.” His voice was scaling higher with every word he said. “Turn on your locator beacon. There’s a National Guard chopper headed your way soon. They’re gonna pick you up and transfer you to a plane somewhere. A C-130 or something, they said. One of them big fat ones. It’ll get you straight in here. Council’s called an emergency meeting. All heads of department. Governor’s office is sending a team, although nobody can find Gary Locke. His schedule had him in transit today. In the air,” he added, as though that explained everything.

“Barney, is my family safe?” asked Kipper.

“They’re fine, buddy, they’re fine. Barb gave me your number. Look, I gotta go. The guard can fill you in. I got a thousand calls to make now that I found you. Just fire up that beacon, sit your ass down, and wait.”

“Bar …”

But the line cut out.

“What the fuck was that about?” he muttered. Shaking his head, Kipper knelt in front of his pack and popped the snap lock on the pocket containing his personal locator beacon, a lightweight ACR Terrafix unit. He powered up the little yellow device and couldn’t help searching the skies, even though he knew his ride was probably still an hour away. Assuming it came at all, and Barney wasn’t now roaring with laughter, about to fall backward off his chair. Who knew?

Subzero air torrents high above him stretched a few scraps of cloud into long white ribbons, streaming away toward the coast. He caught sight of a giant hawk as it dived into the valley, wings folded back.

“Someone’s about to get eaten,” he thought aloud.

Then he noticed the contrail, maybe twenty miles farther north. The sky was crisscrossed with contrails during the colder months, great white arcs of vapor trailing the jetliners as they headed for Seattle, or the Pacific and the long haul to Japan or down to Honolulu. There seemed to be fewer than usual, just this one actually, and he had never seen a plane tracking that low over the Cascades before. His unease at the weird call from Barney tightened into alarm as he watched the slow arc of the aircraft and realized it wasn’t going to clear the mountains toward which it was headed.

“No,” he whispered, aware that he almost never spoke aloud on his hiking trips, and that he was positively yapping his head off today. “No, don’t.”

His mouth was dry, and he drank from his canteen without thinking. The cold water hit his clenched stomach like acid, and for a second he thought he might vomit. That faraway plane, a thin tube of metal enfolding—what? a hundred, two hundred souls?—slowly, gracefully, inexorably speared itself into the side of a mountain, impacting just over the snow line, freeing great blossoming petals of dirty yellow flame to roll away into the morning air.

“Ah shit.”

Kipper shook his head, and took a few steps toward the small, roiling ball of fire before he stopped himself. He would never make it, and anyway he had to stay here and wait for the chopper. He apparently had his own disaster to deal with.

Still, he had to do something.

He keyed 911 into his sat phone, glancing down momentarily to check that he’d gotten the numbers right. He could at least call this in. Maybe someone had survived. A ridiculous thought, which he recognized as such as soon as he’d had it. But he couldn’t just stand by with his thumb in his ass, taking in the view, could he?

“Nine-one-one, which service do you require?”

The dispatcher sounded harried, and just as freaked out as Barney had been. But then, Kipper thought, that was probably her normal state of being.

“This is James Kipper, chief engineer, Seattle City Council. I’ve just seen a passenger plane crash. A big jet.”

The dispatcher’s voice seemed nearly mechanical, washed free of human affect by the multiple layers of impossibly complicated technology required to allow Kipper to speak to her from the side of this mountain in the middle of nowhere.

“Sir, what is your location and the location of the incident?”

As Kipper told her that he was in the lower reaches of the Cascades, and read his location off the GPS beacon, the soft rumble of the titanic explosion finally reached him.

“Sir, please repeat. Are you outside the metro area?”

“Yes, damn it. I just watched this plane go down in the mountains. It was flying out of the east and it got too low and …”

“Are you outside the Seattle metro area, sir?”

“Yes, I …”

“Your call has been logged sir, but we cannot dispatch anyone right now. Please hang up and leave the line free for genuine emergency calls.”

And with that he was cut off.

“What the fuck?” he said, loud enough to startle a flight of birds from a nearby tree. A mass of snow, disturbed by their takeoff, fell to the ground with a soft, wet crunch. Twenty miles to the north a pillar of dark smoke climbed away into the hard blue sky. A secondary explosion bloomed silently in the heart of the maelstrom on the face of the granite peak. Kipper was still staring at the phone in disbelief when the sound reached him.

Seattle, Washington

The parking lot of the supermarket on Broadway East could be a challenge at the best of times. Barbara’s little Honda had picked up three mystery scratches and dents there over the past six months. But today it felt like genuine hell. With one hand she was trying to steer a heavily laden cart sporting at least two malfunctioning wheels, while carrying a sobbing child on her other arm and attempting to redial Kipper’s number on her cell phone. The Safeway parking lot was full of hysterics and loons, some of them normal people who’d gone over the edge, but also some full-time nutbars who’d turned up with sandwich boards urging everyone to “REPENT” as the “HOUR OF DOOM” was “AT HAND!!!!” The signs looked quite professional, as though they’d been prepared much earlier for just this occasion. Barb had taken a small measure of childish joy from clipping one of the Jesus freaks with the corner of her fast-moving, barely controlled metal shopping cart.

She was less pleased with the long scrape she gouged out of the paintwork as she stumbled and lost her grip on the cart just as they made it to the car.

“Shit!”

Suzie, who at six years old was way too big to be carried, one-armed or otherwise, for more than a few steps, struggled to clamber deeper into Barbara Kipper’s embrace. “I’m scared, Mommy,” she cried.

Struggling with her daughter, Barbara lost her grip on the cell phone, a cheap flip-top model, which fell to the asphalt and broke into two.

“Oh shit! Oh … I’m sorry, sweetheart. Mommy’s sorry. Just hop down, okay, and …”

Suzie, who had buried her face in Barbara’s neck, shook her head and wailed, “Noooo.”

“Suffer the little children unto him, good lady …”

Barb spun around to find that one of the nuts had followed her through the heaving crush of the parking lot and was holding aloft a small branch of some sort, waving it as if to bless her.

“Suffer the little …”

“I’ll fucking suffer you to get the hell away from me, you goddamned freak. You’re scaring the bejesus out of my daughter.”

She fixed him with such a baleful stare that he actually seemed to recoil, but Barbara, who was normally so conscious of others’ feelings, felt not the least bit contrite. This place was a madhouse. It was as though people had gone berserk or something when the first news came through, and these holy fucking lunatics were only making it worse. She managed somehow to lower a clinging Suzie to the ground while digging her keys out and thumbing the car’s electronic lock. It opened with a reassuring bleep-bloop, lessening her fears that whatever had happened, it might have put the zap on all the electrics. Some bearded panic merchant had jumped up onto a checkout in the store to announce that an electromagnetic “event” had taken out all the circuits, everywhere. Unfortunately for him the automatic conveyor belt on which he was standing was entirely functional and jerked forward, pulling his feet out from under him. The last Barb had seen of him he was lying on the floor of Safeway with a badly broken ankle.

His theatrics, the almost instant viral panic that had seemed to flash through everyone, a couple of fender benders in the parking lot, followed by the inevitable blare of horns, the trilling of alarms, and the increasingly ugly screams of abuse … it had all been enough to upset Suzie so badly she was shivering, begging to know where Daddy was, and whether it was “mine eleven” happening again. Barbara Kipper soothed her as best she could while pushing the child into the backseat, where her stuffed panda, Poofy Bear, might at least provide some comfort.

She popped the hatch and transferred the shopping bags as quickly as possible, with no idea how she was going to get them away from here. The lot was a gridlocked nightmare, with people increasingly desperate to get away, backing and crunching into each other, while more turned up every minute, presumably to panic-buy a year’s worth of discount Pop-Tarts and boxed mac-‘n’-cheese, the specials of the day.

A short distance away two men were squaring up for a fight. An actual fight. One was huge, enormously obese, while the other looked tall and fit. God only knew what they were pissed at each other about. Maybe the big guy got the last of the Pop-Tarts. They circled each other, feinting and throwing out air punches, and then, much to her surprise, the thinner of the two bent over and charged the other guy like a rhino, head-butting him in the gut. They went down in a tangle as police or maybe ambulance sirens seemed to be closing in from somewhere nearby.

Barbara shook her head in disgust and threw the last of her groceries into the hatch.

Having unloaded the cart, she didn’t dare push it back to the collection bay for fear of leaving Suzie alone for even a moment. She could have killed Kipper at that point. He would choose this of all weeks to disappear into the mountains.

As soon as she voiced the thought in her mind, her heart lurched forward.

Disappeared.

No, he wasn’t gone too. He was fine. He’d left a hiking plan with her and the park rangers, and as soon as she’d called them they said there was no way he would have been anywhere near the edge of this … effect… event… whatever it was. It was on the far side of the mountains. They said he’d be cool. Barney said the same thing.

She began shaking anyway, an uncontrolled shudder that seized her whole body as dizziness threatened to steal her legs from under her. Biting down on a knuckle until she drew blood helped focus her mind away from the terror that wanted to swamp her. The pain was something sharp and real, something on which to focus. And as soon as she did, Barb was embarrassed that she’d let herself get so frantic. She gathered up the broken pieces of her cell phone and tossed them into the front passenger seat before moving around to the driver’s door. She was going to hit the shopping cart if she backed out, but she really didn’t care. Getting Suzie away from here was more important.

“Is Daddy all right, Mommy? Is he okay?” her daughter asked as soon as Barb had the door closed. It shut out some of the chaos and madness but meant that Suzie could see without any distractions just how disturbed her mother was.

“He’s fine, sweetheart,” she said as calmly as she could manage. “His friends from work are phoning him and sending a helicopter just for him. To bring him home. He’ll be back later, don’t worry.”

“But what if he got eaten, Mommy? I heard a man in the store say everyone was eaten. Everyone.”

“Daddy is fine,” she repeated as calmly as possible, even as her head reeled with the insanity of it all. “And nobody was eaten, Suzie. I don’t know what’s happened, but nobody was eaten. That’s just silly talk. Now strap yourself in, sweetie. This is going to be very dangerous.”

The young girl snapped her seat belt to show that she’d already done so, and Barb apologized for not noticing. She keyed the ignition, which worked perfectly, and slowly but resolutely backed out of her parking space, pushing the cart aside with the rear bumper. A few more scrapes and scratches then. The view out of the back window was bedlam, with people swarming and vehicles everywhere. Barb gritted her teeth and kept moving, even as she butted up against other shoppers who didn’t move out of her way. Some hammered on the window, one guy punching it so hard it cracked, causing Suzie to squeal in fear. But Barbara Kipper refused to stop, believing that to do so would see them trapped. She was only making a walking pace, but kept going. Not for the first time was she grateful for driving a small car in this parking lot. While SUVs and sedans soon got themselves jammed together, almost like broken teeth on a zipper, she was able to thread, very slowly and determinedly, through the crowd, until she made it to a small hedge line at the edge of the lot and gunned the little Honda right on through it. The car didn’t like it much, and the scratching of branches on the paintwork was hideous. She almost certainly knocked the wheels out of alignment mounting the curb, but she was suddenly able to press the accelerator and break free onto Harvard Avenue. They bounced and hit the road with a terrible, metallic crunch. But at least they were out.

As they drove away in heavy traffic, Barb was certain she heard the pop of gunfire.

She couldn’t help but keep looking at the phone, wondering if Barney had got through to Kip.
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Guantánamo Bay naval base, Cuba

Somebody must have tipped off the ragheads, because they were wailing up a storm. Long ululating cries of “Allahu akbar” rolled around the dusty confines of Camp Delta, drifting over the razor wire. General Musso heard them as tinny voices emanating from the speakers of a nearby computer in the situation room of the naval op center—a grand title for such a modest facility, a demountable hut with heavy gray air-conditioning units rumbling away at the windows. It was a relatively mild Caribbean day outside; almost but not quite balmy. The brigadier general knew he could probably run up and down the nearest of the scrubby low-rise hills that surrounded this part of the base without raising much of a sweat. But the room was stuffy. Dozens of laptops had been plugged into the existing cluster of workstations, and they were all running hard, dumping waste heat into a space that was already overcrowded with at least three times as many occupants as normal.

Having given up on the computers in frustration, however, Tusk Musso leaned over the old map table, gripping the back of a swivel chair, biting down hard on the urge to pick it up and throw it through the window. He was so angry, and—just quietly—so weirded out, that there was a fair chance he could have heaved that sucker all the way down to the water’s edge. The bay was deep cerulean blue, almost perfectly still, and the chair would have made a satisfying splash. Unfortunately, Musso was the ranking officer on the base that day and everybody was looking to him for answers. Guantánamo’s naval commander, Captain Cimines, was missing, apparently along with about three hundred million of his countrymen, and a whole heap of Mexicans and Canucks into the bargain. And Cubans, too, Musso reminded himself. Let’s not forget our old buds just over the wire.

“What are the locals up to, Georgie?” he rumbled. His aide, Lieutenant Colonel George Stavros, delivered one brief shake of the head.

“Still hopping around, sir. Looks like someone really kicked over their anthill. Our guys have counted at least two hundred of them bugging out.”

“But nothing coming our way, yet?”

“No, sir. Santiago and Baracoa are still quiet. A few crowds building. But nothing too big.”

Musso nodded slowly. He was a huge man, with a head resembling a solid block of white granite resting atop a tree trunk of a neck. Even that simple gesture spoke of enormous reserves of power. He shifted his gaze from the antique, analog reality of the map table with its little wooden and plastic markers across to the banks of flat screens that even now were refusing to tell him anything about what was going on such a short distance to the north. The faces of the men and women around him were a study in barely constrained anxiety. They were a mixed service group about two dozen strong, representing all the arms of the U.S. military which had a stake in Guantánamo, mostly navy and marines, but with a few army and air force types thrown in. There was even one lone coast guard rep, mournfully staring at the map table, wondering what could possibly have happened to his little boat. The cutter had dropped out of contact. It was easily found on radar, but would not respond to his hail.

Musso had no permanent connection to Guantánamo. He’d been sent down to review operations at Delta, the first task of a new job, a desk job back in D.C. that he really hadn’t wanted. A genuine shooting war was about to begin in the Middle East, and here he was, on a fucking day trip to Gitmo, making sure a bunch of jihadi wack jobs were getting their asses wiped for them with silken handkerchiefs, not copies of the Koran. It was almost enough to test a man’s faith, and more than enough to make him regret the international law degree he’d taken as a younger marine. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. A fallback, his old man had called it, in case he didn’t take to the Corps with any enthusiasm. Musso stood erect, folded his arms as though examining a really shitty used-car deal, and grunted.

“Okay. Let’s take inventory. What do we know for certain?” he asked, and began ticking the answers off on his fingers. “Thirty-three minutes ago we lost contact with CONUS for two minutes. We had nothing but static on the phones, sat links, the Net, broadcast TV, radio. Everything. Then, all of our comm links are functioning again, but we get no response to anything we send home. All our other links are fine. Pearl. NATO. ANZUS. CENT-COM in Qatar, but not Tampa. All responding and wanting to know what the hell is going on. But we have no fucking idea. I mean, look at that. What the hell is that about?”

The Marine Corps lawyer waved his hand at a bank of TV monitors. They were all tuned into U.S. news networks, which should have been pumping out their inane babble 24/7. With the war in Iraq only days away, the global audience for reports out of America and the Middle East was huge and nigh on insatiable. But there was the Atlanta studio of CNN, back after a few minutes of static, devoid of life. The anchor desk sat in center frame, and dozens of TV and computer screens flickered away in the background, but nobody from CNN was to be seen. The same over at Fox. Bill O’Reilly’s chair was empty. Bloomberg still filled most of one monitor with garishly bright cascades of financial data, but the little picture window in one corner where you’d normally find a couple of dark-suited bizoids droning on about acquisitions and mergers was occupied by a couple of chairs, what looked like some smoldering rags, and nothing else. Meanwhile another bank of screens running satellite feeds from Europe and Asia was fully operational, and peopled by increasingly worried talking heads, none of whom could explain what was happening in North America.

“Anybody?” asked Musso, not really expecting an answer.

The silence might have become unbearable had it not been broken by a young ensign, who coughed nervously at the edge of the huddle.

“Excuse me, General,” she said.

Musso bit down on an irrational urge to snap at her, instead keeping his voice as level and nonthreatening as he could.

“Yes, Ms…?”

“Oschin, sir. I thought you might need to look at these. I’ve streamed vision from eighteen webcams onto a couple of monitors at my workstation. These cams are all in high-volume, public areas, General. Grand Central in New York. Daley Plaza in Chicago, that sort of thing …”

Ensign Oschin, who was obviously uncomfortable addressing such a high-powered group, seemed to run down like a windup toy at that point. Musso noticed a couple of army officers glaring at her for having interrupted the big kids at play.

“Go on, Ensign,” he reassured her, giving the army jerkoffs a cold hard glare. “What’s your point?”

Oschin stood a full inch taller. “They’re live feeds, sir. From all over the country. And there’s nobody in them. Anywhere.”

That information fell like a lead weight into a dark, bottomless well, tumbling down out of sight. No one spoke as Musso held Oschin’s gaze, seeing the fear gnawing away at her carefully arranged professional mask. He could taste a trace of bile at the back of his throat, and he was unable to stop his thoughts straying to his family back home in Galveston. The boys would both be in school, and Marlene would be up to her elbows in blue rinse at the salon. He allowed himself the indulgence of a quick, wordless prayer on their behalf.

“Can you patch it through onto the main displays?” he asked.

“Aye, sir.”

“Then do so please, as quickly as you can.”

Oschin, a small nervous woman, spun around and retreated to the safety of her workstation, whipping her fingers across the keyboard in a blur. Other sysops who’d been less successful in their own endeavors to raise anyone stateside snuck peeks over their shoulders at the results of her work as two large Sony flat-panels hanging from the ceiling suddenly filled with multiple windows displaying scenes from across the U.S. Oschin appeared at the map table again with a laser pointer. She laid the red dot on the first window in the upper left-hand quadrant of the nearest screen.

“With your permission, General?”

“Of course.”

“That’s the Mall of America. Local time, 1320 hours. You’re looking at the main food court.”

It was empty. A small fire burned in one concession stand, and it looked as though sprinklers might have tripped, but the image quality wasn’t clear enough to be certain. It reminded Musso of an old zombie flick he’d watched as a kid. Dawn of the Dead or something. For some reason his flesh crawled at the memory, even though he’d thought the movie was a dumbass piece of crap the first time he’d seen it. Oschin flicked the laser pointer over the next three windows as a group.

“Disneyland, California. Local time 1120 hours. You’re looking at the concourse just inside the main entrance. Then you have Space Mountain in To-morrowland. And finally Mickey’s Toontown.”

Again, the pictures were poor in quality, but no less disturbing because of it. Not a soul moved anywhere in them. A breeze pushed litter around the main concourse, where some sort of golf buggy had run up onto a gutter and tipped over. The young officer, her voice quavering, laid the red dot on a couple of piles of smoking rags.

“I think they may have been clothes, sir.”

Nobody replied, possibly because they all felt as sick in the gut as Musso. Oschin waited a second, then made her way through the rest of the image windows. Crown Center in Kansas City. Half a dozen cams from UCLA’s Berkeley campus. A mortgage brokers’ convention in Toledo. The main strip in Vegas—which looked like Satan’s wrecking yard, with cars all piled into each other and burning fiercely. Venice Beach. JFK Airport. The Strand in Galveston.

Musso arranged his features into a blank façade for that one. He’d already recognized the scene before Oschin had explained to the others what they were looking at. Down in his meat, right down in the oldest animal parts of his being, he knew his family was gone.

Oblivious of the personal import of what she’d just shown him, Ensign Oschin carried on, cycling through a list of public gathering places that should have been teeming with people. All of them abandoned, or empty, or … what?

“It’s the Rapture,” whispered an army major standing directly across the table from Musso. One of the two who’d unsettled Oschin a few minutes ago. “The end of days.”

Musso spoke up loudly and aggressively, smacking down on the first sign of anyone in this command unraveling.

“Major, if it was the Rapture don’t you think you’d be gone by now? And where are the sinners? Don’t they get to stay and party? And last time I heard, this thing has a defined horizon, not too far north of here.”

Chastened and not a little put out, the major, whose name tag read CLARENCE, clamped his mouth shut again.

Musso wished, for once in his life, that someone were giving him orders as opposed to the other way around. This was one football he didn’t want to run with. He didn’t know what to make of the video streaming out of his homeland. After 9/11 he hadn’t thought anything could surprise him again. He’d been ready for the day he flicked on the television and saw mushroom clouds blooming over an American city. But this … this was bullshit.

“Allahu akbar. Allahu akbar.”

The distinct popping sound of gunfire in the middle distance crackled out of a speaker set. Then came the screams.

“George,” growled Musso.

“I’m on it, sir.”

His aide hurried out of the room to track down the source of this new disturbance. Musso waited for more shots, but none came.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m not sending any more assets into this thing, whatever it is. I think we’ve established that it’s a no-go zone.”

Both of the helicopters he’d ordered to fly north over international waters had apparently crashed soon after crossing the line that now defined the edge of the phenomenon.

“Okay. Let’s call up PACOM …” he started to say.

“General, pardon me, sir? Permission to report?”

A fresh-faced marine butterbar in full battle rattle appeared in the doorway, his dark features unaffected by the recent turn of events.

“Go ahead,” said Musso.

“It’s the Cubans, sir. They’ve sent a delegation in through the minefield. They want to talk. Matter of fact, they’re dying to. One of their vehicles hit a mine coming in and the others just kept on rolling.”

Musso stretched and rolled his neck, which had begun to ache with a deep muscle cramp. He was probably hunching his shoulders again. Marlene said she could tell a mile off when he was really pissed, because he seized up like the hunchback of Notre Dame.

(Marlene… Ohmigod…)

“Okay,” he said. “Disarm them and bring them in. They’re a few miles closer to it, whatever it is. They might have seen something we haven’t.”

The lieutenant acknowledged the order and hurried away, weaving around Stavros, who returned at the same moment.

“I’m afraid a bunch of our guests decided to charge a guard detail,” he said, explaining the gunshots of just a few minutes ago. Things were moving so quickly that Musso had stopped caring about the incident as soon as it didn’t escalate. “Two dead, five wounded. They’ve heard that something is up. They think Osama’s set off a nuke or something. The camps are locked down now.”

Musso took in the report and decided it didn’t need any more of his attention.

“Folks, right now, I gotta say this. I don’t think bin Laden or any of those raghead motherfuckers had anything to do with this. I think it’s much bigger, but what the hell it is, I have no idea.”

The live feed from Oschin’s webcam trawl stuttered along above his head. Mocking them all.

wish it was just a nuke, thought Musso, but he kept it to himself.
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Pacific Ocean, 600 nm west of Acapulco

The old sailboat was a twin-masted forty-footer carved out of thousand-year-old Huon pine from the Tasmanian highlands, a beautifully preserved museum piece. She’d placed third on corrected time in a Sydney-Hobart race way back in 1953, and in the decades since had logged enough miles to make it to the moon and back. In that time she’d been the plaything of a builder, a manufacturing tycoon, two dot-com millionaires, and Pete Holder.

Pete knew he was never going to be anywhere near as wealthy as any of the Diamantina‘s former skippers—although the dot-com guys had tanked badly a couple of years ago and were probably down to their last two or three million now, hence the bargain-basement price he’d paid for the old girl. Not that he gave a shit. The Australian government issued his passport, but he considered himself a citizen of the waves, and for the past eight years, after taking a redundancy payment from his old job as a rig boss for Shell, he’d been devoted entirely to the pursuit of the world’s most fantastic lifestyle. Mostly that involved meandering from one secret surf break to the next, putting in a few weeks at the Maldives, cutting down the Indonesian archipelago to Nias, booming across the Pacific to chase triple-overhead sets off northern California. And sometimes, of course, to pay for this life of pure indulgence, it meant loading the boat up with half a ton of compressed ganja and running the gauntlet of international supernarcs like the DEA and AFP.

Even worse were the state-sponsored but highly autonomous shakedown artists, like the crooked Indonesian navy commodore he’d tangled with in Bali last year, or the Peruvian federales he thought he’d paid off in Callao only to have them come back a day later saying they’d “lost” their very generous bribe and would be in need of another of the same value within twenty-four hours—unless Señor Pedro felt like seeing out his days as a slave in a manganese mine deep in the jungles of la Montaña. Pete had transferred the money within two hours and never sailed into the territorial waters of Peru again.

As he watched Fifi and Jules, moving around to clear away the remains of lunch, the veteran smuggler catalogued all of the near misses he’d survived over the years. It was a sobering exercise, one he forced himself to endure before every new payday. Bad luck he couldn’t control, but with good planning and preparation he could at least minimize opportunities for the ever-fickle finger of fate to insert itself firmly into his anus. Hubris and stupidity, on the other hand, were completely avoidable. They were the principal mechanisms by which natural selection thinned out his competitors, and he’d be dammed if he was going to fall victim to them. Pete Holder was a survivor.

“Mr. Peter, sir?”

Lee had snuck up on him again. A Malaccan Chinese from a three-hundred-year-long line of pirates, Mr. Lee was always doing that. Pete tried to rearrange his features into a sunny smile, but Lee knew him too well and responded with a pitying shake of the head. Pete was notorious for his ill temper in the hours leading up to a job, and try as he might to control it, his face was always clouded and dark until they were safely away. Frankly, he resented the necessity for the whole smuggling business and would have done almost anything short of getting a normal job to avoid it.

“Hey, Lee. What’s up, mate?”

Pete tried for a light tone, the sort of thing his fellow Tasmanian Errol Flynn might have pulled off if he’d gone into smuggling and full-time surf bummery. Instead he came off as clipped and nervous. He noticed Fifi and Jules throw a curious glance back his way. They’d only been with him for about eighteen months, but like Mr. Lee they’d learned to read his moods with an almost preternatural accuracy. It was the legacy of living so close together and taking things right up to the edge.

“Something is up, Mr. Peter.”

“Okay. I’m waiting.”

Jeez, he wished he could loosen up.

“The Pong Su, she is changing course, sir. She will not meet up with us if she continues on her new heading.”

Pete was dressed in ripped board shorts and a sun-faded sky-blue cotton shirt. The Tropic of Cancer was well north of them, and the day would have been uncomfortably warm were it not for a gentle sou’wester that only just bellied out the sails but did little to dry the sweat pooling between the breasts of his female crew.

“Come see. I show,” said Lee.

Jules finished scraping a plate of grilled fish scraps over the side and used the dish to shade her eyes as she straightened up.

“Is there something the matter, Pete?” she called out in her rather posh English accent, what his mother would have called “all peaches and cream.”

“Dunno yet,” he answered. “Could be. Let’s be ready to split just in case. You and Fifi better kit up, too, soon as you’re ready.”

“Righty-o,” she said. The two girls set to their cleaning chores with added vigor. Both were athletic blondes in their twenties and resembled each other closely enough that Pete had long ago taken to calling them “the twins,” even though Jules was a Brit, a trust-fund exile from Surrey, while Fifi had run away from a trailer park in Oregon at the age of fifteen. They brought a rare and valuable mix of skills to the Diamantina. Jules had a master’s in accountancy from the London School of Economics, and her father, the late Lord Balwyn, had been a two-time winner of the Fastnet race and a board member of the Royal Thames Yacht Club. Or had been, until Scotland Yard had come calling at the manor one day with a warrant for his arrest on 129 charges of fraud and tax evasion.

Fifi, the ship’s cook, had not even finished high school, and her only inheritance was genetic. Her mom, one of Larry Flynt’s very first Hustler models, had bequeathed her some good looks and a mighty fine ass, but apart from an explosive temper and a morally flexible attitude to life’s manifold challenges, that was about it. And compared with her mom, she was still kind of uptight. She’d left home after her fourth “stepdad,” the aptly named Randy, a shiftless, unemployed crab-pot repairman, had suggested they have a threesome and go on Springer to tell their story. He’d heard they could score a trip to Chicago, a free stay in a motel, and two hundred dollars cash for expenses.

Fifi was on the road with her thumb in the air about half an hour later.

She was a great cook, however. And hell on mag wheels with a loaded weapon.

He could hear the twins rummaging through the gun locker just beyond the forward bulkhead as he sat at the nav station and tried to make sense of the screens in front of him. Even with air-conditioning it was hot belowdecks, and the prospect of a transfer going bad gave the confines of the boat a claustrophobic feeling. The Diamantina was fitted out for high luxury, thanks to her former owners, and Pete was able to sink into a soft leather swivel chair adapted for maritime use from a Herman Miller original, but nothing about sitting in front of the flat-panel displays in the small nook outside his personal cabin made him happy. He could see immediately what Lee was talking about as he watched a computer-generated track of the Pong Su, the North Korean freighter scheduled to swap four million dollars’ worth of perfectly counterfeited U.S. currency for a “full stick,” one million dollars’ worth of the real deal bundled away in the Diamantina‘s stronghold. That money represented the profits of three high-risk dope runs from Mexico up to California. Currency fraud wasn’t the sort of business they normally got into, but the blowout in Bali had left him few options. The four large he could trade in Mexico for two million U.S. real, a profit of one hundred percent.

Or that was the plan, anyway.

But forty minutes ago the Pong Su had deviated sharply off course, and was apparently running rudderless. It looked for all the world as though she’d lost steering.

“No good, Mr. Peter,” avowed Lee. “Look here, and here, too.”

It was only then that Pete realized the Pong Su wasn’t the only ship in trouble. Five other vessels within the Diamantina’s radar bubble had all likewise veered off course and appeared to be heading out of the designated shipping lanes.

“Pete, you’d better come up on deck. There’s something very strange happening off to the north.”

It was Jules, with Fifi at her elbow right behind her.

After cleaning up, they had changed into their rig for the handover. Both were now dressed in ballistic vests and wearing combat harnesses weighed down with reloads for the Vietnam-era M16s and grenade launchers that they would take from the armory fifteen minutes before the rendezvous. But Pete Holder was beginning to doubt there’d be any rendezvous today, or ever.

“What do you mean strange?”

“I mean odd, weird, right out of the bloody ordinary, Pete. It looks like a storm front came out of that heat haze to the north, but… well … you’ll need to see for yourself.”

Grunting in frustration, he pushed himself up out of the chair and hurried up on deck. Moving forward to the bow, shielding his eyes, he saw immediately what she meant. Far to the north of them half the sky seemed to be taken up with the queerest, most exotic-looking storm front he’d ever seen. It appeared to sparkle and hang still in the air. It must have been a long way distant, because it appeared from beneath the horizon and climbed away into the stratosphere. Just standing, watching it, he felt insignificant and deeply vulnerable.

“Radio’s not working!” Fifi called out from below.

“Radio’s fine …” he started to say, then stopped. They’d been monitoring the airwaves for any U.S. or Mexican government traffic, using the yacht’s high-gain antennae to eavesdrop on coast guard and navy signals, a constant background chatter. It was only when Fifi pointed out the silence from the radio that he realized he’d heard nothing from it in more than half an hour. Frowning at the bizarre weather up ahead, he hastened back belowdecks.

Mr. Lee was flicking switches and twirling dials on the M802 marine radio. It was only then that they picked up the babble of some commercial station down in Acapulco, where a DJ was reading in heavily accented English a local police order imposing an immediate curfew, which would remain in effect until contact with the central government was “reestablished.”

“Oh, bugger this …” muttered Pete at the unpleasant feeling of déjà vu. It transported him back to the day he’d woken up late in the morning, dockside in Santa Monica, after a hard night’s partying with his then relatively new crewmates. He’d spent nearly the entire day mooching around, drinking Irish coffee and napping off his hangover. It had been September 11, 2001, and he’d missed almost all of the day that had changed the world. Only Lee’s return from the city in the afternoon had alerted him to the news from the East Coast. As he sat belowdecks again, sweat leaking out of his armpits and trickling down his sides, listening to an increasingly hysterical radio jock talking about “ la catástrofe” and watching the strange, ghostly track of those five ships to the north, Pete Holder felt as though time had folded back in on itself.

“I dunno what’s happened,” he said, “but I got a sick feeling about this. And about that weird fucking storm front. I’m gonna go with my gut. Mr. Lee, let’s make ready for a fast run, sou’-sou’west. Keep a watch on the Pong Su. If nothing changes we’re gonna blow this off in fifteen minutes. I want to put some serious miles between us and … whatever.”

The Diamantina slipped through a light swell, pushed on by a freshening breeze. Mr. Lee had the wheel, as phlegmatic in the face of the world’s end as he had been staring down the barrel of an M16 in Bali. Pete wondered what, if anything, would upset him.

Not that it mattered, because between himself and the twins there was plenty of freaking out to go round.

“Zombie Jew on a fucking Zimmer frame,” said Fifi.

“What?” said Pete.

“It’s redneck for ‘Christ on a crutch,’ Pete. Let’s stay on the ball, shall we?” said Jules.

The three smugglers were crouched in front of the Samsung monitor, a brand-new twenty-three-inch flat screen Pete had picked up back in La Paz during a night of tequila shots and hard bartering with an Italian yachtsman of long acquaintance. CNN’s Asia bureau, reporting out of the network’s regional HQ in Hong Kong, ran in a small window taking up about a quarter of the screen. Jules had plugged into the live web feed via an Iridium phone, and if they watched it much longer they’d need all of the money in the hold to pay this month’s bill.

If it ever arrived.

Pete’s eyes flicked over to the GPS window, which showed them retreating from the abandoned rendezvous with the Pong Su at eleven knots. The North Korean ship was still describing a long, lazy arc that would eventually see it run aground somewhere near Mazatlán, in the next day or so. Pete, the only one of them to have a seat in front of the display, had to rub his eyes. Like an addicted gamer, he’d been staring so hard at the screen he hadn’t blinked in a long while. He shook his head as he rubbed the irritation away, his vision blurring slightly when he refocused on the window in which footage of a major highway crash was now running.

He couldn’t get his head around the pictures that had come in from a small Canadian local news team, some guys out of Edmonton according to the dateline. The image seemed to be out of focus or something. He could tell they were looking at a big pileup on a six-lane highway, but everything was indistinct, as though viewed through poorly blown glass.

“The effect is stationary,” the heavily accented Quebecois voice-over assured everyone. “Mounted police at the scene are not allowing anyone to approach the phenomenon after the loss of the two fire engines.”

Blurred, wavering vision of two fire trucks came up, both of them overturned in a deep ditch by the side of the road. A few hundred meters beyond them a large pileup of vehicles burned freely.

“Oh, man, this is really putting the zap on my head,” Fifi muttered.

“We really need to think this through,” said Jules, in her oddly cool, high-tone manner. “This could be quite awful.”

Pete rubbed at his three-day beard, completely lost for an answer. For a few minutes, a little earlier, he’d actually thought of heading north to raid an empty city. He could have sailed into Santa Monica and picked up a super-yacht, provisioned her for a year, filled the leftover space with jewels and ammo. But CNN had convinced him otherwise. It was abundantly clear that you could go into the “storm front” that had appeared to their north, but you’d never come back. What was the old Argentine phrase? It “disappeared” people.

“I think we might shoot through to my old stomping ground,” he said. “Hobart looks far enough away to me. And I know people there. We can move this money in a flash.”

“But what if it starts growing?” asked Fifi, with a sharp edge to her voice. “What if it just eats up the whole world? Like the Blob or something?”

Pete gave her his most open, honest face.

“Then we’re fucked, darlin’. Aren’t we?”

“Pete… ?”

It was Jules, if anything looking even more concerned than before. The worry lines between her eyes were virtual canyons now.

“How fast can we get to Hobart?”

“Why?” he asked. Jules had a postgraduate degree in keeping a stiff upper lip, probably thanks to her old man. If she thought something even worse was coming their way, it really didn’t bear thinking about.

“Because nobody will want greenbacks if Uncle Sam’s beamed up to the Enterprise and flown away for good.”

The bow of the yacht sliced into the face of a larger than normal wave, throwing them all slightly off balance. The Diamantina climbed up and over the crest, slamming down hard on the far side with a great, hollow boom. Fifi and Jules braced themselves against the nearest bulkhead. Pete hung on to the arms of his chair. On the computer screen, Stan Grant interviewed a physicist from the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, but Pete Holder had already tuned out. Jules was right. If this was a permanent deal they had very little time before their hard-earned stick was worth less than a handful of Polish zlotys.

“You’re right,” he said tonelessly. “We have to get back onshore and change our money over. Do we know if the Caymans are affected? Or the Canal?”

“We can find out.” Jules nodded at the screen. “But, Pete, I don’t think we can get there in time. We have to get onshore as soon as we can. Somewhere big enough to convert the money, but far enough removed from … whatever it is … that blind panic hasn’t taken over yet.”

“Acapulco’s still there,” said Fifi. “But it’s locked down, accordin’ to the radio.”

“That might be a good thing.” Jules shrugged. “They keep a lid on things long enough, we might just get in and out. Otherwise we’d have to run down to Guatemala or El Salvador.”

Pete chewed his lower lip, sucking the salt from it as he pondered the unfolding disaster. A window displaying the Google news page refreshed, informing him that nearly three thousand stories had already been filed on the phenomenon; none of them from North America. The bright blue hyperlinks all led to European and Asian sites. One, from Agence France-Presse, reported that trading had been suspended on the London, Tokyo, and Sydney stock exchanges. Just beneath it, a Novosti report out of Moscow claimed that the Russian armed forces had all been called into barracks and placed on high alert. Pete adjusted his balance as the Diamantina slipped sideways down the face of another large wave.

“You’re right,” he concluded. “We’ve got to get in somewhere fast. This feels like a big bucket of shit about to tip over and bury the whole world. Let’s head for Acapulco.”

“You sure?” said Fifi, her usually sunny features darkened by real fear. “That’s close to the … thing.”

“I know,” said Pete. “But I got friends there. Well, contacts anyway. And the effect’s not moving.”

For now, he thought.
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