Airport Novel

Frontispiece:
Nadine Boughton, True Danger (2010), from True Adventures in Better Homes.

TO WHOMEVER FINDS THIS NOTE
A tiny kitten sits next to me. Watching.
A dog barks. The birds gather on the
telephone wires. Let all the story of this
People Temple be told. Let all the books be
opened.
—Anonymous

1.
The airframe shuddered as high-velocity
metal thwacked through its structure.
“I hated the idea of Traffic School so
much I thought it was a good plan to drink
my way through it. But that didn’t go down
well with Muffet, now, did it?”
Her lips parted under him, but he didn’t
rush in. Instead he took her lower lip between his and sucked once before releasing
it. When he did it again, she reciprocated
with his top lip. He stifled a groan.

“We have confronted America.”
“Isn’t this highly dangerous?” one of
their number asked.
“In the short term, yes.”
A stunned silence in the big office followed these words. Stern was shaken,
Hemple on the point of collapse. Tica stared
at Hector, white-faced, overwhelmed by the
change from the taciturn, quiet man she had
faced with confidence when she began her
trip to this planet.
She fiddled lengthily with some papers,
eyes down.
The man from Justice said: “The President has reviewed your case, and he feels
that you have served enough time. He believes that you have more to offer your country and your community by once again becoming a productive citizen.”

“Oh, Lord,” Viveca whispered. Everyone turned to follow her gaze. Consuelo had
materialized in front of the mariachi band.
She was dressed in a leopard-print jump
suit, even though the invitations had asked
for white clothes only. She was singing along
with the mariachis, beating time with a cocktail glass in her hand.
“Your little scheme won’t work, mister!”
she yelled. “We have plenty of atom bombs!”
When the body was discovered, news of
it was hushed up by the Kommandant. He
did not want it known that a member of his
command had eaten herself to death. But Irma’s mother in Hamburg received the standard letter on behalf of the Führer, thanking her for the sacrifice of her only daughter,
who had given her life on active service for
the Fatherland.
Bathers dressed in their long-legged

bathing suits dotted the beach. Children
laughed and played. A group of Chinese
youths sat in the shade of the awning, their
long black hair braided in single queues that
hung down their backs. Snatches of their
singsong voices reached Maggie, as did the
sound of a distant gunshot.

2.
Staring at the full-length mirror, Joe
hardly recognized himself. He wore a Western shirt with snaps instead of buttons, tucked
into a pair of skin-tight jeans. His belt had
beadwork all around and a huge brass buckle with the graven image of a bucking horse.
The boots were tight enough to cramp his
toes, and he felt awkward in elevated heels.
“That’s it.” His partner grinned. “They
love the rough stuff.”
They had rifles after him in a moment.
The spattering of the revolver shots had given
him a moment of hope, for the way the mustang was dodging among big rocks, he had a
reasonable guess that they might keep on missing their target. But when they opened up with
rifles, he knew the trouble was on him.

The kitchen was clean to a gleam. Maybe that’s what women did, or some women,
when they were coping with grief. They got
out cleanser and a mop.
“Perhaps the human mind can deal with
only one intense experience at a time.”
“And poetry is, of course, an intense experience.”
“One of the most there is.”
She smiled at him, her face lit up with
the intimacy of a shared confidence.
“It’s coming back up!”
As his words echoed above the tumult,
Rachel felt an eerie up-welling in the water beneath her. Like a massive locomotive
straining to reverse direction, the slab of ice
had groaned to a stop underwater and was
now beginning its ascent directly beneath
them. Fathoms below, a sickening low frequency rumble resonated upward through

the water as the gigantic submerged sheet
began scraping its way back up the face of
the glacier.
“This is karma. This is everything I’ve
done, coming back to take a big bite of my
ass.”
He glanced anxiously at his wife. She
was hunched beside a little girl, whispering
something in her ear to coax a smile. It wasn’t
right that she herself was childless. Just as
soon as they were out of debt he would make
a mother of her.

3.
He travelled until night fell, and then lay
up until morning in a tree. His only weapons were his bow and arrows and his knife.
He had not wished to be burdened with the
Jap rifle and ammunition. In the morning,
he gathered some fruit and shot a hare for
his breakfast.
“See how carelessly I can speak of life
and death, your Excellency? Of a life that
came from me and is now gone? That is how
one must think of life and death, in Siberia.”
A couple of Mexicans sat at the table
near the door, intent on a hand of poker. The
barkeep looked up, her face reflecting astonishment when she recognized the newcomer.
“So we both survived,” he said.

“And the better for it, I’m sure.” But she
didn’t believe that. Not anymore, looking
deep into his eyes, remembering…
Midnight, a long straight road in New
Jersey. Allison’s slender hands on the wheel
of his stealth car, a Camaro SS that on a bad
day could hit 60 miles per hour in 5.9 seconds. Alison doing cartwheels down the center line after edging out the girl in a trickedout Nissan who called her a skinny-ass bitch.
Then, on the way back to Manhattan, telling
Tom to pull of the road; showing her gratitude—showing until a cop came by shining
a light in the window.
“A little ass-licking goes down well with
him. It’s like he doesn’t realize…”
As he spoke, he became aware that his
words were being monitored.
For the next five years, they led sepa-

rate lives, meeting briefly all over the world,
when and where it suited Blake. Then she
got pregnant with Sam. He was an accident
that happened when they met for a weekend
in Hong Kong.
“A quagmire, as we all know now—”
“To people who dislike military operations, there’s always a quagmire to jump
into.”
He made a low sound of male urgency
deep in his throat.

4.
Mallorey Swann lay sleeping in the
queen-size bed. She lay folded into a small
tense package under the embroidered linen
counter-pane. Her auburn hair spread in
sweat-darkened disarray on the ruffled pillowcase. Her face clenched as she dreamed;
her hands knotted into fists as if she was trying to hold on to something. The dream was
one of loss and her sleeping body strained
after the disappearing object.
“The master wants you.”
“Maybe so, but I do not want him.”
The day opened for them in a red and
green hell of rock and cactus. Like a flame
the sun scorched and peeled their faces.
Thus it was that Crystal Weston, a nottoo-ugly brunette with brown eyes, age

twenty-nine, came to the end of her short
and probably undistinguished life.

5.
Over the years, the rebels had worked
this out to perfection: artillery, planes and
gunships would hammer the target for hours,
sometimes days, reducing everything to
burning, smoking rubble. Then the ground
troops would move in, slowly searching
through every pile of rubble. And they rarely
took prisoners. The enemy had been warned
many, many times: surrender or die.
“What do your instincts tell you, Bob?
Are they using us?”
“Man, I just don’t know.”
The idea of straddling his big motorcycle, her arms around him, her body pressed
against him, is a complete turnoff, and
he knows it. Certainly both of them have
changed.

“Don’t worry, darling. Everyone understands that you’re expendable.”
The memories were coming back now
in a torrent. The ice shelf. The government
agents. The attack. Who? Where am I? He
tried to piece the pieces together, but his
mind felt torpid, like a set of clogged gears.
He stood and leaned forward with his
palms flat on the desk.
“Then I have no choice!”
Just then, the rhythm of the entire party
is thrown off when one final couple arrives
at the door, late enough to upstage everyone
else. It’s Parker Hassett and his date. Parker
has dyed his brown hair black and parted it
rigidly to the left side.
“The animals are pretty dense here,” he

said.
“Not dense enough.”
He kicked at the bottle that lay near his
feet. It was empty. They’d drunk it all as they
talked about mundane things and ate the
bounteous lunch and enjoyed the warmth of
the day. It had to be late afternoon.
“Is it true people are always laughing in
Paris?”
“Yes. No. I mean I don’t know what you
mean.”

6.
Pilot and copilot relaxed, the aircraft on
auto-pilot and all the gauges within norms.
“It’s—it’s strange. You know I’m not
American, don’t you?”
“No, I didn’t know that or anything else.”
“My family—I supose you would call
them gypsies,” she said, faltering.
“Then how—”
The explosion was immediate and catastrophic. It blew the tail and both engines off
the airframe. The main fuel lines, which ran
just under the deck, were vented to the sky,
and the fuel that was being pumped created
a meteor-like trail in the sky.
“Goddamn it,” former President of the
United States John Patrick Ryan muttered
into his morning coffee.

“What is it now, Jack?” Cathy asked,
though fully aware of what “it” was.
He walked over to the picture window
in the living room and couldn’t help noticing his reflection in the mirrored wall. The
light from the setting sun cast amber highlights on his gleaming skin, brown shadows
heightened the muscularity of his lower belly.
Panting, he collapsed on the nearest divan.

7.
Barbara Roderick wasn’t half bad. No,
sir. She was all bad.
Hector glared at her, then he spat in
disgust. He dug a Marlboro pack out of his
shirt pocket with his free hand, shook loose
a coccaine-laced cigarette, and took it out
with his teeth. He put away the pack, dug a
lighter out of his jeans pocket, and struck a
flame.
“A long time ago, you told me you weren’t
a very good liar,” he said. “Remember?”
“No,” she lied.
She was gloriously naked, spectacularly
lewd.
Stroke after stroke of lightning raked
across the sky, turning night into a blind-

ing network of white against black. Thunder
was immediate, continuous explosions that
rocked the night. Rain came down like the
end of the world.
“Are you being deliberately perverse? I
am not making much sense of this.”
Chronos sighed. “I suppose I better explain. But I must warn you that to prevent
this explanation from changing the very matter of which I speak, I shall have to erase this
particular line after experiencing it.”
“Erase it?”
“I shall set the time back to this point,
and our discussion will not have happened
in your reality.”
His muscular, hairy arms moved even
more rapidly up and down the length of her
body, clutching her thighs widly, roughly
forcing her legs still wider apart.

Huge sections of the ground buckled
under the pressure, the tectonic plates being
jammed together. Elsewhere new fissures
opened up, and lava spewed out. Long-dormant volcanoes came suddenly to life, and
new ones erupted. The geology of the world
was going crazy!
“Sit on it, baby,” he shouted. “Sit on it!”
The 9-millimeter Parabellum hollowpoint bullet struck him just above the left
eyebrow before mushrooming into a tangled lump of lead that turned a softball-sized
chunk of his brain into so much jelly.

8.
“It appears we’re in some sort of cave. I
wonder how big it is.”

9.
His motivation was partially personal.
His own fortune had suffered badly in the
events of the previous Friday, drawn down
by hundreds of millions. The nature of the
event and the way his money was spread
around various institutions had guaranteed
a huge loss since he’d been vulnerable to every variety of programmed trading system.
But this wasn’t about money.
“God, John …” His voice sounded weak
and strained.
“Sit there and don’t worry. I’ll come
right back.”
“Where … are you going?” There was
worry in his voice, but also control.
“Out.”
It took him half an hour to retrieve his
luggage, ten more minutes to negotiate the

press and find a taxi stand. He had agreed
to take a cab, in lieu of trying to connect
with any one-man welcoming committee
in the chaos of the terminal. His driver was
an Arab with an accent Corey could not understand. He gave directions for the Federal
Office Building in Manhattan, settled back,
and turned his mind off as the cabbie held a
running conversation with himself.
“Yes—in their way. He’s a valuable bit of
property.”
He sucked his breath, staring down at
two foot-long blocks of plastic explosive
wrapped together. They were wired to a detonator and a digital watch. He knew that it
was enough plastic explosive to make one
devil of a bang when it went off. And now
he saw that the numbers on the watch were
blinking rhythmically, steadily falling toward zero.

10.
She was too blissfully relaxed to care.
When he took her toe into his mouth and
sucked, a streak of desire shot up her leg to
quiver in her groin.
She goes down hard. Goes down with
one short scream. A tire thumps across her
fragile skull. Her head bursts like a bloodfilled balloon. And when the men in the ambulance arrive, they find the mother sitting
on the lawn, legs akimbo, face blank, saying
the same thing over and over again.

11.
Silence at last.
He looked out over the beach and felt the
hot wind like the breath of the Devil. Heard
the flutter of canvas. Smelled a tang of wood
smoke. With that smell another beach floated up in memory. Far away, and long ago,
but he’d never forgotten. Who could forget a
place like Vietnam? He could not.
“It must be a terrible thing to have such
a responsibility placed on your shoulders.”
“My shoulders?”
The wind blew harder and a flash of
lightning lit the swollen clouds waiting on
the horizon.
Life on the run was filled with dreams,
some at night during sleep, real dreams, and

some when the mind was awake but drifting.
Most were terrifying, the nightmares of the
shadows growing darker and larger. Others
were pleasant wishes of a future free of the
past. These were rare. Life on the run was life
in the past. There was no closure.
“Jesus shit Christ,” Jason said to himself.
“God,” he said aloud. “God damn it.” His
teeth ground against one another.
He finished his microwave pizza and
then cleaned his plate. He pulled on his pants
and found a clean blue shirt in his closet. He
turned on the taps to wash his face and found
the usual trickle of lukewarm brown water.
He clipped on his badge, grabbed his thick
winter coat, laced up his boots. As he walked
out the door, he felt almost relieved. What
would be would be.

12.
The land was gullied and eroded and
barren. The bones of dead creatures sprawled
in the washes. Farmhouses in the fields
scoured of their paint and the clapboards
spooned and sprung from the wallstuds. All
of it shadowless and without feature.
They had walked perhaps another mile
when double cramps struck the big muscles
in Larry’s thighs. He collapsed onto the sand.
“Cramps!” he screamed. “Oh man,
cramps!”

13.
With most of the steerage bumping and
winding their way around the dining-tables
in a conga line, Harry went out on to the deck
and leaned against the rail with a bottle of
Worthington and a cigarette. The night was
warm and unusually clear and the sky was
bedecked with its own jewellery, the stars.
“What each of us makes of our loneliness is the individual stamp of our destiny.”
The two men stood surveying the desert before them.
“That sounds like an epitaph.”
For more than two minutes Edgar remained silent.
“May God put the right words into our
mouths now.”

14.
“Jesus, you’re a fraud!”
He froze, slapped by her words. She’d
never come right out and said it before,
though he’d always known how she felt.
He put his arm around her shoulder
and forced her to face him.The darkness was
broken only by the security lights surrounding the barns.
“Hold it, hombre. Not a move.”
“Do as you’re told!”
“I can’t!”
He wasn’t a superstitious man, and he
certainly wasn’t religious. But a demon had
tapped his shoulder and asked him for a
game of chess. He had no choice but to play.

He had to see this through.
He rolled up and over her like a predatory starfish mounting an oyster.
“I can’t believe there’s only one of you.”
He made her feel so many things, all of
them vital and immediate.
She scrubbed her face with a Wet Wipe,
then followed the murmur of voices in the
mist-streaming light that vibrated beyond
the dunes. The sun wasn’t up yet, but its gray
preradiance illuminated the sand, the tents,
and a wary-looking dog that stood watching
in the distance.
“I enjoyed it. I hope you did, too.”
“Yes, I did, darling. I really did.”
He knew he could leave now, with dig-

nity, and seek protection and tranquility on
earth.

15.
South of the Coronado Bridge, the muggy air began to congeal. American industry
and Mexican charcoal fires turned the sky
into sludge.
“Did you bring the money?” the man
asked, his voice tight with an anxiety that
strummed through the air. He wore dress
slacks an inch too long, hems pooling around
scuffed department store loafers. His old
leather jacket was done up against the bitter
March night, but misbuttoned.
“Did you bring the money?” he shouted
again as he glanced around the park.
The bathroom door swung open. Jaime
Rivas—blow-dried and splendid in an Italian suit and loafers without socks—strolled
out of the darkened room, zipping up like
he’d just finished filling the urinal. In his left

hand he carried a silver-plated semiautomatic pistol.
“Citizenship is just a piece of paper. The
roots of your soul are another thing, something that can never be cancelled. Never.”
Another border patrol helicopter leaped
from the tarmac and swung sharply off into
the darkness over Spring Canyon. Searchlights probed the tangle of brush where
coyotes, feral dogs, smugglers, bandits, and
sweating illegals hid. A mile away, along the
south edge of Spring Canyon, the lights of
Tijuana’s Colonia Libertad washed in a glittering tide against the steel wall of the border. The night was alive with fear and hope.

16.
Cool dawn had grayed the sky in the
east. Birds were greeting the morning with
melodious song from the cottonwoods, willows, and brush that crowded the banks of
the river. He could smell the grass, damp and
crushed, and caught the faint acrid scent of
smoke and perspiration rising from his hunting shirt. Small flames leapt from blackened
wood in the fire pit, and wisps of blue smoke
merged with the predawn.

me.”

“Hey, Gina?”
“Yeah?”
“Can you drive?”
“Why?”
“Because some son of a bitch just shot

The station wagon pulled up in front
of a brownish red-brick housing project on

Virginia Avenue. Rosemary climbed out and
kissed Anthony once on the lips.
“Call me,” she said.
Even in the airport, there were machines: slot machines, poker machines, keno
machines, electronic beggars lined up to take
your money as you walked to your flight. The
walls were plastered with giant viewscreens
showing dazzling stage magicians, wild-animal acts, and showgirls clothed only in glitter.
“Oh, no!” Jade gasped.
Rich felt her tug at his hand but he did
not let go. He leaped, Carla close behind
him, his shoulder down, crashing into the
window, smashing his way through. Arms
up to cover their faces from flying debris,
they exploded out of the hotel in a cloud of
broken glass and fractured timber. They fell,
rolled, were back on their feet.

She tried to walk away but he held onto
her hand. He wanted to say something else,
but he didn’t know how to put it in words.
“Everyone be silent!”
Karl raised his staff and began to chant
the magic words of power. One by one, a
choir of voices joined in.

“A WHACKING GOOD, FANTASTIC, IMPLAUSIBLE
ADVENTURE!”
“RIVETING . . . ABSORBING . . . ENGROSSING!”
“THE PERFECT ROMANCE!”
“THE BESTSELLING BIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL!”
“AN AUTHOR WHO WRITES WITH RARE
SCOPE AND GRANDEUR!”
“SUPERB CHARACTERS! RICH PLOTTING!”
“FUN, SEXY, WILD, AND FANTASTICALLY
DIFFERENT FROM ANYTHING ELSE!”
“CONVINCING!”
“SHOULD BE READ BY THE WORLD!”
“DEEPLY FELT!”

“ONE OF THE MOST ORIGINAL APPROACHES
TO THE SOUL OF CHRISTIANITY!”
“UTTERLY BELIEVABLE!”
“A REMARKABLE TALE LACED WITH LOVE
AND COURAGE!”
“AN IMPORTANT BOOK!”
“INTENSE, NONSTOP SUSPENSE. IMPOSSIBLE
TO PUT DOWN!”
“A BOOK-OF-THE-MONTH CLUB ALTERNATE!”
“UNRIVALED!”
“A TERRIFYING VOYAGE TO A WORLD BEYOND
THE BOTTOM OF THE SEA!”
“COMPELLING, WELL WRITTEN,
WELL STRUCTURED!”

“BELIEVABLE AND ADMIRABLE!”
“A CASE STUDY IN HOW TO MANUFACTURE
SUSPENSE. UNPUTDOWNABLE!”
“CRIMINALLY ENTERTAINING!”
“A GLITTERING EVOCATION OF A BYGONE ERA!”
“FUN, SEXY, WILD, AND FANTASTICALLY
DIFFERENT FROM ANYTHING ELSE!”
“EXCLAMATION POINT!”
“A DARKLY INGENIOUS DEBUT NOVEL!”
“ACTION? CHECK. SUSPENSE? YEP. ROMANCE?
LOADS. EROTICA? YOU BETCHA!”
“SWIFT AND SUPERIOR!”
“A PAGE TURNER WITH RELENTLESS TERROR!”

“FULL OF SMART DIALOGUE AND BELIEVABLE
CHARACTERS!”
“FACT OR FICTION, THIS BOOK IS
IRRESISTABLE!”
“VIOLENCE, TERROR, EXPLOITATION . . .
A CAPTIVATING READ!”
“A MAJOR BOOK BY A MAJOR TALENT!”
“CONSISTENTLY ABSORBING!”
“POIGNANT AND HEARTBREAKING . . . ANYONE
IN A RELATIONSHIP WILL BE ABLE TO RELATE!”
“A STUNNER!”
“THE BREATH-TAKING SAGA OF A WAR-TORN
LAND!”
“TEEMS WITH LIFE ON EVERY PAGE!”

17.
A dollar bill from her jeans pocket—her
last—undulating in her hand like a waving
fern.
“I’ve never played pinball in my life.”
“Well, then, darlin’, this will be a new
experience.”
Lacey pushed a trembling hand down
the front of his pants. Sliding it inside his
shorts, she felt his hot erection. As she curled
her fingers around it, she felt Scott’s hand slip
into her panties.
She took a deep breath, and let it out
very slowly. “I feel pretty dumb, Commodore.”
A bare, burly arm circled her neck and
jerked her backward off the step, back onto

the sidewalk. Chloe gasped, instinctively
bringing her hands up to grip her attacker’s
arm as the pressure on her throat increased.
“But I wish I could love you instead.”
“That wouldn’t be smart.”
“Maybe not, but we can pretend for a
while, can’t we?”
“Yes, we can pretend.”
The thought made him happy.

18.
“We’re survivors,” he told her across the
flame of the lamp.
“Survivors?” she said.
“Yes.”
“What in God’s name are you talking
about? We’re not survivors. We’re the walking dead in a horror film.”
Everything inside her calmed, even
when she looked at the destruction of everything she had owned. She would fix it, save
what could be saved, accept what couldn’t.
She would live her life, and plant her gardens—and walking hand in hand with the
man she loved, watch both bloom.

19.
“Billy, what do you want to eat tonight?”
“Bacon sandwich’ll do me fine.”
“But,” said Katrina, “you had that last
night.”

20.
McBride felt trapped. The logical thing
to do was to catch the first train out of town.
But his stiff-necked pride would not let him
run away again. He knew it was a weakness
in him, his pride, but he acknowledged it
and accepted the limitations it placed on his
future actions. Then there was Shannon. His
feelings for her also conspired to keep him
in High Hopes. There was no escaping that.
“I’m just glad we have our own house
now. So I can make all the noise I want.”
“Let’s get dressed. Or we’ll never get out
of here.”
“Then let’s not. Let’s stay in here forever.
Make a little world, just us.”
“Tomorrow,” he said. “Tomorrow we’ll
stay in here forever.
“Do you promise, John?”
Many saw him as a modern-day Zorro —

one man battling the forces of evil all around
him, no matter how big or powerful. Even in
an age of worldwide concern about terrorists claiming to be freedom fighters, many
all over the world cheered him on, supporting him at least with their hearts and words
if not their hands or wallets.

21.
“I’ll be frank with you, Commander,
more frank than I would probably think
prudent if what you’re saying were true. If
I had aborted those unwanted foetuses, it
wouldn’t be giving me a single pang of what
you would probably call conscience. A woman has a right to choose whether she bears a
child or not. I happen to think she also has
a right to choose which sex. An unwanted
child is usually a nuisance to itself, to society, and to its parents.”
Gradually, his erection settled and he
slipped from her moist cleft. He sighed. For
a few blinding moments, they shared one
heartbeat, one breath. No longer. They were
separate beings once again.
“Earn your keep, handsome. Open those
packets of Kettle Chips and dismantle the radar.”

An incredible suspicion sprung into his
brain.
“You are too young to write with authority of spiritual consequences. Too young for
your soul to have been tempered. Too young
to have learned the intensity of understanding that comes only through deep adversity.”
“Shouldn’t contentment be allowed its
insights?”
“It has none. Insight grows best on stony
ground. Unless you have suffered or are poor
or can tap into you melancholy, you have defective perception.”
“I am poor. Poor enough to perceive
that poverty is the enemy of moral strength.”
“Who is this? Who is this hideous and
foul man?” Helen gasped.
James pulled Connie close to his side.
The couple lifted their faces towards the
heavens as their figures faded away.

22.
“Sergeant Kensington,” said the Lieutenant Colonel, “if you say ‘un-fucking-believable’ one more time, I’m going to have
the sergeant major wash your mouth out
with soap.”
“Do you believe me?”
“No. Yes.” He cursed and plowed his fingers through his hair. “Probably, dammit.”
“Kiss me, Nicholas. We are magic, accept it.”

23.
With a slow and rhythmical movement,
the music led him first this way, then that,
toward a state of happiness that was noble,
unintelligible, and yet precise. And then
suddenly, having reached a certain point
from which he was preparing to follow it, after a momentary pause, abruptly the melody
changed direction, and in a fresh movement,
more rapid, fragile, incessant, sweet, it bore
him off towards new vistas.
“I? I who? I’ve never heard of you!”
The floor became charged with good feelings. The air around him practically sparkled.
Watching him, she could see how tense she’d
become in the last month, how the stress had
further distanced her from her employees who
already saw her as an ice queen.

Briana gulped, fluttered one hand in
front of her face. “Do you think its warm in
here?”
Logan’s grin flickered again. “Hotter
than a two-bit pistol, as my dad used to say.”
“Given your … colorful colloquialisms,
I sometimes have difficulty following your
reasoning. This time, however, I believe I get
the gist of it.”
She supposed he was attractive in a hard
athletic sort of way. She was trying to be detached about it, but for once it wasn’t easy.
“Put your hands on your head and make
like a fucking statue!”

24.
Then, one afternoon, something happened.
“Now what should we do? Should we
keep going and see where this will take us?”
The golf cart rolled to a stop at the far end
of the facility. Overhead two birds swooped
and cawed, making lazy circles around the
perimeter of the high slanting roof.
He speculated a little, as he rode through
the faultless gray softness of predawn.
Was history doomed to repeat itself?
Not used to such carnal images invading
his thoughts, he stood, agitated, and strode
across the room, poured himself another
shot, swallowing it back in one gulp. There

was no doubt about it, he must try working
with them as a team.
A chill spilled down his spine, then rippled back up again.

25.
“We have lost a material war—but spiritually we shall never be vanquished.”
Slowly, the words in the books began
to resonate with something deep inside her,
began to take on meanings that went beyond
the words themselves. She couldn’t quite
put her finger on exactly what it was, maybe something like a current she could ride,
a door she could step through, or both. But
there was something—and it called to her. So
what at first she had been doing out of desperation she began doing willingly, and then
even eagerly, though she hid that from her
captors.
“Don’t refer to God as force. He is God,
exactly as the Book of Genesis states.”
“That’s what my father taught me to believe.”

“Then why, in brazen disobedience to
God’s statements, do you teach children lies
about dinosaurs and geology and evolution?”
The blackness engulfing Katherine Solomon felt absolute. She began to grope blindly forward, her outstretched hands touching
only empty space as she staggered deeper
into a desolate void.
Mimosas were served. The orange juicechampagne concoction was delicious, but
potent. She wondered if Gerard had laced
it with vodka. Sinful, to a purist, yet something that could be effective, depending on
one’s motivation.
“Have you ever been married?” Karl
asked.
“No, I never have. I guess I’ve been too
busy.”
“Ever been in love?” The question was

direct, matter-of-fact.
“Halfway, half a dozen times. But—”
Rain came again, at first in big heavy
individual drops, splashing with sharp taps
on the dead leaves, and then quite soon in a
downpour. She stood up and let the rain act
as a shower, soaking her hair, running down
her body.
“This job,” she cried, “is mental.”
Philip laughed. “Are you already pining
for the simple life?”
“No,” she answered. “I pine for nothing.”
The woman took off her kerchief, removed several pins, and let her blond hair
fall down over her shoulders. She opened
her purse and took out a revolver.

26.
In the broad and infinitely complicated
world of nature there is a certain dependence
of one form of life upon another, much like
a giant tapestry woven from myriad threads
into a complex pattern: each thread by itself
means nothing and is very delicate, but in
the warp and woof of the design each is immeasurably strong and meaningful.
The agent shrugged and turned to Anton. “I guess we’ll do like she says.”
“The machines should be destroyed. Every last one of them, and all their parts. The
pretense that by building a machine rather
than by purifying their hearts humans could
stand at the right hand of God must be expunged, root and branch, before it was too
late.”

Langdon’s thoughts began to spiral—
dreams, memories, hopes, fears, revelations—whirling above him in the Rotunda
dome. As his eyes began to close again, he
found himself staring at three words written
in Latin: E pluribus unum. “Out of many,
one,” he whispered, again nodding out of
consciousness.
They slipped across Cuba without incident, edged their way up the western coast
of Florida keeping very low, then darted inland south of Fort Myers and headed west
to east for the spacious airport at West Palm
Beach.
Phones rang in the secret Virginia headquarters of the cyber crime squad.
Chicago: “What the hell was going on?”
Los Angeles: “Can you fix it? Are we
next?”
Detroit: “Who is behind these actions?”

Behind them, Sam cleared his throat,
then went to stand and look out the window
as the sun set.
His pulse beat faster. If only this was
over! If only this was over!

27.
“I want the truth, not your bullshit!”
“I am telling you the truth.” Ben’s voice
was shaky. “Leave my friend out of it. He’s
got nothing to do with it. I dragged him here.
He’s never even been to Buenos Aires—”
The ensuing council was carried on betwen Clark and the Lakota, partly in sign
language, partly in a very crude English, and
partly in what was probably an equally crude
Indian dialect. No one else said anything. All
listened with the greatest attention, and all
maintained the gravest decorum.
“It’s just that I fell dead asleep and
couldn’t seem to wake up,” he explained.
“This is hard business. It wears on a man.”
Cavanaugh gasped in terror. Jesus Christ!

No, it couldn’t be happening, this wasn’t
reality. This was some bizarre nightmare.
“Please! Oh, God, please, you’ve got to
help!”
With a jolt, Ben saw the dark red hole
just above his old friend’s eyebrows, a horrific third eye. He was suffused with a mixture of relief and revulsion, and the sense
that nothing would ever be the same.

28.
Desolation enveloped the tundra. The
treeless plains stretching to an illimitable
horizon all around seemed neither land
nor water but a nebulous blend of both. No
birds flew in the overcast skies and no beasts
moved on the dun-coloured waste of bog.

ond.

An eternity passed, or maybe only a sec-

A telephone-bell rang in darkness.
When it had rung three times bed springs
creaked, fingers fumbled on wood, something small and hard thudded on a carpeted
floor, the springs creaked again, and a man’s
voice said: “Hello. … Yes, speaking. … Dead?
… Yes. … Fifteen minutes. Thanks.”
His body ached. His eyes were swollen
and his mouth still had the terrible aftertaste

of the combined dosages of Seconal, wine,
and marijuana. He was exhausted. The pressures of trying to reach unreachable conclusions were overtaking him.
Back at his desk, Rickerson took out
the handful of Polaroids from his pocket
and started shuffling them like a deck of
cards. He studied each one. He’d waited long
enough, he decided, and stuffed the photos
into a brown evidence envelope and sealed
it.
“Okay, Ace,” he said to Bradshaw, “have
someone get these to the crime lab and fast.
I want them hand-delivered to Dr. Stewart
and no one else.”
All nations would deny that the object
belonged to them, and breathless speculation would erupt that an extraterrestrial
spacecraft had been detected in Earth’s orbit.
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Yes, unfortunately I am.”
For all the tenure of humans on Earth,
the night sky had been a companion and an
inspiration. The stars were comforting. They
seemed to demonstrate that the heavens
were created for the benefit and instruction
of humans. This pathetic conceit became the
conventional wisdom worldwide.
He hit a button on his chair and spun
around to the computer console, slipping his
head into the metal contraption.
“Ellie, can we really be sure that this isn’t
a message from—”
“From God?”
“Or from the Devil?”

29.
A flock of nuns crossed the road, their
crisp wimples fluttering about their heads
like the winds of large sea birds.
“The game’s not over yet,” Jake said quietly. “In a way, it’s just begun.”
She lay on her back fastened by leather
straps to a narrow bed with a steel frame.
The harness was tight across her rib cage.
Her hands were manacled to the side of the
bed.
They were comfortable. They were out of
debt. But they didn’t get much ahead. Maybe
people as generous and warm-hearted and
affectionate as the Lapinskis never got ahead
much. Maybe you couldn’t enjoy your life
and put it in the bank, too.

“It’s not that I like it,” Jerry explained.
“It’s necessary. You say to yourself, is this
necessary? And if you have to answer yes,
then you do it.”
The Inuit would have preferred to draw
back and wait for dawn before attacking,
but Koonar would allow no delay. The sleds
spread out and were driven at full speed
across the intervening ice straight into the
heart of the camp. They came so swiftly, the
dogs hardly had time to howl an alarm before the sleds halted in a line and the Inuit
men jumped off, bows in hand.
Frustrated, Elijah Helprin ran his fingers
through his brush of wiry hair as he trotted
up the spiral staircase of his town house. A
thin tongue of fear was flickering in the back
of his mind. Just what the hell was he going
to do?

30.
“Timmy…”
“Will you wait a minute?” he said, annoyed. “I’m trying to find your ice cream.”
“Timmy … something’s here.”
He hurried out of the freezer and heard
a low hissing sound like a snake, that rose
and fell softly. It was hardly audible. It might
even be the wind, but he somehow knew it
wasn’t.
“Timmy,” she whispered. “I’m scared.”
He crept forward to the kitchen door and
looked out. Itn the darkened dining room,
he saw the orderly green rectangular pattern
of the tabletops. And moving smoothing
among them, silent as a ghost except for the
hiss of its breath, was a velociraptor.
The gorillas did not care why human beings were there, or what reasons had brought
them to the Congo. They were not killing
for food, or defense, or protection of their

young. They were killing because they were
trained to kill.
Jane’s breathing was coming in ragged
gasps over the intercom. “Can’t see very
well—I feel—jellyfish—hurts—so many—
my arms—burning—hurts—they’re eating
through—”
“Jane, come back. Jane? Are you reading? Jane.”
“She’s fallen down,” Harry said. “Look,
you can see her lying—”
“We have to save her,” Ted said, jumping
to his feet.
“Nobody move,” Barnes said.
“But she’s—”
“Nobody else is going out there, mister.”

31.
The scream was high-pitched and continuous.
Dr. Zammit slammed down his coffee
cup. “Everything in the universe is connected at the subatomic level. Just looking at a
single atom can influence the spin of another
atom hundreds or thousands of miles away.”
Ahead, a pickup truck left the interstate
at a sharp angle. A front tire bit the dirt and
sent the truck flipping into the air. It went
into the franctic spins of a figure skater,
doors flying open like graceful arms, bodies
tumbling out lifeless, arms and legs spread,
little black asterisks in the open air.
An infinitesimal second passed, and the
very foundations of the city imploded in a
blaze of crimson and silver.

“Does God hate us?”
“God loves us, sweetheart. We’re all his
children.”
“And you have to love your children.”
“Yes, dear, that’s the rule.”
“But if he loves us, why is he killing us?”
All the trauma terrorized her feelings.
She sensed them harden. Fade. Vanish. Her
emotions decayed and disintegrated like a
waning timeworn woman would forget her
own name and everything she loved. No, she
thought. I won’t let this happen. I will never
stop feeling.
“I love you,” he mouthed to Tina, as he
hugged their kids and the evening sun angled across her hair and made it glow.
“I know,” she said, resting a hand in his
hair and stroking his head. “I think I was beginning to figure that out.”
Through human mouthpieces, the aliens

communicated their expectations. There
would be no end-of-the-world parties, no
doomsday loss of decorum. There would be
no orgies, no mass suicides.
Man evolves through suffering. As light
requires the dark to realize illumination, so
divine Law decrees that good should be tempered by evil. God is Absolute, eternal truth
beyond all vicissitudes of mortal men, but
mystics suspect that God, though perfect,
needs deeper perfection, so is dreaming into
existence an endless sequence of universes, each conditioned by the character of its
predecessor that He might learn vicariously
from the experience of all creatures, humans,
spirits, on all planets in all the planes of His
Creation.
As the sirens faded, the world grew quiet.

32.
“This is Caper One to Vandal Deca.
Over.”
Comroe picked up the microphone.
“Reading you. What’s going on?”
Shawn, his voice tight, said, “Sir, we
see bodies. Lots of them. They appear to be
dead.”
“Are you certain, Caper One?”
“For Christ’s sake,” Shawn said. “Of
course we’re certain.”

33.
The cars were, for the most part, orderly.
They sat quietly, idling and leaking exhaust.
They were lined up all along the highway as
if at any moment the trouble ahead might
clear and the traffic would surge forward.
Brake lines shone red. Hazards blinked. The
cars seemed alive. Their occupants were not.
“What happened?” Barbara asked. She
showed John her phone. “I can’t get anyone...”
“Everyone is gone,” he said. He kept rolling the three words like a mantra over and
over in his head. “Everyone.”
Gunfire crackled east of them. Sometimes the rounds were from soldiers, sometimes from random rage. Looters were certain to come that night.
“You have a gun?” he said.

The earnestness in his voice made her
anxious. “Of course.”
“What kind?”
“A .38.” She tried to not say it like a question.
Beyond a crossroads they began to come
upon the possessions of travelers abandoned
years ago. Boxes and bags. Everything melted and black. Old plastic suitcases curled
shapeless in heat. Here and there the imprint
of things wrested out of the tar by scavengers. A mile on and they began to come upon
the dead. Figures half mired in the blacktop,
clutching themselves, mouths howling.
“The world is a goddamned evil place.
The strong prey on the weak, the rich on the
poor. I’ve given up hope that there is a God
that will save us all. How am I supposed to
believe that there’s a heaven and a hell when
all I see now is hell?”

34.
With the first gray light he rose and left
the boy sleeping and walked out to the road
and squatted and studied the country to the
south. Barren, silent, godless. He thought
the month was October but he wasn’t sure.
He hadn’t kept a calendar for years. They
were moving south. There’d be no suriviving
another winter here.
“It’s over,” Fowler said.
Tolby nodded. “I know.”
Silvia hesitated. “Do you think—”
“Think what?”
“Did we make a mistake?
Tolby grinned wearily. “Hell of a time to
think about that.”
The tears that had been burning inside
her eyes and throat all day broke free. She
wanted to scream, to tear at her hair, to beg

God or the universe or anything for a way to
change her fate.
The president’s hands trembled as he set
the dossier down on the table. “And those
remaining? Rounded up and put in camps
for … for what? For twenty years?”
“Sir, it’s necessary,” Philips told him. “If
we don’t do it, this will be the end of the human race.”
Shut your eyes, dear reader. Do you hear
the thundering of wheels? Those are the train
cars rolling on and on. Every minute of the
day. And every day of the year. And you can
hear the water gurgling—those are prisoners’
barges moving on and on. They are arresting someone all the time, cramming him in
somewhere, moving him about. And what is
that hum you hear? The overcrowed cells of
the transit prisons. And that cry? The complaints of those who have been plundered,
raped, beaten to within an inch of their lives.

In the police van, Jason sat hunched
over, smoking and meditating.
“Don’t give up,” the Jesus-freak officer
crammed beside him said in the darkness.
“Why not?” Jason said.
“The forced-labor camps aren’t that
bad. During Basic Orientation they took us
through one. There are showers, and beds
with mattresses, and recreation such as volleyball, and arts and hobbies. You know—
crafts, like making candles. By hand. And
your family can send you packages and once
a month they or your friend can visit you.” He
paused, then added, “And you get to worship
at the church of your choice.”
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