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SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS

“David?”

“Yes.”

“You know who this is?”

“Yes.”

“You’re alone?”

“Yes.”

“Get out. Now.”

There was a slight pause. David looked into the living room. The pale cotton curtains were closed across the patio doors; a light wind billowed them out toward him. “How many guys are there?”

“One.”

“Who?”

“He’s a professional, David.”

“Size? Build?”

“For God’s sake, what does it matter? Just get out. Right now.”

David Marion snapped his cell phone shut. When it had rung, he’d been in the kitchen of his house, folding sheets with the military precision that comes from years as a convicted man in a prison laundry. His cupboards showed the same influence: a couple of cans each of peaches, Heinz spaghetti, baked beans, SPAM, an aerosol of Reddi-wip. He shook out a pillowcase, tossed this whole store into it—except for the Reddi-wip—carried it to the entrance hall, set it beside the door and went back to the living room.

It was the end of March, an unexpectedly warm night in the Midwest; people had windows open all along the dead-end street where he lived. He shut the patio doors behind his curtains. Then he turned on the TV, lit a cigarette and sat down to wait.

But David was hardly a man at ease watching a TV quiz show; he still had the Reddi-wip clutched in his hand when he heard a gentle knock. He balanced his cigarette on the edge of the ashtray and went into the entrance hall.

“What do you want?” he said irritably through the front door.

“I’m really sorry to disturb you”—the voice was frightened, wavery, old—“but I saw your light. My wife—”

“I’m busy.”

“I got to get her to emergency. You got to help me.”

“Call an ambulance.”

“Oh, come on, mister. Please help us. Please.”

David sighed, more irritably than before. “Give me a minute.” He turned the key in the lock and leaned against the door while he slid back the bolt. The abrupt pressure from the other side was all he needed to know. He yanked the door open.

Any type of aerosol—even whipped cream—is a substitute for mace. Before the guy on the other side of the door recovered his balance enough to aim the gun in his hand, the Reddi-wip blinded him. He dropped the weapon. David kicked it off to one side, grabbed the pillowcase of canned food that he’d set there half an hour before and swung hard. The man staggered, sank to his knees. Blood spurted from his nose. David swung again and kept on swinging until the pillowcase ripped apart and cans of SPAM and peaches rolled away across the floor. They clattered against the far wall.

He stood a moment, breathing hard, covered in blood, furious, outraged, affronted.

The guy lay spread-eagled on his floor. The face was too much of a mess to give away much, but the springy hair and the young body suggested early twenties, a big kid, almost as tall as David himself, with one of those iron-pumped prison bodies like his. A stretch inside should have taught him better than to try such a stupid trick.

David left the body where it was and went to the garage for paint thinner and a box of Mexican Miracle-Gro for Lawns. He dumped both into a bowl with a jar of Vaseline, kneaded them into a dough and wrapped it in Saran Wrap. Candles came next. He cut the wax away from a dozen of them, tied the wicks into a long string, warmed them in the oven while he ground the heads of half a box of matches, then rolled the wicks in the residue. Packing the rest of the match heads into the spring from a ballpoint pen was a delicate job; it took several toothpicks and forty minutes. He placed the entire assembly—string, spring and dough—near his front door.

There wasn’t more than a couple hours of darkness left when he emptied the kid’s pockets, got out of his own blood-spattered clothes, showered, dressed. He checked over the living room, bedroom, kitchen the way tourists check out a motel where they’ve spent the night, except that he was checking it out in reverse: vital things such as car keys and house keys had to be left behind. His luggage was a plastic supermarket bag; he tossed a couple of spare tools into it along with the contractor’s gun and pocket contents.

Then he took out his lighter, lit the string of candle wicks and left, shutting the front door behind him.

He hadn’t found any keys on the man, but he knew the cars of this respectable neighborhood, and a battered Volkswagen didn’t belong here. The kid had been so sure of himself that the keys were still in the ignition. David slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine; he’d reached George Washington Boulevard when the thunderclap of the explosion hit. He braked, as any ordinary driver would, and twisted around to watch the flames, white in the center, red at the tips, licking up into the night.

Vaseline and Mexican fertilizers make as good a bomb as any terrorist might hope for. Lights in houses nearby flicked on, a few here, a few there. A second and third blast came almost together, throwing out streaks of red that scarred the sky and boiled up to join forces with an already fierce fire. A wail of sirens began in the distance, only to be drowned in further explosions.

Where David’s house once stood, an inferno billowed and soared.
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DUBICZEWO, MOGILEV REGION, BELARUS

The vehicle pulled into the village of Dubiczewo every six months. It looked like a bus without windows and bore the words:

[image: image]

Most of the locals were illiterate, and three years ago they’d been suspicious of this wheeled chunk of modernity. Now they all knew the words meant “Mobile Medical Clinic.” The twin vehicle that pulled in after it said, “Mobile Test Laboratory”; it was full of eerie-looking machinery that glowed and made clapping noises, but these days the villagers climbed the metal steps into it without a qualm. They stood in front of the chest X-ray as nonchalantly as any Westerner. They were happy to lie down in the scintillation detector that recorded the radiation in their bodies.

Consultations began at once. There were no appointments; the locals and people from outlying areas arranged a general schedule among themselves. At the front of the clinic under a wide awning, a group of the healthy waited for a check-over and the collection of blood and urine samples that would precede their visit to the test lab. At the rear, in a canvas enclosure warmed by a wood-burning stove, the ailing, the injured and the frightened waited for advice from a paramedic who would decide whether they were to see one of the nurses or the doctor.

The team included one of two doctors, Dr. Tatiana or Dr. Zukim, a giggly, untidy man who expected a bribe. Dr. Tatiana’s arrival was always cause for celebration.

She was a dumpling of a woman with cheeks so round that when she smiled, her glasses rose too high atop them for her to focus her eyes on her patient. She had only the thinnest covering of hair on her head; like most of the people who attended the clinic, she was still battling the effects of the Chernobyl meltdown nearly a quarter of a century ago. That was why the mobile clinic had come to exist: to care for Chernobyl’s modern victims.

To this day nobody knows precisely how much fallout the nuclear plant released—except that it was huge. Conservative estimates put it at more than 150 Hiroshima bombs and literally millions of times more than the Three Mile Island meltdown, the worst civilian nuclear accident in U.S. history. Parts of Mogilev had been as heavily contaminated as the exclusion zone around the power plant itself even though the region was 200 kilometers away. The official explanation was an unhappy conjunction of wind and rain. What the gossips said was that right after the accident, Soviet chemical troops saw a black cloud traveling toward Moscow; they shot at it and turned it toward Mogilev instead.

Dr. Tatiana was skeptical. Like most Belarusians, she dismissed official explanations of anything and everything no matter how convincing they sounded, but she didn’t know enough about chemical troops to judge. On the other hand, what difference did it make how Chernobyl contaminated the region? Her problem was dealing with the human cost here and now.

She didn’t have to examine the teenage boy who lay across his mother’s lap. Symptoms that might puzzle an American doctor were painfully familiar to her. But she was punctilious in her record-keeping. Funds for clinics like this depended on careful documentation. She noted each of her observations in the file open in front of her. Undressed, the boy was ashen, covered in bruises, severely emaciated; he weighed less than the sacks of potatoes his mother gathered from the fields. The largest things on his body were his kneecaps.

“You are fourteen now, Boris?” Dr. Tatiana asked. She spoke in Belarusian.

“He was not like this six months ago,” his mother said. Her eyes were terrified. “He wants to play ice hockey. Now he screams when I touch him.”

Dr. Tatiana took Boris’s hands. “Did you play much last winter?” He shook his head wearily. “I could never even stand up on skates,” she went on.

The boy smiled. “I began really good.”

“At the beginning of the season?”

He nodded.

“What position do you play?” she said.

“Center.” There was pride in his voice. His team was most likely a raggle-taggle of kids with home-carved hockey sticks and a potato for a puck, but ice hockey players are heroes in Belarus.

“Next winter you’ll play better than ever,” she said, helping him gently off her examining table.

“I’ll need to run a few tests,” she went on to his mother. “Be of good cheer, Mrs. Gres. There is a great deal we can do to make Boris more comfortable, and we hear about new approaches almost every day.”

And yet she shook her head as she watched the woman carry her son out the door of the consultation room. She knew she hadn’t fooled the mother, but the young can so easily blind themselves to the obvious. She completed her notes with the words, “Diagnosis: acute myeloid leukemia.”

The boy’s only hope was the rare miracle of spontaneous remission. In the West, it would be different; there’d be extensive chemotherapy, bone marrow transplants, a good shot at recovery. The money wasn’t available here. Treatment in Boris’s case could consist only of palliative measures: painkillers, antibiotics and a recently introduced cocktail of antioxidants and vitamins that seemed to give a boost.

She marked him down for everything, but she would not be surprised to hear that he’d died within the week. These cases could go very fast.

It looked so peaceful here. A tractor spreading fertilizer crawled sluglike along the distant horizon—big yellow cab, tanklike wheels—a pleasant pastoral scene. And yet Dr. Tatiana wasn’t sure how much longer she could bear this work. There was no end in sight, not even a let-up. Three radioactive isotopes remained active in Belarusian soil—cesium-137, strontium-90, plutonium-239—and continued to produce the poisons that cause such fearful damage to human tissue and human genes. Forecasts showed that the levels of radiation in Belarus weren’t falling as the years passed; they were slowly but steadily rising as subsoil waters carried the isotopes farther and wider.

No doctor could be surprised that general health in the region was getting worse too. What so upset Dr. Tatiana was the number of children who were as sick as Boris. The incidence of childhood leukemia had remained fairly steady for almost two decades. And then, a few years ago, she’d noticed an abrupt increase. This was so puzzling and disturbing a development that the Ministry of Health issued a paper about it. Official policy blamed it on a spate of unusual reactions to common infection.

Dr. Tatiana only sighed at the silliness of such an idea. On the other hand, if something like that didn’t explain it, what did?
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CATON, ALABAMA

Joshua Brewster’s family had been dirt poor for generations when he found a special swarm of bees and started farming them; he was only a kid then, and it’s not as though he turned the Brewsters into millionaires. They lived in Wal-Mart overalls and a clapboard house with linoleum floors. They huddled around an ancient wood-burning stove for warmth in winter, while outside, hand-built hives huddled together year-round like dollhouses for the Birmingham homeless.

Joshua swore his honey had healing properties, but all beekeepers make the same claim, and Joshua’s was so bitter that only a few health-food nuts would bother with it. The venom fared better. Years ago, he’d developed a special process for milking the bees; his hives produced more than most, and he supplied some eminent acupuncturists up north. Variations in its chemistry made it an interesting exercise for undergraduates, so university labs bought from him too. Recently there’d been an increase in demand—enough so that his youngest daughter could take up the scholarship that the University of Alabama had offered her. Other than that, the farm’s turnover didn’t put meat on the table every day of the week.

He didn’t even own the farm. Helen Freyl did.

The Freyls were rich people from Springfield, Illinois, four hundred miles north of here; they’d owned huge chunks of the town since Lincoln’s time. Helen’s title to this farm had begun as a joke of a Christmas present when she was a little girl of eight. She’d reached under the tree, grabbed the shiniest package, ripped off the ribbons and found a mahogany box with a key in a brass lock. Inside were papers that said she was now the owner of a real, live business. Then came a short treatise about the thousands of new animal species that are named every year, then an embossed certificate with gold writing that said these bees were among them. There used to be Apis cerana, Apis dorsata, Apis florae and Apis mellifera.

Now Apis helena had been added to the list.

Helen had let out a howl of disappointment. What does an eight-year-old care about having a species named just for her?

The gift had been her grandmother’s, and to this day her grandmother took Helen’s responsibility to the farm far more seriously than Helen did. Every year she sent Helen to check Joshua’s accounts even though the Freyls retained expensive tax lawyers back home. Accounts and tax returns bored Helen. All business did. Her grandmother had tried again and again to kindle some interest; checking Joshua’s accounts was one attempt in a long series. Not that it was an arduous job: all Helen had to do was gather up the paperwork to turn over to the lawyers.

But she loved the smell of smoke and honey that hung over the farm, and this time Joshua’s sister Lillian had come along. Lillian had been housekeeper to the Freyls since Helen was born, and Helen couldn’t imagine life without her. Lillian was her solace, her comfort, her sanctuary in the world. It was Lillian who’d cleaned her scraped knees when she’d fallen off her bike, and it was Lillian who’d held her tight when she’d wakened screaming from night horrors all those years ago. To this day, Springfield gossips whispered that Helen was unstable. “Don’t you pay ’em no mind, sugar,” Lillian said. “You’s just highly strung. That’s a good thing. You gonna do something special with your life. They ain’t gonna do nothing.”

Helen was twenty-nine years old, smart, well-educated, pretty as well as rich. She’d inherited fine bones and a porcelain delicacy from her grandmother. She had her father’s green eyes and her mother’s dark hair. But her parents were dead. Both deaths had been sudden, brutal, unnecessary, and despite Lillian’s faith in her, Helen woke every morning in despair and wandered through the day aimless, adrift, depressed. She envied the bees. They didn’t have to live like that. Their lives had purpose and meaning, a suicide-bomber’s commitment to a community.

The morning after Helen arrived at Joshua’s farm, he handed her a letter on his way out to his round of the hives. She read it, shook her head and gave it to Lillian to read.

“Miss Helen, if’n I was you I wouldn’t bother answering this,” Lillian said, handing it back to her. “But it ain’t my business. It’s your’n—and Joshua’s.”

“Who the hell do they think they are?” Helen said.

“They’s lawyers. It says so.”

“Lawyers don’t do this kind of thing on their own. They’re acting for somebody.” Helen glanced over the letter again. “I guess they could’ve come when you guys weren’t here—had a look around.”

Lillian shook her head. “The bees woulda told Joshua.”

Joshua said the bees told him what to do and when to do it. Helen half believed him and half didn’t; he had an amused look in his eye most of the time and an impish smile to go with it. One year she’d persuaded him to let her invest in a computer-controlled venom collector, infrared cameras, ultramodern hive design. Bees don’t hibernate; they have to cluster together to keep warm. Even so, lots of them die, and more died that year than ever before. Joshua said they didn’t like computers spying on them. Back came the ramshackle wood hives and the collector he’d designed and rigged himself.

The bees stopped dying.

He’d refused money from Helen after that. She’d tried to get him to let her improve the house for him and his family. He said he liked his house the way it was. A neighbor’s land had come up for sale. She’d offered to buy it for him. He’d said he couldn’t manage an acre more than he already had. She’d happily have put up money to subsidize his youngest daughter at the university, but he wouldn’t have that either. Only the lucky accident of an extra demand for venom allowed her to go at all. The farm and his family remained at subsistence level.

And yet the letter in Helen’s hands—it was addressed to Dr. Helen Freyl, President, Caton Bees & Venom—was an offer of $5 million for the property and its livestock.
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SPRINGFIELD TO D.C.

All Springfield’s tough kids knew the chasm off Route 378, a deep, narrow V-shape of stone with a smatter of trees and shrubs clinging to it: perfect for playing chicken. David drove the battered Volkswagen to the edge, got out, pushed it over. A moment of silence, a short series of crashes and a newcomer joined the corpses of chicken cars going generations back.

From Route 378, the neon lights of the town make an extravaganza of pinks and greens, stars and scintillations: McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, Exxon—and off to one side, what might have been a neighborhood bonfire that had got out of control. David walked backward until the view disappeared behind a rise of ground, then turned and jogged to the interstate.

The highway was busy even now, even before dawn broke. A flickering neon sign on his side of the road read:

BENNY & JANE’S
Full comfort for the whole family!
UNBELIEVABLE RATES!
$39.25 for Mom and Dad, and…
the kids are free!

The place was asleep, the parking lot only half full. He scanned the cars. He liked cars. He’d restored his old Chevrolet Impala, done all the work himself, stripping it right down to the chassis and rebuilding the engine into the high-powered beauty it was intended to be. And yet the car he chose was a cheap, underpowered 1993 Toyota, parked beside the unit farthest away from the office.

He took a pick out of his plastic bag and inserted it in the Toyota’s front door lock. Old cars are easier than new ones. Foreign cars are easier than American. The locks on most Japanese models have five pins, and the pick bounces up and down according to their resistance; guys like David can feel the pattern inside. The ignition was much the same job, and he knew that when he’d picked it a couple of times, he’d be able to start the engine almost as fast as if he had the keys. He was pleased with his choice. Papa Toyota kept the inside as neat as the outside. He’d even filled the gas tank. David eased the car out of the parking lot and onto Interstate 72.

After all, he could hardly rent a car, could he? He was a dead man—blown to bits in his own house—and by evening his face was likely to be plastered across newspapers all over the state.

Crime statistics say that if you drive along one of these highways, you pass a car that’s hot almost every minute. So many get stolen that police records stop at state borders. Besides, there’s not a cop anywhere who’s going to do more than file a report for a patron of a beat-up joint like Benny & Jane’s Motel. This is to say that about the time the Toyota’s owners woke up in Illinois to find their car gone, David was crossing into Indiana in a vehicle that for practical purposes belonged to him.

He stopped outside Columbus, Ohio, for food, gas and a road atlas, then spent a couple of hours off a side road in southern Pennsylvania trying—and failing—to get some sleep. It was past midnight when he began the final leg of his journey. He’d been to D.C. only once before, but he’d arrived by plane, been picked up at the airport, had no sense of the baffling complexity that awaited a driver unfamiliar with the area. How can anybody negotiate the tangle of cloverleaves and flyovers—gummed up with roadworks even at night—that siphon traffic off to the south side of the Potomac? Had he doubled back this way only once? Or was it twice? About an hour before dawn, he hit the George Washington Memorial Parkway, a route lined with Americana—Arlington National Cemetery, Lady Bird’s park, Lyndon’s grove, even the Pentagon off to one side—but he was too weary to notice more than traffic in either direction. A pale, misty daylight was beginning to show itself when he saw the long wall he’d driven all this way to reach.

Security installations were the profession David had taken up after leaving prison; he was good at it. He’d designed and built systems for businesses from Rockford in the north of Illinois to Harrisburg in the south. He knew the system that guarded this Mount Vernon property too. He’d studied the plans, been thinking about them ever since his drive began, and he’d found the loophole he was looking for. There was serious money on display in the mansion beyond the wall, all of it eminently salable. The sheer amount of it gave his anticipation a queasy edge.
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

Justice Samuel Clark woke up on the outskirts of America’s capital city with thoughts of breakfast coffee. He loved the morning even when his wife was at home. Without her? Pure bliss. He stretched in his silk pajamas—soft mattress beneath him, canopy of four-poster billowing above him, view of the Potomac River through the bank of windows beyond his feet—and luxuriated his way out of bed to his marble bathroom, showered, shaved, dressed and studied his reflection in the mirror.

Whenever the media wanted to feature a Supreme Court judge, Samuel was the one they came to. He was famous for his civil rights decisions and for writing a book on prisons that had energized reform groups all over America, but that wasn’t it. What pleased the people from the press—and Samuel himself—was that he looked like George Washington. He had the same square jaw, the same long nose, the same white hair brushed away from his face. His jowls radiated probity as Washington’s had, and the sonority of his voice matched them; his photogenic house, down the road from Washington’s Mount Vernon, added yet another touch. The staircase he descended swept outward at its base as the smell of freshly brewed coffee reached him. The solarium where he breakfasted was off the dining room, a glass-domed structure where a blue plumbago bloomed all year round.

He made his way there, opened the glass French doors—and froze in amazement.

“David Marion!” he cried. “How in the name of God did you get in here? You damn near scared me to death. I thought you said this place was impregnable.”

David sat on the far side of a terra-cotta table, a cup of coffee half drunk in front of him, the Washington Post open in his hands. “You lock it, I’ll break it.”

“Suppose you lock it.”

“Even easier.”

“You still sound like Hugh, you know that?”

Hugh Freyl had been Helen’s father, educated in England and never able to rid himself of English consonants. He’d taught David for the Illinois Literacy in Prisons Program and put an alien edge into his pupil’s voice. He’d also introduced David to the eminent judge, his old roommate from Harvard Law School.

“What a pleasure to see you in such fine fettle,” Samuel went on, watching David take a cigarette from a pack, light it, draw on it. “You should stop smoking. You do know that, don’t you?”

“Leave me alone.”

David was mid-thirties, black hair, black eyes, tall; he’d left South Hams State Prison a couple of years back with an extension degree from the University of Chicago that had only intensified an explosive anger at the whole universe. This is not the kind of man a person like Samuel knows, much less feels in debt to. But Samuel felt very much in debt. Without Clark on Prisons, he probably wouldn’t be sitting on the Supreme Court, and without David’s inside information, the book would have been indistinguishable from hundreds of other heavy tomes published every year in the legal field.

The United States has the largest prison population in the world, larger even than China. It’s a fact that Samuel had railed against in print many times; it’s the reason why he decided to write his famous book even though he’d had no firsthand experience. Eight years ago, at Hugh Freyl’s suggestion, he’d started up a correspondence with David. Only then did he begin to understand his own outrage at the statistic.

At the age of fifteen David had killed his foster father and foster brother. He’d shown no remorse and refused to explain why he’d done it. If he’d been a year older he’d have been strapped in a chair and injected with a lethal dose of potassium chloride. Instead they gave him a life sentence.

Samuel had expected stumbling self-justification from the letters. There was none. He’d expected claims of innocence. There wasn’t any of that either. The letters switched back and forth from a ferocious intensity to absolute indifference, no middle ground, no compromise, no sense of rest. They let him glimpse day-to-day life in a brutal dictatorship, where gangs warred with each other, position in the hierarchy determined everything and a single stray glance could end in attack, rape, sexual servitude, death or all of these. Samuel was intrigued and impressed. He was eager to meet a man who wrote like this.

Hugh arranged the visit for him. On the day before it, the warden tried to put him off. He said it wasn’t a good time.

Samuel insisted.

He knew South Hams State Prison from the outside. It was old. The walls were thirty feet high, topped with spirals of razor wire, interrupted by guard towers. Security was tight—CCTV, armed guards, a body search—and it wasn’t until Samuel was past it that the noise hit him. Metal doors clanged. Metal staircases resounded. Men shouted, screamed, cried, sang, snored. Radios blared. The smells were rank: sweat, vomit, urine, garbage.

Samuel hadn’t expected guards to lead him to the hospital ward, but that’s what they did: a disheveled bunker of a room with high, barred windows and half a dozen beds, four of them occupied.

“This is David Marion?” he said, staring down at a Quasimodo of a man chained to a bed.

“Yep,” said one of the guards.

Most of the man’s face was purple, one eye swollen shut, the other a bare squint, the cheek sagging, mouth dragged down toward the chin, drooling at the corner. Head and chest were swathed in dirty bandages. This is what murderers look like in children’s nightmares; the injuries and distortion were so extensive that Samuel couldn’t connect this convict’s face with the mugshots he’d seen of David.

“Are you sure this is the man?” he asked.

“The warden done told you it wasn’t a good time.”

“What happened to him?”

“We figure he tripped and hurt himself.”

“I see,” Samuel said grimly. “You may go.”

The guard ruminated a moment. “You sure about that, Judge? He ain’t exactly what you’d call friendly.”

“He’s chained to the bed, sir. What harm can he do me?”

When the guards left, Samuel went to the sink, filled a plastic cup with water, brought it back.

“Thirsty?” he said, reaching over the bed with the cup.

The cup flew out of his hand and his wrist was pinned to the bed itself before he even registered the rattle-clank of the chains. He found himself only inches from that disfigured, swollen face.

“Get out.” The voice was very hoarse and very weak, but Samuel knew at once from the fury in it that this was the person he’d corresponded with.

“What did they do to you, my friend?”

“Get out!”

Samuel had heard that the first rule of survival in South Hams was “never let them see you bleed.” He did as he was told. He didn’t go back either, fearing that his glimpse of David vulnerable would interrupt the flow of information. For several months it did. But he persisted, knowing also that contact with the outside world was so highly prized that the correspondence would build up again.

When the letters did start a second time, the revelations went on for months. The book that resulted came out with the dedication:

For David, who knows

“How long have you been sitting here in my solarium, reading my newspaper and drinking my coffee?” he said to David.

“An hour maybe.”

“You haven’t smoked in all that time?” Samuel was wondering why he hadn’t smelled cigarettes along with his coffee at the bottom of his stairs; he hated the smell, and he knew David knew it.

“I wanted to surprise you.”

“Well, you sure as hell succeeded in that. How’d you get past Josie? You didn’t hurt her, did you?” There was worry in Samuel’s voice. Josie was the maid in black-and-white formal dress who waited on him in the mornings. He was fond of her; she made him laugh.

There was a slight softening of the planes of David’s face. “I think she kind of likes me.”

“Not that it matters for now”—Samuel took a sip of coffee—“but just disappearing into the night isn’t going to fool anybody for long.”

“People don’t leave home without their keys and stuff.”

“Come on, David, I do it when I put out the cat.”

“You don’t have a cat.”

“What about when the contractor shows up. He’s not going to—” Samuel broke off. “Christ, what have you done now? Promise me that person is still in one piece.”

David sighed irritably. “I need papers.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I need papers,” David repeated.

“Oh, you do, do you? What kind of papers?”

“Birth certificate. Passport. Credit cards. Driver’s license.”

Samuel nodded. “Yes. Yes, I can see that. I assume you have, er, friends who can arrange that kind of thing for you.”

“I want legal papers. The real thing.”

“That’s quite a bit more difficult, isn’t it?”

“Not for you.”

“Very funny.”

“Where’s the joke?”

Samuel wasn’t often taken off guard. He hated those contemptuous laughs that academics use to make opponents feel foolish, and yet he heard himself doing it. “You’re out of your wits, David. I suggested you come see me sometime. For some idiotic reason I enjoy your company, but I have no intention of supplying a felon with documents.”

David shrugged. “I taped the call.”

“Don’t even try to play games with me.”

David took his cell phone out of his pocket, set it on the table, flipped a switch.

“David?” Millions of Americans knew the weight and authority of that voice.

“Yes.”

“You’re alone?”

“Yes.”

Samuel felt a sudden constriction across his chest. For months, he’d sensed a multiple bypass on the horizon. “Shut it off, damn you,” he said. “David, are you actually trying to blackmail me? For an act of kindness and concern? Is this how you repay me?”

“Might sound kind of funny, don’t you think? The great jurist warning an ex-con about a hit man?”

Samuel drummed his fingers on the table and stared out through the many-paned glass walls of the solarium, across the landscaped gardens of his mansion to the river where the mist was lifting off the water. “David, I’m a judge. I don’t do things like that.”

“Sure you do.”

“What do you want them for? You planning to leave the country?”

“I don’t know. I might. Why not?”

“You must be out of your mind. Jesus Christ, what makes you think I could do such a thing even if I wanted to?”

David shrugged again. “Not hard to figure. A guy who knows a hit like that is going down has better connections than I’m ever going to have.”

Samuel loved women. He truly did. He’d had many affairs, and he’d never been attracted to a man before. But David? There was something about the way the man moved. Samuel had sensed it at that first meeting in the prison hospital. The grip on his wrist had provoked what he’d told himself later was a visceral pity for a suffering fellow being. When David had got out and come to see him, he’d insisted to himself that he felt no more than an oddly oriented paternal concern; his only child had died in a hit-and-run when she was just twenty-five. Both assumptions had a good element of reality to them, but looking at David now, he knew they weren’t its driving force.

Samuel was famous for his ability to plot a strategy in unfamiliar territory even when his position was weak. He got out of his chair. He paced the room, stopped to stare through the glass as he had before, then turned to David with a quizzical smile.

“So what’s in it for me?”

David eyed the judge up and down, stretched his legs beneath the table, lit another cigarette from the butt of the one he’d nearly finished. “I’ll stick around for a while if you want. I’m in no hurry.”
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SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS

Rebecca Freyl, Helen’s grandmother—Becky to her friends and family—was as frail as she was ancient, but she held herself ramrod straight. She concreted all human warmth under a layer of etiquette that belonged in the court of the Emperor Franz Joseph, and when Helen got back home to Springfield from Joshua’s farm in Caton, her grandmother embraced her for a moment with a finishing school’s chilly formality, gave her a peck on the cheek, then held her out with a tight smile.

“Well, well, what cream have you licked now?” Helen said. She knew that smile. Only triumph brought it on.

“Very nice cream indeed. Oh, yes. Yes, I would certainly say that.” Becky reached for a copy of the State Journal-Register that was lying on top of the Japanese chest in the living room.

The screamer headline ran:

A MOB HIT IN SPRINGFIELD?

A full-color photograph of flames against the night sky took up most of the front page. David’s mugshot was cut into the corner, the bottom edge of it beginning to curl as though it were on fire too. Helen’s first thought was that the composition was more professional than the Journal-Register usually managed.

“The police are very happy,” her grandmother said. There were traces of Atlanta in her voice. “If they manage to track down the man responsible, I may suggest that they apply to the pope to have him canonized before they send him to prison.”

Some people are more alive than others. It’s a quality that affects the air around them like a weather front before a storm; the leaves on the ground start swirling even though there isn’t any wind. Maybe it’s raw energy. All of us lust for it, and so few of us have it. Not even a mugshot could hide it in David Marion.

“Mr. Marion’s neighbors are very happy too,” Becky went on. “Of course, the damage is inconvenient and ugly. There’s nothing but a black hole where his house used to be. But, oh, the unadulterated joy of being rid of him. The young Hendersons—they’re only two doors away—couldn’t get a wink of sleep until they’d installed bars across their windows. They were afraid for their children. They were even afraid for the dog. Who knows what a criminal like that might take into his head next? Every single homeowner in Washington Street wanted to sell up and leave, but the property values! Mr. Marion’s presence forced them down so far that—”

“Shut up,” Helen cried, swinging around to face the old woman. “I refuse to hear another word. Can’t you ever shut up?”

Helen had always been quick-tempered, mercurial. She’d never learned to control her tongue. Even so, Becky caught her breath—a sharp intake of surprise—and knit her brows. “My, my, what an extraordinary reaction. Whatever could be the matter?” She put a hand on Helen’s shoulder. “Helen? My dear? Are those tears? You didn’t cry even when your father died. Tears? For David Marion?”
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CATON, ALABAMA

Joshua had given up church when he was fifteen. That’s when he’d started thinking about fundamental things, what was good, what was bad, what the preacher said and what the Bible said for itself. And the more he thought about it, the more it seemed to him that Christ was an ill-tempered white man. He withered a fig tree just because it didn’t have a fig on it for Him to eat for breakfast. He didn’t ask the money changers to leave the temple; He took a whip to them.

Mainly though, Christ was white. Joshua was growing up in a segregated Alabama, where white people had to be worshipped by law. One day he decided that he’d be damned if he’d get down on his knees for one of them when he didn’t have to. He wasn’t rigid about it. He married his five wives in church because they’d wanted it that way. He’d gone to baptisms and funerals in churches. But that had been an end to it.

Until Palassia appeared on the scene, that is. Palassia went regularly. She hadn’t said anything about his going or not going—they barely knew each other—but everything she did interested him. The way she walked. The way she talked. How she turned her head. So he tried church again with the idea that if she liked it, he must have misjudged it all those years ago.

He decided on the First Baptist Church in Caton—he’d married his fourth wife there—and attended regularly for a full six weeks. The singing was a pleasure he’d long forgotten, and the sermons had a rebellious force to them that would have been against the law when he was a boy. They excited him. But the prayers? Getting down on his knees for a white man still stuck in his gullet.

He talked to the preacher about it. The preacher smiled knowingly and said, “Ah, that. I do have the answer for you. Next week, I’ll make it all clear.”

And next week? The preacher got up in his pulpit, opened his Bible, pointed to it and said, “It’s all right here, my friends. Our savior was an African just like you and me.” He said that Christ’s black skin was obvious because a white man wouldn’t have been able to hide out in Egypt for two years until Herod died. He said Egypt was in black Africa in Christ’s time as it is today; all Egyptians were black back then, and a white man wouldn’t stand a chance.

Joshua almost laughed out loud. He’d fallen in love with Queen Nefertiti when he was a kid, and the pictures he’d seen of her were as white as the pictures of Jesus. Because of her he’d gone to the library in Birmingham, where he grew up; he’d spent hours poring over pictures of Egyptian wall paintings. The people in them looked like Egyptians today, some of them light, some of them dark. There was even a green one. But a black one? Negroid black? No sir. Not anybody darker than an Arab.

Joshua glanced around at his fellow churchgoers. They were nodding in eager agreement with the preacher. What was the matter with them? Would they swallow any nonsense just because it made them feel better about themselves? He got up and walked out in the middle of the sermon.

A good thing too. If he hadn’t, the intruder on his property would probably have died.

He was partway down the long dirt road to his farm when he heard the buzz of a swarm and the sky went black with bees, thousands and thousands of them. He stepped on the gas, spun the truck’s wheels getting to the toolshed for the smoker, protective body suit and swarm-catchers that he’d had to use only a few times in half a century of beekeeping. Worker bees release a scent that orients forager bees and will draw them into a box; every year he synthesized one against such threats as this.

Only when he dashed out of the shed did he hear the shrieks and see the man dancing out from behind one of the hives, spinning, hopping, diving, arms flailing, body covered in bees, a cloud of them zooming in circles around him. The bees were so furious they bounced against Joshua’s face mask like popcorn in a frying pan; he grabbed the man by the arm, rushed him toward the truck.

“I gonna shut the door, hear? You just kill as many as you can. Keep ’em out of your face, away from your eyes.”

Swarming bees have no home to defend, why should they be angry? These were mad as hell. Not even the smoke calmed them. But by the time Joshua got them in the catcher, he’d figured out what had happened. The principles he used for milking venom were close to standard commercial practice: an electric current provokes bees to sting through a thin sheet of material—he used polyethylene—and droplets of venom are scraped off the underside. Bees hate the process. A few die, and nests remain irritable for days afterward. Joshua had learned early that it takes very little to make Apis helena sting; standard voltages madden them.

He’d set up several hives before church. Everything was ready to go: polyethylene in place, vials for collecting ready, source of electricity attached. This clumsy person must have tried to move a hive, somehow jiggled the electrical supply and sent a high current through the collector sheet.

“Joshua, that man was trying to steal your bees,” Lillian said when he told her about it.

“What for? The honey tastes like shit.”

“You talk to him?”

Joshua shrugged. “He wasn’t feeling so good. His face was all swole up, and I figured he needed oxygen. I took him to emergency in Caton. He probably didn’t pay me no mind, but I told him to go find himself a nice swarm of regular honey bees. Don’t seem to be nobody on earth that can control them bees but me.”



8

WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Here’s what you’ve been waiting for,” Samuel said, handing David an envelope. They sat over coffee; the French doors were open, a warm breeze blowing through them.

David turned the envelope over in his hands, opened it, took out the contents: driver’s license, passport, Canadian birth certificate, social security card, all in the name of Richard François Gwendolyn.

“Sorry about the girl’s name,” Samuel said. “Nothing I could do about that.”

David shrugged. “Marion’s a girl’s name too. Who is he?”

“I gather he was a young aide on the premier’s staff who blew the whistle on a politician too, er, eminent to name. The boy disappeared into Canada’s Witness Protection Programme nearly a decade ago.”

“No word out of him since?”

“Not a peep.”

“No credit cards?”

“Long out of date.”

David set the documents on the table. “You ever going to let me in on who’s after me?”

Samuel frowned, as taken aback as he’d been when David had demanded papers of him in the first place. “You don’t know?”

“There are people in Springfield who’d be only too happy to have me dead, but I don’t see any of them doing anything about it.”

Samuel picked up the coffeepot, held it over his cup, then realized the cup was full. “I assumed…What’s the matter with you? Why didn’t you ask at once?”

“I’m asking now.”

“It’s a little complicated. Coffee?”

“Just get on with it.”

Samuel set the pot down again. “Who has the biggest economy in the world?”

David sighed irritably and glanced out over the Potomac.

“Most people would guess that we have,” Samuel went on. “They’d be right. They might guess China as second biggest. They’d probably go wrong from there, but the vast majority would assume lists of big economies are rankings of countries with the odd state or city tossed in. David, my dear, of the hundred biggest economies in the world, more than half—”

“Are you going to get on with this or not?”

“—more than half are industries. They’re businesses, David. Multinational corporations. Not countries at all. Somewhere around twentieth place, countries start giving way to Mitsubishi, General Motors, Ford. Walmart is bigger than Greece. Exxon is bigger than Pakistan.”

David glanced out over the river again.

“The one that’s interested in you,” Samuel said—David turned back with a puzzled frown—“is right down the road from Springfield in St. Louis, Missouri: the Univers Chemical and Analytical Industries, known as UCAI. It’s not up with the giants yet, but its revenues top $80 billion, and it already includes hundreds of principal companies operating in dozens of different countries.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard of it. What’s it got to do with me?”

Everybody in Springfield knew UCAI. The corporation was the pride of the whole region, its great success story. News of it appeared regularly in the national press. Its CEOs made the covers of Fortune, Forbes, Business Week. It was almost as renowned for its funding of education and its charitable works as for its rapid growth and huge profits. Awed schoolchildren went on tours of its headquarters, a shiny skyscraper that towered over the Mississippi.

Samuel swallowed back his coffee. “Look, David, I know it’s hard to get an idea of how much power comes from money like that when it’s combined with an inside grip on many countries. Corporations entwine the earth. They’ve become the financial blood supply that keeps us alive. If they cut a country off—and they can do it easily—it dies. As simple as that. No wonder everybody looks the other way while they write the very laws that are supposed to regulate them. No wonder that right here in America they elect aldermen, judges, governors. They even elect presidents.”

Samuel paused. “But you know about that too, don’t you?” he added.

Preparing to elect a president was what UCAI of St. Louis was doing when David had stumbled across its plans.

It wasn’t anything he’d started out to do, but as soon as the news got out that Hugh Freyl had been murdered in his own law office, the elite of Springfield started screaming for blood. Any convict in the area would have been suspect, but David was right in their midst. Hugh had educated him, helped him get out of prison, taken him under the Freyl wing. If David wanted to stay a free man, he had no choice but to find somebody else they could draw and quarter for the murder.

He did all the prescribed things, looked through the paperwork, talked to friends and colleagues. One of Hugh’s old playmates caught his attention especially. But then whose attention didn’t John Calder catch? Calder was Springfield’s third presidential candidate, following in the footsteps of Abraham Lincoln and Barack Obama.

It didn’t take long to show up a payment to the Calder campaign that Hugh was supposed to have authorized on the day after he died. David traced it back to UCAI. More digging revealed a hidden UCAI fund set up to ensure Calder’s election. One afternoon, David faced the candidate himself with the evidence. Calder had a stroke less than an hour later. It didn’t damage him severely, but it put his candidacy on hold for another four years. Thousands of man-hours of corporate strategy went on hold with him. Expansion plans had to be abandoned. Huge sums of money were lost.

David poured himself some of Samuel’s coffee. “Come on, they’re a bunch of suits in a glass tower,” he said. “Maybe they squeeze people out of business for fun, but what would they be doing with a hit man? How would they even know how to find one?”

This time it was Samuel whose sigh was irritable. “You haven’t been listening to me, David. Heart patients like me take a serious interest in their blood supply. Something interrupts it, they get rid of that something—and quick. The government is a heart patient too. That’s why it subcontracts its enforcement agencies to corporations at a cut rate and backs up their fees from tax revenues. People who run these agencies are people who grew up spying in the Cold War years. The only difference these days is that treason includes damage to industry as well as to the state.” He paused. “At a guess, I’d say they’d consider destroying a presidency a treasonable act, and treason remains a capital offense.”

“Well, well. How nice. I got the FBI after me.”

“Probably not yet. But if UCAI are sensible, that will be their next move. The various mafias are so leaky these days that we have fairly reliable information on what they’re doing. If UCAI hadn’t tried to run security as an internal company affair, I wouldn’t have had enough inside knowledge to warn you, and you wouldn’t be alive.”

David got up. “You have any jump leads?”

“Jump leads? You mean for a car? Why?”

“That Toyota turns out to have a lousy battery.”

“Ah, I see,” Samuel said. “You’re leaving me.”

He was relieved; in a few days his wife was due home from her painting course in New Mexico, and David had finished overhauling the elaborate security system in his house. Samuel felt safer knowing he’d gone over it, but a couple of weeks of young flesh makes old flesh like his feel older and more tired.

“You’ll need money,” he said to David.

“Yes.”

“I’ve got a couple thousand on me. That should hold you for a while. I think you’d also better be prepared to stay away from cities and people for a while.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“You can hardly go to a motel, can you? The picture of you as a dead man was in quite a number of papers. More important, blowing up your house is unlikely to hold UCAI for long. You’ll need to let your beard grow or your hair or both—do something to make yourself harder to identify.” He shook his head. “Listen, David, I have a cabin in the Smokies. Go there. Let some time pass. Then go abroad, South America, Europe. Anywhere but here or Canada.”

David looked down at his hands. He’d been putting some thought into what he should do, and he hadn’t come up with much.

“The cabin is a simple place, David. No telephone. No TV. No neighbors. But it’s got everything you need. You’ll like it. I know you will. It’ll welcome you. I always keep a fire laid in the fireplace. My daughter”—Samuel couldn’t call her by name without losing control of his voice—“always wanted a fire the moment she arrived. Her camping equipment sits in her room out there.” He’d bought her the best money could buy for her twenty-sixth birthday, including a backpack that converted to a tent, a Swiss army knife and a special titanium pot that did what only titanium does: changes its glossy color as the angle of light shifts from morning to evening; elegant, extremely light, serviceable as both pot and bowl.

She’d never lived to see it.
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SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS

A few weeks after Joshua rescued the intruder on his property, he forwarded another letter to Springfield from the lawyers who’d made an offer for his farm. This time they were willing to hand over the $5 million for the patents on the venom alone.

“The venom?” Helen said to her grandmother. “Why the venom? Isn’t that about what they offered for the entire farm? What could they possibly want with it? How do you suppose they even knew it was patented?”

“The venom is not patented, Helen.” Becky spoke tartly. “Synthesis of a number of its components and some of the processes involved in its extraction do, however, carry patents. I believe the vials you sell it in state the fact on the label.” The information given on a label is an important matter of business; she’d told her granddaughter so again and again.

“Why would I remember a thing like that?” Helen said, her tone as tart as Becky’s.

“Perhaps you’d better find out who these people are, and whom they represent. Meantime, I strongly suggest that you write them and tell them no part of the farm is for sale, not the land or the patents.”

Traces of the beauty that Becky had handed on to her granddaughter were still visible in the bones of her face. “Lillian tells me someone tried to steal one of Joshua’s hives,” she continued. “A crude and foolish approach. The bees are no good to anybody without the patents—or without Joshua—but we can hardly call it a coincidence, can we? I’d say it shows that these people want the venom badly for whatever reasons.” She knit her delicate brows. “I always find it interesting when people want something badly.”

Great corporations touch everybody who lives in the regions where they operate. UCAI’s logo flashed over gas stations on highways throughout the Midwest. It showed up on people’s utility bills and pension plans. “The caring corporation”: that’s what it called itself. The most prestigious enterprise that backed up this boast was a fellowship in the sciences. Applications were by invitation only, and everybody who worked in the field dreamed of getting one.

Not long after the offer for Joshua’s venom had come in, Helen received an invitation to apply for one herself. She was flattered. Very flattered. Her doctorate was in physics, and she had the rare distinction of a published thesis. A title of Collision Theory and the Absorption of Radiation in Matter meant it was not going to make any bestseller list, but Nature had asked her to write an article because of it and a couple of lecture offers had come through.

Helen would have loved to think that the attention proved she was the genius she’d assumed she was when she was fourteen and better at manipulating equations than anybody else in her class. It didn’t. Some crucial spark was missing, and she’d accepted an assistant professorship at the University of Illinois at Carbondale, 175 miles south of Springfield, because she couldn’t think of anything better to do with her qualifications. That was why she’d come back home to live. Cutbacks in the science budget meant that the job wouldn’t start for another year.

The timing of the UCAI Fellowship couldn’t have been better.

The terms of these Fellowships were specific; what they asked for was tailored to the applicant, and it was sometimes unexpected. In Helen’s article for Nature, she’d railed against the scientific community’s failure to get the importance of their work across to the public, and the proposal to her had to have grown out of that.

The Follaton Medical Foundation in London concentrated on victims of the Chernobyl meltdown a quarter of a century ago. Its work included studies of the aftereffects on people and the environment as well as on-the-ground help in the form of mobile health clinics and agricultural aid. But the science it had to get across included a good deal of physics along with the medicine. Helen was to spend a year with them, finding ways to explain the scientific complexities of their work to the public and the press.

Nothing could have been better than this Fellowship for an ego newly aware of its own limitations.

The year in London appealed to her even more.

In Springfield, people kept dying around her. They didn’t just die either. They died violently. Her mother had smashed the family car head-on into a tree. Somebody had mowed her father down right in his own office. Nobody had the slightest idea why. Practically everybody she knew assumed that David Marion was the killer; the evidence just wasn’t there. But what difference did it make now?

Now Springfield had killed David too.

The shock of David’s death revived and redoubled her grief for her parents. It settled on her shoulder like an evil monkey and poisoned the air she breathed. Her only hope was to get out of town—at least for a while.

Her immediate problem was how to broach the subject of the Fellowship to her grandmother. Her father’s death had transformed the relationship between them. Helen had become the Freyl heir. She’d taken her dead father’s place as the focus of Becky’s life. Becky wanted to keep her near, got frightened when she went away even for a few days. She went to Lillian for advice, as she always did when she was in trouble.

“Miss Helen,” Lillian said, “if’n you wants to go to London, England, you gots to tell her straight out. She’s a old lady. She might carry on some, but I gonna be here looking after her. Don’t you worry none.”

“I have to get back to these people within the week.”

“Your grandma’s setting in her office right now.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Ain’t no time like the present.”

“I hate this kind of thing.”

Lillian laughed. “Get on with you.”

Helen knocked on her grandmother’s door, went in and held out the forms.

“You’re not in trouble, are you?” Becky said.

Helen bristled.

Becky took the papers, put on her glasses and began to read. Helen sat in the chair opposite her desk and watched. When Becky took off her glasses, she said, “You must accept at once.”

Helen could hardly believe what she was hearing. “It means a year in London.”

“Helen, my dear, I love you more than life itself. But you don’t really want to teach. You’re too competitive to be on someone else’s research team. You must do something. Maybe this is a solution. Besides, a year in London will do you good.”

Helen was too stunned to speak.

Becky gave that tight smile of triumph that David’s death had brought on. “We could have fun with this, you know,” she said.

“‘We?’ You hate flying.”

“Oh, dear, dear, I don’t mean I want to go with you.” Then without transition, “You didn’t bother to look into the buyer behind the offers for Joshua’s farm.” She didn’t even have to ask. Not that finding out would have been difficult. Helen’s father had been a corporate lawyer. Looking into hidden buyers was one of the things his firm did as a matter of course. “One never knows about these matters,” Becky went on. “I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty myself.”

“Why should I?”

Becky picked up the application papers, glanced over them, put them down. “The hidden buyer is the Scientific Research arm of UCAI.”

Helen turned away.

“Come, come,” Becky said. “The Fellowship will look the same on your CV no matter how it came about. Use that wonderful brain of yours, Helen. Here’s as good a puzzle as anything you’ll find in a physics textbook. Think about it. Why does a powerful corporation offer so much for a bee farm? Why does it send some idiot to steal a hive? Why offer an outrageous sum for venom nobody really wants? Then—and this is very strange—why go to all the trouble of luring the farm’s owner across the Atlantic? Teasing out what’s going on should be great fun.” She picked up one of the papers. “There is however one thing that worries me.”

“The bastards. They’re using me.”

Becky chuckled. “Of course they are. But we know it, and they don’t know we know. That gives us a great advantage. And I believe they have given us a second one, whether knowingly or unknowingly.” She handed over the description of the project. “Look at the masthead for the Follaton Foundation.”

Helen looked, then shrugged.

“No names you recognize?” Becky asked.

“No.”

“Sir Charles Hay.”

Helen checked the masthead again. “The director?”

“I never liked that man.”

“You’ve met him? What is this, a coincidence or what?”

Becky shook her head. “It might be. There’s more coincidence about than people like to think, and the English upper classes are a close-knit group. On the other hand, it might be a coincidence that UCAI representatives stumbled across and decided would add to the lure. Charles Hay was your father’s favorite friend at school.” She paused. “There was something about him I didn’t like.”

“You’re kidding.” Helen’s tone was sarcastic. Becky had never thought any of Hugh’s friends was good enough for him, including Helen’s mother.

“In the end, your father agreed with me,” Becky went on. “My dislike was intuitive. I admit that. But I believe his was solidly based, although he never talked about it. He simply stopped referring to Charles in his letters. When I asked him why, he refused to fill me in on the details.”

“This Charles begins to sound intriguing.”

“He has a vein of acid in him.”

“Don’t we all?”

“He’s manipulative.”

“Okay, okay, what good is he to us?”

Becky explained that the Follaton Medical Foundation was essentially a charity. She’d sat on the boards of many charities in her time; she knew how they worked. She told Helen that the people who run them are never in on the management decisions of the giant corporations that give them money. Which makes sense. Charities are only glorified beggars. On the other hand, they sometimes have access to crucial information even if they don’t know its importance themselves. An old family friend, who was of necessity an innocent bystander and couldn’t possibly know what was at stake: what more could they ask for?

“I do not trust the man,” Becky said, “but I believe we could make use of him. What about a little war game, Helen, my dear? Might that tickle your fancy? Lift you out of your doldrums? Just you and me: the Freyls against the mighty UCAI?”

Helen couldn’t help a flare of curiosity. “David and Goliath?”

“David won. You must always remember that: David won.”

The only David Helen cared about hadn’t won at all. He’d lost, and foisted an evil monkey onto her shoulder. But if two women were willing to take on a Goliath, maybe even evil monkeys would have to back off to the sidelines.

“So,” Helen said to herself and to this new enemy, pointedly ignoring the monkey, “you want to play, do you? I guess I do too.”
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SMOKY MOUNTAINS, WEST VIRGINIA

As a lifer, David had managed a better hold on himself than most. The day-to-day violence of prison? He actively enjoyed it. The lack of control over his surroundings had been much, much harder. A year inside, and a teenager who’d vandalized everything he could get his hands on had turned into the neat child every middle-class parent dreams of—and then some. David cleaned his cell every day. He mitered the corners of his bed. Every item had a place, mug and toothbrush to begin with, books and writing materials when he finally allowed Hugh Freyl and the Literacy in Prisons program to begin educating him.

Guards trashing his cell every few weeks turned him from the merely neat to the puritanically neat. Eighteen years of this, and he’d ended up with a house in Springfield that had the look of a monk’s quarters, furnished with little beyond the barest necessities. He’d tried pictures on the walls, then taken them down. Interruptions in the Spartan accommodation made him uneasy. Samuel’s house on the Potomac was nineteenth-century plush: walls of paintings and books, heavy draperies, inlaid tables, statuary, candelabra, chandeliers, nowhere the eye could rest. For David it was a barrage of disorder. He couldn’t process it. He couldn’t make it fit. A cabin in the Smokies sounded like an oasis.

He left before dawn, the Toyota loaded with provisions. The sky clouded over around noon. Rain fell in sheets, then eased into an impenetrable fog as he reached the mountains. He couldn’t see them or even a hint of the famous blue haze that hangs over them. Not even road signs were visible; the blow-up-doll voice of the satellite navigator—Samuel had insisted he take it—guided him up to the unpaved road that led to the cabin. It was almost dark by the time he parked, got out and gathered a bag of groceries.

He found the door, unlocked it, walked in.

Opposite him, a wall of glass looked out into a solid mass of fog. The fading light showed four elegant Eames chairs, covered in black leather, one at each corner of a glass table—flowered Chinese bowl in the center—in front of a fireplace in a stone wall. A table big enough to seat ten people stood in front of a long opening to a kitchen hung with copper pots in graduated sizes.

This was simple?
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A gripping tale of international
corporate intrigue from the award-

winning author of Bleedout . . .

10 AL Thirey years after Chernobyl,
nuclear fallout s still claiming victims.

... Fresh out of prison, David Marion
doesn' expecta hit man at his door. But when one
appears, their meeting s lethal—for the hit man.
Who sent him? David has no idea. But warned
that a powerful secret organization is after him,
he is forced to disappear until he can strike back.

... Devastated by the death of her lover,
physicist Helen Freyl escapes to her bee farm
to care for a colony carrying a unique strain of
venom. But when an unexpected job offer from
a giant drug corporation arrives, it proves o be a
much more intriguing diversion.

AR Helen's new company is close
to a cure for radiation poisoning, but the sudden
death of a colleague is followed by another, and
Helen begins to doubt the organization’s motives.
When she realizes her own life is in danger, what
can she do and who can she call on for help?

Venom brings David Marion and Helen Freyl
together as they fight for their lives against a
backdrop of industrial espionage, corporate greed,
and human tragedy in an exhilarating and fast-
paced follow-up to the bestselling Bleedont.
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