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“WAS I, THEN, A MONSTER,


A BLOT UPON THE EARTH,


FROM WHICH ALL MEN FLED


AND WHOM ALL MEN DISOWNED?”


—MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN (1818)









CHAPTER 1


I STEP OFF THE ELEVATOR on the morgue level, the air foul beneath a cloying patina of deodorizer. A stuttering fluorescent light is enough to cause vertigo, the white tile floor blood-dripped and dirty. Cinder block walls are scuffed and smudged, the red biohazard trash cans overflowing.


It’s a few minutes past nine A.M., November first, and yesterday was the deadliest Halloween on record in Northern Virginia. People were busy killing themselves and others, the weather dangerously stormy. I left my Alexandria office late and was back before daylight. We’re far from caught up, and I’d be inside the autopsy suite right now if I hadn’t been summoned to a scene that promises to be a nightmare.


Two campers have been killed near an abandoned gold mine sixty miles southwest of here. The primitive wilderness of Buckingham Run isn’t a place people hike or visit, and I’ve looked up information about it, getting a better idea what to expect. Virginia’s Office of the Chief Medical Examiner hasn’t had a case from there in its eighty-some-year history. That doesn’t mean there haven’t been fatalities no one knows about.


Buckingham Run isn’t mapped or accessible by motorized ground transportation, and I wouldn’t dare try it on foot. Thousands of acres are riddled with mineshafts and tunnels, among other life-threatening hazards that include contamination by poisons. There’s no telling what might live in vast forestland that’s been relatively untouched by humans since before the American Civil War.


It goes without saying there are large wild animals, perhaps some that people wouldn’t imagine, and I’m not talking about only bears. Images flash nonstop from videos that Pete Marino has been sending since he arrived at the scene. The nude female body impaled by hiking poles floating in a lake reflecting fall colors. The campsite scattered near the entrance of the abandoned gold mine, DANGER and GO AWAY barely legible on centuries-old warning signs.


Marino filmed with his phone while shining a light down a mineshaft, illuminating a body caught in collapsed wooden scaffolding, the bloody face staring up blindly. I can hear Marino’s booted feet moving through loose rocks and grit. I see his light painting over rusty iron rails … An ore cart shrouded in spiderwebs … Then he’s exclaiming “Holy shit,” the light stopping on a bare footprint that seems to have been left by a giant …


Leaving the building. I send a text to Marino’s satellite phone.


A former homicide detective I’ve worked with most of my career, he’s my forensic operations specialist. Several hours ago, he was airlifted to the scene with Secret Service investigators. Marino is getting an overview before I show up and is excited by the find of a lifetime, as he puts it. I’m not sharing his positive sentiments about evidence that’s sensational and likely fake. Any way I look at it, we could have a real mess on our hands.


If you want me to bring anything else tell me now. Typing with my thumbs, I push through the ladies’ room door.


I feel for the wall switch, turning on the light inside a closet-size space with a sink, a toilet and a plastic chair with uneven legs. By now I’m programmed not to pass up a chance to use the facilities. In the early days I might have been the only female except for maybe the victim. At death scenes I don’t get to borrow the bathroom, and where I’m going doesn’t have one.


While I’m washing up with institutional soap, my computer-assisted smart ring alerts me that Marino is answering my texts to him. Drying my hands with cheap paper towels, I unlock my phone.


Bring bolt cutters, he’s written back, and I’ve already thought of it.


All set. Anything else? I answer.


A snakebite kit.


Don’t have.


There’s one in my truck.


They don’t work, I reply, and we’ve been through this countless times since I’ve known him.


Better than nothing.


They’re not.


What if someone gets bit? He adds the emoji of a coiled snake.


I answer with the emojis of a helicopter and a hospital before tucking my phone in a pocket. Reapplying lip balm, I brush on mineral sunblock, spritzing myself but good with insect repellent. I pick up my Kevlar briefcase, a birthday gift from my Secret Service agent niece, Lucy Farinelli. Looping the strap over my shoulder, I’m confronted by my reflection in the mirror.


It’s as bad as I expected after days of little sleep, eating on the run and too much coffee. When Lucy notified me about the two victims inside Buckingham Run, she said to dress for extreme conditions. The tactical cargo pants and shirt, the boots I’m wearing wouldn’t be flattering on most women. I’m no exception. I text Lucy that I’ll meet her outside. First, I need to chat with Henry Addams, I tell her, and she’ll understand why.


The funeral director is on his way here to pick up a body from an unrelated case, an alleged suicide from yesterday. I texted him that we need to talk when he gets here. He doesn’t know what’s happened inside Buckingham Run. Nothing has been on the news yet. But he’ll realize something is going on or I wouldn’t have communicated that I’m waiting for him.


As I follow the corridor, observation windows on either side offer remnants of recent horrors. Air-drying in the evidence room are the bloody clown costumes donned by two ex-cons who picked the wrong home to invade last night. The Bozos (as they’re being called) got a trick rather than a treat when they were greeted with a shotgun.


Sneakers with laces tied in double bows were left in the road at the scene of a pedestrian hit-and-run. A shattered wrist- watch shows that time stopped at nine p.m. for the victim of an armed robbery in a retirement home parking lot. The paper strip from a fortune cookie reads, Your luck is about to change, and it did when a woman fell off her deer stand.


Inside the CT room’s scanner, images on monitors are of a fractured skull. The decomp autopsy room’s door is closed, the red light illuminated. Inside is the badly decomposed body of a possible drowning in the Potomac River, the victim last seen fishing almost a week ago.


I’m walking past a supply closet when Fabian Etienne emerges from it. He’s holding a box of exam gloves as if he just happened to be in the area, and I know his ploys.


* * *


“Hey! Doctor Scarpetta!” Fabian’s voice interrupts my grim preoccupations. “Wait up!” Flashing me one of his big smiles, he’s been watching the cameras, waiting for me to head out of the building.


Fabian intends to have another go at me in hopes I might change my mind, and I understand his frustration. I also am keenly aware that he craves drama and is easily bored and underutilized, as he puts it. When he was growing up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, he was earning money giving swamp tours by the time he could drive a car.


His father is a coroner, and Fabian grew up in a deadly environment, he often quips. He’s not afraid of much, and there’s no type of case he wouldn’t handle given the opportunity. But he can’t be involved with Buckingham Run for a lot of reasons. The Secret Service wouldn’t allow Fabian at the scene, and I’m not to discuss the details with him or anyone unauthorized. More to the point, I need him here.


“I’ve helped Lucy haul everything out to the chopper, and she let me look inside the cockpit.” His Louisiana accent is more New York than Southern. “OMG, that thing is sick. She says it can go more than two hundred miles an hour. And mini–machine guns can be swivel-mounted. Plus, it can see through fog. You sure I can’t come with you, Doctor Scarpetta? I promise I’ll be helpful.”


His straight black hair would be halfway down his back were it not pinned up under a surgical cap, black with a skull pattern. Black scrubs show off his goth tattoos and a lean body that’s whippet strong and fast. People find him sexy. Dreamy is what my secretary, Shannon, says, describing him as a combination of Cher and Harry Styles.


“I’ve never been in a chopper, certainly nothing like that thing in our parking lot. It’s smoking hot and straight out of The Avengers,” Fabian says excitedly. “If you bring me with you, I know you won’t regret it.”


“I’m not running the investigation or calling the shots.” I repeat what I’ve told him several times now.


“You’re in charge of the bodies,” he says. “Seems like you could have anyone help that you decide.”


“Access to the scene is extremely restricted for safety and other reasons. The priority should be that you help where most needed,” I reply with patience I’m not feeling. “We’re short- staffed and overwhelmed by cases, Fabian. That’s the biggest reason why you’re staying here. I can’t have you and Marino at the scene with me …”


“So much for on-the-job training,” Fabian says. When he gives me one of his wounded looks, I feel like a bad mentor, and that’s his intention.


“I’m sorry you’re disappointed.” I find myself apologizing to him often these days, because he doesn’t take no for an answer.


I don’t like being put in the position of denying him what he wants and inevitably sparking a drama. My forensic psychologist husband says that subconsciously Fabian sets me up to be the idealized and overly involved mother who’s the root of his troubles. We have a parent-child relationship with oedipal overtones, according to Benton. All I know is Fabian can be a holy terror when he doesn’t get his way.


“It’s important I have some idea of what to expect,” he’s saying. “Everything’s so hush-hush, like something really bizarre is going on. I asked Lucy a few very basic questions and she wouldn’t say anything except two people are dead inside Buckingham Run. And obviously, the Secret Service has taken over the investigation. That right there tells me plenty. Whatever’s going on must be a really big deal.”


“There’s not much known yet and it’s unwise to speculate.” I won’t get into this with him. “I need you to look after things here during Marino’s and my absence. The semi-trailer needs deconning and setting up. I know the Secret Service is in charge and will be bringing in special equipment. We have to abide by their protocols. And everything must be ready for us when we return with the bodies.”


“Why does he get to be there instead of me?” Fabian says, and I hope the day comes when he and Marino get along.


After Lucy located the victims, her first call after me wasn’t going to be Fabian. She’s known Marino most of her life. Lucy told him to meet her at the Secret Service hangar outside of Washington, D.C., in southern Maryland. From there Lucy flew him to the scene as the sun was coming up. He’s my boots on the ground until I arrive, and in Fabian’s mind that was like winning the lottery.


“I’m the one who needs the experience.” He continues making his argument in the corridor. “Marino grabs all the good cases, leaving me to take care of chicken shit that doesn’t teach me anything new.”


“Gathering the proper equipment and supplies for a complicated scene isn’t chicken shit,” I reply. “If I get there and don’t have what we need, it could be catastrophic.”


“As my mom keeps reminding me, this isn’t what I signed up for.” Fabian is fond of making quote marks in the air. “I’m supposed to be an investigator, not a grip or a gofer.” More air quotes. “Doctor Reddy pretty much gave me free rein, which is why I took the job to begin with. Not that I’m sorry he’s gone. But I don’t get to do half of what I used to.”


I didn’t hire Fabian. My predecessor, the former chief medical examiner, did, and that’s unfortunate. Elvin Reddy ran the Virginia M.E. system into the ground and would do the same to me given the opportunity. We worked together briefly when both of us were getting started and have an unpleasant history. At first, I couldn’t be sure about Fabian or anybody else working here.


Loyalty hasn’t been a given, and it’s been tricky knowing who to trust. But I don’t want to be unfair. Innocent until proven guilty is the way it’s supposed to work, and I can’t afford for Fabian to quit. We’re down to three death investigators, including Marino. The other one is part-time on the way to retired. As much as Fabian may get on my nerves now and then, I know he’s talented. I feel a responsibility toward him and a certain fondness.


“I have plenty that you can help me with as long as you abide by my instructions,” I reply. “There are always investigations that need following up on.”


“That’s what I want to do.” His mood is instantly brighter. “Finding out the important details that tell the story is my special sauce. That’s why I was such a damn good P.A.,” he adds modestly about his start as a physician’s assistant. “I’d find out details from the patients that the docs would never imagine. Stuff that was a game changer in terms of a diagnosis. Like my dad’s always saying, the big thing is listening …” Air quotes again.


“We’ll have to finish talking about this later, Fabian …”


“You know, hear what someone’s saying to you and pay attention. But you know how rare that is …?”


“I certainly do, and I’ve got to go.”


I can see on a wall-mounted video monitor that Henry Addams has pulled up to our security gate. He’ll be driving into the vehicle bay any minute.


“Addams Family is here to pick up Nan Romero, the suspected suicide from yesterday morning.” I indicate what’s on the monitor.


“I’ll take care of it.” Fabian is in much better spirits. “By the way, that’s a weird one. I don’t know what Doctor Schlaefer’s said to you.”


“We’ve not had a spare moment to talk,” I answer.


“The painter’s tape bothers me,” Fabian volunteers as he walks with me. “I can’t imagine anyone wrapping their lower face like that. Especially a woman.”


“I expect Investigator Fruge to be calling with further information,” I reply. “I’m sure she knows we’ll be pending the cause and manner of death until we get the toxicology results.”


Fabian heads back toward the elevator as I continue along the corridor. It begins and ends like a morbid conundrum, the receiving area the first and last stop in my sad medical clinic. No appointments are required, our services free to the public. Death doesn’t care who you are, everybody treated equally. With rare exception the only thing our patients have in common is they never thought they’d be here.


When bodies arrive, they’re rolled in through a pedestrian door and weighed on the floor scale. They’re measured with an old-style measuring rod and assigned case numbers before waiting their turn inside the refrigerator. Names are handwritten in what I call the Book of the Dead, the large black logbook chained to the chipped Formica shelf outside the security office window.


On the other side of the bulletproof glass Wyatt Earle’s khaki uniform jacket is draped over the back of his chair. The remains of takeout food are on his desk, and propped in a corner is the aluminum baseball bat he borrows from the anatomical division where bodies donated to science are stored and eventually cremated.


We have no choice but to pulverize large pieces of bones; otherwise they won’t fit inside the cremains boxes returned to loved ones. Wyatt carries the bat while making his rounds after hours. Unlike me, he’s more afraid of the dead than the living.









CHAPTER 2


WYATT IS INSIDE THE vehicle bay, the massive garage door retracting loudly. The silver Cadillac Landau hearse glides in, and he walks toward it as I watch on the security monitor.


The driver’s window lowers, and Henry Addams is behind the wheel, the two of them chatting cordially like always. The closed-circuit TV (CCTV) microphones pick up exchanges about business and the weather. The two of them ask about each other’s families, and it’s the first I’ve heard that Henry’s wife requires full-time nursing care. She doesn’t live at home anymore.


The last time I saw Henry was about a month ago, and he didn’t mention it. But I thought he seemed tired and preoccupied. I’ve known for a while that Megan isn’t well but had no idea how bad it had gotten. He drives inside as Wyatt puts on his uniform baseball cap and sunglasses. He strides through the huge square opening and into the bright morning.


A curious crowd has gathered outside to gawk at the ominous black helicopter my niece, Lucy, flies for the U.S. Secret Service. Code-named the Doomsday Bird, it’s surrounded by traffic cones and sitting quietly in a distant corner of the parking lot as she loads the back cabin. I’m making sure we have special personal protective equipment (PPE) necessary when there’s a risk of exposure to toxic chemicals, and unknown animals and organisms.


“Golly Moses … !” A metal stretcher bumps and clangs as Henry struggles to slide it out of the back of his hearse. He mutters euphemisms in his lilting Virginia accent and seems unusually aggravated. “Oh, for crummy sake … !”


An app on my phone accesses my office’s CCTV security system, and I turn off the cameras inside the bay. A section of the video monitor blacks out, Henry vanishing from view. Next, I send Wyatt a note making sure he’s aware that it’s me doing the tampering. He’s familiar with my routine when I need a cone of silence.


Copy that, Chief, he texts me back. About 30 people out here. I’m keeping my eye on things.


Nobody gets any closer.


He answers with a thumbs-up emoji. Already getting complaints as expected, he informs me. The devil herself.


It’s assumed that Maggie Cutbush is going to stir up trouble given the chance. When I replaced Elvin Reddy as chief medical examiner, I inherited his secretary, suffering with her my first two years on the job. Not so long ago, both of them were fired and repurposed as so often happens in government. Maggie no longer works for me but remains an unwanted presence like a phantom pain or a haunting.


What I’m about to confront inside Buckingham Run promises to cause the very sort of stink she wants. In fact, it’s already happening. That’s why she’s started her complaints about the helicopter before I’ve so much as left the building. She knows I’ll hear about it. She’d like nothing better than to get under my skin, to interfere with my concentration.


Do not engage. I’ll handle later, I let Wyatt know.


I walk out the door, and our vehicle bay is the size of a small hangar. On wooden pallets are cleansers, bleach, biocides, cases of PPE. There are gallon jugs of formaldehyde and embalming fluid marked with skull-and-crossbones warning labels. Walls and floors are sealed with epoxy resin, and easy to hose down. But that’s not happened in recent memory, as busy as we are.


The concrete ramp is marred by blood drips and wheel tracks dried reddish black. Flies crawl and alight on trash cans. Sparrows dart about, and that’s not uncommon when the bay door is left open, as it is right now. I can see more people wandering into the parking lot, Shannon Park among them. She’s wearing an emerald-green dress that looks 1970s.


Her bucket hat is just as old, and she’ll be holding on to it soon enough when Lucy and I take off. A former court reporter, my recently hired secretary is a world-class snoop skilled at getting people to talk. Knowing her, she’s gathering intelligence, possibly taking notes. I wouldn’t put it past her to record conversations of those around her. She’s done it before.


“God bless America … !” Henry has pinched his thumb on the stretcher, not noticing me yet.


“Good morning, Henry!” I call out as I reach the bottom of the ramp.


“Oh!” He looks up, startled. “Hello, Kay! Please excuse my manners.” He’s unusually flustered. “I’m so busy making a mess, I didn’t notice you come out of the building.”


“Are you hurt?” I ask as I reach him.


“A blood blister. I’ll live.”


“If not, you’re in the right place.”


“With all due respect, I don’t want you as my doctor.” He smiles, but his eyes are distracted and dull.


Tall and distinguished, with pewter-gray hair and a thin mustache, Henry is dapper in a black suit and Scottish tartan vest. In his lapel is a rosebud with a sprig of baby’s breath. He’s thin and seems bone weary, his demeanor shadowed by sadness.


“What have you been up to besides not eating enough?” It’s my way of asking about his personal life. “It looks like I might have to make a house call with some of my lasagna. I believe you’re also partial to my cannelloni and panzanella salad.”


Since moving back to Virginia three years ago, I’ve dropped off food to him before when his wife wasn’t doing well. But I had no idea her dementia had progressed this rapidly.


“Well, if you must know,” he says with a drawn-out sigh, “I’ve had to move Megan to a place in Fairfax.” He goes on to tell me the name of the memory care center and how long she’s been there. “It had been coming on for the last few years, as you know, Kay. But it’s taken a dramatic turn in recent months compounded by her having a stroke.”


“I’m very sorry.”


“She can’t walk or eat on her own and doesn’t know me anymore.”


“Not much is harder.”


“I go to visit every day. She thinks I work there.” His eyes are touched by tears for an instant.


“Biology can be cruel.”


“A couple of weeks ago Megan started wearing another patient’s wedding ring. She thinks she’s married to him. And has been all her life.” He clears his throat.


“Are you taking care of yourself, Henry?”


“You’re right, I could do better about eating.” He tugs the stretcher some more with uncharacteristic impatience.


“Here. Let me help you.”


I lean inside the open tailgate, and he’s managed to wedge a side-rail against the hearse’s faux suede headliner. He’s a shade away from ripping it.


“This is so gosh darn frustrating, excuse my salty language.” He moves out of the way, wiping his eyes. “But nothing’s more aggravating than getting somewhere and finding your equipment is undependable. That’s one thing I’ve never tolerated. As swamped as we’ve been, we’re down to the bottom of the barrel, using things that should be put out to pasture.”


“I know what you mean since almost everything we have is like that,” I tell him. “Including a lot of hand-me-downs from you, for which I’m always grateful.”


* * *


My bread and butter are the rejects from hospitals, funeral homes, rescue squads, and I’m not above begging. I’ll take packets of sutures, scalpels, obsolete x-ray and CT scanners, malfunctioning stretchers, power washers and shop vacuums, also computers and vehicles. Whatever someone wants to give us, we’re happy to accept.


“One of the side-rails is defective and won’t unlock.” I diagnose the problem as Henry gives me the once-over.


“You look like you’re going on a safari and reek of DEET,” he says as I help him lift out the stretcher. We set it down, straightening the legs to the height he wants. “I won’t ask what’s going on.” It’s his way of doing exactly that. “But you didn’t wait for me to get here because you’ve got nothing better to do.”


“Are you familiar with Buckingham Run?” I ask him.


“I’ve only driven past,” Henry answers. “A lot of mining went on there a long time ago as best I know, but I don’t believe it’s a place people visit. As I recall there are no-trespassing signs posted, that sort of thing. It’s quite foreboding when you drive past.”


“The cameras in here are off at the moment,” I tell him, and we’ve done this before. I turn off the CCTV inside the vehicle bay only, ensuring no one is monitoring us. “We have a situation, Henry.”


“I had a feeling when you said you needed to see me,” he says. “What can I do to be of assistance, Kay?”


“I’m directing two bodies your way if you’re willing. I’m afraid we’ve got something ugly brewing that’s just getting going. I’m warning you in advance that I don’t know how we’ll control fallout that could be considerable. The situation is of serious concern to the federal government. And there are other factors that will cause a public panic if we don’t handle these deaths with the utmost care and discretion.”


“Judging by what’s going on in your parking lot, I figured as much.” Henry stares out the open bay door at the helicopter and those gawking at it.


More people are trickling outside, gathering by the tall metal privacy fence. Topped by spikes, it serves as an ugly moat around my four-story building. Until a month ago, I shared it peacefully with the consolidated forensic labs, the anatomical division and Safe Kids, which tracks injuries in children. Then the governor created the Department of Emergency Prevention (DEP) for no good reason, literally.


Redundant and ridiculous, it’s a boondoggle if there ever was one. Elvin Reddy has been recycled as DEP’s first director. He’s now as powerful as ever, installed in a corner suite near the governor’s office in Richmond. His deputy chief in charge of operations, Maggie Cutbush, also has reappeared in my life with a vengeance. I didn’t see any of it coming when DEP took over most of my building’s top floor.


Many of its employees are gathered outside on the tarmac. I can imagine the negative and derisive comments made as they wait for Lucy and me to take off in the helicopter. Maggie and Elvin have poisoned the well, nobody working for them my fan or even civil.


“What do I need to know?” Henry asks me.


“Please be mindful there are far more questions than answers at this point. Lucy’s been flying investigators into Buckingham Run where the two victims were camping near the entrance of an abandoned gold mine. Apparently they’d set up a tent and had been living there for several months, basically since late summer.”


“That seems awfully strange,” Henry says. “Why the heck would anyone camp in such a godforsaken place?”


“There’s much that’s not making sense yet,” I reply. “But the victims were attacked at some point after three o’clock this morning while it was dark and rainy. That much seems indisputable. The tent is flattened, belongings flung everywhere, the scene extremely violent and chaotic based on images Marino and others have been sending. Let me add that we haven’t confirmed the identities.”


“Who do we think they are?” Henry asks.


“They’re believed to be outdoor enthusiasts Huck and Brittany Manson. Lucy says they were under investigation by federal law enforcement for massive cybercrimes involving the Russians, possibly the Chinese. Apparently, the Mansons had retreated deep into the woods where it was harder to monitor everything they were up to.”


“What about spying?” Henry asks. “I’m wondering if they were doing that on top of everything else.”


“I don’t know all the details. Lucy will fill me in further when she’s taking me to the scene,” I reply. “But she said the Mansons were tied in with very bad people who shouldn’t be underestimated. I want to make sure I’m clear about that, Henry. If you don’t want any association with this, I’d understand.”


It’s only fair I warn him of the liabilities, and this won’t be the first time we’ve handled sensitive situations together. Last summer it was the murder of someone who worked for the CIA. Before that it was an FBI-protected witness whose cover was blown after relocating to nearby Arlington.


“What are you thinking?” Henry asks. “Do you have a clue what might have happened to them?”


His eyes are uneasy as we talk by his hearse. Both of us keep glancing out the wide bay door opening, making sure nobody walks in and overhears a word.


“A bear or more than one?” he’s saying. “If they’re big and riled enough they can do a lot of damage. So can a pack of wolves or even a lone one, especially if it’s rabid. I’ve seen these kinds of fatalities up close and personal, as have you. No open casket in the cases I’ve had.”


“Based on the information I’m getting, I don’t believe we’re dealing with bears, wolves, bobcats, feral hogs,” I reply. “There appears to have been no interest in the food stored at the campsite, none of the usual telltale signs, including the expected tracks or scat. The victims had been living at this same location for months. I don’t deal with a lot of wild animal attacks, but one wonders why now?”


“It wouldn’t make much sense if food didn’t seem to be a motivation,” Henry says. “Almost always that’s what draws a wild animal close to where people are camping. And bears, wolves and such don’t have babies this time of year. So I doubt it was something protecting its cubs or pups. Do we think the victims were asleep inside their tent when attacked?”


“Presumably the Mansons were alerted when their trail cameras’ motion sensors were triggered by the intruder,” I reply. “Whoever or whatever it was didn’t show up on the thermal imaging trail cameras the victims had set up. Lucy says you could hear something trudging along but not see what it was.”


“Well, that’s bizarre.” Henry looks slightly unnerved.


“It also appears to have been bulletproof when fired upon at close range with large-caliber weapons.”


“Even more bizarre and what the hello?”


“Deformed slugs on the ground indicate ten-millimeter bear load lead bullets hit something and bounced off.”


“My Lord, it’s all sounding stranger and stranger,” Henry says. “What condition are the bodies in? Pretty grim, I have a feeling.”


“They’ve been in the elements for hours, and I don’t expect them to be in good shape. We also don’t know what they’ve been exposed to that might be dangerous to the rest of us, including poisons and microscopic organisms I don’t usually encounter.”


I explain that I’m treating the deaths like a potential biological and chemical hazard. It’s important the bodies are isolated as much as possible. We can’t be certain what threats might lurk inside Buckingham Run. I’m mindful that the water and soil likely are contaminated by arsenic, cyanide, mercury, lead and other heavy metals associated with abandoned mining operations.


Of more concern are pathogens in the unlikely event the victims have been exposed to wild animals. They could have been in contact with all sorts of things that can find their way into the human population. Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) is believed to have been spread by bats. Monkeypox is transmitted by rodents. Bears, wolves, bobcats can carry rabies. Armadillos can cause leprosy.









CHAPTER 3


THE SECRET SERVICE IS in charge of the investigation and will be working closely with you as they have in the past,” I tell Henry as we talk privately next to his hearse. “If you’re willing to help.”


“As long as we ensure the safety of our staff and all involved, that’s always first and foremost. Especially in this particular situation you’re describing,” he says. “We don’t need our businesses, our client databases hacked into by the Russians, the Chinese or who knows what? And they’re capable of doing far worse things than that. You and I both know that anything can happen. Bodies have been stolen and held for ransom. Other unfortunate things have been done to them.” Henry places a folded blanket on the stretcher’s mattress pad. “Not to mention assassinations.”


“The state police will assist in keeping everything secure here and at your place,” I assure him.


I explain that the bodies will never be inside my building, and special measures will be implemented in the labs for evidence tested. The examinations will be conducted inside the Remote Mobile Operating Theater Environment, the REMOTE, as we refer to the mobile autopsy facility’s fifty-foot semi-trailer. I helped design the government prototype with other experts, including Henry, Lucy and Benton.


We serve together on the National Emergency Contingency Coalition. Better known as the Doomsday Commission, it’s a collection of professionals appointed by the White House to help ensure the safety of the planet. We’ve been involved with the REMOTE’s research and development for several years; the Biosafety Level 4 trailer moved into my parking lot in early summer.


It gives me the ability to handle human remains in extreme circumstances such as suspected radiation deaths from a nuclear attack or mass fatalities by an unknown plague. To date, the REMOTE hasn’t been needed often. Most recently was a month ago when eleven people were found dead at a tourist motel, overdoses from fentanyl, as it turned out. Before that it was a regional jet crash with twenty-two fatalities, the bodies burned and contaminated by fuel.


“You have similar bio-level capabilities at your mortuary. Otherwise, I wouldn’t ask you to handle something potentially risky,” I explain to Henry, and technically I’m not supposed to make referrals, doesn’t matter the circumstances.


It’s considered a conflict of interest for the chief medical examiner to influence the handling of funeral arrangements. But I can’t function without a network of experts that I trust. In business since the mid-seventeen hundreds in Old Town Alexandria, Addams Family Chapel & Mortuary is the funeral service of choice for dignitaries, the rich, the famous and notorious.


Henry is accustomed to dealing with the Secret Service, the FBI, CIA, the Pentagon and other enforcement entities. He’s buried gangsters, undercover agents, celebrities, four-star generals and former presidents. A sworn peace officer who carries a gun, he holds a high-level government security clearance.


“You’re probably familiar with the Mansons’ sporting goods store,” I say to him as we continue talking by his hearse, no one near us. “Wild World is just down the street from you. Not far from my house, for that matter.”


“Oh boy, that’s who it is? I didn’t know the owners, but I know their store quite well,” he says. “I also buy a lot of their things online. You can’t beat the prices.”


“For good reason, it seems,” I reply. “It’s likely the retail business is a front for money laundering and who knows what else. I doubt any of us will be shopping at Wild World in the future. Including me, and that’s a shame.”


The retailer’s inventory is on the scale of a Target combined with a sporting goods store. Wild World sells outdoor and athletic gear, automotive supplies, kitchenware, tactical clothing, firearms and all that goes with them. Best of all are cutlery and sharpeners well suited for autopsies. There’s an enormous selection of tools, and industrial rolls of butcher paper, tape, string and all sorts of things for a fraction of what I’d pay a forensic or surgical supplier.


“I’m assuming the victims’ criminal activities may be connected to their deaths,” Henry says. “Is that what the police are thinking?”


“I know it’s what Lucy believes. Based on what I’m learning, that’s making the most sense,” I reply. “Although there are elements to the case that are unexpected and hard to explain, as I’ve mentioned. A good example is someone trekking deep into a pitch-dark forest in the rainy early morning hours.”


“Whoever it was had to know the way and maybe was equipped with night-vision goggles,” Henry says. “Unless we’re not talking about a human. As we know, many animals can see perfectly fine at night. I remember when my father used to take me camping as a kid. If you hear a noise in the dark and something’s eyes reflect red, it’s not a human. Then he’d ask me what I was going to do about it. My answer was to pick up my shotgun and wait. He taught me not to shoot without knowing what I was pointing at.”


“A good rule of thumb,” I reply. “I’d like for you to work with me as we have before, Henry. The Secret Service will make sure that happens if you’re amenable.”


“It goes without saying that I’ll help. Do we have any idea how they died? Homicides, obviously.”


“If we’re talking about humans killing other humans, then yes,” I reply. “If an animal did it that’s a different story. As I’ve said, that’s not what I’m thinking, but for now it needs to be part of the differential.”


In the unlikely event we’re dealing with a bear or some other powerful creature, it will be game wardens tracking it down, making sure it does no further harm. In such a case I would rule the manner of death accidental. There would be no police investigation. Lucy and her colleagues would have no further legal interest or jurisdiction beyond the victims’ criminal involvements.


“For now, I’m calling the deaths unnatural,” I’m explaining to Henry. “But I don’t think a wild animal is to blame. I’ve never heard of one removing every stitch of its victims’ clothing, for example. Or spearing them with hiking poles, throwing one body in the lake, the other down into a mineshaft.”


“Good Lord. This is sounding only more disturbing, Kay.”


“And then there’s the not-so-trivial problem of a humanlike footprint, a shoeless one that’s abnormally large, if you get my drift,” I add. “Marino found it inside the abandoned mine.”


“Oh my!” Henry is visibly startled. “Fake, I’m assuming?”


“That’s probably the most likely scenario, I’m told. But to answer your question, I don’t know.”


“Have you seen a photo? Does it look real?”


“Real enough,” I admit. “But that doesn’t mean much considering the technologies available these days.”


I remind him that the sky’s the limit when it comes to the mischief and mayhem that can be created with 3-D printing. It’s increasingly sophisticated, easy to use and affordable. One can give form to all sorts of nasty thoughts without special training or leaving the house.


* * *


“It’s routine for 3-D-printed weapons to end up in the firearms lab,” I tell Henry. “Knives, guns and their pieces and parts, you name it. The other week it was a 3-D-printed nine-millimeter pistol carried by a drone. You may have heard the story on the news. An angry neighbor, and that was the attempted solution.”


“The world’s going to hell in a handbasket,” he says.


“A face mask 3-D printed from a scan of another person’s photograph can trick facial recognition software.” I give him another scenario. “Prosthetic devices might include a glove that has someone else’s fingerprints, enabling the wearer to open biometric locks.”


“And that’s what you think may be the explanation for the footprint,” Henry says. “Someone created a fake foot.”


“Or just the bottom of one that could be pressed in the dirt,” I suggest. “I have no idea except Marino finding the footprint will make working this case exponentially harder.”


“I’m not well versed in all things Bigfoot, Sasquatch, Yeti, whatever name it goes by,” Henry says. “But I do know that it’s a very popular topic around here. A sheriff’s deputy I go fishing with swears he encountered this huge shaggy thing crossing the road late one night. It was walking upright like a person, about eight feet tall, its shoulders as wide as his car. I’m not aware of a Bigfoot hurting people. Assuming it’s real.”


“I have no idea if it is or not. But there are no reliable accounts of such a thing attacking anyone. That much I do know,” I reply. “I started looking into it the minute Marino told me about the footprint he discovered between ore cart rails that go back hundreds of years. Secret Service agents arrived at the scene hours before he got there, and it would seem they hadn’t noticed it.”


“I don’t think it’s a good thing for Marino that he’s the one who found it after the police didn’t see it,” Henry says. “How can that be explained without making him look like he’s guilty of perpetrating a prank?”


“He definitely wouldn’t do anything like that, and you know it, Henry.”


“It’s not about what I know. It’s about what the media and others will do with the information.”


“Apparently the footprint was left deeper inside the mine than the investigators had ventured. The shallow impression in dirt wasn’t all that easy to see because of the conditions.”


“If it wasn’t obvious, that might argue against it being planted,” Henry considers. “I would think that if you were going to do that, you’d leave it where it was sure to be noticed.”


“I don’t know what to think, honestly,” I reply, and through the vehicle bay’s opening I notice Lucy headed this way.


I tell Henry that I’m turning the security cameras back on inside the bay. As if on cue, Fabian opens the door at the top of the ramp. He’s cheerfully snapping his fingers while humming the theme song of The Addams Family TV sitcom from the 1960s.


“Come on up!” Snap-snap. “She’s ready and waiting!” Snap- snap … He holds the door open as Henry doesn’t react. He’s been hearing the jokes all his life. “One of the best shows ever. Who’s your favorite character? I’m partial to Uncle Fester …”


I walk out into the morning’s clean-scrubbed cool air. Fall foliage is fiery against skies the polished blue of Murano glass, the colors peaking later than usual this year after a dry, hot summer. Lucy is waiting on the tarmac, keeping her distance from the spectators gathered by the fence, many of them filming with their phones.


Her dropping in from the sky to pick me up at work is a first since we moved back to Virginia three years ago. I’m fairly certain no one has done it before, not even for the governor. There’s no helipad or suitable place to land and plenty of people to offend. But that didn’t stop her, and we’ve got quite the audience.


“Nothing like being subtle,” I remark as we begin walking through rows of cars.


“You know me,” she says. “Subtle is my middle name.” Her face is keenly pretty, her short auburn hair highlighted rose gold in the sun.


I sense her preoccupations like a magnetic pull, and what I’m intuiting doesn’t bode well. I know when my niece is bothered by something that holds her complete attention.


She looks menacing in a black flight suit and boots, her Desert Eagle .44 Magnum in a drop-leg holster. My gun is locked up in a drawer at home. I don’t bring it to work routinely.


But a 9-millimeter pistol wouldn’t be my weapon of choice for where we’re going. Inside my briefcase is a large canister of bear repellent pepper spray. I have an air horn that could wake the dead were it possible.


“So far so good. No phone calls from the media,” I inform Lucy. “And I’ve seen nothing on the internet.”


“Enjoy it while it lasts. Which won’t be much longer.” She says this as if she knows it without a doubt.


Up close the helicopter looks stealthier and more dangerous with its wide tactical platform skids and multiple antennas. Radomes on the undercarriage conceal lasers and cameras able to “see” in zero visibility. Otherwise, Lucy wouldn’t have been able to locate the campsite in the stormy dark.


She wouldn’t have known to look had the Mansons not been under surveillance. Their nonworking farm abuts Buckingham Run, and they’d cleared a path to their secret campsite next to the old gold mine on a lakeshore. They’d set up the thermal imaging trail cameras that the Secret Service hacked into early on. This is what Lucy has told me.


She walks around the helicopter, giving it a final once-over while unlocking the doors. Moving traffic cones, I stack them near the fence. I’m making sure they’re far enough out of the way that rotor wash won’t send them skittering.


“I’ve sent a few text messages to Benton,” I let Lucy know. “I’ve not heard from him. I’m wondering if you have.”


“He knows what’s going on and is inside a SCIF.”


Benton is my husband and the Secret Service’s top threat advisor. He’s been inside a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility for hours. The case is of interest at the highest levels, Lucy says.


“And his opinion so far?” I place my briefcase inside the helicopter’s back cabin.


“The victims were targeted, and the degree of violence is meant to send a message.” She checks the tail rotor, turning it slowly.


“He’s aware of the bizarre footprint Marino found?”


“Benton’s initial reaction is that we’re being jerked around. Most of all, Marino is. Because if he’s disrupted, all of us are. And I wouldn’t say this to him but he’s the weakest link,” Lucy says. “He’s a Bigfoot fan. An active and vocal one.”


“I’m aware.”


“Since we moved back to Virginia, he’s been going to festivals and other related events,” she says as we step up on the platform skids. “And he’s been known to go out Bigfoot hunting with his camera, playing alleged vocalizations on a field recorder, hoping he might get a sighting or the thing to answer him.”


“It’s unfortunate under the circumstances.”


“If people find out, they’ll make something of it,” Lucy says. “Get ready. Because Marino doesn’t take it well when anyone makes fun of him or treats him like he’s stupid.”


“I don’t know anybody who appreciates that.” I open the copilot’s cockpit door, and the interior smells new, the air heated up inside.


I’ve flown with Lucy many times but never in the Doomsday Bird, and I’m glad I’m not wearing a skirt for a lot of reasons. I swing my leg over the copilot’s cyclic in a most unladylike fashion.


“I guess the day I’m not spry enough to do this anymore is when I retire on a nice beach somewhere,” I comment.


“That will be when hell freezes over.” Lucy settles into the right seat.


“With climate change it might.”









CHAPTER 4


PUTTING ON FOUR-POINT harnesses, Lucy and I leave our doors open for now. The sun is hot through plexiglass, the breeze almost chilly, and it’s my favorite weather. I was looking forward to a bike ride with Benton at the end of the day. While getting dressed early this morning, we fantasized about coming home at a decent hour for once.


We talked about getting in a ten-mile round trip along the Potomac River. Maybe afterward we’d have drinks and cook out on the grill, inviting Lucy, Marino, my sister, Dorothy. But I already know none of that’s going to happen. Benton and I have lived a lifetime of interrupted plans and broken promises. We’re used to it, as much as that’s possible.


“… Seat belts on, flight controls A-okay …” Lucy is going through the Doomsday Bird’s extensive preflight checklist as Fabian emerges from the bay. He casts longing glances in this direction, headed to the refrigerated semi-trailer, big and shiny white in the sun.


Our Biosafety Level 4 REMOTE autopsy facility is parked out of the way against the back fence. He’ll check that the generator’s working fine and full of propane. He’ll wash down and disinfect the interior before anything else happens. He’ll make sure that all necessary supplies are there.


“… Throttles are closed. The altimeter is set …”


I send a text to Wyatt. He’s watching the crowd, and I let him know we’re about to start the engines. His response is to hold out his hand palm-first like a traffic cop, shouting something I can’t hear. He’s making sure everyone stands back even though no one seems to have the slightest intention of getting closer.


“… Battery going on …”


Lucy continues the start-up, silencing the low rotor horn inside a glass cockpit that reminds me of a spaceship. Blinking on around us are dazzling displays of weather and terrain in moving shapes and vivid shades. The artificial sight picture painted on video screens mirrors the real one out the windshield.


“… Volts are good … We’ve got the expected caution lights …” Testing the foot pedals, she pushes them one at a time, the actuators making loud metallic clicks.


“… Throttles are good …” She rolls them open and shut. “… We got plenty of fuel, one thousand pounds …”


In the bright sun I can make out the fine lines that show her age, and the jagged pink scar peeking out of her collar. An eighth of an inch closer, and the shrapnel would have sliced through her carotid. I’m reminded that my niece isn’t a child anymore. She’s not immortal.


“… We’re clear to the right,” she says.


“Clear to the left.” I look out my side window.


“Throttle for engine one in idle. Hitting the start switch.”


The first engine fires with a rush and a roar, the rotor blades beginning to turn … Thud … Thud … Thud … faster and faster.


“Throttle in idle for engine two …,” she says to another roar, the powerful torque thrumming in my every cell.


Lucy goes through elaborate tests and procedures, menu pages brightly suspended in the ether of the heads-up display (HUD). Checking computers, the hydraulics and other systems, she works switches on and off while moving the controls. She turns on the generator, the avionics. Headsets cover our ears, the mic booms touching our lips, and we’re talking over the intercom now. Shutting our doors, we make sure they’re latched.


“You all set? Speak now or forever hold your pieces, as the king’s horsemen said to Humpty Dumpty.” Lucy’s quirky dark humor can border on corny. “Seriously, Aunt Kay.” She calls me that only when it’s just the two of us. “I’ll be doing some wicked maneuvering in really tight places that even you aren’t used to.”


“It can’t get much worse than where we are.” I look around at an obstacle course of fencing, tall light standards and flagpoles, and vehicles parked all over.


“Trust me, it can get worse, as you’re about to find out.” She twists the throttles open to the Fly position, the rotor blades beating faster. “If it wasn’t for this thing’s capabilities you can forget it.”


“What’s our ETA?” I unlock my phone. “And I’ll let Marino know.”


“About twenty minutes from when I pull pitch. Could be more depending on the interference I get.” Lucy turns on the blower and we adjust our vents. “You know how bad traffic is around here anyway. But it’s backed up more than usual because of all the flight cancellations before the rain and fog cleared out. And there may be other nuisances we have to deal with.”


While she listens to the latest automated weather update, I text Marino that we’re about to take off. I remind him to make sure the landing zone inside Buckingham Run is clear. Hopefully nothing is there that wasn’t earlier, Lucy has me pass along to him.


Just checked and it was 10-4. Will check again, he writes back.


“… Anti-collision light should be on already, and it is. Position lights, landing light on.” Lucy flips those switches. “Want to make sure everyone knows we’re here.”


“I think everyone knows,” I reply. “Outer space probably does.”


“Truer than you might imagine. Clear to our right.” She’s constantly scanning.


“Clear to the left.” I’m looking out my side window again, the crowd of spectators growing. They’re waiting for the warship- looking bird to take off with me in it, and no doubt people are speculating like mad over what must be happening.


“We got the current ATIS,” Lucy says. “Weather couldn’t be better. But we’ll have some mechanical turbulence and loud automated warnings because of all the buildings.”


Her trigger finger squeezes the radio switch, and she checks back with the Washington National tower.


“Niner-Zulu departing from present position,” she says over the air.


“Niner-Zulu. Ident.”


“Identing.” She presses a button on the transponder, identifying us on radar.


“State destination.”


“Buckingham Run, same as before.”


I feel the helicopter getting light on its skids as Lucy eases up on the collective, pulling in power. Then we’re rising in a blizzard of colorful leaves swirling crazily, alert tones blaring. The automated voice complains nonstop, trees rocking violently in our rotor wash as we climb above the state government northern district office complex.


“… OBSTRUCTION … ! OBSTRUCTION … !”


My building is relegated to five acres that back up to wetlands and a power station. We’re an island to ourselves like Alcatraz, nobody eager to be our neighbor. Despite my best intentions our business is antisocial, especially when the crematorium oven is running, and that was on the schedule for this morning. Bodies donated to our anatomical division are returned after medical schools are finished with them.


I told Fabian to hold off on the cremations. We don’t need smoke billowing up from our rooftop, my headquarters unwelcoming enough. There’s little in the budget for landscaping or anything else that might make the place less off-putting. We have no trash cans or public restrooms, not even a drinking fountain.


“… OBSTRUCTION … !”


Elvin Reddy removed the meditation garden and eternal flame before I took this job. All that’s left to show even a modicum of hospitality are two concrete benches painted dark green and often covered with bird deposits. We’re down to a skeleton crew of three security guards, only Wyatt trustworthy.


“… OBSTRUCTION … !”


The lobby isn’t open to the public, the front doors secured with a heavy chain and padlock. I have no receptionist to answer questions and we no longer allow viewings of loved ones. Cremains and personal effects aren’t picked up in person. We send them UPS, and that’s a difficult package to find on your doorstep.


“… OBSTRUCTION … !”


I don’t have the budget to fix what’s been done or I would have by now. Were it up to me I’d ensure that people are as comfortable and respected as possible in their darkest hour. But that’s not the world we live in anymore.


* * *


Lucy holds us in a hover five hundred feet above my tan brick building, the crowd by the fence staring up at us. I notice that Henry Addams has driven his hearse out of the bay and is chatting through his open window with my secretary, Shannon. I can’t tell much from here, but it seems he’s handing her something, and I didn’t realize they were acquainted.


“… OBSTRUCTION … !”


“If you want to get an aerial photo of La Rue Morgue, now’s a good time,” Lucy says as the warnings continue blaring.


“May as well while I’m here.” I take several photographs.


“You can use them in this year’s Christmas letter.”


“We look even worse from the air,” I decide.


It’s the first time I’ve seen our roof from up here, flat and dingy gray with rusting mechanicals, tilting antennas, stained satellite dishes, the tall concrete smokestack an eyesore. Windows are small or nonexistent, depending on the work that goes on inside. The vehicle bay looks like a sally port, and from this perspective we might be a factory or a city jail.


“… OBSTRUCTION … ! OBSTRUCTION … !”


“All right already,” Lucy complains as the warnings continue jarringly.


She reaches overhead to pull out a circuit breaker, abruptly silencing a voice that’s shrilly female.


“It’s like crying wolf,” I say to her. “You stop hearing it after a while.”


“Artificial intelligence software that talks too much, nothing’s perfect, a work in progress.”


“Seems less than ideal to pull the plug on your AI assistant,” I remark.


“Her software needs tweaking or it’s like anything else that will drive you nuts. There’s not much choice but to shut her up like I just did,” Lucy says. “Or she’ll keep going until we get away from all the congestion like I’m about to do. Hold on, because I’m busting a move.”


She makes a tight turn, the G-forces pushing me hard. Unfortunately, the course will take us directly over Shady Acres Funeral Home and their cemetery. Set back from West Braddock Road, the sprawling complex is surrounded by a serpentine stone wall, the pillared entrance ostentatious, their billboard across from it advertising HAUNTED TOURS.


“Best you don’t go anywhere near them.” I remind her that the people who work there don’t need much of an excuse to complain.


I’m not high on their list because I don’t direct business to them. They’re accustomed to being treated with favoritism. For more than twenty years Elvin Reddy, Maggie Cutbush and Shady Acres had a very close and profitable arrangement. They likely still do in some form or fashion.


“Don’t worry. I’ll be polite.” Lucy pulls in power, gaining altitude.


We fly over what looks like a combination family religious retreat and amusement park. Attractions include peaceful sitting areas, an amphitheater, picnic grounds and an artificial lake with swan boats. Workers rake leaves, tending to the landscaping, the rolling grassy grounds groomed like a golf course.


Sprinklers are going, and sunlight refracted by spraying water creates small rainbows as if by design while a backhoe digs a grave. Everybody stops what they’re doing as we thunder overhead like a mechanical dragon. The white-painted brick buildings have blue tile roofs and steeples topped by weather vanes that look familiar for a reason.


The architectural design is a deliberate appeal to nostalgia and old-fashioned values. The funeral service says exactly that in prolific advertising. Shady Acres compares its variety of goods and services to the different flavors of ice cream the Howard Johnson’s restaurant chain was famous for in the good ol’ days.


“Clam strips and a chocolate shake to go.” Lucy places her mock order. “Do you dare me to broadcast it over the public address system?”


“Please don’t,” I reply.


“Because this thing has one.”


“Lucy, if we so much as cause the slightest disturbance? There will be hell to pay.”


“Twenty-eight tacky ways to be ripped off. Pick your favorite flavor of being taken advantage of and robbed.” She overflies the outdoor chapel where folding chairs are being set up. “How ’bout a double scoop of greed in a sugar cone of fake sympathy with plastic-flower sprinkles on top?”


Making another tight turn that pushes me against my door, she heads toward I-395, solid with cars in both directions. She pushes the obstruction alert system’s circuit breaker back in.


“The big problem’s going to be when we come back carrying our curious cargo,” she says. “And by the look of things, Dana Diletti will be there capturing every bit of it. I have a feeling that she’s gotten tipped off about what’s happened.”


I scan around us as if I might see the local celebrity TV journalist and her crew somewhere on the ground or in the air. We pass over pastures dotted with bales of hay, and fields of rapeseed as yellow as road-marking paint. Cannons outside a Civil War museum look like a child’s playset, and buzzards sail past like tattered black kites.


“Her chopper’s on the ramp, getting ready for action.” The “smart” lenses of Lucy’s dark-tinted glasses are computer assisted, constantly updating information I can’t see. “I think we know what she’s up to. The word is getting out.”


“Let’s just hope she’s not been tipped off about what Marino found,” I reply. “Although I can’t imagine how that could happen this fast unless the guilty party is one of those closest to the investigation.”


“I’m not seeing any mentions of Bigfoot, so that’s good,” Lucy says. “But Dana Diletti’s helicopter is being fueled at Dulles as we speak. Passengers are waiting to board. No flight plan has been filed, unsurprisingly. I can’t tell you for a fact where they’re going, but I think we know.”


“That would be most unfortunate if they film us recovering the bodies.” I envision the female victim floating in the lake, and how grotesque that would look on the news.


“Their pilot’s an asshole.”


“You two know each other?”


“Lorna Callis, twenty-five years old, an aviation major in college.” As Lucy is saying this, an image of the pilot appears in one of the digital displays. “Her ratings far exceed her experience. She doesn’t always execute good judgment, as we’re about to find out, I have a feeling.”


I’ve seen her on TV, an unattractive smug-looking woman with short hair shaved close on the sides. In the photograph Lucy’s voice recognition software pulled up, Lorna is standing next to the news chopper, a white Robinson R66 with the TV show’s logo on the doors.


“But to answer your question,” Lucy explains, “we’re not friendly.”


“Well, I hope she’ll stay away from us but don’t know what we can do about it.”


“If asked, most aircraft will avoid the area.”


“What if they won’t?”


“I have ways of being persuasive,” Lucy says. “The big problem’s going to be when we’re flying back to your office. Then it will be open season for anybody hoping to film something sensational. Once we lift off from Buckingham Run, we won’t be able to disguise what’s strapped to the skids.”


“I wish there was a way to make it less obvious,” I reply.


“There’s not. Other than the bodies riding inside the cabin with the rest of us.”


“Even if you didn’t mind, I wouldn’t permit it.”


“Niner-Zulu is seven out at one thousand.” Lucy checks in again with the Washington National tower as we overfly trees blazing orange, red and yellow.
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