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Praise for Robert Liparulo’s previous work,
Comes a Horseman

“. . . Comes a Well-Crafted Page Turner Mindful Of The Da Vinci Code.”

—Tampa Bay Tribune

“Frightening and fiendishly smart, Comes a Horseman is a must-read! Robert Liparulo’s intense thrill ride will keep your nerves frayed and your lights on.”

—David Morrell, author of Creepers and The Brotherhood of the Rose

“A riveting thriller that spins effortlessly off great writing and a demonic villain real enough to have you looking over your own shoulder.”

—David H. Dun, author of The Black Silent

“Comes a Horseman is an ambitious and original debut thriller by a fine new writer. Robert Liparulo deserves an audience, because he has something meaningful to say.”

—C.J. Box, Anthony Award winning author of Out of Range

“Liparulo has crafted a diabolical thrill ride of a novel that makes the roller coaster at Magic Mountain seem like a speed bump. Part serial killer procedural, part global techno-thriller, part spiritual suspense epic, Comes a Horseman has enough plot twists and action to decode Da Vinci! Highly recommended!”

—Jay Bonansinga, author of Frozen, The Killer’s Game,
 and The Sinking of the Eastland

“Prophecy and murder run roughshod through Comes a Horseman. From the mountain peaks of Colorado down to a labyrinth beneath Jerusalem, mystery and adventure abound in a read that will keep you up to the wee hours of the morning. Not to be missed!”

—James Rollins, New York Times best-selling author of 
Sandstorm and Map of Bones

“Robert Liparulo starts off with a bang and then lulls us momentarily with well-modeled and sympathetic characters before he drops those same totally likeable characters into a series of harrowing confrontations. Some of the fights involving razor-edged weapons manage to be excruciatingly wince-inducing while remaining truly entertaining. This is what is meant by guilty fun.”

—Larry Hama, writer, Marvel Comics’ G.I. Joe and Wolverine

“Read this book with the lights on! Gory and ghastly, yet with a gripping plot, these pages will literally tremble in the hands of readers! Comes a Horseman is a chilling ride into a horrifying possibility!”

—www.inthelibraryreviews.com
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To my boys—
 Matt, always thoughtful and a joy to know
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facts

[image: Bullet] Ebola is one of the most lethal viruses known to man.

[image: Bullet] With each outbreak, a higher percentage of people who contract it die.

[image: Bullet] In 1995, an airborne strain of Ebola was discovered.

[image: Bullet] Even thirty years after the first Ebola outbreak, no one knows where it came from or where it resides when it is absent from humans or monkeys.

[image: Bullet] The Guthrie test, also called a PKU test, was developed by Robert Guthrie in 1962. It involves drawing a sample of blood from a newborn’s heel and helps diagnose certain genetic diseases, such as phenylketonuria. It is routinely administered to all babies born in industrialized nations.

[image: Bullet] Most Guthrie cards, with these blood spots, are stored in warehouses and never destroyed.

[image: Bullet] The blood on these cards contains DNA that identifies the donors.

[image: Bullet] With the advent of gene splicing, scientists are capable of encoding viruses with human DNA.

[image: Bullet] Theoretically, this gives viruses the ability to find specific DNA—to find you.



In the arts of life man invents nothing; but in the arts of death he 
outdoes Nature herself, and produces by chemistry and machinery 
all the slaughter of plague, pestilence, and famine.

—George Bernard Shaw

“Let there be light!” said God, and there was light! 
“Let there be blood!” says man, and there’s a sea!

—Lord Byron, Don Juan

Courage is almost a contradiction in terms.
It means a strong desire to live taking the 
form of a readiness to die.

—G. K. Chesterton
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HARDLY RESEMBLING A MAN ANYMORE, THE THING ON THE BED jerked and thrashed like a nocturnal creature dragged into the light of day. His eyes had filled with blood and rolled back into his head, so only crimson orbs glared out from behind swollen, bleeding lids. Black flecks stained his lips, curled back from canted teeth and blistered gums. Blood poured from nostrils, ears, fingernails. Flung from the convulsing body, it streaked up curtains and walls and streamed into dark pools on the tile floor.

Despesorio Vero, clad in a white lab coat, leaned over the body, pushing an intratrachael tube down the patient’s throat; his fingers were slick on the instrument. He snapped his head away from the crimson mist that marked each gasp and cough. His nostrils burned from the acidic tang of the sludge. He caught sight of greasy black mucus streaking the blood and tightened his lips. Having immersed his hands in innumerable body cavities—of the living and the dead—few things the human body could do or produce repulsed him. But this . . . He found himself at once steeling his stomach against the urge to expel his lunch and narrowing his attention to the mechanics of saving this man’s life.

Around him, patients writhed on their beds. They howled in horror and strained against their bonds. Vero ached for them, feeling more sorrow for them than he felt for the dying man; at least his anguish would end soon. For the others, this scene would play over and over in their minds—every time an organ cramped in pain; when the fever pushed beads of perspiration, then blood, through their pores; and later, during brief moments of lucidity.

The body under him abruptly leaped into an explosive arch. Then it landed heavily and was still. One hand on the intratrachael tube, the other gripping the man’s shoulder, Vero thought mercy had finally come—until he noticed the patient’s skin quivering from head to toe. The man’s head rotated slowly on its neck to rest those pupilless eyes on the doctor. With stuttering movements, as if a battle of fierce wills raged inside, the eyes rolled into their normal position. The cocoa irises were difficult to distinguish from the crimson sclera.

For one nightmarish moment, Vero looked into those eyes. Gone were the insanity of a diseased brain and the madness that accompanies great pain. Deep in those bottomless eyes, he saw something much worse.

He saw the man within. A man who fully realized his circumstances, who understood with torturous clarity that his organs were liquefying and pouring out of his body. In those eyes, Vero saw a man who was pleading, pleading . . .

The skin on the patient’s face began to split open. As a gurgling scream filled the ward, Vero turned, an order on his lips. But the nurses and assistants had fled. He saw a figure in the doorway at the far end of the room.

“Help me!” he called. “Morphine! On that cart . . .”

The man in the doorway would not help.

Karl Litt. He had caused this pain, this death. Of course he would not help.

Still, it shocked Vero to see the expression on Litt’s face. He had heard that warriors derived no pleasure from taking life; their task was necessary but tragic. Litt was no warrior. Only a monster could look as Litt did upon the suffering of the man writhing under Vero. Only a monster could smile so broadly at the sight of all this blood.
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Thirteen months later

FOR ONE INTENSE MOMENT, SUNLIGHT BLAZED AGAINST THE windshield, making it impossible to see the traffic streaming ahead on I-75. Special Agent Goodwin Donnelley kept the accelerator floored; he could only hope he didn’t plow into another vehicle. At the top of the on-ramp, the sedan took flight. Donnelley and his passenger smacked their heads against the roof, then the car crashed down in an explosion of sparks. Its front bumper crumpled the rear quarter panel of a Honda before Donnelley’s frantic overcorrection slammed the car against the right-hand guardrail.

He saw a clear path in the breakdown lane and straightened the wheel to accelerate past Atlanta’s lunchtime congestion. In the rearview mirror, the black Nissan Maxima pursuing them bounded onto the highway, disappeared behind a semitrailer, then reappeared in the breakdown lane. The man beside him—Despesorio Vero, he had called himself—turned to look, blocking Donnelley’s view.

“They’re gaining!”

“Sit down!” Donnelley shoved him, then scanned the roadway ahead. A glint of sunlight flashed off a car stopped in the breakdown lane a half mile ahead. At eighty miles per hour, the distance would evaporate in twenty seconds. Traffic was lighter here; he could swerve into the lane on his left anytime.

Another glance at the rearview: the Maxima was almost on top of them. A figure armed with a shotgun jutted up from the passenger-side window.

If Donnelley waited until the last moment to swerve, the Maxima would crash into the stalled car. The car’s hood was up, but Donnelley could not see anyone around it. If he tricked the Maxima into hitting it, he would impose a death sentence on anyone standing in front of the car.

He veered back into the traffic lane, granting the Maxima time to follow.

His pursuers crossed into the middle lane and in a burst of speed edged closer. Now the Maxima’s bumper was even with Donnelley’s door. Instinctively, he touched the outside of his pants pocket. It was still there—the tracking device. He had not been able to place it on Vero’s clothing, but it was turned on: his partner could track them. She was back there now, somewhere behind the Maxima.

He drew his pistol from the holster under his arm, bringing it across his body to shoot. Just then, the rear driver’s-side window shattered into thousands of tiny crystals that sailed across the car’s interior, along with the thunderous sound of a shotgun blast from the Maxima. Vero screamed, and both men ducked.

Another blast hit Donnelley’s door. He kept his head down, blind to the road ahead, letting minor collisions with the guardrail on his right and the Maxima on his left keep the vehicle relatively straight. Another blast took out the metal pillar between the front and rear side windows and most of Donnelley’s headrest. His gun flew across the car and skidded around on the passenger floor mat.

Boom! Vero’s window disintegrated.

“Enough of this!” Donnelley slammed his foot down on the brake for a mere instant. The car jolted and the Maxima pulled ahead. He cranked the wheel to the left. The sedan’s front corner rammed dead into the Maxima’s passenger door, directly below the startled face of the shooter hanging halfway out the window.

The man’s torso jerked down, as if for an enthusiastic Oriental greeting. From his position ducked behind the wheel, Donnelley didn’t witness the man’s face hitting the sedan’s hood, but that it did was indisputable: the shotgun pinwheeled across the windshield and over the roof. A split second later the man jerked back into view, blood spewing from both nostrils. He disappeared back into the Maxima.

Donnelley sat up and cranked the wheel again. This time, the sedan nailed the Maxima just forward of the front tire. The pursuer’s car shot across three lanes and fell back. Just as he was registering the decent distance he’d gained on the Maxima, the bloody-faced shooter reemerged, a new shotgun in hand. He appeared to be bellowing in rage, a warrior whose battle had become personal.

Donnelley slapped Vero in the chest and pointed to the floor. “Hand me that pistol. Now! ”

BACK AT THE ON-RAMP THAT HAD ADMITTED THE DUELING VEHICLES onto I-75, another car, this one a chocolate brown Ford Taurus, vaulted onto the highway. In a chorus of screeching rubber, it fishtailed across three lanes before choosing one and bulleting forward.

Inside, Julia Matheson straightened the wheel and pushed the accelerator. Her lips were pressed against her teeth. Dark bangs clung to her sweaty face despite the car’s air-conditioning. Her wide eyes darted around, looking for openings in the traffic and for her partner up ahead.

The pandemonium coming through the tiny speaker nestled in her ear was maddening. Through intermittent patches of static and dead air came explosions of gunfire, ferocious commotion that could have been crunching metal or more static, screams, and shouted expletives.

Her partner, Goody Donnelley, wore a wireless microphone designed for monitoring conversations from no farther than a mile away, but she saw no signs of him.

Once again she tried reaching him on the in-car police-band radio: “Goody! Pick up. This is Julia. Goody!”

She knew the problem: he had turned it off before going into the hotel to pick up the guy they’d said was causing trouble, because it tended to interfere with the body microphone’s signal.

Through the earpiece she heard Goody yell, “Hand me that pistol. Now!” Static followed.

She thought again of contacting the Atlanta police, Georgia state patrol, her own agency . . . anyone; but she trusted Goody’s instincts, and when it had all hit the fan, he had told her not to call for backup.

She slapped a palm down against the wheel.

It was not supposed to have gone down like this. Not like this.

Okay, no duh. But an hour ago the assignment had seemed more than boring. It had seemed beneath them.
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GOODY HAD CALLED HER SHORTLY AFTER SIX.

“Rise and shine,” he said.

She could hear his sons laughing and yelling in the background. She couldn’t image that kind of energy this early.

He continued, “Our mad caller’s in town. He showed up at CDC this morning.”

“Vero?” Julia asked, still groggy. “He’s here?”

For two days the guy had been calling, demanding to speak to the director of the CDC’s National Center for Infectious Diseases. He had been only semicoherent, rambling about an old virus that was really a new virus and a threat that may or may not be related to bioterrorism. As agents of the NCID’s new Law Enforcement Division, which Congress created as part of the Bioterrorism Weapons Antiterrorism Act, Julia Matheson and Goodwin Donnelley had attempted to trace the calls and find out more about the man making them. The calls had been placed from different pay phones in the DC area, and the name “Despesorio Vero” had been conspicuously absent from every data-base available to them.

“Showed up at Gate 1 about five, hysterical about getting in. The security guard thought he was going to ram the barricade. The guard force was about to detain him when he backed up and took off. Rental car, picked up at the airport last night.”

“So we gotta find him?”

“He’s meeting us at the Excelsior at nine.”

“He’s meeting us?”

“Well, me. He thinks I’m Sweeney.” Director of NCID, John Sweeney. “Vero called right after taking off. They patched him to me.”

And meeting off-site was standard operating procedure. Samples of most of the world’s deadliest pathogens were housed in the CDC’s labs. A candy store for terrorists. Prudence demanded knowing who wanted in and why. It was a policy that rankled CDC scientists who had invited their peers and the public relations staff who thought every taxpayer and his kids deserved access. But nobody wanted nuts roaming the halls. And Vero sounded certifiable.

“You going in wired?” Julia had special training in surveillance technology. These days, everything was recorded.

“’Course,” he answered. “And bring the SATD. Molland wants this guy tagged, in case he bolts and there’s something to his claims.”

Edward Molland was the director of Domestic Operations, their boss.

“Give me forty-five minutes.”

“How’s your mom?” His voice took on a gentle tone.

“Good days, lately. She watches too much TV.”

“And you don’t?”

“Only Lost these days, Goody. You saw me at my worst.” Before her mother had gotten sick and come to live with her, Julia had spent a few months in the Donnelleys’ guest bedroom. She’d just broken up with a guy and hadn’t felt like socializing, so she’d spent her evenings soaking up sitcoms and docudramas. She’d gained five pounds too. Long gone now.

“Worst. Best. What are friends for? See you in thirty.”

“Forty-five,” she said, but he’d already hung up.

On the way out she had listened outside her mother’s bedroom, then knocked softly and cracked the door. Mae Matheson was sitting on the edge of the bed, reading the label of a pill bottle.

“You all right?”

She looked up, startled. “Oh, I didn’t hear you. What are you doing up so early?”

“Case came up. I’m heading out. You going to be all right?”

Mae smiled, and Julia felt a familiar dull ache in her chest. Her mother was too young to be like this. Fifty-three. Multiple sclerosis made her more like eighty-three.

She’d been diagnosed six years ago. Julia’s father had decided he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life taking care of an invalid, and he’d taken off. Two years ago, her mother had moved in with her. Some days she couldn’t get out of bed, couldn’t eat. If Julia could not stay home—more often than not—she called in a nurse or an assisted-living worker. It looked as though today she could get by on her own, already sitting up, doing things.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Mae replied. “What else is new? I’ll be fine. Have a good day, sweetie.”

Julia had held the door open a moment longer. One of these days, she’d have to stay home with her on a good day, just to do it, just for fun. She’d thought the same thing every day for two years. She smiled a good-bye and shut the door.

At their offices on the CDC compound, she had rigged her equipment and strategized with Goody and Molland. By five minutes to nine, she was sitting in her car across from the marble-and-gold Excelsior Hotel, listening.

“No sign of him yet,” Goody said from inside the hotel’s restaurant. He had reconnoitered the lobby, offices, and kitchen before taking a seat.

Julia heard a waitress ask him what he wanted, heard him order a large OJ.

“Oh no!” he said, panicky.

Her body tensed. “What?”

“These prices are ridiculous. Becky in accounting’s going to have a stroke.”

“Funny.” She eyed the laptop computer in the passenger seat. Its monitor displayed a map of the area surrounding the hotel. A glowing red dot marked Goody’s location inside the building.

A cable ran from the computer to a box the size of a hardback book on the floor. Another cable connected the box to a device that looked like a mobile phone antenna with a flanged tip, which was suction-cupped to the outside of the passenger window. The box and antenna, along with custom software on the laptop’s hard drive, made up a unit called the Satellite-Assisted Tracking Device, or SATD. Developed by a defense contractor under the joint supervision of the FBI and the CIA, it allowed agents to locate a transmitter the size of a fingernail to within several feet from halfway around the world.

“Here we go,” Goody said under his breath.

Another voice, breathy and raw: “Sweeney? Are you Sweeney?”

Goody: “Are you all right? You don’t look so good.”

The other voice: “Don’t worry about it.”

“Hold on. I am worried about it. Waitress, some water, please! Let me take you to the hospital. We can talk there.”

“Look, I want to go to your office. Why did we have to meet—?”

The transmitter conveyed the piercing sound of smashing glass.

“Down! Down!” It was Goody. A volley of booming explosions followed—shotgun blasts, judging by their deep resonance. Six pistol shots rang out in quick succession: Goody’s return fire.

Julia simultaneously unbuckled her seat belt and opened the door. She was about to leap out when she heard Goody address her: “Julia! Pull up—” More gunfire. “Pull up out front. I got Vero. We’re coming out.”

She started the car, cranked the wheel, and jammed her foot on the accelerator. Her half-opened door swung out, smashed into the corner of the car parked in front of her, and slammed shut. A car screeched to a halt inches from her. Her car vaulted across three lanes of downtown traffic toward the hotel’s canopied entrance.

“Get down! Get down! Everybody down!” Goody shouted through the wireless microphone.

Two shotgun blasts, close together—too close to have come from a single weapon.

Just as Julia’s car bounded onto the sidewalk directly in front of the hotel doors, valets and pedestrians leaping aside, she heard Goody.

“Can’t get there, Julia! Get out of here! We’re heading for my car in the parking garage. You go! Go! ”

She cranked the wheel left to shoot back into the street. She drove two blocks, turned two corners, and pulled to the curb. She was facing the hotel again on the street that ran past the rear entrance—and the parking garage exit. The wireless conveyed mostly static now. Then: “—Julia? . . . hear me? I’m on . . . McGill . . . west . . . right on my tail!”

McGill! She was on the same street. He was driving away from her. She made a squealing U-turn.

“Listen to me,” Goody said. The reception was clearer now. “I recognized one of the shooters. James something. Satratori—something like that. Almost busted him a few years back. Serpico for DEA at the time, as far as I could figure. They got him out of my custody faster than—sit down!”

He berated Vero for getting in his way.

Julia bit her lip. Serpico meant he was a deep-undercover agent.

“Don’t call in backup,” Goody continued. “Not till we figure out why a fed’s on the hit team. Got it?”

There was silence and the rustling of Goody’s shirt over the microphone. He was probably maneuvering through traffic. She could hear Vero rambling in the background.

“As soon as I lose these guys, we’ll meet and decide on a plan,” Goody said. “But for now, it’s just us, okay?” More silence, then: “Gettin’ on the highway. Hear me? I-75 north.”

THAT WAS ONLY MINUTES AGO, TWENTY AT MOST. NOW, AS SHE barreled down I-75 somewhere behind Goody, only static filled her ear. Goody’s frantic movements must have dislodged the transmitter’s wires, or he had finally traveled out of range. She plucked out the earphone and glanced at the laptop. The glowing red dot indicated that her partner was about two miles ahead. Her foot muscles flexed harder against the accelerator.

Julia realized with sudden terror that the knot of cars in front of her was stopped. She slammed on the brakes. As the smell of burnt rubber washed over her, she saw the glass and bits of plastic that littered the roadway. Paint the color of Goody’s car clung in long streaks to the crushed guardrail. On the SATD display, the red dot was moving away fast. She laid on the horn. From the car in front of her, a hand with an upraised finger shot out of the driver’s window.

“Suit yourself,” she said and stepped on the gas.
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THE MAN IN THE PILOT’S SEAT OF THE CESSNA CJ2 WAS obsessed with serving his clients well. He believed in quick responses and promptness, so much so that he hadn’t given a second thought to purchasing the jet, or the one before it or the one before that. He believed in confidentiality, so he piloted the plane himself, and he had no staff, just a series of electronic telephone relays that ultimately dumped inquiries into a voice mailbox in Amsterdam. He didn’t buy the currently voguish axiom “Underpromise/overdeliver.” He listened to his clients’ needs; they agreed to an action plan and when that plan would be completed; and he carried it out on time. Enough said.

Take his last job. The client had been a stockbroker, entangled in an SEC investigation. His defense’s weak link had been his assistant, whom he’d foolishly allowed to know more than he should have. The pilot had visited the assistant’s apartment and shot the man twice in the head. Problem solved. As usual, he had charged a staggering sum for his services, but the fee had barely made a dent in the broker’s annual bonus. And now the broker would be cashing next year’s bonus check as well, instead of cleaning toilets at Danbury. He had made a wise investment.

One client had said he’d heard the assassin was the best in his field. He didn’t know about that. He didn’t care. He did his job. Period.

That’s not to say he was dispassionate about it. He loved his job, which allowed him to do it without comparing his performance to others’. He loved the economics of death: hastening a person’s passage into the afterlife not only provided him with a good living; it gave work to coroners, beat cops, detectives, crime scene technicians, the people who made fingerprint powder and luminol and other sundry chemicals and devices—not to mention firearm, ammunition, coffin, and tissue manufacturers—obituary writers, crime reporters, novelists. He’d spent an evening once enumerating the occupations that owed their existence, either wholly or in part, to murder—seventy-eight—and the economic impact of homicide—more than $23 billion, trumping the recording, motion picture, and video game industries.

He loved that he was able to remedy a critical life problem as quickly and easily as a plumber unclogs a drain or a mechanic tunes an engine. Who else could make that claim? Not attorneys, accountants, or doctors. Not homebuilders, psychiatrists, or priests. He’d considered hanging around after a kill to covertly watch his client happily get on with his life, to derive that extra pleasure of witnessing the benefits of his service to them. But that would be unprofessional and unwise.

He held a glass of club soda and lime in his hand and watched the autopilot gently maneuver the control stick. The sky outside was bright and blue and clear. He closed his eyes.

Another thing he loved: being part of a mysterious and fearful force of nature. The ways people personified death fascinated him—the stereotypic hooded, faceless Reaper, harvesting souls with the snap of a gleaming scythe; Hemingway’s stealthy beast that consumed the ill-fated adventurer in the shadow of Kilimanjaro; the beautiful woman, whose kiss bore eternal consequences, in the movie All That Jazz.

He felt them all dwelling within.

Even his name, the only name he had ever known, fit the lexicon of death. Atropos. The ancient Greeks depicted Fate as three stern old sisters, goddesses though they were. Clotho, the Spinner, spun the thread of life; Lachesis, the Dispenser of Lots, decided the thread’s span and assigned to each person his or her destiny; and Atropos, the Inexorable, carried the dreaded shears that cut the thread of life at the proper time, which was often determined by her whim. This third sister’s role was his. He gladly accepted the mantle and the name.

Death was a release from this world’s problems. He had seen serenity in his victims’ eyes as they focused on something invisible to the living. In his experience, all humans lived in a constant state of terror; but in death, peace engulfed them. No more fear, no more worries. Just peace. That was his gift to them.

Blessed are the peacemakers. He liked the idea of being blessed.

A drop of moisture slid down the glass and pooled on his finger. Then another and another. A single bead of cold condensation trickled over his knuckles.

His eyes flicked open.

He’d almost drifted off. He took a sip from the glass and placed it in a cup holder, then he rolled sideways out of the pilot’s seat and stood, staying low to slip out of the cockpit. Even in the cabin, he walked stooped over. His six-foot-four frame was ill-suited for the cabin’s five-foot height. For the thousandth time, he yearned for a Gulfstream G500. But as pricey as the Cessna was, the Gulfstream cost ten times more. He couldn’t justify the expenditure. Not yet.

The Cessna’s cabin had been converted to accommodate a galley, a plush chair that folded flat for sleeping, video and stereo equipment, a hanging martial arts heavy bag, and a workout bench with fastened-down weights. In the back wall, a door serviced a room with a shower, sink, and commode. For better or worse, this was home, as much as anywhere.

He bent lower to peer into a mirror. His thick black hair was cut short, but not short enough to keep it from standing up on one side and spiking on the other. He ran his fingers back through it, which failed to alter the design. He had green eyes behind thick-framed glasses that made him look like either a geek—despite his muscular build—or a trendy filmmaker. A strong, straight nose, square jaw, and—when he smiled—deep dimples that made charming the ladies relatively easy—a skill he often tapped to keep a store clerk from chasing him off as he staked out a nearby target or to get a waitress to divulge her knowledge of a target. He shaved twice a day, but still his stubble was heavy, accentuating a long hairline furrow on his left cheek where nothing grew.

Acquiring that scar had taught him to appreciate the speed at which a human could produce and use a previously undetected weapon. Prior to that incident, he had killed exclusively by hand. Well, technically, by gauntlet, a weapon he’d had custom-made. It allowed him to be near his targets when he released them from life’s burdens, to feel the physicality of the release. But his own release wasn’t part of the deal, so he’d also taken to using a pistol when he thought it would be prudent. Life was about adjusting, fine-tuning, and being forced to amend his killing style to include both gauntlet and gun was so perfect, it felt to him like divine guidance.

He picked up the television remote and pushed a button. Two forty-two-inch plasma screens—one at each end of the cabin—sprang to life, showing blue screens and the words LOCKING IN SATELLITE RECEPTION. Then an image appeared, a woman slapping a man . . . The image changed to a kid eating cereal . . . and changed again to a black-and-white western—Shane, the assassin thought—then it changed again . . . and again . . .

The channel-changing button had been permanently depressed with a toothpick. It was the way the assassin liked it. Frenetic and active, never still. Flip, flip, flip . . .

“. . . never thought I’d see anything like . . .”

“. . . act now and we’ll throw in these . . .”

[the low grieving sound of a violin]

“. . . what was it like playing an animal . . .”

[engines revving, tires screeching]

[static]

“. . . because I know you did it. I know . . .”

Yeah. He felt his synapses picking up speed, trying to catch up with the information cycling past. Before long, he’d be able to start and finish the sentences whose fragments each channel spat out with blinding speed. The chances of his guesses being the actual sentences were slim, but they made sense, and that alone meant his mind was clicking, and clicking fast.

A beep sounded from the cockpit. He returned to the pilot’s seat and checked the laptop strapped into the copilot’s seat. His new client had fed updated coordinates into the mapping software he had provided upon retaining Atropos’s services. The target was on the move. The man’s current trajectory warranted a change in destination airports. He found the new airport coordinates in a GPS unit and punched them into the autopilot. The cockpit brightened as the plane banked toward the sun.
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“WE HAVE A LOCK ON THE SATD SIGNAL.”

The man who spoke did not take his eyes off the three flat-panel displays arranged before him. One showed a twenty-five-square-mile section of Atlanta, with a thick vein running diagonally through it. Small letters next to the vein identified it as I-75. A red dot moved steadily northwest along the highway.

An old man in a wheelchair turned from surveying the bucolic landscape beyond a wall of windows. The chair buzzed across an expanse of hardwood floor and edged up next to the technician.

“Can we seize the signal completely?” the old man asked.

“You mean cut the CDC agent out of the loop, so only we have it?”

“Exactly.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Will anybody—the FBI, CIA, CDC, anybody—be able to intercept it once we take it?”

“No, sir. Nobody.”

“Will they be able to trace it back to us?”

“We are completely cloaked, sir.”

“Will this CDC woman be able to reconnect or disrupt our use of it?”

“If she tries, the program itself will block her out. She’ll just keep getting error messages on her computer.”

“Then do it.”

The technician typed a command and hit ENTER. The image flicked once. “Done.”

Wheeling away, the old man said, “Now tell our men to back off.”

He shook his head. You always tried to hire professionals for jobs like this, but with freelancers you never knew what you’d get: some-one calm and competent or a complete nut job. These two had come highly recommended, and look: They didn’t seem to care who they blew away in their quest to capture the target. They’d destroyed a restaurant and were now engaged in a high-speed gun battle with a federal agent. Not exactly the discretion he’d hoped for.

“Keep them close, but not too close,” he instructed. “Let’s give ’em a chance to calm down.”

JULIA’S TAURUS RAMMED INTO THE SPACE BETWEEN THE CONCRETE median and the car ahead. The force knocked the other car only partially out of the way; its bumper screeched along the entire length of the sedan. Then her car popped free, and Julia roared toward her partner.

The SATD showed her partner at least five miles ahead of her now, the assailants all over him, no doubt.

Hang in there, Goody. I’m coming.

As she watched, the red dot sputtered and blinked out. Then the map switched off, leaving only faint gridlines. She slammed on the brakes and stopped in the center lane of the momentarily empty high-way. She stared at the screen, dumbfounded.

Her hands flashed to the keyboard. She punched in command after command. Nothing. She checked the connections at the antenna, at the box on the floor, at the back of the computer. The screen remained blank.

She snatched the radio mike and keyed the talk button. “Goody! What’s happened? Goody!”

She grabbed the wire connected to the receiver for Goody’s body mike and slid her hand up to the earplug. She jammed it into her ear. Static. She ripped it out again.

With a last futile look at the computer monitor, she hit the accelerator and plunged ahead, blind.

DONNELLEY WAS ABOUT TO TAKE ANOTHER SHOT AT THE MAXIMA when it swerved out of sight behind him.

Vero yelled out in surprise and pointed. “Look!”

In the rearview Donnelley saw the Maxima fly off the shoulder and down an embankment, kicking up a cloud of dust.

“You beat ’em!” Vero laughed, almost giddy.

Donnelley wasn’t so sure, but he set his gun on the seat. He felt as though he’d been kicked hard in the side. He touched the pain, and his hand came back drenched in blood.

Vero stared. He gripped Donnelley’s shoulder. “I should drive.”

Donnelley eyed him. “I don’t think so.”

Vero himself looked terrible: oily sweat glistened on his face and arms and plastered his curly brown hair to his skull. His lips, cracked and bleeding, quivered constantly. His eyes bulged, held in place, it seemed, by the red vessels fanning out from each corner. Blood was crusted around the opening of his ear.

Registering Donnelley’s quick assessment, he said, “I’m not as bad as I look. Not yet. Pull over.”

“No. Sit back.” Flicking his attention between the road ahead and the rearview mirrors, Donnelley clutched the wheel with his bloody fist. His face hardened with purpose.
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SHE’D LOST THEM. GOODY AND VERO HAD SIMPLY VANISHED.

Julia had long ago passed the place they had been when the SATD malfunctioned. Surely they could not have continued their fierce battle with the assailants this long. One of them would have triumphed, the other beaten too hard to carry on. Yet she had not come across wreck-age—of car or man—other than a periodic scattering of glass, plastic, and paint.

Three state patrol cruisers, cherry-tops blazing, had sailed by in the other direction miles ago, suggesting that the troopers had not spotted two feuding vehicles up ahead. They apparently thought the trouble lay in the stalled and battered traffic behind her. It wouldn’t be long before they realized their error and started combing ahead for the culprits. She had to find Goody before they did.

She swept the hair back from her forehead and realized that tension was contracting every muscle in her body: her abs burned, her forearms bulged in crisp definition from gripping the wheel so tightly, even her face ached. She inhaled deeply through her nose, then let the air escape slowly through her mouth.

She had known Goody for six years, ever since her assignment to the FBI’s Denver field office. He’d been an office hotshot with a reputation for cracking the toughest cases and collaring the most elusive criminals. Twenty-five years old and fresh from the Academy, she was consigned to grunt work and rarely had occasion to watch the great Goodwin Donnelley in action.

For eight months the Denver SAC had her handling background investigations of people applying for sensitive government jobs. This was a choice assignment in DC, where the subject might be a potential Superior Court judge or congressional aide. But in Denver it amounted to drudgery, especially for an eager young agent with a master’s degree in criminology.

Whenever she could, she’d quietly sit in on Goody’s case meetings, just to watch him work and learn the investigative ropes, if only vicariously. At first she was merely a curiosity, a pretty woman with a thing for criminal investigators.

But her attraction to him had nothing to do with the man’s physical appearance. She conceded that his trim frame, chiseled features, and Caribbean-blue eyes were a handsome combination, but she believed his greatest asset was his ability to capture criminals.

After all, physical characteristics were simply handed to you: luck of the draw. She knew that people found her attractive. But what she admired—and wanted people to admire in her—were accomplishments, strength of character, applied logic. Things for which a person had to work.

Goody was a good investigator because he wanted to be, he tried to be. That’s what she found alluring.

One day an argument had flared up between Goody and Special Agent Lou Preston, a surveillance expert, over the reason several wireless transmitters kept malfunctioning. Preston had placed the bugging devices under the tables in the visiting room of the Quincy State Correctional Facility to monitor conversations between a hood named Jimmy Gee, imprisoned there, and his brother-in-law, Mike Simon. The Bureau suspected Gee of negotiating with Simon to kill a young woman who had witnessed Gee murder a rival.

But during Simon’s visits, white noise—in the form of continuous static, sudden loud pops, and high-pitched whistles—interrupted the reception for five or more minutes at a time.

The snatches of conversations that were clear had led Goody to believe he had one last chance to get the scheme recorded. White noise at the wrong moment would blow attempted-murder charges against the two and could cost the young woman her life.

“You’re telling me there’s nothing you can do?” complained Goody. He stood at the front of a small conference room. Someone had taped color pictures of the suspects on a dry-erase board. Beside them was a portrait of the intended victim, a blonde in her twenties with girl-next-door freckles and a radiant smile. A diagram of the visiting room leaned against a tripod. Humming fluorescents bathed the room in a bluish-white glow.

Preston’s anger strained his voice and got him out of his seat. “You know electronic surveillance is prone to all kinds of problems—back-ground noise, weak signals, even electromagnetic interference from the sun, for crying out loud! We’re lucky we got what we did.”

Other agents around the long table appeared to shrink in their chairs. Julia watched in fascination from the back of the room.

“So this girl’s gonna die because of solar flares?” Goody asked, pointing at the portrait.

“I’m not saying that’s what’s causing the white noise. But we’ve considered everything.” Preston began counting on his fingers. “Are we too close to the kitchen? No. The laundry? The wood shop? The metal shop? No, no, no. Could one of the guards have a device to intentionally disrupt our reception? We’ve changed guards. Could Gee or Simon be carrying something? Our searches came up with zip. We’ve replaced the bugs and the receivers and the tape machines. What more do you want?”

“I want to get an entire conversation recorded for once.”

Preston threw up his arms and turned his back on Goody.

Julia stared at the diagram on the tripod. Before realizing it, she had raised her arm.

Goody gawked at her faintly waving hand, as rare in these meetings as albino bats from Mars. “Julia, what is it?”

She cleared her throat. “Excuse me, sir, but what’s in the corner there?” She pointed toward the diagram. “There, where the row of tables stops? There’s room for another table, but it’s not on the diagram.”

“Maybe they ran out of tables!” Preston blurted, obviously annoyed.

“No,” said Goody. “It’s a Coke machine.”

Julia stood, counting on her firm posture to belie her shaky confidence. She focused on Goody’s interested face, knowing that a glance at the other agents in the room would be as ruinous to her composure as a novice mountain climber’s look down.

“Pop machines are not the problem,” Preston said sharply. “We’ve planted bugs in them before.”

Goody waved him off. “Julia, what’s your point?”

“If the electrical contacts—the brushes—in the Coke machine’s compressor motor are worn, they would spark more than usual. Electrical sparks produce broadband radio signals—white noise. Such broadband interference covers most of the usable RF spectrum, which is why replacing the bugs and receivers didn’t work.”

Goody’s smile broadened. He looked at Preston, who just glared.

“Like a household refrigerator,” she continued, walking to the front of the room. “The motor kicks on only when the temperature inside rises above a preset point. That’s why the interference is sporadic. And look . . .” She tapped a spot on the diagram. “We’re monitoring from this room on the other side of the wall from the Coke machine. Some motors spit out more sparks than others, even when they’re working fine. The brand that goes in this machine may be that kind. I’d bet even replacing the motor won’t entirely fix the problem, considering its proximity to the receiver.”

She stopped, realizing she may have overstepped her bounds. She had said we, though she was not part of this investigation. Worse, she had flaunted her textbook understanding of electronics in front of Preston, who would find this humiliation hard to live down.

She lowered her head and said quietly, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Donnelley said. He grasped her shoulder and gave it a brief shake. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s about time we reaped the benefit of your presence.” He winked.

Julia was sure only she saw it.

“Preston! What do you think of Agent Matheson’s analysis?”

“Might work. We’ll unplug the thing and see.”

He turned back to her, satisfied. “Thank you, Julia. Feel free to interrupt anytime.”

She smiled and nodded. She left the room and walked back to her cubicle. Her mouth was dry. Despite the positive outcome, she feared that the way she had imposed herself on the tight group of men would label her overeager and unprofessional.

A half hour later, Goody leaned into her cubicle. “Good job, kid,” he said. “I mean it.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m sorry I stepped on Agent Preston’s toes like that.”

“Preston needs more than his toes stepped on. Don’t worry about it. He knows you’re right. We all do.”

“Sir? I wouldn’t unplug the Coke machine.”

“Oh?”

“Might tip ’em off. If it doesn’t dispense pop, or the display lights are out, Gee and Simon might talk about everything but what you want them to.”

“What do you suggest?”

She squared herself in her chair. “Well, clip only the compressor’s wire. Do it early, or if you can’t be sure when Simon will show, run the wire through the wall and disengage it only when he shows up, so the drinks will still be cold.”

Goody paused. “Good idea—again.” As he walked away, he called back to her, “Keep it up, and I’ll think you’re after my job.”

I am, she thought.

Turned out she was right; the Bureau captured Gee’s evil scheme on tape, helping to send him to prison for life, and Simon for five years. The incident started the department grapevine buzzing, and among other congratulations, Goody insisted on putting a letter of commendation into her personnel jacket. Julia soon found herself working alongside him, designing complicated surveillance strategies and brainstorming with other crack agents about the best way to nail felons.

It was the beginning of a deep friendship. Though only fourteen years her senior, Goody treated her like a daughter, advising her on career decisions and trying to set her up with the few men he felt were worthy of her attention. By the time she spent that first Christmas with him and his wife and two boys, the feeling of family had permeated their relationship. And when he was transferred to CDC-LED, he pulled enough strings to bring her along.
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NOW GOODY WAS OUT THERE ON HIS OWN, A CARLOAD OF killers probably bearing down on him at that very moment.

The farther Julia moved away from the last place the SATD had detected him, the more panicked she became. That spot was at least twenty miles behind her now. The two center lanes of the urban, six-lane highway had given way to a wide grassy median, and the speed limit had jumped to seventy.

Atlanta was gone, and so was her partner.

She continued her breathing exercises, but the tension wouldn’t leave her. Use it, she thought. Turn the stress into sharper focus. What happened? What went wrong?

She chided herself for losing him. She never should have left the hotel, despite Goody’s instructions. He hadn’t been thinking clearly, all those guns, trying to protect Vero. And when she left the area, she should have remained closer; two blocks was too far.

Was she to blame for the SATD’s malfunction? Once it was running, the program required nothing from the user but watchful eyes. Trouble with the host satellite was a slim possibility; geosynchronous satellites were famously reliable, which accounted for their proliferation.

In one of the SATD’s more innovative constructs, the locator signal was routed through a commercial satellite. Commercial communication satellites tended to be more robust, making them less susceptible to adverse weather. More important, hiding the SATD’s signal in a random, nongovernment satellite kept savvy criminals from blocking or scrambling it. Not even the operators of the host satellite were supposed to know the SATD was hitching a ride.

She thought now that they might have uncovered her covert intrusion, but the program was designed to maintain surveillance even while feeding false data to the operators who had stumbled onto it. To them, the SATD program would look like a minor system corruption. While they tried untangling the glitch, the covert user had ample time to switch host satellites. At that time, the “glitch” would vanish, without so much as a trace of the program’s trespass.

In this case, the signal had blinked out without warning. When she had tried to shift host satellites, she could have been pounding on a dead keyboard for all the good it did.

Now that she thought about it, even the way it malfunctioned seemed odd. Most crashes resulted in the screen simply locking up; blinking cursors stopped blinking and keyboard commands yielded no computer activity at all, but the image always remained frozen on the screen. With this malfunction, first Goody’s signal had blinked out, then the map had disappeared—

Almost as if someone had stolen it, one component at a time.

Julia cranked the wheel right and braked to a stop. She punched the gear lever into park and unsnapped her seat belt. Her hands flew to the laptop’s keyboard. She used a special key code designed to over-ride system failures to restart it, then waited for the operating system to load.

She tapped a staccato rhythm on the laptop’s case as cold moisture seeped from her pores. The feeling that something hellish and huge had descended upon them threatened to cloud out all rational thought.

As if someone had stolen it . . .

Let me be wrong. Let me be wrong.

A few seconds later, the program came online. She instructed it to uplink to the same host satellite. The screen flashed the words MAKING CONNECTION . . .

Then CONNECTING TO: SATCOM6 455HR21911.89 V.62. *2 

After a brief pause, as the laptop’s hard drive whirled, the words on the screen changed to:

CATALOG B-TREE ERROR

RESOURCE FORK, BLOCK 672 (NODE 792, RECORD 4) > ?

Julia moaned. The satellite was interpreting her current attempt to connect as unauthorized probing, so it was sending a false error message back to her to make her think the old program was nothing more than a system problem. This red herring would fool a good 99 percent of the world’s satellite operators.

Julia knew better.

She bit her lip. The top secret program was to reside in the host satellite only as long as it received microbursts of passwords from the base computer every six seconds. That kept it from remaining in the satellite in the event the base computer failed before its user could instruct the program to withdraw. But her laptop—the program’s base computer—had failed. And she had restarted it, which would have kept even a functioning system from feeding passwords to the program for more than a minute.

The old program should not have been running.

But it was.

And that meant only one thing: someone else was feeding it the correct passwords.

She snatched up the radio microphone and keyed the talk switch. “Goody! Goody! If you can hear me, listen.” She enunciated her words carefully. “Turn . . . off . . . the . . . tracking . . . transmitter. Someone else is receiving the signal. Someone else is tracking you. Turn off the transmitter.”

She tossed the microphone down. What else could she do? She could not defeat the program—not with the limited software utilities her hard drive contained, probably not with all the utilities in the world. Its programmers had anticipated that criminals would continue to increase their technical sophistication. They had made it nearly impossible to disable.

The best she could do for Goody now was to find him—fast.
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BLOOD FLOWED FROM HIM LIKE SAP FROM A BROKEN pine, and dehydration parched his throat. His hands were sticking to the steering wheel. Donnelley focused on the road and tried not to think of his damaged body.

He was tilting forward and sideways now, keeping the wound away from the seat back. The hole in his flesh, piercing him with icy-hot ripples of pain, was just under his rib cage, between side and back. He looked at Vero. Dark skin. Black hair. Coarse features. Mexican or Brazilian, he guessed. The one thing he was sure about: the man was dog-sick.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

Vero’s lips bent up on one side of his face. A new fissure opened in his bottom lip. “My employer fired me.”

“Fired?”

“Instead of a pink slip, he gave me a virus. Not so strange. Gangsters shoot each other. Makes sense biologists infect each other, no?”

“You’re a biologist?”

“Virologist, really.”

Donnelley thought about it, leaning more than he knew he should against the steering wheel. “So, what, like the flu?”

Vero laughed or coughed, he couldn’t tell. “If only it was tame like that.”

He glanced over. “Are you dying?”

“Oh yes, yes.” He read Donnelley’s expression. “It’s not contagious.”

“You sure? My throat’s a little sore . . . Maybe it’s just the dehydration.”

“No, it’s this. You got a cold, friend.”

“But I thought you said—”

“What I have is no cold.”

“But I caught a cold from you? You’re not making any sense.”

He waited for a response, but Vero just turned his head to stare out the glassless side window. After a minute, he started fiddling with his Windbreaker. Donnelley thought the zipper was stuck, then he heard the material rip. When he looked, Vero was removing something that had been sewn into the lining. He held it up, a black sliver of plastic the size of a postage stamp.

“This will explain,” he said. “I made it for the CDC.”

Donnelley squinted at it and held out his hand. When Vero hesitated, he said, “If that’s what got us both killed, you gotta let me hold it, man.”

Vero placed it in Donnelley’s palm.

“Is this a camera memory chip?”

“Like it, but much higher density.”

Donnelley closed his fingers over it. “You want this to get in the right hands, you gotta let me have it.”

Their eyes locked.

“I’ll take care of it.”

Vero nodded.

Donnelley dropped it into the inside pocket of his jacket. “But if I find out the only thing on it are pictures of your family reunion,” he said, “I’ll come after you.”

Vero smiled weakly and turned away.

Donnelley glanced at the police-band radio. It dangled from its bracket under the dash, torn open and gutted. Looks like I feel, he thought.

They’d been driving a long time when Donnelley saw the sign that marked the Georgia–Tennessee border. Given the tenacity of their assailants, he half expected another attack: a fiery ambush or even sudden death from a military-type strike—an Apache attack helicopter or a LAW rocket, maybe. He wouldn’t put anything past them after the barrage they’d just let loose on him and Vero.

Time to pull over and let Julia catch up. If he didn’t get to a hospital soon, his life would simply drain out of him. But the prospect of letting his guard down on an operating table without someone he trusted standing over him was more nauseating than the lack of blood. Besides, if he was going to die for something, he wanted to make sure it got into the hands of the good guys—whoever they were.

Where I-75 branched east, Donnelley went west, onto I-24 and into the heart of Chattanooga. Green hills rose around them, and a humid, musky aroma of honeysuckle filled the car. For the first time in over an hour, he smelled something other than his own blood. He glided into an exit lane and found himself on Belvoir Avenue. Turning east on busy Brainerd Road, he spotted a good place to stop and cranked the wheel into a nearly deserted parking lot. He edged the war-torn sedan into an alley behind a brick building and killed the engine.

He stretched slowly, carefully, testing for aches and discovering which movements caused spears of pain from the wound. He found renewed strength, slightly, in having something to do. He shouldered the door open, the twisted metal popping and screeching. As he stood on shaky legs, he examined the rear of the building: lined with back doors, as he expected. He hoped the one he wanted was unlocked so they could slip in without being exposed to the main street. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?”

 “A bar, my man. A dark, inconspicuous, everybody-minds-his-own-business bar. Last one in buys.”
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THE CAR WAS TOO CLOSE TO THE BUILDING FOR DESPESORIO Vero to open his own door, so he brushed away pellets of glass and clambered out the driver’s side, staying high to avoid the crimson-drenched seat. Lots of blood, smelling like raw meat.

He got out of the car in time to see Donnelley disappear into the building. When Vero followed, he entered an office-cum-storage room. Boxes marked PRETZELS, MARGARITA MIX, and NAPKINS formed makeshift half-walls between steel shelves, file cabinets, and a desk barely visible under a heap of papers and magazines. Donnelley was apologizing to a man in a filthy smock and pushing through another door with a porthole window.

Vero caught the door swinging shut and saw another door closing on his right. A dingy emblem on the door depicted the silhouette of a little boy peeing into a pot. The rest of the bar was equally drab and tasteless. Dim bulbs behind red-tasseled lamp shades barely illuminated each of a dozen maroon vinyl booths, which marched along one wall toward the murky front windows. Chipped Formica tables anchored the booths in place. Opposite the row of booths was a long, scarred wooden bar with uncomfortable-looking stools. Behind the bar, sitting on glass shelves in front of a cloudy mirror, were endless rows of bottles, each looking as forlorn as the folks for whom they waited.

He caught the strong odors of liquor and tobacco smoke, and the weaker scents of cleaning chemicals and vomit. In one of the booths, two heads bobbed with the movement of mug-clenching fists. A scrawny bartender with droopy eyelids picked his teeth with a swizzle stick and chatted quietly with a woman seated at the bar. Otherwise, the place was empty.

Vero walked into the bathroom. Donnelley was lifting his shirt away from the torn flesh in his side. He was cranked around, trying to assess the damage in the muck-spotted mirror. To Vero, he looked like an expressionist painting in which all the objects were the same color of too-vivid red: the shirt, the hands holding the shirt, the belt passing through pant loops. At the center of it all was the thing that corrupted its surroundings with its own gruesome color—a wound. The cut was crescent-shaped, its edges smooth. The flesh around it swelled before tucking into a finger-sized hole. While Vero watched, blood gushed out, flowed to the lip of the pants, and pooled for a moment before seeping in and dripping down.

“Oh,” Donnelley groaned. “This is a bad one.”

He pushed his index finger into the wound up to the first knuckle and growled through gritted teeth. When he pulled his finger out, it made a wet, popping noise. He fell to one knee, threw his head back, and sucked in air. Vero could hear the man’s teeth grinding. Above the crimson mess, Donnelley’s face was white as bleached bones.

He gripped the sink to pull himself up. Vero helped him. Donnelley turned on the water, doused his hand, then studied it. His thumb flicked at something on the tip of the finger he’d used to probe the wound. A long and deep cut. Blood welled up within its borders, then spilled out.

“That wasn’t there a minute ago,” Donnelley said.

Vero leaned closer. “Something’s inside you? Something that slices like that?”

“Reckon so. Get me some TP.”

Vero didn’t understand but followed Donnelley’s pointing finger to the tissue roll by the exposed toilet. He unraveled a wad. He leaned in to apply it to the wound.

“No,” Donnelley said, stopping him. “Give it to me.”

He stuck the wad in his mouth and bit down. He reached back with his left hand and jabbed the tips of his index finger and thumb into the hole, wiggling them to make room. He groaned, coughed, fell to his knees. His probing fingers wiggled farther in.

Vero held Donnelley’s shoulders and stared in disbelief.

Donnelley yanked his hand back, holding something solid. He spit out the wad of tissue. His panting echoed against the walls of the small room. Perspiration coated his face in fat, runny droplets. Vero gently pressed another wad of tissue against the wound; in seconds, he was holding a blood-soaked clump. He tossed it into the trash and spun off another handful.

With groaning effort Donnelley stood, one arm propped against the sink, eyes closed, his head hanging down. Sweat dripped off the tip of his nose and strands of hair. The rhythm of his heaving chest gradually slowed. He raised his face and stared into the mirror. He looked down at the object in his palm.

Vero tried to identify it, but a pool of gore obscured its shape. “A piece of the car door?”

Donnelley shook his head. He stuck the object under the flow of water. Pink bubbles churned in the basin and vanished. He turned off the water, shoved a clump of tissue into the drain, and dropped the object into the sink. It made a metal clink! then rattled thinly before sliding to a stop against the tissue.

It was black steel, the size of a dime. From its outside edge, three grooves spiraled slightly inward, forming three sharp teeth. A small hole pierced its center.

“What is that?” Vero asked.

“A fléchette,” Donnelley said matter-of-factly, his voice raspy. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I’ve read about ’em. Soldiers used something like it for trench warfare.”

“Those killers had these in their guns?” Vero was more angry than astonished.

“Probably—” Donnelley’s breath hitched, his face contracted in pain.

The man’s ability to behave in an almost normal fashion despite the gaping wound in his side was astonishing.

“Probably had a dozen or so packed into each shotgun shell. They’d tear a man to shreds. The car door slowed this one down before it hit me.” He rolled his head in a circle, took a deep breath. “At the Academy,” he said, “the first thing you learn about a penetrating injury is ‘leave it alone.’ Arrow, knife, bullet—don’t try to take it out; leave it for the docs, who can clamp the artery that gets severed when it’s removed, or take care of whatever complications arise.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t wait. That thing was tearing me up inside.”

The two stared at the black disk in the sink as if it were a new species of poisonous insect.

“Tore you up bad.”

“Tore me up good. Could have been worse, I guess. Let me have your jacket.”

He put the disk in an outside pocket of Vero’s jacket and slipped into it. It covered most of the bloodstain on his pants. He pushed his own bloody jacket into the wastepaper basket and tossed handfuls of tissue over it. The effort obviously pained him, but he held strong. He then reached up under his shirt and yanked something out. Donnelley examined a small box with a wire that abruptly ended. He reached under his shirt again and removed a steel disk with a short wire tail.

“The body mike broke,” Donnelley said, seemingly to himself. “I thought I felt it ripping loose. Piece of garbage.” He pushed it into a jacket pocket. To Vero he said, “Let’s sit down and wait for my partner. I really need a drink.”

JULIA MATHESON’S HEART POUNDED IN HER BREAST, A FIST wanting out. She had periodically listened for Goody’s body mike and called for him on the radio. Her mobile phone lay in her lap, useless. It had rung several times, the word Private popping up on the caller ID screen. She had ignored the calls; Goody would have used the code they had devised. And she wanted to avoid Molland until Goody filled her in on his suspicions. The idea of LED involvement in the hit was ludicrous, but he had been clear about not involving anyone. She wasn’t about to violate his confidence now.

She’d driven as far as Chattanooga without seeing another sign of him. She wanted to find solace in that, but it would not come. Just past the junction of I-75 and I-24, she’d turned around. Now she was heading back toward Atlanta, still looking and offering up silent prayers . . .

IN A CAR ON A QUIET STREET OFF BRAINERD ROAD, TWO MEN inspected their weapons: the driver with a NeoStead combat shotgun, the passenger with a Mini Uzi.

Mr. Uzi put the weapon in his lap and dropped down his visor. In the mirror, he examined his nose, swollen to twice its normal size and mottled in blue and red and even green—green! A fat gash like a little mouth right on the bridge. He touched it gently and flinched. “I can’t wait to blow that dude away!”

The driver said nothing, just rubbed a silicone cloth over the shot-gun’s twin tubular magazines above the barrel.

The passenger watched him for a moment, then said, “I can’t believe I lost my shotgun. I loved that thing.” He watched a few more seconds. “We gotta go back and—”

“Don’t even think about it, Launy,” the driver said without looking.

“I meant after all this is—”

The driver turned. “Did you hear what I said? It’s gone. We’re not going back for it.” He set the cloth on the seat and pivoted the magazines up at the rear. “Local PD probably got it now, anyway. Get another’n.”

Launy slapped up his visor. “I was just saying . . .” He touched the side of his nose again and hissed. “What was that guy doing with a gun anyway? I thought he was CDC.”

“He wasn’t CDC. FBI.”

“That would have been nice to know up front. How do you know?”

“I seen him before.”

“Well, ain’t that just dandy.” Launy yanked a thirty-two-round magazine from the bottom of the Uzi’s handgrip, tipped it to see the two topmost rounds, and shoved it back in. He was silent, then he held up the Uzi. “Now this is a fine weapon.”

“No. I’m using the shotgun. Now shut up.” The driver began dropping heavy shells into the magazine tubes until he’d loaded the NeoStead with twelve rounds.

They did their work in a green, late-model Chrysler, stolen from the outer edge of a mall lot where employees parked. They planned on being long gone before anyone discovered the theft, or the black Maxima—which they had hot-wired in Atlanta—stashed behind a tall clump of bushes.

A satellite phone on the seat chirped. Tethered to the phone was a CopyTele Triple DES cryptography device.

“’Bout time,” Launy said.

“Shut up. Nobody wants to hear your whining.” He punched five numbers into the keypad on the CopyTel, then answered the phone. He listened, said, “Yeah, got it,” and disconnected.

He turned a strip of metal protruding from the ignition switch, and the car roared to life. He eyed his partner. “Now listen. We’re getting nice change for this and we don’t have to sweat getting busted, not with these guys we’re working for. It’s a sweet gig. So be happy you got it, okay?” He paused. “You ready?”

Launy smiled like a dog showing its teeth. “Oh yeah.”

The Chrysler pulled away from the curb and turned onto Brainerd.



ten

DONNELLEY LOOKED AT HIS WATCH. “SHE SHOULD HAVE  been here by now.”

“You haven’t talked to anyone,” Vero said. “How will your partner find us?”

Donnelley downed a shot of Jack Daniels and set the glass beside two empty ones on the table in front of him. He had poured one over the hole in his side. It had burned at first but felt better now. He wasn’t worried about how the alcohol would affect his ability to out-maneuver his opponents; its dulling effect was less inhibiting than the pain, making him feel even more quick-witted than before the drinks. Besides, it would take a lot more than two shots to counteract the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

He nodded and canted to his right, squeezing a hand into his pants pocket. “My turn to share.”

He held up what looked like a fat, black dime. A small slot in its side pointed at a 1 stamped into the black plastic case. Rotating the slot ninety degrees would leave it pointing at the numeral 0. “I was going to attach this to your clothes sometime during our meeting. It would have allowed us to find you if you got cold feet and disappeared.”

“I came to you.”

“And look what happened. We could have been separated. They could have taken you. Never hurts to have one of these.” He held it out to Vero. “Take it.”

Vero thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, it’s not me that’s important. Not anymore. You have the memory chip. You keep it.”

Donnelley turned the transmitter over and peeled away a bit of paper. He retrieved the chip. After pressing the transmitter against it, he returned it to his pocket. The round paper he had pulled from the transmitter sat on the table. He tapped it with his fingernail. “The latest and greatest technology, tracking drug dealers and heads of state, and it all relies on two cents of adhesive.”

Vero picked up a shot glass. Surprised to find it empty, he set it mouth-down on the table. “It has always fascinated me,” he said, “that bombs get so much effort and attention, but hardly anyone thinks about the most important part, the delivery system. If it can’t reach its target, what good is it?” He studied Donnelley’s face. “This very issue held up my employer’s plans for months.”

“Plans for a bomb?”

“A virus.”

“What plans, Vero? What does he want to do with this virus?”

“Kill people.” He lowered his head, to Donnelley looking very much like a shamed child. “Lots of people, women and children.”

“Is he still . . . only planning?”

Vero’s head moved: no.

“What is it? What’s happening?” It dawned on Donnelley. “People,” he said. “People make the perfect delivery system for viruses, right? It’s you, isn’t it?” He covered his mouth and nose. He thought of the time he’d spent with this man, in the car, here, and the ridiculousness of using his hand like a biofiltering mask. Hadn’t he learned anything at the CDC? He let it drop back into his lap.

“I told you I’m not contagious,” Vero said. He slid the upside-down shot glass in front of him from one hand to the other and back again. Quietly he said, “But I had a lot to do with all this. I worked on the project. I ran field tests, mostly in Africa.”

“Africa? Is that where you worked?”

“The lab is far from there, that’s the point. You shouldn’t play with fire in your own backyard.” He smiled thinly. “Plus, there’s a lot of apathy about Africa. Westerners like to say that’s not true, but it is. Deception is easier when people don’t care.”

“So why didn’t you go to one of the CDC’s offices in Africa? Or the European Center for Disease Control and Prevention in Sweden? It’s much closer, and if time is a factor—”

“We only field tested in Africa. I was here . . . to release it . . . the germ.”

His head dropped farther, until it nearly touched the shot glass. His shoulders hitched, and Donnelley realized the man was fighting back tears.

Vero said, “Que Deus me perdoe.” He lifted a wet cocktail napkin and wiped his face. He raised his gaze to Donnelley, as though seeking absolution.

“Wait a minute.” Donnelley reached across the table and grabbed his shoulder. “Are you saying now, here? That’s what you were doing here?”

Vero nodded, lowered his gaze once more.

“Where? What exactly is it?”

“I came down the coast,” he said. “There were four of us, working each time zone. I got Boston, New York, DC. In each city, I picked up a package at a mail center. A canister. I’d go to a mall, sit on a bench with a coat covering it. Turn the valve.”

“You exposed thousands of people to a deadly virus?”

He seemed to be intensely studying something on the bottom of the shot glass. “Rhinovirus, most of them. Most common of common colds. Spreads fast, though.”

“You’re not talking about a common cold.”

“Remember what I said about delivery systems.” He shot his gaze around, checking for eavesdroppers. He scratched the inside of his ear and looked at the blood on his fingertip—some red and fresh, some brown and flaky. “When I got sick, I thought something had gone wrong. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I called Karl. He—”

“Karl?”

“Karl Litt, my boss. A monster.” He said it with conviction. “Karl, he sounded concerned, said, ‘Oh no, Despesorio. Hurry, finish the job and come home.’ But I know him too well. I heard it in his voice. There had been no mistake. But I should have kept my big mouth shut.”

He punched himself in the cheek. Hard. Donnelley flinched but said nothing, could say nothing.

“I thought I could buy my way back, threaten my way home. I told him about my insurance policy.”

“The memory chip.”

“Instead of bargaining with me, he laughed. He said the list of targets had already gone out.”

“Already gone out?”

“Made public. That way people would know it was planned, not just some act of God or biological accident. I told him I had more than that list. I had details about our field tests, the capabilities of our lab . . . He hung up on me. That’s when I called the CDC. I thought . . . I thought . . .”

He shook his head, a slow, painful movement.

“Listen, you’ve got to—” Donnelley let the thought die. What Vero had come to reveal was big. He didn’t want to blow it by saying the wrong thing, pushing the wrong button. Vero needed to be interrogated someplace safe, with one of the Bureau’s interrogation teams—psychologists, mostly—and at least a few CDC scientists who would know the virologist’s vernacular and the implications of his words.

He felt shaky, as though he’d been given a glimpse of the future and it wasn’t pretty. He shifted on the bench seat and saw the bartender watching him. When they’d first sat down, the man had come around the bar to take their drink order. Assessing them, he’d said, “Get you dudes something . . . beer, well drink, an ambulance?”

Donnelley said they had just walked away from a detox program.

“Feelin’ a li’l thin, ya know?” That seemed to satisfy him, but he’d been keeping an eye on them just the same.

Vero mumbled, and Donnelley leaned in. His words came in stuttering whispers, part confession, part rant. Donnelley listened, afraid to ask questions, afraid to disrupt what may have been the fevered speech of a sick man who didn’t know he was talking. After a while—it could have been minutes or hours, Donnelley was so lost in the words—Vero grew silent. His body jerked, as if startling awake from trance or sleep. Donnelley thought it had to do with his illness.

Vero leaned back. He used his hand to wipe tears from his eyes, pink spittle from his lips, snot and blood from his nose. His breathing was labored, deep, chest-moving breaths. Heavily bloodshot eyes locked on Donnelley’s. He said, “I’m sorry. I—”

Donnelley stopped him. “We’ve got to get you someplace safe. You need medical attention, and you’ve got to tell your story.” He touched the wad of napkins at his side. Again, it had become a sopping mess. Good thing the injury was in a part of the body that gave up its blood reluctantly; if it had been a head or chest wound, blood loss would have laid him out by now. He checked his watch and wondered if he was placing too much reliance on the SATD to lead Julia to them.

He surveyed the bar and slid out of the booth. “I’ll be right back.”

Vero grabbed his arm.

“I don’t want to use my cell phone, in case someone’s watching for it,” Donnelley said. “Julia shouldn’t use hers, either, but I can’t contact her any other way. I’m going to call her from that phone over there.”

Vero cranked his head to see the phone booth, how close it was to the door.

Donnelley leaned down to whisper. “Look, I know you’ve been through hell. You tell me you’re dying and a lot of innocent people may die because the guy you’re running from is neck and neck with Satan in the evil department, and I guess he is. You want to do what’s right and tell someone about it. I appreciate that, okay? I’m going to get you to where you need to go; that’s my job.” He touched Vero’s shoulder. “I don’t disappear when things get hairy. You believe me?”

Vero stared into his eyes. Slowly he nodded.

“You can come with me if you want.”

Vero smiled dully. “I trust you.”

Donnelley concentrated on walking as steadily and normally as he could, ignoring a wave of nausea and spasms of pain. At least they weren’t as bad as the lightning bolts he’d felt before. The phone was in an old-fashioned booth tucked into a dark corner by the front door. He slipped in and pulled the bifold door shut. In the ceiling, a fluorescent tube sputtered to half-life and continued to flicker after it should have given up; that and its brightness made his eyes ache. He backed the door open a few inches until the light went out.

He looked out at the mostly empty bar and the back of Vero’s head. Not the where and who he’d prefer right now. His left arm had grown numb, so he let the handset hang from its metal braided cord while he punched in his long-distance calling card number, the area code, and his home phone number.

After five rings, his wife’s voice came on.

“Hello!”

His heart jumped at hearing her, then sank when he recognized their outgoing voice mail message.

“You’ve reached Jodi . . .”

His own voice: “Goody . . .”

Brice, trying to sound older than his ten years: “Brice!”

And the sweet voice of his six-year-old: “Barrett!”

All of them: “Leave a message and we’ll call you back,” followed by uncontrollable laughter and beeeeep.

“Hey, guys. Just wanted to say hi. You must be out. Hope you’re having fun. I’ll see you soon.” He raised the handset to the cradle, then brought it back. “I . . . I love you, Barrett. I love you, Brice. You be good now, okay? Honey . . . thank you for being so good to me. I love you. Bye.”

He dropped the handset and held the disconnect button down for a few seconds, then dialed the calling card number and Julia’s mobile phone. After two rings, he disconnected, then dialed again.

She picked up instantly.

“Goody!”

“Yeah, let’s talk fast: unsecured line. I thought you’d be here by now. I’m hurt, kid. Real bad.”

“Goody, listen to me.” Her voice was higher-pitched and more pan-icked than he had ever heard it. “I don’t have the signal. Someone else does. Do you hear? Turn off the tracking device, Goody! Do it now!”

“You don’t—hold on.” He fished the memory chip and transmitter out of his pocket. He used a fingernail to turn the slot in its side to the “0” position.

He closed his eyes to catch hold of his convulsing thoughts. If someone else was tracking them, this thing was bigger than he’d imagined. It boggled his mind to think of the equipment and covert intelligence necessary to intercept the SATD signal. It confirmed for him that someone inside CDC-LED, the FBI, or another federal agency was involved. And people like that didn’t let their muscles relax once they had them pumped up; they’d be coming after Vero and him soon; they could be watching the bar even now. Still holding the memory chip, he scanned the confines of the dark booth. Laying the handset on top of the phone, he pushed up on the milky plastic panel that covered the fluorescent tube overhead. It rose about an inch. He pushed the chip and transmitter into the open space, but then the panel wouldn’t lay flush.

He could hear Julia frantically calling his name. “Hold on,” he said, loud enough to reach the handset. He felt around the perimeter of the telephone itself. Nothing. He leaned over and felt under the small wooden seat positioned in one corner. His hand slid over several clumps of old gum, then he found what he was looking for: a thin space between the seat and one of its supports. He transferred the chip to his other hand, then wedged it into the space, flat against the seat bottom.

Julia was ranting when he put the phone back up to his ear. He cut her off.

“Hey! Hey! It’s your turn to listen to me, kid. I’m in the phone booth. In the phone booth.”

“I understand that the line is not secure. Okay?”

He could tell she was absolutely panicked that he had not understood her before.

This time she spoke each word with painful deliberation: “Did . . . you . . . turn . . . off! . . . the . . . tracking . . . device?”

“It’s off, it’s off,” he said. “How—”

“I don’t know how, but you have to get away from there. Go now, Goody. Your location is compromised. Call me from some-where else.”

“I need to contact Casey, Julia. He’s at Earl’s place in Chattanooga. Understand?

“No, I . . .”

Come on, kid, Donnelley thought, you have to remember.

“Yes! I understand. But Chattanooga?” She swore. “I was just there. I’m about twenty miles south now. You got Vero?”

“I got him. And he’s talking about some kind of bio-attack that may already be under way. I think there’s a list somewhere of the cities they’re hitting, something to do with a virus—”

“Tell me later, Goody. Just get outta there now.”

“Look, if something happens to me and—”

“Nothing’s going to happen if you get your butt out of there. Now go!”

“What’s your ETA?”

“Give me fifteen minutes.”

“You’ve got ten,” he said and hung up.

He was turning from the phone when he saw them: two men in black knee-length coats. He couldn’t think of all the reasons a person would wear such a thing in warm weather, but he knew of one—to conceal weapons. They had already passed the phone booth. He couldn’t see their faces, but he would have bet his pension one of them had two shiners from a broken nose. They were heading directly for Vero in the second-to-last booth.

He pulled out his gun.

For Donnelley, the next seven seconds moved in excruciatingly slow motion.

Shouldering open the bifold door, he lunged through, pushing a scream out of his lungs.

The men spun. One raised a shotgun—something exotic, Donnelley thought. The other, the one on his right, had something smaller pulled up close to his torso: a submachine gun. Donnelley shot him. A red rose bloomed in the center of the man’s chest, and he staggered back, dazed but not down. Donnelley pulled the trigger again, realizing his mistake even as he made it. He should have nailed each assassin with a double-tap before putting more holes in them. The shooter on the left was the one he had recognized, the Serpico for DEA. The guy brought his shotgun around, and Donnelley understood that the splitsecond decision to fire twice at the first one would cost him his life.

He was falling, one foot remaining in the phone booth. He had swung his pistol three-quarters of the distance to the other shooter when the shotgun boomed, hurling flames and dozens of razor-sharp disks directly at him. He caught a brief glimpse of the shooter’s scowl, twisted into a perverted hybrid of man and demon.

When he was a kid, he had imagined that a sweet fragrance was the first evidence that heaven had opened its doors to receive you. But now the acidic odor of cordite from gunpowder stung his nostrils, and he thought, Not sweet at all—it smells like death.

He saw the sparkling of stars—disks catching the light—and behind them, the shotgun barrel’s smoking black hole. Then the disks tore into him.

Not sweet at all.

Blackness.
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