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Аннотация
Hailed as the new Michael Crichton, compared to Stephen King and Jules Verne, James M. Tabor is an emerging suspense master who deftly blends heart-stopping adventure, cutting-edge science, and gripping intrigue.
Now, in this original eBook short story, microbiologist Hallie Leland, the unforgettable protagonist from Tabor’s upcoming thriller The Deep Zone, battles a cabal of Islamic militants, Mexican drug lords, and domestic terrorists to save America from bioterror Armageddon.


James M. Tabor
Lethal Expedition


Prologue

Hallie Leland came to with a noose tight around her neck. She had to open her mouth wide to breathe, and the air coming and going sounded like steel wool scratching on wood. The sides of the loop pulled up under her jawbone and joined in a knot where her skull and spine met. A rope tight against the back of her head led straight up to some solid connection. Whoever had done this understood knots: if she moved, the noose tightened but would not loosen. It was pitch dark, but scents — old rope, damp concrete, stove fuel, and the milky smell of climber’s chalk — revealed that she was in her own windowless basement.
She was sitting in a stout wooden chair. Towels wrapped her forearms and lower legs like soft casts, and duct tape bound her four limbs to the chair’s arms and legs. She thought: Why towels? Then: No marks.
Yelling for help was pointless. Her house sat alone at the end of a dirt road twenty-five miles northwest of Washington, D.C. The nearest neighbor lived a half mile away. She didn’t yell for another reason: she would not give her captor that satisfaction.
Who had done it? Stephen Redhorse was her first thought, but others came to mind. The Latin Kings. Or maybe even a man returning from the dead.
But why?
The horror in the cave seemed a good place to start.

Day Seven: Sunday


1

Devan Halsted screamed.
Hallie Leland, 150 feet below, saw his headlight beam slashing the cave’s darkness, then heard a sound like crockery shattering in a dropped sack. He had fallen from atop the vertical wall she had just rappelled, and now she rushed to his side. Half of his right leg hung by white tendons. Impact with the wall had shattered his helmet and removed most of his face. The landing had burst his viscera. Hallie had to breathe through her mouth.
They were on the ninth day of this Talisto Cave expedition, still two days from the surface. At thirty-two, Hallie was a veteran of search-and-rescue missions in caves and mountains; she knew that grief would have to wait. Now she had to keep their third team member, Kurt Ely, from following Halsted onto the rocks.
“Stay off rope!” she shouted.
“What? Why? What’s going on?” Ely yelled back, and she cursed silently. She had more experience in extreme caves than the other two put together, but Ely had been questioning her judgment at every turn since their first day.
“Devan fell! Stay off the rope!”
“He fell? How far? Is he hurt? What happened? I—”
“Hang on!” she shouted, out of patience and not wanting to have a second body lying before her. “And stay where you are until I say it’s safe to move!”
She turned to look. Halsted had landed on his back, and she could see that his red chest and seat harnesses were properly buckled. His rappel rack, a device that looked like a big steel paper clip with transverse bars, was still attached to his harness with a locking carabiner. Both ’biner and rack were intact. That left only one possibility: a death rig. Threaded the wrong way through a rappel rack, the rope simply popped free when weighted, and the caver fell. It was called an “air rappel”—and from such a height, it meant certain death.
“Kurt!” she shouted.
“What?” He sounded angry.
“Come on down.”
Several minutes later, Ely dropped onto the cave floor. After nine days underground, he was ghost-pale, his long brown hair and full beard filthy and matted.
“Oh my God.” He covered his mouth. “I’m going to be sick.”
Hallie kept her headlamp beam averted as he stumbled away, retching. When he returned, he didn’t look at Halsted.
“What do we do with him?” Ely asked, and she heard the edge of hysteria in his voice.
* * *
“We should say something.” Hallie stood on one side of the mound of rocks.
Ely slumped on the other side, eyes unfocused. He was not taking Halsted’s death well. Physically exhausted before the accident, he now appeared to be edging toward mental collapse. He was smoking a cigarette, absolute sacrilege in a cave to Hallie. He had promised, before entering the cave, not to smoke while in it, but apparently the stress of Halsted’s death was too much. She suspected he had been sneaking smokes most of the time anyway, because she’d smelled the tobacco reek on his breath.
Hallie recited the Lord’s Prayer. They went to their packs and sat, keeping their headlamp beams pointed down, to avoid blinding each other. Ely scrubbed grimy hands over his face. “He was a good young man.”
“Devan reminded me of a big, goofy puppy,” she said.
“He must have gotten careless.”
“Did you check his rig before he dropped in?”
Ely’s head came up and his eyes flicked from side to side. “No. He’d been doing okay. Should I have?”
Hallie said nothing, reaching for her canteen.
“My God,” Ely said. He buried his face in his hands.
Hallie wanted to comfort him, but not at the expense of honesty, and she knew that Ely should have checked the rig of the less-experienced caver. There would be time later to talk about that.
“We’d better saddle up,” she said. “The sooner we move, the sooner we’re out.” And, though she did not say it, the sooner they would be away from Devan Halsted’s corpse.
* * *
Fifteen hours later, Hallie awoke in her sleeping bag and lay watching the fireworks of false light images her darkness-tricked eyes kept displaying. She swigged water, spat, checked her luminous watch: 4:17 P.M. After leaving Halsted’s grave, they had climbed until Ely could go no farther and camped near a watercourse. She had slept for four hours and still felt exhausted.
“Kurt?”
The rushing water was loud. She called his name again. Her flashlight beam swept the camp area, and she saw his black sleeping bag. Empty. She stood, shouted his name, flashed her light up and down — the universal distress signal. No response.
Kneeling beside his sleeping bag, she found two things: their notebook with the cave route map and a torn-out page filled with barely legible printing:
Hallie—
I was responsible for Devan’s death. No. That is too easy. I killed him. You were right. I should have checked his rappel rig. I knew that but I was so tired and now he is dead. There will be an inquest and everyone will know that I was re killed him. I don’t think I could live with that. There’s more. Devan and I were closer than you knew.
I’m going back to be with Devan. Please don’t search for me. It would only put you in danger for no good reason. I’m leaving the cave map to get you out. I won’t need it. I have been honored to know you even this brief time. I will pray for your safe exit from this cave. Pray for me if you can.
Kurt
She nearly shuddered, filled with a mix of rage and pity. Should she go after him? She could find the grave, but then what? Talk him into returning? Not likely. Tie him up in climbing rope and haul him back? Ridiculous. But neither did she feel comfortable packing up and leaving.
She decided to wait at the camp one full day. She was out of food, but batteries were more important, and she had enough for another forty-eight hours, at least. She would spend most of the next twenty-four in the dark, so that should leave enough to get out. If Ely was not back the next day, she could assume that he was not coming back at all.
* * *
He did not come back, and Hallie started out. Her journey became a blur of tight tunnels, freezing lakes, vertical climbs, boulder fields. Early on, rocks broke from a ceiling far above and exploded on the cave floor twenty feet away. All caves were beautiful to Hallie, but Talisto was particularly beautiful, its walls striped in brilliant colors from mineral deposits, the formations fantastic beyond imagining, punctuated by gigantic waterfalls and chambers bigger than Grand Central Station. Going down, she had reveled in this magic realm. Now, coming out, she was too exhausted to notice.
It began to seem like she was detached from her body, feeling nothing, watching her progress from without. She thought more often of dying and found, as she had in other places, that it remained only a word. She assumed it would be so right up to the last breath and heartbeat. At least that was how it appeared when she helped recover bodies of very strong cavers and climbers. To a person they had died open-eyed and astonished.
* * *
She kept moving, but more and more slowly; there would come a time, she knew, when her mind could no longer compel her body and she would sit down and not get up again. According to the route map, she was close to the surface, but she might be closer to the end of her strength. Still standing, she felt her eyes close, felt sleep’s lulling pull, and almost lay down. Then she heard her soldier father’s voice:
Die before you quit.
She stood up straight and said, “I am not going to die here.” It made her feel better to tell the cave that. So she shouted, and the cave answered in rolling volleys of echoes:
“Die here … die here … die here.”

Day Six: Monday


2

Hector Villanueva was rarely happy these days, given the escalating assaults on his person and prosperity. Just now, though, he was enjoying himself, and clearly his guest was, as well. They were at Oro Nuevo, one of Villanueva’s remote Mexican hideaways. A Bell JetRanger helicopter had plucked the guest from remote Oaxacan mountains and flown him two hours to this little Xanadu in the jungle. Peacocks strolled golf-green lawns, and dog-sized lizards called tegus glittered like chunks of gold in sun-washed ponds. Beautiful women strolled, sipping drinks, languid and graceful as browsing deer and naked as Eve in the Garden.
Villanueva was a Mexican of Mayan descent, short and fat, with skin the color of muddy water and a pencil mustache over pendulous lips. He led the Salvados drug cartel in Mexico, controlling all cocaine and methamphetamine trade north of Acapulco, commerce worth billions. His was also the most vicious cartel. Just last week, as his guest knew, masked Salvados had deposited a secretary of national security — minus his hands and feet but still alive, more or less — on the steps of Mexico’s Supreme Court building.
He and his visitor reclined on green lounges beside a swimming pool the size of four tennis courts. Most other pools the guest had seen were painted a cool, soothing blue. This one was dark red, and its water looked like blood.
The guest raised his glass of golden tequila. “We are forever in your debt.”
“I will consider the debt paid in full when you put my gift to good use, Dr. Ely.”
“It’ll be done. We work together for a common goal,” Kurt Ely said.
“The elimination of that infernal whore.” Villanueva spat.
“Exactly.”
“When interests join, God smiles. Like the junction of roads. A thing of great power.”
Villanueva puffed his Havana oscuro, looked reflective, shook his head. “Your President Laning’s reward. Very stupid. Ten million dollars made me a lot of new enemies overnight. Some are dead already, but many more are lining up.”
* * *
The mention of death made Ely uncomfortable. Three months earlier, he had nearly gotten chopped up here himself. Looking for aquifer evidence, he had stumbled onto one of Villanueva’s secret cocaine factories. Only his passport kept the cocaínas from feeding him, alive, to their watchdogs as they did his three porters. Americans, they had learned, could be worth decent money, so they smacked his head with a rifle butt and delivered him to Villanueva.
He awoke naked and lashed, spread-eagled, to a massive butcher block made from thick pine timbers and tree-trunk legs. He was in a big, dim, building filled with crates and sacks. It reeked like a slaughterhouse and was as hot as a sauna, though none of the four men surrounding him was sweating. Three he recognized as captors. The fourth was a short, fat man with skin the color of mud and grotesque lips. He was wearing a long, black rubber apron and black rubber gloves. Beside him, on another table, Ely saw tools: ax, hatchet, hacksaw, clawhammer, pliers, propane blowtorch, and an orange Stihl chain saw.
“Habla usted español?” the aproned man asked.
“Solamente poquito.”
“A little, eh? We do English. I examined your documents. Your name means nothing. And you are not DEA or CIA. Why were you sneaking around my facility?”
“I wasn’t. I’m a scientist doing fieldwork. Please! It’s true.” Ely was about to cry and lose control of his bladder; it was a toss-up which would occur first.
The small man picked up a red-handled hatchet and approached. Ely saw that its head was caked with dried blood and tissue. “What kind of scientist are you?”
“Hydrogeologist. I look for water.” Ely’s chin was trembling. His head rang from the blow with the rifle, and his muscles were screaming from being stretched tightly on the tabletop.
“Do you know who I am?” The man waved his hatchet like a conductor’s baton, the blade an inch from Ely’s eyes.
“No.”
“I am Hector Villanueva.”
“Oh God.” Despite himself, Ely said this out loud.
“So you do know who I am?”
“I know who Hector Villanueva is.”
“And how would you know that?”
“It’s on TV and in the newspapers all the time. Because of that reward President Laning offered. They call you the Mexican al-Harani.”
Villanueva hissed like a snake. He muttered something obscene in Spanish, then the word “Laning.” The guards laughed.
“I think you are good for nothing except my technique.” He set the hatchet’s blade lightly on Ely’s wrist, where it felt like a sliver of ice. Villanueva sighed. “My only regret is that I will not be killing that filthy whore Laning instead. How I wish it were so.”
Ely was seconds from being dismembered alive. The most ancient instinct made flashing connections, whipped through a desperate calculus.
“Wait!” he cried. “I may be able to help you with that.”
* * *
Now here he was, sharing a drink and trying not to stare at the “beauties,” as Villanueva called the naked women he used like peacocks and tegus to decorate his estate.
“To make things worse, ten million is an insult,” Villanueva said.
“Indeed.”
“For Sayeedur al-Harani, they offered fifty million.” Villanueva was referring to a notorious Islamic terrorist whose life a drone-launched Hellfire missile had recently extinguished.
“He did kill many Americans,” Ely pointed out. “And threatened a smallpox attack.”
“Truly. But that will seem like — what do you say? — little potatoes compared to our action.” Villanueva puffed on his black cigar, scowled. “No woman should be a president.”
“I could not agree with you more. And with al-Harani gone, you were the perfect straw man.”
Villanueva’s eyes became slits. “Straw man?” Before Ely could answer, Villanueva said, “Don’t move.”
Something quivered deep in Ely’s gut.
The Mexican reached into his pocket and drew out a derringer pistol, silver with pearl grips and two stacked barrels. He aimed the gun at Ely’s face.
“Do not move,” Villanueva said again. He leaned closer, and to Ely the bores looked big enough to climb into. Villanueva cocked the gun. Ely closed his eyes. Villanueva pulled the trigger. Ely heard the metallic snap of a firing pin falling on an empty chamber and gasped. He opened his eyes. Villanueva was grinning. From the derringer’s muzzle issued a small, steady flame.
“Your cigar went out. Allow me to provide a light.”
Ely put his cigar tip just above the flame. His hand was shaking so much that Villanueva had to keep moving the lighter.
Villanueva sat back, laughing hard, his belly shaking. “Heee. It works every time.”
The color was just coming back into Ely’s face. “That is very realistic,” he said. “I’ve never seen one like it.”
“No? I have them made special. For those who depart alive. Here. A memento of your visit.” He tossed the derringer-lighter to Ely.
They puffed in silence for a while. A heavy cigarette smoker, Ely had never tasted a genuine long-leaf, hand-rolled Havana. It was like drinking thick hot chocolate after a lifetime of weak tea.
“You were saying about a straw man,” Villanueva said.
“Nothing bad, señor. It means only that she lied about you.”
“Big mistake. Al-Harani was old, infirm, far away. Powerless. Me, I am young, healthy, close, and very powerful.”
Speaking of his power pleased Villanueva. He took a long, loving pull and sighed out a blue cloud. At length, he spoke again.
“Let us share a toast.” Villanueva snapped his fingers, and a beauty approached. She removed the top from a brass urn on the table between them, put a tablespoon of cocaine on a mirror, and cut six perfect lines. The woman started to leave, but Villanueva said, “Wait. Come here.”
The woman was tall, with chocolate skin and shining black hair. She stood by Villanueva’s lounge. He grasped one of her breasts and squeezed until she gasped. He pinched her nipple between his thumbnail and forefinger until blood seeped out. The woman stood, trembling, silent. Villanueva let go of her breast, waved her away, and looked at his guest.
“You are wondering, Why did he do that?”
Fearing the result of any response, Ely only shrugged.
Villanueva smiled, turned toward the lines. “My finest brown. Ninety percent pure,” he said. “Any stronger would ruin our noses.” He leaned over, snorted two lines, offered a clean glass straw. The guest indulged. The cocaine hit before he settled back into his chair. He went completely away for an instant, then came back to something in his brain like an orgasm without end. His skull felt like a stretching balloon. When he laughed, it was hard to stop.
“Very, very fine,” Ely said, afraid he was floating off the lounge.
“Before you go, I have something to show you. Come along.”
Flanked by bodyguards, they followed a curving forest path to a white cottage with green shutters and a veranda laced with purple vines. Inside, a guard opened the door to the back room. The guest followed Villanueva in, then gasped and jumped back.
A naked man lay on a brass bed, his wrists and ankles lashed to its frame. He had black eyes with no sanity left in them and not an inch of skin on his body. His mouth was open and chest heaving, but only animal moans came out.
“I could hear the screams from my house,” Villanueva said irritably. “So we had to remove his tongue. His name is Poblado. A banker who stole from me.” He flicked ash from his cigar. “The stench is offensive, no? Señor Poblado will die soon, thankfully.”
“The gift did this?” Ely had heard its potential described. Hearing it and seeing it were different things.
“The Russians at Biopreparat did good work. The Pakistanis paid some of their former scientists handsomely for the gift, and I paid better to obtain it from them. They had videos, of course, but who can trust Pakistanis? So I try it on Señor Poblado here.” He snickered. “It works.”
“How long did it take?”
“Twenty-four hours, más o menos.”
“Very impressive.” In the hot, small room, the smell was unspeakable; Ely was trying hard not to vomit. “What is it?”
“I will try to say it right. Streptoleprae pyogene. A leprosy and streptococcus hybrid. Leprosy loves to eat skin and flesh, but slowly. Streptococcus is less voracious but much faster. But who can remember such a name? We call it El Desollador.”
“I’m sorry. What does that mean?”
“The Skinner.”
“I’m assuming it’s not aerosol-transmissible.”
“By contact only. A beautiful thing. I told you I could obtain this. You see that I am a man of my word.”
“I never doubted.”
“Now you must prove to be a man of your word.”
“You will not be disappointed.”
“Reassure me.”
“The woman in the cave will bring your gift back to Washington, where I will deliver it to my friend.”
“And that person can use this to kill Laning?”
“Oh yes.”
“And he will do this because …”
“Because, Señor Villanueva, he hates Laning even more than we do.”
Villanueva nodded slowly, then more quickly.
Suddenly there was a flash, making Ely jump. One of the guards had taken a picture of Poblado with an old-fashioned Polaroid camera. It rolled out a print, which Villanueva examined briefly before handing to Ely.
“Another memento,” he said. “To help you keep your word.”

3

The high altar in Washington, D.C.’s National Cathedral was carved of stone from Solomon’s Quarry near Jerusalem. Hence the creation’s official name, “Jerusalem Altar.” It was ivory-colored, 30 feet tall, 105 feet wide, and its 110 sculpted figures surrounded the radiant face of Christ.
Every weekend, thousands of visitors kicked up storms of dust. By Monday morning, the altar’s pale saints and icons wore dark cloaks of dirt. Cathedral vergers took turns cleaning the altar, and it was not a popular job, requiring them to teeter atop a twenty-five-foot stepladder with feather duster and polishing cloth. Today was Head Verger Henry Backer’s turn. Backer had started as a lowly apprentice sexton — a janitor, really — in 1967 and never left. He could have delegated the chore to an underverger, but the idea had never occurred to him. The cathedral was God’s house, and it was also Backer’s. Medieval vergers lived in their cathedrals, and so did Backer, down on the crypt level in a neat, clean room with bed, table, chair, and bookcase.
He was perched atop that spindly ladder, dusting Saint Benedict’s head, when someone called up, “Henry, may I speak with you, please?”
If it had been anyone else, he would have snapped at them to wait until he was finished. But the Most Reverend Bishop could not be ignored. He climbed down, brushed dust from his gray hair and black suit, and stood before Suzanne Newberry.
“How may I help you, Bishop?”
“There have been complaints about the Resurrection Chapel downstairs.”
“What kind of complaints?”
“Reverend Chase can give you specifics.”
“You asked me to climb down off that ladder for this? I have my hands very full preparing for the president’s visit.”
People did not speak to the Most Reverend Bishop that way. She resisted the urge to snap back and instead thanked God for testing her patience. “I was passing and didn’t want to shout. The chapel will open for visitors soon.”
“I’ve been taking care of it for forty-five years. I know when it opens. It will be ready for visitors, rest assured. Is there anything else?”
“No, that’s all. Thank you.”
He started back up, and Newberry was alarmed by the old ladder’s creaks and shakes. “Henry, would you like me to steady this thing?”
Without looking down, he said, “No need. I’m quite used to it.”
“Well, please requisition a new one. I don’t think this is safe.”
Newberry sighed and walked on. She had come to preside over the cathedral just this year, and was still learning about her people there. Despite his long service, Backer’s file was one of the thinnest, revealing that he was an orphan, had some kind of learning disability, was a high school dropout, and had worked at the cathedral forever.
They were so different. Backer was old, and she was young. He was uneducated; she held a Princeton doctorate. He took his Bible literally, and she believed that God bestowed brains for thinking. Probably most important, though: he was a man, and she was not. He did not — or could not — conceal his dislike. At first, she thought it might have been just her as a woman bishop, but in the passing months she had seen that it was women, period.
As long as he did his job well, she could accept Backer’s manner. But recently she had seen him talking to himself while working. Perhaps he was praying — Backer was the most obsessively devout man she had ever met. He would have made a good flagellant, when that was still allowed. Sometimes, though, he also made strange faces and gestures. Or perhaps it was early Alzheimer’s, though he was a bit young for that.
Still, she could not fault his work, and the undervergers seemed happy enough, though she suspected they might be too afraid to complain about him. Ultimately, she decided, patience was the lesson here. Time and death would purge women haters like Henry Backer from the church. Until then, she could only pray for them and goad gently when they strayed from the Path.

4

“Next item on the agenda,” President Justine Laning said. “National Cathedral, Easter Sunday service. In at eight, out by nine-fifteen.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said press secretary Blair Lee. “The Service assures a smooth visit. In and out under two hours, guaranteed.” Laning looked up from her chair at the Oval Office coffee table. Journalists called her striking and severe. She had been an All-American lacrosse player for Stanford before taking her JD degree from Columbia, and at fifty-two she retained a spare and athletic beauty. Like a diamond, Justine Laning was arresting to behold but had edges that could cut clean and deep. She rarely raised her voice, but when she spoke in a certain tone every brain in the room snapped to attention.
“Not two, Blair. One and a quarter, tell them. The eggs roll at eleven, and we will not be late for the children of dead soldiers, clear?”
“Clear, Madame President,” Lee said. Tall, powerfully built, he had been CNN’s White House reporter before joining the president’s team.
“I’m looking forward to this,” Laning said. “It will be a very special day. Thanks to, of all people, Speaker Deroche.”
“For a conservative, the man has a good head and a good heart,” said Vice President Rand Marshall. His own head was shaved and laced with red scars, and his voice would always sound like gravel being shoveled — both compliments of Desert Storm shrapnel.
“Right on both counts,” Laning said. “And good ideas as well.”
“Even I have to agree,” said the rabidly partisan Lee. “It’s simple, but brilliant. ‘Get people of different faiths and political stripes together and’ … how did he put it?”
“ ‘Gather the divided under God’s roof and let Him join them together,’ ” Laning said. “You know what surprised me most about Deroche’s invitation?” Lee asked.
“That it came from a Republican,” Marshall said.
“That I could find no ulterior motive. I did try, believe me.”
“I’m sure you did. Always on the lookout for those, Blair?” Laning said.
“With all due respect, ma’am, is there any other kind?”
She smiled. Behind closed doors, Laning was not loath to shed the mask of command. “Once in a great while, apparently. And do you know what else? Amica and Leanna love singing hymns at the cathedral.” She was referring to her daughters, fourteen and sixteen. “Me, too, for that matter.”
Marshall coughed and examined his Mont Blanc. He and Lee exchanged glances. Laning watched them over the rim of her cup. She was a damn good president, but cursed with one of the worst singing voices ever to haunt the White House. She let the moment linger, then laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll restrain myself at the proper time. I’ve become very good at lip-synching.”
“Thank you, Madame President!”

Day Five: Tuesday


5

A pale, heavy-set man with curly black hair came into Hallie’s hospital room. Pressed khakis, white shirt, blue blazer, a red-and-gold striped tie. “Hello, Dr. Leland. I’m Agent Luciano, with the FBI. The doctors told you I would be coming?”
She nodded. Two days before, she had emerged from Talisto Cave exhausted, dehydrated, possibly concussed. A Mexican search-and-rescue team medevacked her to Oaxaca’s capital, and the next day a government jet flew her back to Washington, where doctors admitted her to Bethesda Naval Hospital for observation.
Luciano was opening his briefcase, fumbling for tape recorder and legal pad, but his eyes kept darting to Hallie. Tall, slim, and square-shouldered, she had fine hair cut very short, so blond it looked almost white in certain lights. An angular face in which dark-turquoise eyes were not perfectly aligned, the left just slightly higher than the right. The left eyebrow was arched higher, too, which made her default expression quizzical. Her philtrum — the space between her upper lip and nose — was slightly shorter than average, so that when her face was completely relaxed, her lips remained parted by a tiny, crescent-shaped space.
Hallie put Luciano in the middle of his thirties and his career. He had a cop’s hard, unyielding eyes, but his tone was kind enough as he apologized for interviewing Hallie here.
“People I work for got a call from State,” Luciano said.
“Is that unusual?” she asked.
“Not when two federal employees die under suspicious circumstances doing government business in a foreign country.”
Hallie didn’t like the sound of that, and she had never been awed by authority, even the vaunted FBI. “What do you mean, ‘suspicious’? One had an accident; the other took his own life.”
Luciano was unruffled. “Three elements constitute ‘suspicious’ in relation to a death. Involvement of crime or accident; absence of prior medical prognosis; and death caused by trauma. Here we appear to have all three. Like I said, I’m just here to gather facts. Somebody else will do the sorting out.”
With the machine recording, Luciano identified himself, noted the time, date, and location, and asked his first question: “Please state the origin and purpose of the Talisto Cave expedition.”
“It was my understanding that it originated with a research proposal from Dr. Ely. Aquifers were his area, and he thought Talisto Cave might connect with one. His proposal included a virologist — Dr. Halsted — and a microbiologist.”
“Why were you picked?”
“Talisto is a supercave thousands of feet deep, with miles of passages. There aren’t many microbiologists in the world qualified to work in a cave like that. Fewer still in the U.S.”
“How many such expeditions have you been on, Dr. Leland?”
“This was number nineteen. Or maybe twenty. In China, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, the Czech Republic, Mexico, and all over the U.S.”
“What were you looking for, specifically?”
“Extremophiles — organisms that thrive in ultrahostile environments.”
“And why?”
“We need new antibiotics, and they might be a good source.”
“Did you find any?”
“I retrieved viable samples of one.”
“When did you start back out?”
“We had been in the cave five days by then. I don’t know the date.”
“What was the condition of your party?”
“Devan Halsted was having trouble with the vertical pitches. And he had severe diarrhea, which weakened him.”
“What happened to Dr. Halsted?”
“He fell trying to rappel a cliff face.”
“How far?”
“A hundred and fifty feet.”
Luciano’s expression changed for the first time. “In a cave?”
“A supercave,” Hallie corrected. “That’s not really big for such a cave. Five-hundred-foot walls are common.”
“Do you know what caused his death?”
“The landing.”
He looked up, but her expression remained serious. “Sorry. Let me rephrase. What caused his fall?”
“It appeared that he set up his rappel rack incorrectly. It’s called the death rig.” He gave her a yellow pad and she sketched. “We buried Devan and climbed up until we couldn’t go any farther. We had to rest.”
“How well did you know Dr. Halsted?”
“I hadn’t met either of them until just before the expedition. They knew each other. I’m not sure if it was work or personal. But whichever, Kurt did not deal well with Devan’s death.”
“Is that common? For strangers to undertake an expedition like this?”
“Yes. Often you need scientists in specific disciplines with unusual skills, like diving or climbing. In this case, it was caving. You get used to working with new people.”
“You said Dr. Ely wasn’t dealing well with the other man’s death?”
“He felt responsible.”
Luciano’s head came up again. “Really? Why?”
She explained.
Luciano said, “Did you agree with him?”
“I didn’t tell him that. It could have sent him over the edge, and I needed him stable enough to get out. But he was right, technically. Protocol requires a senior caver to check gear of the less experienced.”
“Please go on.”
“I went to sleep, and when I woke up Kurt was gone. He left a note, which I believe you have.”
“I do,” Luciano answered. “What do you think happened to Dr. Ely?”
“I think the note says it. He was overcome with grief and guilt.”
“That hardly seems reason enough to take his own life.”
“Have you ever been in a big cave?”
“I’m claustrophobic. I can’t even think about it.”
“They affect you in strange ways.”
“I’m not following.”
“It’s hard to explain. But one thing they do is amplify emotions.”
“So Dr. Ely’s guilt might have been exaggerated?”
“His grief, too.”
“Why didn’t you go after Dr. Ely?”
She explained about the twenty-four-hour wait.
“Was a rescue operation mounted at any point?” Luciano asked.
“I understand they requested one when we were overdue. That Mexican team arrived at base camp about when I came out. Good thing, too.”
“This extremophile you brought back. Does it have a name?”
“Not a scientific name yet. We called it Bloody Mary. It’s a red, viscous material.”
“Is it rare?”
“It could be a totally new species. We’ll know soon.”
“Is it very valuable?”
“It’s most likely a primitive, prehistoric organism, Agent Luciano. It might have been living in that cave for a million years.”
“But new antibiotics … a huge market if it works, I’d assume?”
“A huge if,” Hallie said. “And possibly years away. But yes, new drugs could be very valuable.”
“Thank you.” Luciano switched off the recorder.
“So what happens now?”
“Senior counsel review.”
“And then?”
“One of two recommendations. Case closed. Or referral to the U.S. attorney.”
“And then what would happen?”
Luciano shrugged. “Beyond my pay grade, Dr. Leland.”
Luciano gave her a card. “My cell number is written on the back. Call me if you remember anything that might be important.” He started for the door, then stopped.
“One last thing, Dr. Leland.”
“Yes?”
“Would you be willing to take a polygraph test?”
“Polygraph?” She hesitated, but had nothing to hide. “I guess so. But why?”
“Thank you for your time. Someone will be in touch.”
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Later that morning, Hallie’s chiming cell phone woke her. The caller ID showed “Stephen Redhorse, MD.”
“You were in the Post this morning: ‘Government Expedition Turns Tragic.’ I didn’t know you’d come back. Why didn’t you call me?” He sounded more irritated than concerned.
“Too tired and too beat up,” she said, though those weren’t the only reasons.
“How are you?”
“Not so bad. Maybe a mild concussion. I should be out later today. Where are you?”
“In the hospital. My hospital.”
“How’s D.C. General today?”
“The ER is insane. Cops say that the Latin Kings took a huge coke shipment from Mexico and are dealing on Crip turf. It’s a shooting war out there.”
“Sounds like the reservation.” She regretted that immediately.
For a moment he didn’t reply. “You know those poor Indians can’t afford AK-47s. Rusty old shotguns, more like,” he added sarcastically. “Will you take some time off?”
“A week,” she said. “Boss’s orders.”
“I’m surprised you can stand being out of the lab that long.”
“I haven’t even unpacked my expedition gear. There’s plenty to do.”
“Look, I didn’t come right over because we have so many emergency cases and I’ve been sleeping here and …”
“Don’t apologize. People there need you more than I do.” The silence stretched, and she thought, Why is it so easy to say the wrong thing now?
“I would like to see you, though,” he said.
“When’s your next day off?”
“Thursday. Always subject to change, of course.”
“Come out to the house Thursday evening, then. We’ll have a drink and catch up.”
* * *
Stephen Redhorse was a tall, full-blooded Oglala Sioux with obsidian eyes and a black ponytail. They had become friends at Johns Hopkins, where she was working on her doctorate in microbiology and Redhorse on his in physics. He had dropped out of that program before earning his PhD and entered George Washington University’s medical school.
“I can do a lot more for my people with that than with a physics doctorate,” he’d told Hallie. After earning his MD, he elected to specialize in emergency medicine and spent the last two years in D.C. General Hospital’s ER, as close to a MASH unit as any American city had produced.
After Hallie came to work in Washington, they reunited as friends and before long became lovers. They’d been seeing each other that way for nine months when, one evening over steaks at the Old Ebbitt Grill, he’d said, “I think you should meet my family.”
He had never mentioned them, and she wasn’t really at the meet-my-parents stage. Redhorse was handsome, bright, and liked the outdoors. He did good work at one of the nation’s worst hospitals, when he could have had a posh Georgetown practice. He was mostly gentle and considerate in bed.
But he had a temper that flashed unpredictably at waiters, headlines, sometimes at her, but most often and most venomously at the government. He cursed every branch, department, and representative with equal vitriol. Lots of people — maybe most, these days — disliked the government. But Redhorse hated it. The longer they spent together, the more often that anger flared, usually after he’d had too much to drink.
“Where are they?”
“The Cheyenne River reservation in South Dakota.”
It seemed important to him, and she had never been to South Dakota, and she was ready for a few days away from work.
* * *
A few weeks later, they flew to Bismarck and drove south through frozen farmland that looked to Hallie like sheets of rusted, buckled iron. As they entered the reservation, the road changed from paved to dirt and passed under a crude, lodgepole-pine archway to which someone had nailed a hand-painted sign:
WELCOME TO CHEYENNE RIVER
Poorest rezervation in the US
Highest suacide rate
Enjoy your stay

What Hallie first took to be derelict shacks with cracked windows and unhinged doors were occupied houses, surrounded by piles of trash and dog shit. Despite the January cold, an inordinate number of children and teenagers were outside fighting, some for fun and more in earnest. Many adults seemed unable to walk normally.
They passed a headless white cat frozen into the rock-hard mud, then stopped in front of a yellow trailer tiger-striped with rust. Inside, it smelled like a bad nursing home. A frail woman reclined in a brown La-Z-Boy, watching a soap opera, and seemed neither surprised nor pleased to see them. She wore a dirty red robe and pink slippers. Her wrists and ankles looked as fragile as glass to Hallie, and her face was like dried leaves.
“This is Hallie, Mama. I wrote you letters,” Redhorse said.
“Don’t read no letters.” She lit a fresh Marlboro from the stub of her old one without looking away from the television.
“Well, then, this is Hallie Leland. Hallie, this is my mother, Aziel.”
“She your woman?”
Redhorse glanced quickly at Hallie, who shrugged. “Yes.”
Aziel raised her glass, gulped vodka, sucked hard on her cigarette.
“Mama, where is Francie?”
“She go with Nelson Iron Crow.”
“Who?”
“The crack man.”
They sat on a stinking green couch and Hallie asked polite questions. It was like trying to converse with the dead. Aziel grunted occasionally, but she might have been clearing her phlegmy throat.
Redhorse kept patting his thighs and looking at walls. Finally he said, “We have to go, Mama.” He walked over and kissed her on the forehead. She reached for something, his arm or maybe her glass, but passed out before her hand found what it sought.
Outside, a bulky man in jeans, cowboy boots, and a tight black shirt leaned against their car.
“Remember me?”
“No. Should I?”
“I used to beat your skinny ass.”
“Edward Knows-the-Moon. You were drunk a lot. We were what, twelve?”
“Why you come back here?”
“To see my mother.”
Knows-the-Moon laughed. He stared at Hallie. “Lucky you,” he said. It wasn’t clear which one he was pitying.
Driving back to the motel, Redhorse said, “Eddie did kick my ass. Then I would go and beat on some other kid. Drink, drug, fuck, and fight. Nice life.”
* * *
They were driving back to the airport that night when blue lights flared behind them. Redhorse pulled over, but the trooper blasted his siren anyway. They sat waiting for a long time. Looking over her shoulder, Hallie saw a match flare and a cigarette tip glow red in the cruiser.
The trooper came finally, a tall, bony man, military-creased brown shirt, flat-brimmed campaign hat tipped low over his eyes. Redhorse kept his hands on the wheel, looking straight ahead. She saw his jaw clenching.
“License and registration, chief.”
Redhorse said nothing but Hallie saw his face tighten. He held up the documents between two fingers without looking at the trooper.
“I got you at ninety-two on radar, chief. What’s your hurry?”
“Catching a plane in Bismarck,” Redhorse said.
The trooper looked past Redhorse at Hallie. He drew in a long breath, let it out, staring at her the whole time, and said, “Huh.” Then: “Sit tight, chief. This won’t take long.”
The ticket was for $295—$75 for the basic violation, and ten dollars for every mile over the speed limit.
It was another two hours to the airport. After the stop, Redhorse said, “I hate those motherfuckers. My father was a Vietnam veteran. Marine. Two tours. When I was six, he drove an F-150 into a bridge abutment at a hundred and ten.”
“My God. Was it an accident?”
“No. But the cops said so.”
“Why?”
“They didn’t waste time on rigger deaths.”
“Rigger?”
“Cute little contraction of ‘red’ and ‘black.’ ”
“You don’t think it was an accident?”
“I think he tagged that bridge on purpose.”
“Why? To get the insurance money?”
“To get away from his fucking life.”
Hallie couldn’t think of an adequate reply. They rode in silence for a while. Then Redhorse spoke: “After the accident, one said, ‘Too bad we can’t train ’em to do that.’ Said it looking right at me.” He paused, looked over at her.
“And you wonder why I hate the fucking government.”

Day Four: Wednesday
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Hallie left the hospital on Tuesday afternoon. At home she ate a platter of scrambled eggs and four slices of toast and slept for twelve hours.
The next day at about four P.M. she knocked and waited on the front porch of Kurt Ely’s house in Gaithersburg. She had gotten his address from the phone book. It had led her to a peeling, weedy neighborhood with rusting For Sale signs leaning in many of the front yards.
“Can I help you?” In the doorway stood a fortyish woman, short and stout, wearing jeans, a man’s white shirt with the tail out, and black clogs. Hallie had expected someone younger, prettier.
“Robin Ely?” she asked.
The woman frowned. “Who are you?”
“My name is Hallie Leland. I was on the expedition with your husband. I just got out of the hospital and—”
“He wasn’t my husband.”
“Excuse me?”
“What exactly was it you wanted?”
“I came by to see Kurt’s wife — Robin. Kurt mentioned her. I thought she might like to know more about the expedition than what was in the newspapers.”
The woman’s frown faded. “That was nice of you. I’m Madeleine Taylor. Robin was my sister, married to Kurt. Would you like to come in?”
“Thank you.”
“I’ve been packing, and I’m ready for a break. Coffee?”
“Yes, please, Mrs. Taylor.”
“Call me Maddy.” They sat on stools at the breakfast bar. Hallie could see cardboard boxes and a pile of women’s clothing on the dining room table.
“It looks like you’re helping your sister move. She must be taking Kurt’s death hard.”
Taylor set her cup down. “My sister is dead.”
“What? I had no idea,” Hallie said. “I am so sorry. Kurt never mentioned that. I have brothers and …” She was still tired and raw inside, and just the thought of losing a brother made her eyes fill; Taylor’s did, too, and then they were both laughing self-consciously and wiping tears off their cheeks.
“Is that why you’re here? Retrieving her things?” Hallie asked.
“Yes. Let me ask you something. How well did you know Kurt?”
“I met him for the first time on the expedition,” Hallie said, thinking, How much to tell this woman? “He was a competent caver. I don’t think he liked taking direction from a woman.”
“You were the boss?”
“The expedition leader. I had more experience in caves than either of the others. He was nice to the third member of our team, though. Devan Halsted was younger and less experienced.”
“He wanted something.”
“Excuse me?”
“Forget it.” Taylor moved the conversation back to Hallie, who talked about her brothers, and her job at CDC, and how she had ended up exploring supercaves. Taylor offered more coffee.
Hallie said, “This must be very difficult for you. First losing Robin, and now Kurt.”
“Not really.”
“Excuse me?”
“Hallie, I’m not from Washington. Baltimore born and raised. We don’t mince words. I saw through Kurt from the get-go. I told Robby, I said, this man is ten miles of trouble and slick as goose shit. Do not marry him.”
“Don’t misunderstand this, but how did you know that?”
Taylor chuckled sourly. “Like sister, like sister. I spent some years with the same kind of shit heel. A broken nose and arm finally helped me see the light.”
“But your sister went with him anyway?”
“Oh, he could be utterly charming. I’ll give him that. A skill sociopaths share, apparently. Ted Bundy and all. The bastard started playing around six months after the wedding. Waitresses, stews, pole dancers, whatever fresh meat he could get his hands on.”
“How long were they married?”
“Four years. Six months ago, Robby finally told me the whole story.” Taylor closed her eyes, breathed deeply. “Some of it was shocking.”
“How do you mean?”
“He wasn’t just playing around. Kurt was sick. He made Robin do things.” Taylor described a couple that turned Hallie’s stomach. “Sometimes he hurt her.” Taylor looked away, and Hallie knew that she was debating whether to say more. She looked back. “Robin was not a strong person. Easily influenced. I think that’s why he married her.”
“That’s terrible, Maddy. It must have been awful for you, too.”
“My little sister. I said, ‘Robby, you should talk to the police. Those things he does.’ ”
“Did she?”
“No. I think she was afraid.”
“You said that he must have wanted something from Devan.”
“Sex, probably.”
“Excuse me?”
“He played around with men, too. Can you imagine?”
“Oh.” So Ely had told the truth in his note. Or some of it, anyway.
Taylor finished the coffee, looked at her watch. “The reason I’m here: after Robin died, I wanted to pick up some stuff. Things from our family, pictures, old jewelry, you know.”
Hallie nodded.
“The bastard wouldn’t let me have anything. Wouldn’t even let me in.”
“How did you get in, then?”
“Robby kept a spare key under a flowerpot out back.”
The conversation ebbed. Hallie thought it was time to leave, but remembered something. “You said Kurt was, well, weird. Did it go beyond his marriage?”
Taylor sighed. “He had a thing about the government.”
“What kind of thing?”
“Like a Timothy McVeigh kind of thing.”
Hallie’s gut clenched. “What?”
“That’s probably exaggerating. But he hated the government.”
“Do you know why?”
“I know what Robby told me. Supposedly, his father got wounded in Vietnam but couldn’t get disability from the army.”
“Why?”
Maddy thought about that. “My guess? He was faking, if he was like Kurt. But then, since when did the government need a reason to fuck over somebody?”
“What happened to him?”
“He had a ratty apartment in Philly. Didn’t call for a while, so Kurt went up there. The old man had been dead on the floor for a week. Starved to death, apparently.”
“Jesus.”
“Kurt was never a model of mental health, but that put him into a real bad space.”
“What did he do?”
“The usual stuff. Letters to bigwigs, newspapers, 60 Minutes. Tried seeing people, too.”
“Nothing happened?”
“He got arrested for refusing to leave a senator’s office. After that he got worse. Robby said he started collecting diagrams of subway stations, sewer system maps, power plants.”
“Was he planning some kind of attack?”
“I wouldn’t have put it past him.”
“But somebody would have picked up on a government scientist acting like that.”
“You think? It took them, what, three years to get that anthrax scientist guy in D.C. And they still got the wrong man. Which they only figured out after he killed himself. You think they were having meetings about the fact that Kurt had some blueprints on his wall?”
* * *
The two women walked to the door and stepped into blue evening. Only a few windows on the street glowed yellow. The streetlight in front of Ely’s house was out. A cat was whining, and Hallie caught a whiff of some rotting thing. She started to leave, then stopped and turned.
“Maddy, if you don’t mind my asking, how did Robin die?”
“I don’t mind. You’re a nice person, Hallie. She killed herself.”
“What?”
“That bastard drove her to it. Robin hung herself right here in the basement.”
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Returning from her meeting with Maddy Taylor, Hallie stepped into her house and stopped. It took her one second to identify the stink — excrement — and one more to spot its source. Somebody had defecated in the middle of her small living room.
In the kitchen, drawers had been pulled out, their contents dumped. Her bedroom had been ransacked, too — dresser emptied, mattress turned over, jewelry box smashed, its contents scattered on the floor. Most of it was costume stuff, but two pieces were precious to her. One was her great-grandfather’s gold watch chain and fob. The other was the Distinguished Service Cross her father had won in Vietnam. The medal itself was bronze and of little value, but to her its worth was immeasurable.
Rage hit. Shaking with it, she felt beneath her bedside table for the SIG Sauer 9mm pistol held in place there by spring clips. The magazine was full, and she kept a round chambered. Growing up on a farm, with a soldier father and two brothers, she had learned to shoot all kinds of guns, and to shoot them well.
She searched all the other upstairs rooms but found only more disarray. She went through the kitchen and down into the basement. For a few moments she stood still, pistol hanging at her side, staring. From her father, Hallie had inherited a love of order, so pegboard covered the walls, and each wall was devoted to a single activity: climbing, diving, caving, paragliding. On one hung ice axes and crampons, ropes and harnesses. A twenty-five-pound box of climbers’ chalk, used to get better purchase on rock, sat in a corner. Another wall was festooned with technical diving gear, the third with specialized caving equipment, and the fourth with her paragliding wings and accessories. All told, there was $50,000 worth of sophisticated equipment here, but nothing appeared disturbed or missing. She looked over the small workbench where she refurbished gear, but the tools and paint and spare parts were undisturbed. Her orange Petzl caving pack sat where she had left it, unopened and leaning against the workbench, after returning from the hospital.
Cell phones didn’t work in her place, an old farmhouse in second-growth woods at the end of a dirt road twenty-five miles north of Washington. She used the landline kitchen phone to call 911. The dispatcher told her units were on the way and urged her to get out of the house immediately. She sat in the kitchen with her SIG until the sirens were close, then clipped it back in place and went to greet the officers. They found the point of entry quickly — a forced rear window — and helped make a list of stolen items: the watch fob and medal, an old desktop computer and printer she rarely used, her television set and audio system, and a pair of silver candlesticks.
Wrapping up, one said to her, “I’m surprised by the mess in your living room. Burglars used to do it all the time, but DNA typing stopped that.”
“So the fact that this guy shat here tells us something,” the other officer said.
“What?” Hallie asked.
“Either he has no record or he doesn’t give a — sorry — or he doesn’t care. That would make him an addict or crazy.”
They were less surprised than she had been by the undisturbed basement. “Either he heard you coming and booked or he didn’t think that stuff was worth stealing,” one said. “Though it is strange that he left a hundred bucks in that teapot in your kitchen. Most burglars can smell cash. But again, you probably scared him off.”

Day Three: Thursday
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“My name is Mary Smith,” Hallie said.
“Where do you work?”
“Citibank.”
“How tall are you?”
“Six feet, six inches.”
“What is your occupation?”
“Truck driver.”
The plump, pink little polygraph examiner said, “Thank you for lying, Dr. Leland. We have a deception baseline now. Are you comfortable?” His name was Albert Landry, and his voice was high and squeaky.
“Not bad, given all this.” “All this” referred to pneumatic tubes wrapped around her chest and belly, gold-lined metal sleeves on two right-hand fingers, and a rough fabric ring Velcroed around her left thumb.
Landry frowned. “It looks like I need to recalibrate something. Just take a second.”
Hallie’s mind wandered back to her conversation with Agent Luciano, earlier that morning, in his office at FBI headquarters.
“I apologize for the short notice on this, but it couldn’t wait,” he had told her.
“Why not?”
“There’s been some interest in your case.”
“My case?” Hallie wasn’t from Baltimore, but she had never minced words, either. “Does that mean you people suspect me of doing something wrong on the expedition?”
“Look at it this way: Three people go down into a cave. They discover something that could ultimately be worth millions. Maybe billions. Only one comes out.” He shrugged.
“You believe I had something to do with Kurt and Devan’s deaths?”
“I believe in things like facts and the weight of evidence. Do you know the legal definition of ‘probable cause,’ Dr. Leland?”
“No.”
“Probable cause is the standard used to make arrests — or not. ‘A set of facts or circumstances which would lead a reasonable person to conclude that a crime had been committed, was being committed, or was about to be committed.’ ”
She started to protest. But she was a scientist; for her, objectivity was reflexive. She could see how the expedition looked through that lens.
“Agent Luciano, I had nothing to do with the deaths. Devan’s was an accident and Kurt’s, suicide.”
Luciano nodded. “I hope not. You seem like a nice lady doing science that could help people.” The words were kind, but his eyes were not. He looked at his watch. “Time to see the wizard.”
And here they were. Landry finished fiddling, noted the date and time, and began again. He asked some basic factual questions, then got to the heart of it.
“Do you know what happened to Kurt Ely?”
“No.”
“Do you believe that he died in the cave?”
“Yes.”
“Did you do anything to contribute to the death of Devan Halsted?”
“No.” But she should have checked Halsted’s gear and sent him down first.
“Did you do anything to contribute to the death of Kurt Ely?”
“No.” But she should have searched.
“Did you kill Devan Halsted?”
“No.”
“Did you kill Kurt Ely?”
“No.”
“Did you want Devan Halsted to die?”
“No.”
“Did you want Kurt Ely to die?”
“No.”
“Did you feel threatened by Devan Halsted?”
“No.”
“Did you feel threatened by Kurt Ely?”
There had been something — faint, ineffable, but there. Or it could have been Talisto. Caves worked on you. “No.”
“Did you stand to gain anything from the death of Devan Halsted?”
“No.”
“Did you stand to gain anything from the death of Kurt Ely?”
“No.”
“Is your name Hallie Leland?”
“Yes.”
“Have you answered all of the questions in this interview truthfully?”
“Yes.”
Landry typed something on the machine’s keyboard and looked up. “Done.” Whistling cheerily, he separated her from the machine. “That wasn’t so painful now, was it?”
“Not really. What did the wizard say?”
“He said your heart beats, you’re breathing, and you have healthy skin.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I can’t discuss results.”
“For the record, I was truthful.”
“I’m sure you were, Dr. Leland. Everyone always is.”
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Hallie had cleaned up the living room floor as soon as the officers left. She got home after the polygraph test and finished putting her house back together. It was almost six when she remembered that Stephen Redhorse was coming.
* * *
They had agreed on seven, and he arrived closer to eight. When they kissed on her front porch, she smelled liquor.
“Come on in,” she said. He usually asked for coffee or a soft drink, and she offered those.
“Have any Scotch?” he asked.
“Sure. Walker Black. Water and ice?”
“Neat.”
She got their drinks. Redhorse had taken the old red leather chair she’d appropriated from the farm, so she sat in the heavy oak chair her grandfather had made.
He said, “It stinks in here.”
“Somebody broke in yesterday while I was gone. They crapped on the floor over there.”
“Jesus Christ, Hallie. What did they take?”
She told him, and told what they had left, as well.
“Still have your gun?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Living out here all by yourself.” He looked away. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the hospital.”
“I wasn’t on my deathbed.”
Neither spoke for a while. “Hey, did you rearrange the furniture?” he asked.
“No, it’s the same.”
“Huh. Seems different.” He finished his Scotch, asked for another.
She brought it, sat. “Stephen, we need to talk. Something has changed.”
“Not the furniture, though?” He grinned, and his eyelids floated down and back up. She saw that he had had more to drink than she’d thought at first.
“No. Something important.”
He sat up straighter. “What?”
“Us.”
“Us is fine. All good.” He glanced toward the bedroom.
She took his meaning, but said, “I don’t think so. Something is different.”
He swallowed Scotch, shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“It started when we visited your mother. Something happened out there.”
“What does that mean, ‘something happened’?” A mocking tone.
“It’s hard to describe. But you seem angry a lot of the time. And mostly at me.”
“Why would I be angry at you?” he snapped.
“That’s what I’d like to know.”
She saw his left hand close into a fist, open, close again. “What’s going on here, Hallie?”
She was sure that he was stonewalling. “I can’t believe you don’t get this. I need to understand what’s happening.”
“What I need is less bullshit. You think I don’t have enough downtown? I had two kids die on me last night.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that. But this isn’t bullshit. You haven’t been the same since that trip.”
His face hardened. “I’m not the one who changed. I saw it in your eyes on the rez, and it’s still there. Poor Stephen. What a horrible place. I feel so sorry for him. You know what? I don’t need anybody’s pity.” He finished the Scotch.
“How much did you drink before you came here?”
“What the fuck does that matter?”
It wasn’t working. “I don’t know what else to say. I was hoping it wouldn’t come down to this.”
“Wait a minute. Are you breaking up with me?”
“I need some time to think. I’m sorry. It hasn’t felt good being with you. I hoped we could talk it out.”
Veins stood out on his forehead. Both hands clenched and opened. She had never seen him this angry. He stood up, breathing fast. “What the hell is going on, Hallie?”
“You’re a good man, Stephen. But—”
“But I’m an Indian. From a disgusting reservation with a drunk mother and a crack-whore sister. That’s it, right?”
“No.”
“You are dumping me. I can’t believe it.”
Something in his tone caught her. “What do you mean by that?”
“My people were right.”
“About what?”
“They said, Don’t get in with a white woman. She will cut your heart out and eat it.”
His look made her step back.
“Know wha’?” he said, really slurring now. “You’re gonna regret this.” He slammed the door so hard the old walls shook.
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Henry Backer loved the Good Shepherd Chapel more than any other place in the vast cathedral. There were other chapels, of course — bigger, well lit, accessible from inside. The Good Shepherd Chapel was small, and cathedral gardens hid its one door. The only illumination was natural light filtering through slit windows in the cathedral’s two-foot-thick limestone-block walls. When the sky went dark, so did the chapel.
Backer opened it for public worship at six-thirty A.M. and closed it at ten P.M. He might see two or three daytime visitors a week. Many Washingtonians thought the city little safer than a medieval enclave after dark, and visiting outlanders were even more nychtophobic, so no one ever ventured into the lightless chamber after sunset. That was Backer’s favorite time. At night, the chapel was his alone, and he spent hours there talking to the Lord and listening to His answers. Safe in his dank space in the bowels of the vast cathedral, Backer imagined himself a sparrow cradled in the hand of God.
At eleven P.M. Backer entered the chapel and knelt before the simple granite altar to pray and meditate. An hour later, refreshed in mind and spirit, he sat on the wooden pew. After a while someone entered, pushed the door closed, latched it, and sat beside him in the dark.
“Welcome,” Backer said softly. “We are in the presence of the Lord. Do you feel Him?”
“Through and through,” Ely answered, completing their arranged greeting. Backer felt something being placed on the pew beside his thigh. Ely said, “Now it’s all in your hands.”
“Yes,” Backer said. “I am thankful that the time has finally arrived. We went to so many meetings, and there was so much talk. Years of talk. But no one ever did a thing.”
“When interests join, God smiles. Like the junction of roads. A thing of great power. God wills that, and leaves us to find the way.”
“Well …” Backer said. “Will you be here tomorrow?”
“Yes. I shaved off the hair and beard and lost twenty-one pounds in the cave. I doubt you would recognize me now. No one else will, certainly.” For a few moments he was silent. “Are you ready, Henry?”
It was Backer’s turn to be quiet. Then he said, “To do what is necessary, yes.”
“ ‘Come now therefore, and let us slay her, and cast her into some pit, and we shall see what will become of her dreams.’ ” Ely patted Backer’s shoulder and left. Backer put the parcel, about the size of a paperback book, into his suit jacket pocket. He prayed in the chapel until dawn.

Day Two: Friday
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Just after eleven P.M., Hallie tipped over the correct flowerpot in Kurt Ely’s backyard. She saw no alarm wires or junction boxes and let herself in, locking the door behind herself. She pulled down shades, closed curtains, and put on her caving headlamp. Its tight circular spot wouldn’t be visible outside. She hoped.
Ely’s bedroom closet held dress shirts and pants, a sport jacket. Scuffed shoes on the floor, sweaters tossed onto shelves. Nothing unusual in dresser drawers, under the bed. The bathroom medicine cabinet contained rubbing alcohol, shaving cream, disposable razors. Two more sparsely furnished bedrooms yielded nothing of interest.
In the basement, a dusty workbench sat against one wall. Old suitcases leaned against another. Unpacked moving cartons were stacked almost to the ceiling at the basement’s far end. She looked and poked but found nothing of interest.
What would be of interest? She couldn’t say exactly. But something had not felt right since her conversation with Maddy Taylor. So now she stood in Ely’s basement, wanting to go but reluctant to leave without … what?
A door opened and closed upstairs. She almost called Maddy Taylor’s name, then shut her mouth. She killed her light and knelt behind the stacked cartons. Someone walked around upstairs, heavy-footed, purposeful. The basement lights came on.
She took small, silent breaths and did not move. The newcomer walked to the workbench. She heard the ripping sound of tape being pulled loose, nothing for several seconds, then the soft beeps of a cell phone’s keypad. A man’s voice:
“It’s me. I got the gift. Yes. Tomorrow. At the cathedral. After, I will confirm.”
The click of a ballpoint pen. “Go ahead.” Silence. “Wait, let me repeat that. Five-two-nine-nine-seven-five-four-four-one-six-eight-two.”
She heard a cell phone snapping shut. The man walked upstairs and left through the back door. She crouched for five minutes, her eyes closed, brow furrowed. Then she turned on her light and searched the basement frantically. She took the stairs two at a time, rummaged through the kitchen, finally found on a counter half of what she needed: a pen. She thought, The hell with paper, and wrote on her palm the numbers she had been repeating silently since the man had spoken them.
That was a relief. But something else was not. Down in the basement, she had heard a voice from the grave.
* * *
Back home, her first thought was to call Agent Luciano, despite the hour, to tell him that Kurt Ely might be alive. But then she would have to admit to breaking into Ely’s house. The fact that she had used a key wouldn’t matter to the police. And she had no proof, so Luciano would immediately assume she was trying to shift suspicion away from herself. She hadn’t even actually seen Ely. Calling Luciano would have to wait. But she had the numbers Ely, or whoever it was, had repeated. She could work with them right now.
In her kitchen, with coffee and a laptop, Hallie Googled the numbers.
Your search—529975441682—did not match any documents.
Suggestions:
• Make sure all words are spelled correctly.
• Try different keywords.
• Try more general keywords.

She wrote the numbers on a legal pad. Wrote them again, bigger, with more space between each digit. Assigned letters to the numbers: CEIIGEDDAFHB.
That was no help. It was too long to be a Social Security number or a safe’s combination. A serial number? Or an amount of money: $529,975,441,682?
That didn’t seem likely. She was pouring a fresh cup of coffee when the old, wall-hung telephone rang. “Hello?”
“Answered that pretty quick. What’re you doin’ up so late? Got yourself a new boyfriend already?”
“Stephen. Why are you calling at this hour? It’s after three.”
“Little rich white boy, I bet. Don’ waste time, do you?” He was drunk, his tone ugly. She thought about hanging up, but that would have been running, and she never ran from things that scared her.
“There’s no one here, Stephen. You sound drunk. What do you want?”
“Wanna go to church tomorrow?”
“What?”
“Me, I’m goin’ to church. Big church. Easter Sunday an’ all.”
“Stephen, I’m hanging up.”
“Wait. My key. I want my key.”
“You called me at three in the morning to tell me that? Where are you?”
A moment of silence. Then: “I’m right on your goddamn front porch. Got your gun handy?”
Jesus, she thought. Had she locked the door when she came in? She couldn’t remember. She dropped the phone, found the door locked securely. There was no peephole, but she put her ear to the door and listened. Nothing. Back in the kitchen, she picked up the dangling phone.
“Hello? Stephen?”
The line was dead.
Got your gun handy? Was that some kind of threat? A warning? Or was he just infuriated and trying to scare her? Hard to tell. But suddenly she realized what the numbers were. Redhorse’s call had done it. Now when she looked, the digits divided neatly into a telephone number: 52 997 544 1682. She knew the first two well: 52 was Mexico’s international country code.
She punched buttons on the wall phone and waited through three rings. Scratchy international connection, rough male voice. “Sí?”
“This is Hallie Leland calling. I’m a friend of Kurt Ely’s. Can I speak to him, please?”
She heard a hand cover the phone, Spanish shouts. Seconds passed, and then the connection broke. She dialed the number twice more but got only busy signals.
Ten minutes later, she was getting ready for bed when the phone rang.
“Hello?”
No one spoke, but she heard someone breathing on the other end. “Stephen, is this you? Talk to me.”
Several seconds later, the caller hung up. She dialed *69. A recording said, “We’re sorry. That number is private.”

Day One: Saturday
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Hallie slept badly and woke at ten the next morning with her mind churning. Redhorse. Ely. Luciano. FBI. Lie detectors. She pulled on a white polypro top, blue shorts, New Balance 990s. She usually carried her cell phone, but couldn’t find it and wanted to run more than she wanted to look for it. After stretching, she jogged the half mile uphill to Norbeck Road and the level mile to Georgia Avenue. She had worked out an eight-mile triangle that started with four straight, flat miles north on Georgia, then two western miles of interval hills on winding back roads, and finally a long, easy return leg on Norwood Road. She usually finished in about an hour.
She cruised at eight minutes a mile, ignoring stares and honks, but still glad to leave busy Georgia Avenue behind for the hilly back roads. Ivy Lane rose and fell for a mile. She swung right onto Remarque Road, a narrow, unpaved lane that climbed very steeply for a half mile. It ended in a circle, which led back to the road.
She was coming around the circle’s far side when she saw two men. Both wore yellow bandannas over shaved skulls, black-and-yellow wristbands, and black tank tops with “LK” in gold on the chests. Heavy gold chains hung around their necks, and they had so many tattoos that their skin looked more blue than brown.
“Hey, how you doing?” one called. “Nice day for a jog.”
She thought, ’Bangers. Time to go.
Their chests and arms were huge, and they were blocking the road, but she could run through woods that abutted the circle and then back to Georgia Avenue. She turned to sprint away.
“Halleeee, don’t run off. You call a friend of ours. He just want us talk with you a little.”
They know my name?
Before she reached the woods, a black Navigator with D.C. tags and mirror-tinted windows blocked the circle. Two more Latin Kings got out. Both pairs came toward her, pimp-rolling and smirking, touching themselves. One lifted his shirt, showing a pistol butt. He said, “Hey, coño.”
She was trapped. The houses were close together on both sides of the road. If she bolted toward them, the men could cut her off easily. They were close enough now for her to see their teardrop tattoos. One man had three, the other four. A tear for each kill, she had read somewhere, like notches on a gun. Right eye for whites, left for blacks.
They were fifteen feet from Hallie when the door of one of the houses opened. An older woman with white hair and a white apron over her blue dress stepped out onto her front porch and touched a newspaper with her foot. She started to pick it up, and Hallie felt as if she were watching a scene in slow motion. The Kings ignored her. Hallie thought, If I scream for help, she will panic and lock that door.
A King was reaching for her when she spun and trotted toward the house. Fast enough to avoid the man’s grab, slow enough not to panic the woman. The men watched without moving. Hallie thought they expected the old woman to see them and slam the door. Hallie expected so, too.
The woman stood, paper in hand, and looked toward the sound of Hallie’s approach. With pleasant smile and steady voice, Hallie said, “Hi! Sorry to bother, but I really need a bathroom.” She trotted right up the steps, pulled the woman by her wrist into the house, slammed the door, and locked it.
“Who are you? What do you think you’re doing in my house?” Both of the woman’s eyes were filmy and gray with cataracts. She hadn’t seen the Latin Kings.
“Men out there were going to attack me,” she said.
“What men? I didn’t see any.”
“Out in the street. Four. I need to use your phone.”
The woman pointed toward her kitchen. When Hallie returned, the street was empty.
* * *
“Be sure to call us if you see them again.” The Montgomery County officer was turning his white cruiser into her driveway.
“Don’t worry. And I appreciate the ride back.”
“No problem.”
A dark blue Buick sat in front of her house. The cruiser stopped, and she stepped out. A man in a gray business suit emerged from the Buick, came over, and showed the officer an ID. Another man got out. He wore a blue blazer and chinos. That one she recognized.
“Agent Luciano!” Hallie said. “I can’t believe you’re here already. I am so glad to see you.” She almost hugged him. “You won’t believe what just happened. Montgomery County police called you, right?”
Luciano looked at her. “What?”
“I was out running, and four men came after me. They were gang members and—”
Luciano held up his hand. “We don’t know anything about that. This is why we’re here.” He withdrew an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to her.
“What is this?” she asked.
“It’s a warrant to search the premises of your house and its immediate environs.”
“What? I thought you were here because … Why would you want to search my house?”
“You failed the polygraph, Dr. Leland.”
She was stunned. “That’s not possible. What part?”
“I’m not at liberty to discuss that. Please read the warrant. We could have forced entry, but I thought we’d give you a few minutes. Your car was here.”
“I didn’t lie about anything. You have to believe that, Agent Luciano.”
“It doesn’t matter what I believe.”
“I would have let you in.”
“I believe you. But—” He held up his hand. “Look, please stay outside while we execute the warrant. And it would be easier if you unlocked the door.”
“Or you’ll break it down?”
He waited. She took the key from its pocket inside the waistband of her running shorts.
“One thing you should know. I keep a handgun under my bedside table. I have a permit for it. How long will this take?”
“As long as it takes, Dr. Leland.”

Day Zero: Easter Sunday
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Hallie awoke fuzz-brained and thirsty. She looked at the bedside clock: 6:13 A.M. What day? Sunday.
In the kitchen, she fumbled a glass from one of the cabinets, reached for the faucet, and suddenly somebody was hugging her from behind. Only one person had a key.
“Stephen!” she yelled, struggling to free her arms. “Let me go. This isn’t funny!”
A hand pushed the back of her head forward into the V created by a forearm and bicep. The hand pressed harder and the V tightened, compressing her carotid artery and jugular vein. Her vision grayed, and her skin tingled, and she heard buzzing like a thousand bees swarming in her head.
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The Secret Service started screening people at six A.M. for an eight o’clock service. It was not a quick process. Every attendee passed through five layers of security. Metal detectors were first. Then stand-in-place threat-detection systems, augmented by dogs sniffing for explosives and biological agents. Concealed face-recognition scanners analyzed every visage. Specially trained agents watched for “tells”—physical manifestations of unusual levels of stress, anxiety, anger, or fear.
Backer had seen it all before and took little notice.
As head verger, he worked hard to prepare for the service. He and the other vergers had already laid programs on every seat. They had made final adjustments to the lavish floral arrangements flanking Bishop Newberry’s Canterbury Pulpit and the Holy Eucharist table. Checked the sound system. Straightened the altar candles. Set out chalices, wine vessels, plates of wafers.
Everything was in order by six forty-five. He dismissed the undervergers. It was time to make himself ready, as well.
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Hallie struggled toward the light. Pain. Good: pain meant she was alive. Something was around her neck. Too tight. Rough, cutting her skin, pulling against her throat. She was sitting down, but couldn’t move her arms and legs.
It was dark, and she was bound to a heavy, solid chair. Towels covered her forearms and lower legs like soft casts, and duct-tape overwraps bound them to the chair’s arms and legs.
She remembered someone behind, squeezing her neck. A queer buzzing, then passing out. Waking up here in her own basement with what felt like a noose around her neck.
Once she had been trapped in a cave passage that held her like a stone straitjacket. Her arms were extended straight out in front, her legs behind, and she had been inching forward by pushing with her toes, pulling with her fingertips, and keeping her lungs deflated. But then the passage ceiling dropped another half inch, sharp projections stuck down behind her shoulder blades and up under her chin, and she was jammed. The panicked urge to flail and writhe was almost irresistible, but the only way out was to relax, soften, make herself smaller. No one could help — hauling her back with a rope would have shredded her flesh. Only she could save herself. It took two hours and utter control of mind and body, but she did it.
This new entrapment, she understood, would take the same kind of control. And she was not sure even that would be enough.
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On this day of days, all had to be right for the eyes of the Lord. Henry Backer fastened the top button of his new black cassock. His shoes, socks, and shirt were also new. His room contained no mirrors; he thought they bred vanity. He didn’t need them to brush gray strands straight back from his forehead and shave his cheeks glass-smooth.
The Bible stood upright on his table. As Kurt Ely had instructed, he put on a surgical mask and latex gloves. Then he poured the contents of the aluminum cylinders into a glass bowl. Backer had been curious to see what the pathogen would look like, but it was just clear, viscous liquid with no odor. He used a new one-inch Purdy brush to paint the liquid on the front and back covers of the Bible, making sure — as Ely had instructed — to use every drop. It dried to invisibility as he watched. The Bible looked new, clean, and shiny.
He put everything but the Bible into a plastic bag and dropped it into his wastebasket. Later it would go to the Anacostia Refuse Station’s incinerator.
He rolled the cuffs of the latex gloves down and put his white clerical gloves on over them.
It was time.
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For Justine Laning, the novelty of traveling in a vehicle with five-inch armor, smoke grenade launchers, a supply of B-negative blood, and a Remington shotgun under the front seat had worn off after the first few weeks. Daughters Amica and Leanna put on their best blasé faces during trips around Washington, but Laning knew that traveling in the Beast was still like an amusement park ride for them. The First Husband usually dozed off within ten minutes; car rides did that to Paul. Right now, he was nodding, the girls were laughing and pointing out the windows, and Laning was enjoying a rare moment of doing exactly nothing.
She watched the city stream past as the Beast and its flock of red-blinking, siren-wailing security escorts sped north on Wisconsin Avenue. Washington in April was as beautiful as any city on earth, not only to see but to smell, with apple and cherry blossoms, hibiscus and gardenia, roses — a kaleidoscope of fragrances. They were mostly a memory now, because she was always shielded from anything the Secret Service thought could harm her, which meant just about everything. Not even light reached her untouched. The Beast’s windows were so thick, filtering out so much natural light, that interior fluorescents were needed.
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“Those ties aren’t too tight, are they? We can’t have them leaving any marks. That’s why I used the towels.”
There was a strange rustling. She recognized the voice and the cigarette reek. “Kurt?”
“Hi, Hallie.”
“I thought you were dead.”
“You didn’t really, not anymore. You talked to that bitch Taylor. Broke into my house. Called my Mexican friends. That was your big mistake, let me tell you.”
“What’s going on?”
“I could just kill you and be done. But you are the most conceited bitch I have ever met. I’m going to enjoy demonstrating just how smart you’re not. You thought the expedition was about finding something in the cave.”
“Wasn’t it?”
She saw a flame and then the red coal of a cigarette tip. “We needed to bring something out. Have you ever heard of Biopreparat?”
“The old Soviet biowarfare lab. A horrible place. Shut down years ago.”
“The law of unintended consequences is a beautiful thing.”
“What?”
“Overnight, they put thirty thousand scientists on the street. Can you even imagine what a million bucks looks like to a hungry Russian?”
“You’re talking about bioweapons?”
“What do you get if you cross Mycobacterium leprae and Streptococcus?”
“Leprosy and strep? Nothing. Vastly different genomics.”
“Come on. Thirty thousand scientists with unlimited budgets? They could have cloned Jesus Christ if Moscow had ordered it.”
“Why would they want to cross those two bacteria?”
“Who knows why Russians do anything? Paranoia and vodka are a dangerous mix.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“Believe it. The stuff — we call it ‘the Skinner,’ by the way — ate the skin right off some poor Mexican. I saw him.”
“That would be fatal.”
“Fatal, but not quick.”
“But why would you have anything to do with that? You’re not a terrorist.”
In a very different voice, Ely said, “I am a New Patriot.”
“What’s that?”
“Today, no one knows. Tomorrow, the world will.”
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The Beast stopped. Onlookers crowded against the police barriers that formed a one-hundred-foot perimeter around the president. Laning sat patiently. It always took ten minutes for the traveling security detail to deploy. Agents were responsible for thirty-degree sectors of an imaginary circle, the center of which was the Beast. Only after all twelve agents reported that it was clear did the detail commander instruct the agent in the driver’s seat to unlock and unload.
Two agents opened doors while others formed living walls around the president and her family. When everyone was in position, the whole assemblage moved quickly toward the cathedral’s twelve-foot-high doors.
“Hold up a minute,” Laning said. The detail’s lead agent, a balding, broad-shouldered man named Bob Delaney, started to protest. Laning was already halfway to a white-haired woman in a wheelchair who held a sign that read, “I’m 90 and I vote. God Bless America.” Laning grasped one of the woman’s hands in both of her own.
“What’s your name, ma’am?” she asked.
“Edna Hayes, ma’am.”
Laning smiled, her eyes shining. “God bless you, Edna.” She clasped the woman’s hand a moment longer, then straightened and looked at the other people.
It was hard to keep her face composed. Before taking office, she had known one sure thing: it would be like nothing she had imagined, or could imagine, any more than she could have imagined childbirth. She had been right. Washington was a cauldron, and every day scalded her soul. There were mornings — and she would keep these secret to her dying day — when her first waking thought was Dear God, take me away from this.
But then on days like this she would come out and see the people, her people, their faces alight with joy, and there was magic in them and in her attacked and slandered country, and in such moments she saw other faces, frozen at Valley Forge, bloody at Little Round Top, raging at Belleau Wood and Omaha Beach, stoic at Little Rock, jubilant on the moon, faces of people like these right in front of her, and from them all she took the strength to continue.
An agent whispered, but this was not an easy thing to back away from, all those yearning faces and reaching arms. She reached back, grasped hands, felt the magic — a lovely teenage girl with braces, a man with a burned face, a woman with tears rolling down her round cheeks. A tall man, very handsome, with a black ponytail and shining black eyes.
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“I never heard of them,” Hallie said.
“Of course not. You only hear about the stupid ones.”
“What do you want?”
“ ‘Come now therefore, and let us slay her, and cast her into some pit, and we shall see what will become of her dreams.’ ”
“Slay who?”
“Use your imagination.”
Something about his use of the word “patriot” triggered it: “The president?” she said. She pushed away the horror she felt, tried to focus on reasoning with him. “You won’t do it with a bioagent. She’s surrounded by dogs and sensors and who knows what else.”
“The Skinner is new to this earth. No referent for dogs and sensors.”
“But you’d still have to get close.”
“People get close when they go to church.”
“Church?” Now she remembered Ely, in his basement, mentioning the cathedral. There had been a lot of news about some special Easter service the president and her family was supposed to attend there. Not only her, but all kinds of political people who were usually at one another’s throats, and religious leaders, too.
Ely was here, which meant that someone else would be there. Suddenly she remembered Redhorse: I’m goin’ to church. Big church. She felt sick, but knew she had to keep Ely talking.
“What will you gain by killing her?”
He chuckled. “You know what they say. A fish rots from the head.”
“Where did you get this thing?”
“The Skinner?” His smile widened. “You brought it back.”
“What?”
“It was in the battery pack.”
God damn him, she thought. God damn that expedition. “You came here to get it.”
“I did, yes.”
Anger got the better of her. “You asshole. Why did you shit in my living room?”
“The police had to think that a real burglar was at work.”
“What now?”
“Laning is going to die a very unpleasant death. And so are you.”
“Like Robin?”
He just laughed.
“You’re going to kill me and make it look like suicide? People get caught doing that all the time.”
“Stupid people do. They don’t bother to learn that hanging and strangling leave different ligature marks on the neck. Homicide 101. It worked fine with Robin.”
He switched on the basement lights. The Ely she had known was pudgy, with long brown hair and a beard. Squinting, she saw a gaunt, clean-shaven man in a white Tyvek hazmat suit with booties and a hood, safety glasses, and heavy black rubber gloves. She thought: No DNA.
“Nobody is going to believe that I killed myself,” she said.
“You’re distraught over the deaths of your expedition team members. You broke up with your boyfriend. The FBI is after you. And your father died, what, about a year ago?” He held up a piece of paper. “If there’s any doubt, this will dispel it. A note, written on your computer and printed here, too.”
“You’re insane.”
He looked at his watch. “It’s time for you to—”
“Do you know what happens to murderers in hell?”
“I don’t believe in hell.” He said this firmly, but she saw his eyes flick to one side. She had touched something.
“Everybody believes in hell. We say we don’t, but way down deep, we all do.”
He frowned. “I had planned to just hang you. Now I think not. But I don’t see what I need. Stay right there.” He went up the stairs.
There is slack in every rope. Houdini had said that, Hallie had once read it, and while they were talking in the dark, she had been twisting and pulling against the towels as much as she could without making noise. Now she redoubled her efforts, listening to him opening drawers, shuffling contents. She heard him say, “Just the thing.”
He came back downstairs holding an ice pick.
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President Laning reached for the handsome man’s hand to shake it, but it disappeared for an instant and reappeared holding something. The sun was behind him, it was hard to see clearly, but there was a flash in that bright painful light and she thought, A gun, and wanted to dive away, but it was all happening faster than she could move, faster than thought, and then something touched her hand, not a bullet but a white thing, and the man disappeared beneath a wave of Secret Service agents and another wave was washing her back to the Beast.
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“Hanging ruptures the eardrums,” Ely said. “So we’ll have a little fun in there first. Nobody will know.” He gazed down at her. “Which ear? I guess it doesn’t matter.” He put his left hand on her head and leaned in, raising the ice pick.
With a last screaming jerk, she yanked her right arm free, grabbed a handful of his hood, and slammed his forehead with all her strength against the end of the wooden chair arm. She thought she heard something crack, his skull or the wood, maybe both. He grunted and collapsed facedown on the cement floor.
Her left arm first. Then, with both hands free, she loosened the rope and pulled it over her head. She started unwrapping her legs. Ely had been thorough — they looked like the puttees of old uniforms. She freed her right leg, started on her left. Ely groaned and moved his head. She picked it up, slammed his forehead down onto the concrete floor, and he lay still.
Freeing her left leg took longer, but finally she was loose. She stood up and fell to her hands and knees. Her legs had fallen completely asleep. She staggered up, stamped her feet, felt agonizing pins and needles, stumbled toward the bottom of the stairs.
A hand grabbed her left ankle, yanked back, and she fell forward. Ely had come around. He grabbed her other ankle. The man was stronger than she’d realized. He hauled her toward him and drove the ice pick into the back of her thigh.
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Strong arms stuffed Laning, Paul, and the girls into the Beast, and Agent Delaney was about to order its driver to lock and go. Laning said, “Stop,” in that brain-snapping voice.
Addressing Delaney directly, she said, “Robert, we came here to worship, and we shall. Do what you need to, and quickly. I want to be out of this vehicle and moving toward the cathedral in three.”
The agent shook his head, stone-faced. “Madame President, my responsibility is to—”
“Make it happen, Agent Delaney.”
And they did. When the massed people saw her get out of the Beast, there was an astonished silence. Then they screamed and cheered and kept cheering long after she and her family disappeared through the massive cathedral doors.
A thousand heads swiveled to see the president and her family. Somebody clapped, and then everybody was clapping and cheering, and it lasted as they strode up the nave aisle four abreast, preceded and followed by twice the usual number of sweating agents.
Bishop Newberry, aloft in the magisterial Canterbury Pulpit, marveled at the appearance of the most powerful woman on earth in her church. The grand organ boomed, and the choir filled the cathedral with heavenly harmonies.
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Hallie screamed and kicked Ely in the face with her other foot. Kicked again, dragged herself away, pulled the ice pick out.
They scrambled up at the same time. He crabbed sideways, putting himself between her and the stairs, and picked up a hammer from the workbench. An ice pick was a poor match for a hammer. She grabbed the only thing in reach: a broom.
He came at her, swinging the hammer. The safety glasses were gone — that cracking she’d heard — and she jabbed the broom’s stiff bristles at his eyes. He snatched at the broom, and she stabbed his hand with the ice pick. He screamed, let go, kept coming. He was stronger, but she was quicker, and they danced around in a flurry of hammer swings and ice-pick stabs and broom thrusts. She threw a box of nails, then flung a screwdriver at his face. The exertion was getting to him — betrayed by ravaged lungs, he was gasping for breath.
But also enraged. He threw the hammer at her head. She dodged, but it hit her left shoulder, and that whole side went numb. The broom fell out of her hand. She dropped the ice pick, grabbed a can of WD-40, and sprayed a burst through the long red straw into his face. That backed him off, so she kept spraying until the can was empty. She threw it, hit his head, but did no real damage.
Blinded briefly, Ely still managed to stay between her and the stairs. She picked up a long plumber’s snake and whipped its barbed end at his face, making him dance away. She knew that there was one chance for her, and to seize it she had to keep him moving.
Sooner than she’d foreseen, Ely bent over, hands on knees, gasping like an asthmatic. His diseased lungs could not deliver enough oxygen. Hallie picked up the hammer, fully intending to smash his skull. But the human brain is hardwired against killing its own kind. Despite herself, she hesitated, betrayed by evolution.
It was enough. Ely lunged, tackling her around the waist. She landed on her back, and her head smacked down hard on the concrete floor. The hammer went flying. She was too stunned to fight as he straddled her and put both hands around her neck.
“Not what I planned, but dead is dead,” he gasped.
He squeezed harder, and pain faded as her mind darkened. She had been clawing at his face. Her hands fell away and lay on the floor, fingers twitching with the last impulses of life.
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The front pew on the left side of the nave was reserved for the president and her family. Amica and Leanna slipped in first, then the First Husband. President Laning took her place of honor at the end of the pew, on the aisle. She had noticed a petite, very pretty, and very pregnant woman in the pew behind. The expectant mother had on a pale blue maternity suit and wore her blond hair in a prim bun. Laning turned and asked softly, “When are you due?”
The young woman blushed bright red. Then, recovering her composure and smiling shyly, she said, “Next week, Mrs. President. Ma’am.”
“Good for you. Best thing I ever did.” Laning started to turn back, then said, surprising even herself, “All this”—she touched her chest with one hand—“will end. Family never does.”
Newberry stood in the pulpit, smiling, and hyperalert Secret Service agents spoke into their lapels, heads swiveling, and a thousand chests breathed out at once. Newberry looked toward a door in the gray stone wall opposite the far end of the presidential pew. It was time for a verger to enter with the commemorative Bible. The door in the wall swung outward, and Henry Backer stood in its frame.
He knew that every eye in the cathedral was focused on him. For the briefest moment he closed his eyes and felt light filling his chest, coursing out through his veins to the farthest reaches of his body. The glory of God, he thought. Hallowed be thy name, my heavenly Father.
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Hypoxia takes sight first, then hearing, motor control last. Hallie’s left fingers touched something small and hard. She recognized the familiar feel of a gun in her palm. Just a cheap little pocket gun that Ely must have been carrying and that had fallen from a pocket. But a gun nevertheless. She tried to cock the hammer, but her left thumb didn’t work. Ely, crushing her neck, watching the life fade from her eyes, took no notice.
She heard that deep voice: Die before you quit.
Drew the hammer back, pressed the barrel against Ely’s side, and pulled the trigger, expecting the sound of a gunshot. Instead there was a whoosh! as Ely’s WD-40–coated suit exploded in flames. He screamed, threw himself onto the concrete floor, and started rolling.
Staggering up and away, Hallie had enough mind left for two thoughts. She could let Ely burn. Probably no one would fault her. But he might well take her house with him. Not a good trade. She picked up her box of climber’s chalk and poured its contents over him, smothering the fire. Ely lay there moaning and gasping, face blistered, melted Tyvek oozing over his body.
Adrenaline took her that far, but the choking had done something. A high, shrill note sang in her ears, and her heart felt flighty and fragile. Her neck, where Ely had tried to crush it, would not turn her head. Thoughts tangled and died. She needed to do something, but remembering was like grabbing smoke.
Finally: Call police.
She staggered up the stairs, almost fell near the top, struggled on, and grabbed the telephone receiver, heavy as a yellow brick. She had to squint to see white numbers on gray buttons.
She pushed 9.
Aimed her forefinger at the 1, missed, tried again, got it.
Her vision blurred, clarified. She poked toward the 1 again but lost her balance and staggered to one side. It saved her life. Ely, staggering himself, only grazed her head with the hammer. He shoved her down onto her back and straddled her. She saw him raising the hammer with both hands, and she raised her own in flimsy defense. She had one last thought:
I am going to die. But I didn’t quit.
It came like an explosion, and then there was nothing at all.
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The verger’s antechamber was dark. Henry Backer, in a black cassock and framed by the lightless doorway, stood invisible to Newberry and the congregation except for his gloves. Then he stepped into the light, carrying the shining new Bible in his white hands.
He walked toward the end of the presidential pew. When he was ten steps away, he made eye contact with President Laning. She smiled, and he smiled back. Newberry, seeing this, was delighted. It was the first time she had ever seen Henry Backer smile.
In fact, he was very afraid, but he armored himself with prayer: I bring forth a fire from the midst of thee and it shall devour thee.
At the end of the pew, Backer turned left and approached the high altar, where Bishop Newberry stood, having descended from the pulpit. He placed the Bible on the Holy Eucharist table before her. Newberry said the prayer of blessing, made the sign of the cross over the Bible, and nodded at Backer.
When he retrieved the Bible, Backer was still smiling. Newberry noted an odd radiance in his eyes, which seemed to be looking not at her but at some bright vision only he could see. He lifted the Bible and turned toward the president.
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Hallie was dreaming that Stephen Redhorse was kissing her. His scent was sharp and sweet, like cinnamon, and rich with something close to wood smoke. She came awake and realized that it was not a dream. Someone was kissing her. And it wasn’t Stephen Redhorse. She pushed the man away. It took a second for her blurred vision to clear.
“Agent Luciano?”
He was beet red, either from embarrassment or the effort of CPR. “You had stopped breathing,” he panted, rocking back on his haunches. Another agent, the man she had seen in the Buick, was on her other side. “Agent Scott was doing compressions,” Luciano said. She saw that Scott, too, was blushing. She tried to sit up, and Luciano eased her back down. “Stay there for a while,” he gasped. “We’ve called the paramedics.” He looked around. “What the hell happened here?”
She looked left and saw Ely lying on the kitchen floor, his head in a dark red pool. “He dead?” she croaked.
“Yes.”
“How?”
“I shot him,” Luciano said, going from red to white.
“It was a right shooting,” Scott said. “That hammer was on its way down. Another half second and …”
“Why … why are you here?” Hallie’s throat felt like she had a bad case of strep.
“We have a warrant for your arrest.”
“On Sunday morning?”
“The law never sleeps, Dr. Leland. And judges move at their own chosen speed. When one signs, we go.”
“That man tried to kill me.” She pointed at Ely.
“Yeah, we saw. Why?”
She started to explain, but then remembered. She sat up straight. “Can you communicate with the Secret Service?”
“Of course. Why?”
“You need to call them. Now!”
Luciano helped her stand. He patted her shoulder. “You need to take it easy, Dr. Leland. It’s obvious that—”
Something in Hallie snapped. She shoved his hands away. “Listen to me! The president may die unless we alert the Secret Service. NOW, goddamnit!”
His eyes went vague and she knew he was looking down the long road of his career, maybe ten years done, ten to go. It could be an easy cruise to a sweet pension and a West Palm condo. Or he could embarrass the Bureau and end up chasing Eskimos in Juneau.
He looked at Agent Scott, and she could almost feel the gears clicking in their heads. Luciano’s eyes went blank. A siren, approaching. “I think the medics are here,” he said, and started to turn away.
She had one last shot. “What if President Laning dies? Can you live with that, Agent Luciano?”
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The petite pregnant woman put a hand to her ear and went wide-eyed. She vaulted over the back of Laning’s pew, knocking the president aside, and tackled Henry Backer, pinning his arms. The Bible fell from his hand.
“Do not touch the book!” the clandestine agent screamed. She hooked her heel behind Backer’s leg and dropped him, smacking his head on the marble floor. He was unconscious even before other agents swarmed over him. The female agent’s bun was in disarray, but otherwise she was fine. She stood up, shed the prosthetic belly, and turned to apologize for hitting the president on her way over the pew.
Too late. A wall of bodies already surrounded Laning and her family. An agent shouted, “Go!” and the whole mass moved like a great centipede, not to the distant main entrance but to a designated door behind the choir gallery. In practice drills, the fastest they had managed this emergency extraction with a presidential stand-in was nine seconds. This time, the last agent cleared the door in seven point four.

Aftermath

“So the Pakistanis wanted revenge for the death of al-Harani. Eye for an eye,” Hallie said as Agent Luciano poured them both fresh cups of coffee. It was Thursday of the week after Easter and she was in his office at FBI headquarters. She still had a painful egg on the side of her head and blue-and-purple bruises striping her neck. An ER doctor had irrigated the ice-pick wound, given her a tetanus booster, and told her not to run for two weeks. She thought one would do it.
“Yes.”
“And we know what Ely told me. What about Backer?”
“He’s a New Patriot. So was Ely. They call themselves libertarians, but the truth is, they’re anarchists. They want to destabilize the government any way they can. Ely used Backer to get close to the president.”
She sipped the coffee, which was more appreciated than good. “So I was set up from the beginning.”
“We think so. CSI people found containers in Backer’s wastebasket with traces of the same pathogen that was on the Bible.”
“The fake battery Ely put in my pack. And took from my house.”
“Right.”
“Ely said the pathogen came from Biopreparat,” Hallie said. “Is that true?”
“We’re not sure yet. But a question for you: could it really be a leprosy-strep hybrid?”
“I wouldn’t have thought so, but if we’ve learned one thing from genomics, it’s that nothing is impossible.” She paused, sipped. “Why did Ely go to the trouble of faking his own death? Why not just bring the bioagent back himself?”
“He can’t tell us now. But I’d bet good money that he was afraid of being detected during some security screening on the trip back. Better you getting caught with it than him.”
“Why did he kill Halsted?”
“I’d say Halsted learned something he shouldn’t have. Ely had killed before. After the first, it gets easier.”
“What about Villanueva? That’s his name, right?” Hallie said.
“Yes. DEA’s been after him for a long time, but he’s not your typical drug lord. More money, power, mobility, connections. Even with special ops assets in play, my DEA friends aren’t optimistic.”
“Do you think he sent the Latin Kings after me?”
“No question. That number you called was his private cell phone. He probably had no idea who you were or why you called, but they don’t need reasons to kill people, and you were easy to trace.”
“And the Hallie Leland case?”
“Closed. The director himself instructed me to offer a formal apology. Oh, and I have something for you.” He stood, walked to his desk, and took a small yellow envelope from a drawer. She accepted the envelope, opened it, shook the contents onto her palm, and gasped involuntarily.
“My God,” she said. “You found them!”
“Among Ely’s things. In a Motel 6 up by Harpers Ferry.”
She gazed down at the gold watch fob and Distinguished Service Cross, then looked up at him with tears in her eyes. He appeared immensely relieved.
“We have to follow the facts, Dr. Leland. I hope you understand.” He put out his hand. “For the record, I had trouble seeing you as a killer.”
She shook his hand. “We all have our jobs. You were doing yours.” Then she brushed away the tears and said mischievously, “And for the record, you’re not a bad kisser.”
He turned bright red and reflexively touched his wedding band. His mouth opened, but no words came out. She winked, patted his shoulder, and left.
In the reception area, Stephen Redhorse stood when she returned.
“All good?” he said.
“Yes. I appreciate your coming down here with me, Stephen.” She touched an ugly bruise on one cheek. “Secret Service plays rough, apparently. Does that hurt a lot?”
He chuckled. “Damn right. And you should see my ribs.”
“I’m surprised they let you go so soon.”
“The power of an MD is amazing. Could stand for ‘medical deity.’ But I don’t think even that would have been enough by itself. Apparently Laning read my letter about the reservations. She must have had something to do with my early release.”
“Do you think it will help?”
He shrugged. “I can only hope. But at least it’s a start.”
“Crusader Redhorse?”
He laughed. “Maybe. It doesn’t take long to burn out on ER work in a place like D.C. General.” He paused, touched her shoulder. “Look, I know that I blew any chance to make this work, and I’ll be regretting that for a long time. I’ve been an asshole, and I need to make some amends. Can we just talk?”
His words hit the right spot. The apology meant more to Hallie than she could have explained; after the last few days, she was nearly moved to tears by something so normal and good.
“You have been,” she said, “and you do. Let’s go talk about that someplace. Over coffee.”

Epilogue

A week after Easter Sunday, Hallie sat in the front pew on the left side of the cathedral’s nave aisle. The whole vast space resonated with the organ’s chords. Hallie watched Bishop Newberry emerge from her anteroom and climb to the Canterbury Pulpit, bathed in a cascade of golden morning light.
Hallie was not a regular churchgoer. She found her higher power in mountains and caves and oceans and, sometimes, in other people. But medieval cathedral builders had spun magic from stone and glass and light. Their designs had guided the creation of this cathedral, as well, and the passing centuries had diminished that magic not one bit. She felt good here, felt like she did in those other places, her mind clear, heart open, at peace.
Because of her work and her nature, Hallie usually dressed in jeans, running shoes, and old shirts. Today, she wore a white silk blouse, a pale yellow jacket and skirt, and low-heeled ivory pumps. After all, jeans would hardly have been appropriate for someone seated next to the president of the United States.
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