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      TO PHYLLIS GRANN,

      for your patience, your perseverance, and your wisdom.

      Here’s to new beginnings.
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      PENSACOLA BAY

      
      PENSACOLA, FLORIDA

      
      Elizabeth Bailey didn’t like what she saw. Even now, after their H-65 helicopter came down into a hover less than two hundred
         feet above the rolling Gulf, the object in the water still looked like a container and certainly not a capsized boat. There
         were no thrashing arms or legs. No bobbing heads. No one needing to be rescued, as far as she could see. Yet Lieutenant Commander
         Wilson, their aircrew pilot, insisted they check it out. What he really meant was that Liz would check it out.
      

      
      A Coast Guard veteran at only twenty-seven years old, AST3 Liz Bailey knew she had chalked up more rescues in two days over
         New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina than Wilson had in his entire two-year career. Liz had dropped onto rickety apartment
         balconies, scraped her knees on wind-battered roofs, and waded through debris-filled water that smelled of raw sewage.
      

      
      She dared not mention any of this. It didn’t matter how many search and rescues she’d performed, because at the moment she was the newbie at Air Station Mobile, and she’d need to
         prove herself all over again. To add insult to injury, within her first week someone had decorated the women’s locker room
         by plastering downloaded photos of her from a 2005 issue of People magazine. Her superiors insisted that the feature article would be good PR for the Coast Guard, especially when other military
         and government agencies were taking a beating over their response to Katrina. But in an organization where attention to individual
         and ego could jeopardize team missions, her unwanted notoriety threatened to be the kiss of death for her career. Four years
         later, it still followed her around like a curse.
      

      
      By comparison, what Wilson was asking probably seemed tame. So what if the floating container might be a fisherman’s cooler
         washed overboard? What was the harm in checking it out? Except that rescue swimmers were trained to risk their lives in order
         to save other lives, not to retrieve inanimate objects. In fact, there was an unwritten rule about it. After several swimmers
         who were asked to haul up bales of drugs tested positive for drug use, apparently from their intimate contact in the water,
         it was decided the risk to the rescue team was too great. Wilson must have missed that memo.
      

      
      Besides, rescue swimmers could also elect not to deploy. In other words, she could tell Lieutenant Commander less-than-a-thousand-flight-hours
         Wilson that “hell no,” she wasn’t jumping into the rough waters for some fisherman’s discarded catch of the day.
      

      
      Wilson turned in his seat to look at her. From the tilt of his square chin he reminded her of a boxer daring a punch. The glint in his eyes pinned her down, his helmet’s visor slid up for
         greater impact. He didn’t need to say out loud what his body language said for him: “So, Bailey, are you a prima donna or
         are you a team player?”
      

      
      Liz wasn’t stupid. She knew that as one of less than a dozen women rescue swimmers, she was a rare breed. She was used to
         having to constantly prove herself. She recognized the stakes in the water as well as those in the helicopter. These were
         the men she’d have to trust to pull her back up when she dangled by a cable seventy feet below, out in the open, over angry
         seas, sometimes spinning in the wind.
      

      
      Liz had learned early on that she was expected to perform a number of complicated balancing acts. While it was necessary to
         be fiercely independent and capable of working alone, she also understood what the vulnerabilities were. Her life was ultimately
         in the hands of the crew above. Today and next week and the week after next, it would be these guys. And until they felt like
         she had truly proven herself, she would continue to be “ the rescue swimmer” instead of “ our rescue swimmer.”
      

      
      Liz kept her hesitation to herself, avoided Wilson’s eyes, and pretended to be more interested in checking out the water below.
         She simply listened. Inside her helmet, via the ICS (internal communication system), Wilson started relaying their strategy,
         telling his co-pilot, Lieutenant Junior Grade Tommy Ellis, and their flight mechanic, AST3 Pete Kesnick, to prepare for a
         direct deployment using the RS (rescue swimmer) and the basket. He was already reducing their position from two hundred feet
         to eighty feet.
      

      
      
      “Might just be an empty fishing cooler,” Kesnick said.

      
      Liz watched him out of the corner of her eyes. Kesnick didn’t like this, either. The senior member of the aircrew, Kesnick
         had a tanned weathered face with crinkle lines at his eyes and mouth that never changed, never telegraphed whether he was
         angry or pleased.
      

      
      “Or it might be cocaine,” Ellis countered. “They found fifty kilos washed ashore someplace in Texas.”

      
      “McFaddin Beach,” Wilson filled in. “Sealed and wrapped in thick plastic. Someone missed a drop-off or panicked and tossed
         it. Could be what we have here.”
      

      
      “Then shouldn’t we radio it in and leave it for a cutter to pick up?” Kesnick said as he glanced at Liz. She could tell he
         was trying to let her know that he’d back her if she elected not to deploy.
      

      
      Wilson noticed the glance. “It’s up to you, Bailey. What do you want to do?”

      
      She still didn’t meet his eyes, didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing even a hint of her reluctance.

      
      “We should use the medevac board instead of the basket,” she said. “It’ll be easier to slide it under the container and strap
         it down.”
      

      
      Knowing he was surprised by her response, she simply removed her flight helmet, cutting off communication. If Ellis or Kesnick
         had something to say about her, she dared them to say it after her attempt at nonchalance.
      

      
      She fingered strands of her hair back under her surf cap and strapped on her lightweight Seda helmet. She attached the gunner’s
         belt to her harness, positioned the quick strop over her shoulders, made sure to keep the friction slide close to the hoist hook. Finished, she moved to the door of the helicopter,
         squatted in position, and waited for Kesnick’s signal.
      

      
      She couldn’t avoid looking at him. They had done this routine at least half a dozen times since she started at the air station.
         She suspected that Pete Kesnick treated her no differently than he had been treating rescue swimmers for the last fifteen
         years of his career as a Coastie flight mechanic and hoist operator. Even now, he didn’t second-guess her, though his steel-blue
         eyes studied her a second longer than usual before he flipped down his visor.
      

      
      He tapped her on the chest, the signal for “ready”—two gloved fingers practically at her collarbone. Probably not the same
         tap he used with male rescue swimmers. Liz didn’t mind. It was a small thing, done out of respect more than anything else.
      

      
      She released the gunner’s belt, gave Kesnick a thumbs-up to tell him she was ready. She maintained control over the quick
         strop as he hoisted her clear of the deck. Then he stopped. Liz readjusted herself as the cable pulled tight. She turned and
         gave Kesnick another thumbs-up and descended into the rolling waters.
      

      
      Without a survivor in the water Liz quickly assessed the situation. The container was huge. By Liz’s estimates, at least forty
         inches long and twenty inches wide and deep. She recognized the battered white stainless steel as a commercial-grade marine
         cooler. A frayed tie-down floated from its handle bracket. Frayed, not cut. So maybe its owner hadn’t intended to ditch it,
         after all. She grabbed the tie-down, which was made of bright yellow-and-blue strands twisted into a half-inch-thick rope, and looped it through her harness to keep the cooler from bobbing
         away in the rotor wash of the helicopter.
      

      
      She signaled Kesnick: her left arm raised, her right arm crossing over her head and touching her left elbow. She was ready
         for them to deploy the medevac board.
      

      
      The bobbing container fought against her, pushing and pulling with each wave, not able to go any farther than the rope attached
         to her belt allowed. It took two attempts but within fifteen minutes Liz had the fishing cooler attached to the medevac board.
         She cinched the restraints tight, hooked it to the cable, and raised her arm again, giving a thumbs-up.
      

      
      No records broken, but by the time Kesnick hoisted her back into the helicopter, she could tell her crew was pleased. Not
         impressed, but pleased. It was a small step.
      

      
      Lieutenant Commander Wilson still looked impatient. Liz barely caught her breath, but yanked off her Seda helmet, exchanging
         it for her flight helmet with the communications gear inside. She caught Wilson in the middle of instructing Kesnick to open
         the latch.
      

      
      “Shouldn’t we wait?” Kesnick tried being the diplomat.

      
      “It’s not locked. Just take a peek.”

      
      Liz slid out of the way and to the side of the cabin, unbuckling the rest of her gear. She didn’t want any part of this. As
         far as she was concerned, her job was finished.
      

      
      Kesnick paused and at first she thought he would refuse. He moved to her side and pushed back his visor, avoiding her eyes.
         The child-safety latch slid back without effort but he had to use the palm of his hand to shove the snap lock free. Liz saw him draw in a deep breath before he flung open the lid.
      

      
      The first thing Liz noticed was the fish-measuring ruler molded into the lid. It seemed an odd thing to notice but later it
         would stick in her mind. A fetid smell escaped but it wasn’t rotten fish. More like opening a Dumpster.
      

      
      Inside she could see what looked like thick plastic wrap encasing several oblong objects, one large and four smaller. Not
         the square bundles that might be cocaine.
      

      
      “Well?” Wilson asked, trying to glance over his shoulder.

      Kesnick poked at one of the smaller bundles with a gloved finger.
         It flipped over. The plastic was more transparent on this side and suddenly the content was unmistakable.
      

      
      His eyes met Liz’s and now the ever calm, poker-faced Kesnick looked panicked.

      
      “I think it’s a foot,” he said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “I think it’s a goddamn human foot.”
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      NEWBURGH HEIGHTS, VIRGINIA

      
      Maggie O’Dell peeled off her blouse without undoing the buttons, popping one before it came off. Didn’t matter. The blouse
         was a goner. Even the best cleaners couldn’t take out this much blood.
      

      
      She folded the shirt into a wad and dropped it into her bathroom sink. Something wet was stuck to her neck. She grabbed at
         it, threw it in the sink.
      

      
      Pink. Like clotted cheese.

      
      She’d been so close. Too close when the fatal shot came. Impossible to get out of the way.

      
      She swatted at her neck and yanked at her hair, expecting more pieces. Her fingers got stuck in sweaty tangles, damp, sticky.
         But, thank God, no more chunks.
      

      
      They hadn’t expected the killer to still be there. The warehouse appeared empty, only remnants of his torture chamber remained,
         just as Maggie had predicted. Why the hell had he stayed? Or had he come back? To watch.
      

      
      Maggie’s boss, Assistant Director Raymond Kunze, had made the fatal shot. And afterward he was already taking it out on Maggie, as if it were her fault, as if she had forced his
         hand. But there was no way she could have known that the killer was there, hiding in the shadows. No profiler could have predicted
         that. Kunze couldn’t possibly hold her accountable, and yet she knew he would do exactly that.
      

      
      Harvey, her white Lab, grabbed one of her discarded, muddy shoes. Rather than taking it to play he dropped to his belly and
         started whining, a low guttural moan that tugged at Maggie’s heart.
      

      
      “Come on and drop it, Harvey,” she ordered, but instead of scolding, she said it quietly, gently.

      
      He could smell the blood on her, was already concerned. But the shoe plopped out of his mouth.

      
      “Sorry, big guy.”

      
      Maggie swiped the shoe up and placed it in the sink with her soiled blouse. Then she knelt down beside Harvey, petting him.
         She wanted to hug him but there was still too much blood on her.
      

      
      “Wait for me outside, buddy,” she said, leading him out of the huge master bathroom and into her bedroom, telling him to sit
         where he could see her through the doorway. She scratched behind his ears until he relaxed, waiting for his sigh and his collapse
         into lay-down position.
      

      
      The smell of blood still panicked him. She hated the reminder. With it came the memory of that day she found him, bleeding
         and cowering under his first owner’s bed, right in the middle of his own bloody ordeal. The dog had fought hard and still
         had been unsuccessful in protecting his mistress, who had been taken from her house and later murdered.
      

      
      “I’m okay,” she reassured him, as she dared to take a good look at herself in the mirror to see if what she said was true.

      
      It wasn’t so bad. She’d been through worse. And at least this time it wasn’t her own blood.

      
      Her tangled, dark-auburn hair almost reached her shoulders. She needed to get it trimmed. What a thing to think about. Her
         eyes were bloodshot but it had nothing to do with this incident. She hadn’t been able to sleep through the night for months
         now, waking every hour on the hour as if some alarm in her head triggered it. The sleep deprivation was bound to catch up
         with her.
      

      
      She had tried all the recommended remedies. An evening run to exhaust her body. No exercise at all after seven. Soaking in
         a warm bath. Drinking a glass of wine. When wine didn’t work, warm milk. She tried reciting meditation chants. Cutting out
         caffeine. Reading. Listening to CDs of nature sounds. Using new therapeutic pillows. Lighting candles with soothing aromas.
         Even a little Scotch in the warm milk.
      

      
      Nothing worked.

      
      She hadn’t resorted to sleep meds … yet. As an FBI special agent and profiler she received phone calls in the middle of the
         night or the early morning hours that sometimes made it necessary for her to rush to a crime scene. Most of the meds—the good
         ones—required eight hours of uninterrupted sleep time. Who had that? Certainly not an agent.
      

      
      She took a long, hot shower, gently washing. No scrubbing, though that was her first inclination. She avoided watching the
         drain and what went down. She left her hair damp. Put on a clean, loose-fitting pair of athletic shorts and her University
         of Virginia T-shirt. After bagging up her clothes—at least those that couldn’t be salvaged—and tossing them in the garbage,
         Maggie retreated to the main room. Harvey followed close behind.
      

      
      She turned on the big-screen TV, pocketing the remote and continuing on to the kitchen. The fifty-six-inch plasma had been
         a splurge for someone who watched little television, but she justified it by having college-football parties on Saturdays
         in the fall. And then there were the evenings of pizza, beer, and classic movies with Ben. Colonel Benjamin Platt had become
         a close … friend.
      

      
      That was all for now, or so they had decided. Okay, so they hadn’t really even talked about it. Things were at a comfortable
         level. She liked talking to him as much as she liked the silence of being with him. Sometimes when they sat in her backyard
         watching Harvey and Ben’s dog, Digger, play, Maggie caught herself thinking, “This could be a family.” The four of them seemed
         to fill voids in each other’s lives.
      

      
      Yes, comfortable. She liked that. Except that lately she felt an annoying tingle every time he touched her. That’s when she
         reminded herself that both their lives were already complicated and their personal baggage sometimes untenable. Their schedules
         constantly conflicted. Especially the last three to four months.
      

      
      So “friends” was a comfortable place to be for now, though decided by default rather than consensus. Still, she caught herself
         checking her cell phone: waiting, expecting, hoping for a message from him. She hadn’t seen him since he’d spent two weeks in Afghanistan. Only short phone conversations or text messages.
      

      
      Now he was gone again. Somewhere in Florida. She wasn’t used to them not being able to share. That was one of the things that
         had brought them closer, talking about their various cases: hers usually profiling a killer; his identifying or controlling
         some infectious disease. A couple of times they had worked on a case together when the FBI and USAMRIID (United States Army
         Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases—pronounced U-SAM-RID) were both involved. But Afghanistan and this trip
         were, in Ben’s words, “classified missions” in “undisclosed locations.” In Maggie’s mind, she added “dangerous.”
      

      
      She fed Harvey while tossing a salad for herself and listening to “breaking news” at the top of the hour:

      
      “Gas prices are up and will continue to soar because of the tropical storms and hurricanes that have ravaged the Gulf this
            summer. And another one, Hurricane Isaac is predicted to sweep across Jamaica tonight. The category-4 storm with sustained
            winds of 145 miles per hour is expected to pick up steam when it enters the Gulf in the next couple of days.”

      
      Her cell phone rang and she jumped, startled enough to spill salad dressing on the counter. Okay, so having a killer’s blood
         and brains splattered all over her had unnerved her more than she was willing to admit.
      

      
      She grabbed for the phone. Checked the number, disappointed that she didn’t recognize it.

      
      “This is Maggie O’Dell.”

      
      
      “Hey, cherie,” a smooth, baritone voice said.
      

      
      There was only one person who got away with using that New Orleans charm on her.

      
      “Hello, Charlie. And to what do I owe this pleasure?” 

      
      Maggie and Charlie Wurth had spent last Thanksgiving weekend sorting through a bombing at Mall of America and trying to prevent
         another before the weekend was over. In a case where she couldn’t even trust her new boss, AD Raymond Kunze, Charlie Wurth
         had been a godsend. For six months now the deputy director of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) had been trying to
         woo her over to his side of the fence at the Justice Department.
      

      
      “I’m headed on a road trip,” Charlie continued. “And I know you won’t be able to say no to joining me. Think sunny Florida.
         Emerald-green waters. Sugar-white sands.”
      

      
      Every once in a while Charlie Wurth called just to dangle another of his outrageous proposals. It had become a game with them.
         She couldn’t remember why she hadn’t entertained the idea of leaving the FBI and working for DHS. She swiped her fingers through
         her hair, thinking about the blood and brain matter from earlier. Maybe she should consider a switch.
      

      
      “Sounds wonderful.” Maggie played along. “What’s the catch?”

      
      “Just a small one. It appears we most likely will be in the projected path of Hurricane Isaac.”

      
      “Tell me again why I’d be interested in going along?” 

      
      “Actually, you’d be doing me a big favor.” Charlie’s voice turned serious. “I was already on my way down because of the hurricane. Got a bit of a distraction, though. Coast Guard found a fishing cooler in the Gulf.”
      

      
      He left a pause inviting her to finish.

      
      “Let me guess. It wasn’t filled with fish.”

      
      “Exactly. Local law enforcement has its hands full with hurricane preps. Coast Guard makes it DHS, but I’m thinking the assortment
         of body parts throws it over to FBI. I just checked with AD Kunze to see if I can borrow you.”
      

      
      “You talked to Kunze? Today?”

      
      “Yep. Just a few minutes ago. He seemed to think it’d be a good idea.”

      
      She wasn’t surprised that her boss wanted to send her into the eye of a hurricane.

   

   
   
      
      
      THREE
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      NAVAL AIR STATION (NAS)

      
      PENSACOLA, FLORIDA

      
      Colonel Benjamin Platt didn’t recognize this part of the base, though he’d been here once before. Usually he was in and out
         of these places too quickly to become familiar with any of them.
      

      
      “It’s gorgeous,” he said, looking out at Pensacola Bay. 

      
      His escort, Captain Carl Ganz, seemed caught off guard by the comment, turning around to see just what Platt was pointing
         out. Their driver slowed as if to assist his captain’s view.
      

      
      “Oh yes, definitely. Guess we take it for granted,” Captain Ganz said. “Pensacola is one of the prettiest places I’ve been
         stationed. Just getting back from Kabul, I’m sure this looks especially gorgeous.”
      

      
      “You’re right about that.” 

      
      “How was it?”

      
      “The trip?” 

      
      “Afghanistan.”

      
      
      “The dust never lets up. Still feel like my lungs haven’t cleared.”

      
      “I remember. I was part of a medevac team in 2005,” Captain Ganz told Platt.

      
      “I didn’t realize that.”

      
      “Summer 2005. We lost one of our SEALs. A four-member reconnaissance contingent came under attack. Then a helicopter carrying
         sixteen soldiers flew in as a reinforcement but was shot down.” Ganz kept his eyes on the water in the bay. “All aboard died.
         As did the ground crew.”
      

      
      Platt let out a breath and shook his head. “That’s not a good day.”

      
      “You were there back then, too, weren’t you?”

      
      “Earlier. Actually, the first months of the war,” Platt said. “I was part of the team trying to protect our guys from biological
         or chemical weapons. Ended up cutting and suturing more than anything else.”
      

      
      “So has it changed?”

      
      “The war?”

      
      “Afghanistan.”

      
      Platt paused and studied Captain Ganz. He was a little older than Platt, maybe forty, with a boyish face, although his hair
         had prematurely turned gray. This was the first time the two men had met in person. Past correspondences had been via e-mail
         and phone calls. Platt was a medical doctor and director of infectious diseases at Fort Detrick’s USAMRIID and charged with
         preventing, inoculating, and containing some of the deadliest diseases ever known. Ganz, also a physician, ran a medical program
         for the navy that oversaw the surgical needs of wounded soldiers.
      

      
      “Sadly, no,” Platt finally answered, deciding he could be honest with Ganz. “Reminded me too much of those early days. Seems
         like we’re chasing our tails. Only now we’re doing it with our hands tied behind our backs.”
      

      
      Platt rubbed a thumb and forefinger over his eyes, trying to wipe out the fatigue. He still felt jet-lagged from his flight.
         He hadn’t been back home even forty-eight hours when he got the call from Captain Ganz.
      

      
      “Tell me about this mystery virus.” Platt decided he’d just as well cut to the chase.

      
      “We’ve isolated and quarantined every soldier we think may have come in contact with the first cases, the ones that are now
         breaking. Until we know what it is, I figured it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
      

      
      “Absolutely. What are the symptoms?”

      
      “That’s just it. There are very few. At least, in the beginning. Initially there’s excruciating pain at the surgical site,
         which is not unusual with most of these surgeries. We’re talking multiple fractures, deep-tissue wounds with bone exposed.”
         He paused as several planes took off overhead, drowning out all sound. “We’re starting to move aircraft out of the path of
         this next hurricane.”
      

      
      “I thought it’s predicted to hit farther west, maybe New Orleans.”

      
      “Media is always looking at New Orleans,” Ganz shrugged. “Better story I guess. But some of the best in the weather business
         are telling us it’s coming here. Just hope we’re on the left side of it and not the right. That’s why the admiral’s nervous. That’s why I told him I needed to call you in. I told him, if Platt can’t figure this out, no one can.”
      

      
      “Not sure I can live up to that.”

      
      “Yes, you can. You will. You have to.”

      
      “Pain at the site,” Platt prodded him to continue, wanting to keep focused before the fatigue derailed him. “What about the
         med packs left at the site?”
      

      
      “That’s what we thought with the first cases. We removed the packs and that seemed to alleviate the pain, but only temporarily.”

      
      “Infection?”

      
      “Surgical sites show no swelling. Patients have no fever. Although they report feeling very hot and sometimes sweat profusely.
         They complain about upset stomachs. Some vomiting. Headaches. And yet all vital signs are good. Blood pressure, heart rate
         … all normal. Here we are.” Captain Ganz stopped as his driver pulled up to a side entrance of a brick two-story building.
      

      
      The steel door was reinforced. A security keypad blinked red, its digital message flashed C CLASS I.

      
      Ganz punched in a number then pressed his thumb on the screen. Locks clicked open: one, two, three of them. Inside was a small
         lobby, but Ganz took Platt down the first hallway to the right. The corridor was narrow and the two men walked shoulder to
         shoulder.
      

      
      “The admiral wants me to evacuate these soldiers. Move them inland to the Naval Hospital instead of keeping them here right
         on the bay. But, as you know, moving them presents all kinds of problems.”
      

      
      Finally they arrived at another door, another security keypad. Ganz went through the same process again, but when the locks clicked this time he pulled the door open just a few
         inches and stopped, turning back to look Platt in the eyes.
      

      
      “Within a week, four, five days, the blood pressure plunges. The heart starts racing. It’s like the body is struggling to
         get oxygen. They slip into a coma. Organs rapidly begin to shut down. There’s been nothing we can do. I’ve lost two so far.
         Just yesterday. I don’t want the rest of these soldiers to see the same end.”
      

      
      “I understand. Let’s see what we can do.”

      
      Ganz nodded, opened the door, and walked into a small glass-encased room that overlooked an area as big as a gymnasium, only
         it was sectioned and partitioned off, each section encased in a plastic tent with sterile walls that sprouted tubes and cords,
         monitors and computer screens.
      

      
      Platt sucked in his breath to prevent a gasp. There had to be more than a hundred hospital beds filling the space. More than
         a hundred beds with more than a hundred soldiers.
      

   

   
   
   
      
      FOUR
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      PENSACOLA BEACH

      
      Liz Bailey would have rather stayed out in the Gulf and be battered by the waves and the wind. But they were grounded for
         the rest of their shift and for the last five hours had been battered by the sheriff of Escambia County, the director of the
         Santa Rosa Island Authority, the commander of Air Station Pensacola, a federal investigator from the Department of Homeland
         Security, and the deputy director of DHS via speakerphone.
      

      
      It was crazy and Liz couldn’t help wondering if they might have gotten off easier if they had never looked inside the cooler.
         If only they’d just handed it over and headed back out. Too many of the questions seemed more about containment of information
         rather than gathering the facts.
      

      
      “Who else have you told?” the sheriff wanted to know. 

      
      “We followed proper procedure for finding human remains at sea.” Lieutenant Commander Wilson no longer bothered to hide his
         impatience. Keeping a cool head was a skill Wilson hadn’t learned yet.
      

      
      
      Liz wondered if he was sorry that he’d asked Kesnick to open the cooler. Seeing him defensive and irritated by the consequences
         of his actions was almost worth the detainment. Almost.
      

      
      Earlier, the look on Wilson’s face had convinced Liz that their pilot had never seen a severed body part before. At first
         she thought Wilson didn’t believe Kesnick. But she saw his eyes and glimpsed what looked like fear—maybe even shock. With
         his visor pushed back to get a better look at the contents inside that cooler, there was no hiding his expression. At least
         not from Liz, who had been in a position in the helicopter to see it, to catch it straight on. Normally it may have garnered
         sympathy. Instead it simply reinforced her lack of respect for the guy.
      

      
      Finally dismissed for the day, the four of them wandered out into the sunlight.

      
      “Beer’s on me,” Wilson announced. “It’s early. We can get a good seat on the Tiki Bar’s deck. Watch some bikini babes.”

      
      Someone cleared his throat. Liz didn’t look to see who. 

      
      “Oh, come on,” Wilson said. “Bailey doesn’t mind. Not if she’s one of us.”

      
      Always the edge, the challenge, putting it back onto Liz. 

      
      “Actually, it sounds like a good idea,” she said, putting on her sunglasses, still without looking at any of them and not
         slowing her pace.
      

      
      “Only if we can get a couple of hot dogs.” Tommy Ellis was always hungry.

      
      “Geez, Ellis. Can you stop thinking about your stomach? We’ll get them later,” Wilson insisted.

      
      
      “What if the hot-dog man isn’t there later?”

      
      “He’ll be there,” Liz told them, now leading the way to the Tiki Bar. “And he’ll probably talk us into going out again for
         another beer with him.”
      

      
      “Yeah, how can you be so sure?” Ellis demanded. 

      
      “Because the hot-dog man is my dad.”

   

   

      
      
      FIVE
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      NEWBURGH HEIGHTS, VIRGINIA

      
      Maggie O’Dell downloaded and printed the copies Wurth had forwarded to her. The photos and initial documents from the Escambia
         County Sheriff’s Department reminded her that she’d want to take her own photos. She’d be able to decipher only the basics
         from these shots.
      

      
      One photo showed an assortment of odd-shaped packages wrapped in plastic and stuffed inside an oversize cooler. The close-ups
         displayed the individual packages lined up on a concrete floor used for staging. What she could see beyond the plastic wrap
         looked more like cuts of meat from a butcher shop than parts of a human body.
      

      
      She asked Wurth if they could wait until her arrival before unwrapping the packages. He told her it was probably too late.

      
      “Doubtful. You know how that goes, O’Dell. Curiosity gets the best of even law enforcement.” But then he added, “I’ll see
         what I can do.”
      

      
      Now Maggie sat cross-legged in the middle of her living-room floor, scattered photos on one side, Harvey on the other. His sleeping head filled her lap. She kept the TV on the Weather Channel. Initially the TV just provided background noise,
         but she found the weather coverage drawing her attention. She was learning about hurricanes, something that might come in
         handy in the following week.
      

      
      Maggie found it interesting that the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale, though measured by sustained winds, was also based
         on the level of damage those winds were capable of causing. A category-3 storm produced sustained winds of 111 to 130 miles
         per hour and could cause “extensive” damage; a category 4, 131 to 155 mile per hour winds and “devastating” damage; a category
         5, 156 miles per hour and greater winds with “catastrophic” damage.
      

      
      One hundred and forty mile per hour winds were not something Maggie could relate to. Damage, however, was something she could.

      
      Hurricane Isaac had already killed sixty people across the Caribbean. Within several hours it had gone from 145 mile per hour
         winds to 150. The storm was expected to hit Grand Cayman in a few hours. One million Cubans were said to have evacuated in
         anticipation of the monster hitting there on Sunday. Moving at only ten miles per hour, the hurricane was expected to enter
         the Gulf by Monday.
      

      
      On every projected path Maggie had seen in the last several hours, Pensacola, Florida, was smack-dab in the middle. Charlie
         Wurth hadn’t been kidding when he told her they would be driving down into the eye of a hurricane. Consequently, there were
         no available flights to Pensacola. Tomorrow morning she was booked to fly to Atlanta, where Charlie would pick her up and they would drive five hours to the Florida Panhandle. When she asked him what he was doing in
         Atlanta—his home was in New Orleans and his office in Washington, D.C.—he simply said, “Don’t ask.”
      

      
      Wurth still had difficulty acting like a federal government employee. He came to the position of assistant deputy director
         of Homeland Security after impressing the right people with his tough but fair investigation of federal waste and corruption
         in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. But Wurth, like Maggie, probably would never get used to the bureaucracy that came with
         the job.
      

      
      Maggie knew she should be packing. She kept a bag with the essentials. She just needed to add to it. What did one pack for
         hurricane weather? Sensible shoes, no doubt. Her friend Gwen Patterson was always telling Maggie that she didn’t have the
         appropriate respect for shoes.
      

      
      She glanced at the time. She’d need to call Gwen. She’d do that later. The foray with today’s killer was still too fresh in
         her mind and on her skin. Her friend the psychiatrist had a knack for reading between the lines, weighing pauses, and detecting
         even the slightest of cracks in Maggie’s composure. An occupational hazard, Gwen always said, and Maggie understood all too
         well.
      

      
      The two women had met when Maggie was a forensic fellow at Quantico and Gwen a private consultant to the Behavioral Science
         Unit. Seventeen years Maggie’s senior, Dr. Gwen Patterson had the tendency to overlap maternal instincts into their friendship.
         Maggie didn’t mind. Gwen was her one constant. It was Gwen who was always there by Maggie’s side. It was Gwen propping her up during her long, drawn-out divorce; setting up vigil alongside Maggie’s hospital
         bed after a killer had trapped her in a freezer to die; sitting outside an isolation ward at Fort Detrick when Maggie’d been
         exposed to Ebola; and most recently Gwen was again by her side at Arlington National Cemetery when Maggie paid her last respects
         at her mentor’s gravesite.
      

      
      Yet there were days like today when Maggie didn’t want to confront her own vulnerabilities. Nor did she want her friend worrying.
         Maggie knew her insomnia was not just the inability to fall asleep. It was the nightmares that jolted her awake. Visions of
         her brother Patrick handcuffed to a suitcase bomb. The image of her mentor and boss lying in a hospital bed, his skeletal
         body invaded with tubes and needles. Herself trapped inside an ice coffin. A takeout container left on the counter of a truck
         stop, seeping blood. Rows and rows of Mason jars filled with floating body parts.
      

      
      The problem was that those nightmare images were not the creation of an overactive or fatigued imagination but, rather, were
         memories, snapshots of very real experiences. The compartments Maggie had spent years carefully constructing in her mind—the
         places where she locked away the horrific snapshots—had started to leak. Just like Gwen had predicted.
      

      
      “One of these days,” her wise friend had warned, “you’re going to need to deal with the things you’ve seen and done, what’s
         been done to you. You can’t tuck them away forever.”
      

      
      The cell phone startled both Maggie and Harvey this time. She patted him as she reached across his body to retrieve the phone.
         She wouldn’t have been surprised to hear Gwen’s voice.
      

      
      
      “Maggie O’Dell.”

      
      “Hey.”

      
      Close. It was Gwen’s boyfriend, R. J. Tully, who happened to be Maggie’s partner. That was before the FBI buckled down on
         costs. Now they found themselves working singularly and assigned to very few of the same cases. However, Tully had been one
         of the contingency there today at the warehouse, one of half a dozen agents who witnessed Kunze’s kill shot.
      

      
      “Thought I’d check to see if you’re okay.”

      
      “I’m fine.” Too quick. She bit down on her lower lip. Would Tully call her on it? Gwen would. Before he had a chance to respond,
         she tried to change the subject. “I was just about to call Emma.”
      

      
      “Emma?” Tully sounded like he didn’t recognize his daughter’s name.

      
      “To stay with Harvey. I need to leave tomorrow morning. Early. Charlie Wurth has a case in Florida he wants me to check out.
         Is Emma home?”
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