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  A top FBI counterterrorism official says the bureau’s “biggest concern” is “the individual who has done the training, has the

  capability but is disenchanted with the [right-wing extremist] group’s action—or in many cases, inaction—and decides he’s going to act alone.” A high-ranking

  Department of Homeland Security official added that “it’s almost impossible to find that needle in the haystack,” even if the FBI has an informant in the group.




  —Time magazine, October 11, 2010
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  PROLOGUE




  POCATELLO, IDAHO




  Amalie Kimbo had learned long ago to keep her mouth shut.




  At first, she couldn’t restrain herself from telling the other children about the helpful spirits and treacherous demons whose presence only she could sense. But her mother had warned her

  that unless she wanted to be taken for a witch and sent away, she should swallow her thoughts. So when she arrived in the place called Idaho, she shared none of her dark premonitions with the other

  women. They were here to work, to earn more money in a few months than they could earn in a lifetime. But the moment Amalie stepped onto the frozen ground, she realized that coming here had been a

  terrible mistake.




  She was born in the western Congo, in the city of Kama, and for the last five of her twenty-one years she had worked for Monsieur Nzute in the cassava factory, processing the potatolike roots

  into meal. The job itself was not so bad, although Mr. Nzute drank too much and would often beat her and the other girls. Or worse. Christiane Shango was Amalie’s best friend, and the

  youngest and prettiest girl in the factory. Mr. Nzute gave her more trouble than the others. One night Christiane had crawled into Amalie’s bed, her body trembling uncontrollably beneath her

  torn dress, a smear of blood crusted on the soft inner part of her thigh. Christiane would not say what had happened—not that first time or any of the times afterward—but Amalie did not

  need to be told. She understood.




  So when the American who called himself Monsieur Collier offered Christiane work in his cassava factory in the United States, she had begged Amalie to come with her. A slight man who spoke with

  a soft voice, Monsieur Collier had said he would feed and house them, and pay them each $3,000 US for three months of work. Which meant Amalie and Christiane could return home with enough money to

  buy a house and start their own business, perhaps a small shop that sold cloth or pots and pans. Then Christiane would be able to pass Monsieur Nzute in the street and show him with her eyes just

  what she thought of him.




  The work in Idaho turned out to be almost exactly the same as it had been in Kama. Amalie operated a machine that stripped the dark skin from the white, grainy flesh of the cassava. Cassavas

  were root vegetables that were ground into a meal that was used to make bread or cakes, although they could also be cooked and eaten like potatoes. The meal could also be processed into tapioca,

  the small beads that were mixed with milk and made into pudding.




  Amalie’s job required speed and a special skill. The skinner worked by feeding the cassava roots through two large rasps that tore the skin from the meat. Sometimes the cassavas jammed the

  machine and you had to reach in without letting your arm get sucked into the rasp plates. That was a mistake you only made once. The rasps would either tear off your arm, or flay the skin and

  muscle down to the bone.




  So far Amalie had been careful. And lucky. She even began to wonder if maybe her premonition had been wrong, an echo of a harder time in a harder place. But then one morning in the middle of

  their third month in Idaho, Christiane collapsed—her lips bubbling with foam, her eyes rolling back in her head—and Amalie knew right away that the evil spirits had finally revealed

  themselves.




  Amalie’s arms were still slick with cassava juice as she cradled Christiane’s head. Guilt rose up within her like a tide; she should have warned Christiane.




  Estelle Olagun shook her head and said, “Konzo.”




  The other women crowded around them, nodding and clucking their tongues. Konzo was the disease that came during the droughts, when people had little to drink, and little to eat besides cassavas.

  Some people said there was something in the cassavas that poisoned you, but Amalie knew that Konzo, like all diseases, was only one of the many ways demons worked their evil on people.




  “Monsieur Collier will have medicine,” Estelle said. “I will call him.”




  “No,” Amalie said. “I will help her. Help me carry Christiane back to her bunk.”




  “Help her how? Do you have medicines like Monsieur Collier?”




  “I can help her fight the evil spirits.”




  “Evil spirits, evil spirits, you with your evil spirits,” Estelle said, scowling. “You’ll go to hell, talking like that.” Estelle had joined a holy roller church a

  few years ago and was always talking about people going to hell.




  “I know what I know,” Amalie said. “Let me try before you call him.”




  Ignoring Amalie, Estelle picked up the phone. Because she was the oldest among them, Estelle had assumed a kind of maternal authority over the other women, and Amalie could find no ally in her

  appeal.




  After a few minutes Monsieur Collier appeared, stamping his feet and brushing snow from his coat. “Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé?” he said in his oddly accented

  French. The women stepped aside like a parting curtain, revealing the prone Christiane, her small breasts rising and falling with each shallow breath.




  Collier pressed his palm against the young girl’s forehead, which was beaded with perspiration. “Konzo,” he said sympathetically.




  “But you can help her, yes?” Estelle was kneading her hands like unbaked loaves.




  Monsieur Collier looked at Estelle. He seemed to be making up his mind about something before he finally nodded. “She’ll be fine. But I’ll need to take her to the

  hospital.”




  “No!” The word leapt from Amalie’s mouth before she could stop it.




  “What is wrong with you, girl?” Estelle snapped her fingers at one of the other women. “Help me get her up.”




  Amalie followed helplessly as two of the other women lifted Christiane and carried her out into the cold. Around them the trees creaked and groaned, their branches weighted with snow. Somewhere

  in the forest a limb splintered loudly, and fell to the ground.




  Monsieur Collier opened the door to his pickup truck. Monsieur Nzute would never have opened a door for a woman—certainly not for one of his workers. But Amalie knew that Monsieur

  Collier’s gesture of concern was empty. Behind his polite mask lurked the Mbwiri, a demon who possesses people and causes them to thrash around and spew foam. Sometimes the

  Mbwiri even forced its host to eat human flesh and perform shameful sexual acts.




  Amalie felt the warmth of the truck as the women slid Christiane inside. Monsieur Collier buckled the safety belt around Christiane, taking just a little too long in straightening her clothes as

  they bunched around the belt. The sight of his revolting pale skin against Christiane’s lovely dark flesh made her shiver. Please, God, tell me what to do, she prayed. But God

  sent no answer.




  “Go back to work,” Monsieur Collier said over his shoulder, his thin lips exposing a set of small, crooked teeth.




  The other women started back to the factory as he drove off, but Amalie stood in the cold, watching the truck disappear, certain that she would never again see her friend Christiane. Only the

  leafless trees understood the truth of what was happening, their tiny green needles hissing in the wind like a thousand snakes.




  Dale Wilmot still could not find the right words. Although he’d written dozens of speeches, business plans, and corporate mission statements over the years, nothing had

  ever been as hard for him to write as this. It was a letter to his son. Part of Wilmot’s indecision came from knowing his words would eventually find a much wider audience than Evan. They

  would be disseminated by the media, scrutinized by law enforcement agencies, and ultimately, judged by history. Was it arrogance to compare this document to the Declaration of Independence or the

  Gettysburg Address? After all, it was more than just one man’s attempt to explain himself to his son; it was a call to action intended to wake the American people from the stupor of

  complacency that had enslaved them for so many years. And for that, he was willing to give up everything, including his own life.




  He sighed and turned away from the blank computer screen. On the nearest wall of his mahogany-paneled study hung photographs of himself shaking hands with presidents and prime ministers, playing

  golf with quarterbacks and corporate titans. The photographs showed a man of great confidence. Beneath the thick head of hair and above the square jaw, his quick grin told you this was someone who

  not only moved comfortably among the rich and powerful, but who could just as easily ride a horse, rewire a breaker box, and shoot a Winchester rifle. Over the years he had amassed a small fortune

  through timber interests, heating and air-conditioning, and trucking. He was a big man, with big hands, and the impression he left was of a man used to giving orders.




  But Dale Wilmot no longer recognized the man in the photographs. The fire of optimism that once animated his eyes had dimmed over time, until it had finally been extinguished, replaced by a

  cold, singular determination. He had become a stranger to himself. And the photographs that once inspired feelings of patriotism now mocked him, staring down at him as a reminder never again to

  trust the hollow words of other men.




  Anger had always fueled Wilmot, whether on the gridiron or in the boardroom. And so it was with this. Into the rich soil of his anger, the seeds of a plan had been sewn twenty-one months ago,

  when Evan, his first and only child, had returned from war.




  He remembered walking down the echoing corridors of Walter Reed, past a room where young men with wrecked bodies sat like zombies before a droning television. He remembered being met by Major

  General William D. Bradshaw, who solemnly ushered him into his office. When you were Dale Wilmot, news of any kind—good or bad—was always delivered by the most important man in the

  building. But Wilmot preempted the general before he could get out a word. “Where’s my son?”




  Bradshaw put on a face intended to express regret and said, “Mr. Wilmot, we’ve made tremendous strides in our ability to treat our wounded warriors and help them

  transition—”




  “Take me to my son. And don’t make me ask you again.”




  Wilmot’s hands balled into fists at his side. They reminded Bradshaw of sledgehammers. “This way, sir,” Bradshaw said, leading him from his office down a short hallway to the

  elevator bay. They rode down together in silence to a subterranean floor, where they followed a sign directing them to the burn unit.




  The shrunken grotesque patient Wilmot saw sleeping inside the transparent oxygen tent bore no resemblance to his son. His thicket of short sandy hair was gone, replaced by a motley skullcap of

  scar tissue. His once-handsome features were denuded, as if his lips and his nose had been melted into blunt shapes. The bandaged remains of his legs terminated just below his knees, and his right

  arm extended only as far as his elbow. His left arm remained intact, although a patchwork of frag wounds and burns were visible through the clear antibacterial bandage.




  A ringing phone pulled Wilmot from his memory. The sharp smell of hospital disinfectant and urine lingered in his nostrils as he put down his pen and picked up the receiver.




  “What is it?” Wilmot said.




  Collier’s soft voice answered. “We’ve got a problem, sir.”




  A few minutes later Wilmot pulled up to his horse barn in his Jeep Wrangler, parking beside Collier’s F-150. After Evan enlisted in the army, Wilmot had sold all the

  horses, and now the barn and the adjacent hayloft stood empty.




  Wilmot entered the frigid barn. The stalls had been swept clean, but inside one of them Collier was standing over one of the young women he had brought over from Africa. She was lying on a thin,

  rust-stained mattress atop an army cot. Her eyes were large but rheumy, and now rolled toward Wilmot, silently appealing to him for help. He found himself distracted by her beauty until Collier

  spoke. “Konzo,” he said.




  When he first presented the plan, Collier had warned Wilmot that this might happen. He’d explained that in the Congolese factories, the hydrogen cyanide contained in the cassavas presented

  a workplace hazard even more dangerous than the machinery itself. Collier had said they could avoid toxic exposure among the women by limiting and rotating their shifts, but he’d clearly

  miscalculated. Wilmot tried keeping the irritation from his voice. “Will she die?”




  Collier nodded. “Paralysis usually sets in after the initial seizures, resulting in respiratory failure.” Collier hesitated a moment before he continued. “But, sir, we

  can’t risk taking her to a doctor.”




  “You think I don’t know that?” Of course Wilmot knew they couldn’t bring the girl to a hospital or even bring a doctor to her. Because she had cyanide poisoning the

  doctor would be compelled by law to report the case to some public health service, not to mention the immigration authorities. Their only choice was whether to let her die a painful protracted

  death or to end her suffering themselves.




  “I’ll handle it,” Collier said.




  Wilmot heard in Collier’s voice more than a simple willingness to carry out this unpleasant but necessary act; he was eager to do it. Collier had grown up on Wilmot’s ranch, where

  his mother worked as a housekeeper. When he was in his early teens, a stable hand found a dog in the woods that had been dismembered and disemboweled. Six months later, a fawn was discovered

  hanging from a tree, suspended by a grappling hook. Even back then, Wilmot had suspected Collier of committing those atrocities. Now, the predatory darkness in the young man’s eyes only

  confirmed Wilmot’s earlier suspicions.




  “No.”




  Collier blinked, surprised by Wilmot’s sharp tone.




  “I’ll do it myself,” Wilmot said, his voice softer this time. Dale Wilmot had always prided himself on identifying what needed to be done and getting it done as efficiently and

  dispassionately as possible. To set an example, he had once broken the jaw of a back-talking employee who was subsequently too frightened to file a lawsuit. To save his platoon, he had killed a

  dozen Viet Cong. And now he would spare the young woman lying before him the unnecessary indignity of dying at the hands of a sadist.




  He leaned close to the girl’s face. Her warm breath smelled of bitter almonds, the telltale symptom of cyanide poisoning. “I’m sorry, darling,” he said softly.

  “Truly, I am.”




  In a quick and decisive movement, he pinched her nostrils shut with his thumb and forefinger, and clamped the rest of his hand over her mouth and chin, covering the lower half of her face like a

  muzzle. Her eyes widened, and she began to buck and writhe. Wilmot pressed her to the mattress with his left arm. She was surprisingly strong, her body fighting through the cyanide-induced weakness

  in a desperate attempt to preserve itself. He pressed down harder, pinning her pubic bone to the mattress with his massive forearm.




  He was not insensitive to the sexual aspect of the moment, the girl’s breasts moving beneath her thin dress, her warm hips bucking beneath his strong arms. Christiane’s resistance,

  however, soon gave way to resignation, until her eyes stared emptily at the ceiling.




  Wilmot removed his hand from her face. Then, tenderly, he lowered her eyelids and straightened her wrinkled dress. “I want her given a proper burial,” he said without looking at

  Collier. “Ground’s frozen solid. You’ll need a pick.” And with that, he left the barn.
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  GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY




  Gideon Davis scrutinized the Windsor knot in his yellow tie in his rearview mirror as he waited for the stoplight to change. It had been

  eight years since he was last in front of a classroom, and tying a knot was just one of the skills he had lost. Now, as he fiddled with it in the mirror, he missed his days as a diplomat and

  presidential adviser, where he’d conducted his business in rolled-up shirtsleeves. At least his tuxedo had come with a clip-on bow tie.




  The light turned green, and Gideon turned right off the bridge that connected Virginia to Washington, DC. The Mortara Center for International Studies was located in a tony section of Georgetown

  with rows of town houses and its fair share of diplomats and politicians sprinkled among the students and faculty. Gideon loved the energy of the area, the youthfulness of the residents, and the

  international flavor of the restaurants and shops. But it lacked the green lawns and space he wanted for the family he was planning to start with his fiancée, Kate Murphy.




  Eighteen months ago he never would have imagined buying a Federal-style home in Alexandria, Virginia. But that was before a group of terrorists allegedly led by Gideon’s brother, Tillman,

  had seized Kate’s oil rig, the Obelisk, a state-of-the-art platform in the South China Sea. If not for Gideon’s intervention, the terrorists would certainly have destroyed the rig and,

  with it, the truth of Tillman’s innocence. Coming home to the United States, however, had proved more complicated for both Gideon and Tillman. Because Tillman’s long service as a covert

  operative had involved some rule bending, coupled with maintaining the plausible deniability of his superiors, he had worked without a net. For his efforts to keep America secure, he was prosecuted

  for “providing material assistance to enemies of the state” and sentenced to serve twenty years at the federal supermax prison in Florence, Colorado. As far as Gideon was concerned, his

  brother was taking the fall for a group of spineless bureaucrats. Gideon lobbied fiercely for his release and successfully petitioned the departing president to pardon Tillman. The pardon, however,

  ignited a firestorm of criticism, and the incoming president, Erik Wade, forced Gideon to resign from the State Department.




  As bitter as he felt about the Obelisk affair, it was behind him now. Plus, he had come away from it with the woman who stood by his side during the ordeal and with whom he planned to spend the

  rest of his life. Kate Murphy was the loveliest woman Gideon had ever met, with auburn hair and hazel eyes that sometimes looked gray, sometimes green, depending on her mood. After nearly a decade

  of international troubleshooting, Gideon was ready to settle down. It was his good fortune that Kate agreed to have him.




  When he pulled into the parking space reserved for him near the school, however, he wasn’t thinking about the Obelisk. Instead he was wondering about the lime-green Impala that he had

  noticed in his mirror, and that was now sticking to his rear. Maybe it was just paranoia, but the car seemed to slow when he did and made every turn behind him when they came off the bridge

  together.




  He locked the Land Rover and walked down Thirty-seventh Street. At an alley he used as a shortcut to get to the school, he turned right. In his peripheral vision he could feel someone tracking

  his movement. He walked calmly, without rushing, until he came to the rear door of a deli where he usually bought his lunch. He ducked into the doorway and waited.




  Within twenty seconds a wiry white guy approached carrying a small paper cup. His head swiveled constantly, as if scanning the area for an ambush. He wore a khaki photographer’s vest,

  khaki cargo pants that flapped around his emaciated legs, a black T-shirt and wraparound shades that gave him a vaguely military look. Gideon recognized the telltale signs of his addiction:

  methamphetamine. His gaunt face was ravaged, with a large angry sore festering on one cheekbone. As he passed, Gideon spotted the lump under his left arm. It had to be a pretty large piece—a

  .357 or maybe even a .44.




  Gideon stepped from his hiding place and put the guy in a guillotine headlock. He regretted his actions immediately. A sour smell came off the man’s body, like some kind of chemistry

  experiment gone wrong, and the tobacco-stained saliva in the Dixie cup spilled onto Gideon’s shoe.




  “What the fuck,” the man spewed.




  Gideon quickly disarmed the man of the gun—a .357, he noted—unloaded it, then stuffed it back in the man’s shoulder holster. “What the fuck yourself,” he said.

  “Why are you following me?”




  “I just want to talk to you.”




  The man wriggled in Gideon’s grip like a hooked fish. Gideon released him, and the man skittered backward and nearly tumbled into a passing student.




  “I’m not an idiot,” said the man. “I know I don’t look right, but I’ve got information worth a lot to somebody.”




  Gideon looked at his watch. His class started in ten minutes. “Information about what?”




  When the man didn’t answer right away, Gideon shook his head and started past him.




  “An attack on US soil. A high-value target.”




  Gideon blinked, absorbing the tweaker’s claim. Then he turned around and faced the man.




  “The people I’m dealing with? They’re talking mass casualties and they do not fool around. But before I tell you anything else, I want a hundred thousand dollars, cash

  American.”




  “You’ve got the wrong guy,” said Gideon. “I don’t make deals in alleys with tweakers. If you’ve got that kind of information, talk to the FBI.”




  “The FBI,” the man said disdainfully. “Bunch of backstabbing bureaucrats. I can’t trust them.”




  “But you can trust me?”




  “You think it’s an accident I’m coming to you?” A sneer of arrogance curled his lip. “You’re the Man of Peace shithead.”




  As special envoy to former President Alton Diggs, Gideon had sometimes been referred to in the media as the Man of Peace, a moniker he had grown to hate.




  “I can’t speak to the shithead part—”




  “I read on the Internet you terminated twenty hostiles during that oil-rig operation. Man of Peace. There’s some real irony for you, don’t you think?”




  Although the man’s words oozed bravado, his body language betrayed fear. The trembling hands, the constant scanning of the horizon, the nervous twitch in his cheek. He was definitely a

  meth tweaker, and paranoia was a symptom of his addiction.




  “I still don’t understand why you’re coming to me,” Gideon said.




  “Your politics may be misguided, but you seem like someone I can trust to do the right thing. After the way the government treated you, you could’ve gone underground, but

  you’re here, preaching the gospel to our youth. You are a true patriot.”




  The way the man said it, it didn’t sound like a good thing. But it was true that even though the president had abruptly dismissed him from public service, Gideon remained dedicated to his

  country. Maybe he was naïve, but he believed certain principles were worth fighting for: truth, justice, democracy. The country had its problems, but he was not one to sit idly by and watch

  them fester.




  “Who are you?” he asked.




  “Ervin Mixon.” He cleared his throat and spat yellow phlegm on the pavement. “I like to think of myself as a freelance constitutionalist. Not some geek in an ivory tower, I

  mean hands-on. Second Amendment says ‘the right of the people to keep and bear arms shall not be abridged.’ Simple phrase. Doesn’t say ‘the right of the people to keep and

  bear revolvers shall not be abridged.’ Doesn’t say ‘the right of the people to keep and bear guns-that-only-shoot-once-when-you-pull-the-trigger shall not be abridged.’

  Plain, simple English words. An individual wants to protect his home and hearth with a suppressed full-auto MP-5 submachine gun, that’s his constitutional right. I back up my beliefs by

  supplying like-minded individuals with specialty items that you can’t procure at your local gun shop.




  “One of my customers is a guy named Verhoven—Colonel Jim Verhoven. Lives off the grid on a big piece of land way up in West Virginia.” Gideon was somewhat familiar with the

  area; it was where his brother Tillman had settled since his release from prison. Mixon continued, “Verhoven’s got a handful of followers in his militia, some of them bivouac on his

  property in trailers or campers. Most of these militia guys and Nazis and whatnot talk a lot of smack, but at the end of the day they’re not interested in getting downrange in any serious

  capacity. But one night I was there about a month ago, and I overheard Verhoven’s side of a phone conversation . . .”




  He hesitated for a moment—his eyes sliding reflexively to his left. In his work as a negotiator, Gideon had become fairly expert at assessing whether people were lying to him and to one

  another. One of the simplest indicators or “tells” was the direction a person’s eyes went after making a statement. A look to their right generally means someone is constructing

  an image or a sound—in other words, lying—while a look to their left generally means they are remembering something that actually happened. Of course, it wasn’t foolproof, and for

  left-handed people, the direction was sometimes reversed. But Mixon’s gun was holstered for a right-handed person, and he had looked left before he resumed his story. “I’m not

  talking about the usual saber-rattling bullshit. He sounded serious.”




  “Meaning what?” Gideon said. “What did you hear?”




  “Some very specific operational details.”




  “Go on.”




  “See, we’re fast approaching the juncture where I need more than just good wishes.”




  “Back up a minute,” Gideon said. “Because there’s something I don’t understand. You have a long-standing and profitable relationship with this guy Verhoven. So why

  are you ratting him out?”




  Mixon’s mouth twisted bitterly. “I have some very pressing and assertive financial needs. Whatever I’m making from my business with Verhoven isn’t enough to cover

  that.”




  “A hundred grand is a deep hole,” Gideon said.




  “Look at me. I know what I am. I’ve been a stone-cold crystal meth addict for ten years. Only reason I’ve made it this long is because I use top-grade pharmaceutical-quality

  crystal. You think they give that shit away? So yeah, I’m always fishing for some extra income. I knew Verhoven was up to something that wasn’t just queer bashing. So I came prepared.

  And guess what? I caught Moby goddamn Dick.”




  “What’s Verhoven planning to do? Set off a nuke in Dupont Circle?” Gideon was testing him, seeing if he’d overreach and make a ridiculous claim.




  “Do I look like a fool? Where would a bunch of redneck militia guys get a nuke? But this is not some lone gunman trying to sneak a Glock into a campaign rally in Pittsburgh because his

  wife doesn’t love him anymore. This is an organized conspiracy of very serious operators. And if you don’t get on them double-quick, they’re going to execute their

  mission.”




  “And you expect me to call some people and tell them to trust the story of a desperate tweaker?”




  “No. That’s why I’ve got proof.”




  “Proof?”




  “A recording of Verhoven’s side of the conversation. Part of it anyway.”




  “Let’s hear it.”




  Mixon let out a wheezy rattling sound that was meant to be a laugh. “Not until I see some cash.”




  Now Gideon was going to be late. But there was something about Mixon and his story that had the ring of truth.




  “How did you record it?”




  “Zoom H4.”




  “What kind of mic?”




  “Ergil 37D. Wireless.”




  Gideon was trying to trip him up, to get him to reveal some sign of improvisation—looking up in the air while he was thinking, changing his story in midstream, odd facial expressions,

  inappropriate smiling or anything of that nature. But if Ervin had a tell, Gideon hadn’t spotted it yet. In fact, the informant didn’t miss a beat as he went on to describe in great

  detail how he’d recorded Verhoven’s conversation.




  “And what did he say?”




  Mixon looked around furtively, then pulled a digital recorder from his jacket pocket. “This is just a snippet, understand? If the US government wants to hear the whole tape, they’re

  going to have to pay for that privilege.” Mixon pressed a button, and the recording began to play. It was scratchy, recorded from some distant microphone, but the words were audible

  enough.




  “Yeah.” The man’s voice was presumably Verhoven’s. “We have the target isolated and surveillance established . . . We’ll wait for your

  instructions.” The recording stopped, and Mixon looked up at Gideon expectantly.




  Although he didn’t realize it at first, Gideon had felt that old excitement rising up inside him as he listened to the recording. But this was not his fight, and not his job anymore. His

  new career was waiting for him about four hundred yards away, and it wouldn’t wait forever. And Gideon knew he’d gotten from Mixon all that he was willing to share.




  “I can make a call,” said Gideon. “Someone in the FBI I can trust.”




  “One person. Any more, and I’m gone.”




  Mixon handed Gideon a scrap of paper. “This is where I’m staying. There’s a shopping mall about a mile down the road. Meet me there at six.”




  “I’ll be there.”




  “Good,” said the tweaker. “Your country is counting on you.”
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  McLEAN, VIRGINIA




  Ervin Mixon was terrified. As he steered his Impala out of the parking lot he couldn’t get his right foot to stop jiggling.




  Ten years ago he had been a pretty normal guy. Married, three kids, decent job as partner in a gun store down in Tennessee. Then he’d met crystal meth and it all went into the shitter.




  There had been several points where he could have turned it around. Say, for instance, the day he decided to steal $41,000 from Ronnie Revis Jr., his partner at AAA Gun ’n’ Pawn back

  in Tullahoma. If he’d just bit the bullet and cleaned up instead, everything would have been different. Or maybe the first time he sold a bootleg full-auto SKS to David Allen Kring, the grand

  dragon of the Idaho KKK. Or maybe the time he sold six cases of MP5s to the Baltimore chapter of the Pagans Motorcycle Club, one case of which was real, and five cases of which were Taiwanese

  airsoft guns with the Day-Glo orange caps cut off the end of the barrels. That, in particular, had been a major mistake, one that had in turn forced him make certain promises to Jim Verhoven that

  he was not going to be able to keep.




  Mixon swung onto the Jeff Davis Parkway and headed south, paralleling the Potomac, checking constantly in his rearview. Every time he saw a Harley, he about had a fucking heart attack, thinking

  he was about to get iced by the Outlaws or some other biker gang.




  Driving through McLean, he noticed that there was nothing but colored people on the streets. Never been so glad in his life to see spooks. At least if a guy was black, you knew he wasn’t

  some biker or some inbred militia asshole from West Virginia, ready to terminate your shit.




  A 360-degree battlefield. That’s what he was living in. The threats could come from anywhere.




  He checked his rearview for the millionth time. What about that van? Hadn’t he seen that before? A white van with a bunch of ladders on top. Christ, America was so jam-packed with vans

  full of Mexicans, you couldn’t tell one from the next. At least he’d never fucked over the Mexican mafia. Those sumbitches played for keeps.




  If he could just do this thing with Gideon Davis, get paid, he would clean up and start living right again. He’d said that after he scammed the Outlaws for fifty K, too. But then the money

  had all disappeared into a pipe, and before he could do anything to stop himself he was jonesing again.




  This time things would be different, though. This time he’d get clean. Definitely, this time.




  He looked at his watch. Davis had said he would meet him tonight. The bastard had better come through, Mixon thought as he steered into the parking lot of his motel, the transmission

  bottoming out as he bumped over a pothole and settled into a parking space between two Dumpsters.




  As cautious as Mixon was, though, he failed to see the Dodge Ram pickup with heavily tinted windows parked on the shoulder of Dolley Madison Road.




  Behind the wheel sat Colonel James C. Verhoven, self-appointed commanding officer of the Seventh West Virginia (True) Militia. Nestled in his lap, concealed beneath a camo-colored Snuggie given

  to him by his beloved wife, Lorene, was a Rock River Arms AR-15 with a collapsible stock, quad Pickatinny rail fore grip mounting a green laser, a 230 lumen flashlight, and an Aimpoint red-dot

  scope. On his hip he carried his pride and joy, a Les Baer 1911 with a hard chrome finish, Novak ramp sights, and mother of pearl grips, running 230 grain Hornady jacketed hollow-points. He also

  wore a backup gun on his ankle—the old standby, a compact titanium J-Frame Smith .38 with Crimson Trace laser grips, loaded with 129 grain + P Federal Hydra-Shoks. Plus, of course, a little

  CRKT neck knife hanging by a piece of paracord under his shirt.




  Verhoven’s eyes narrowed as Mixon’s Impala turned into the motel. He waited until Mixon had parked before easing into the far end of the Word Up Lodge parking lot. Unit

  two—Lorene and the Upshaw brothers—pulled up beside him in a white Ford Econoline van with CRUZ PAINTING & DRYWALL painted on the side and a bunch of ladders

  piled on top.




  Verhoven gave the signal, then hopped out and strode across the parking lot, hands on the AR-15, followed by the Upshaw brothers. As Mixon climbed out of his car, Verhoven pointed his trigger

  finger at the yellow stripe peeking out from under one of the Impala’s half-bald tires and said, “So I guess you never graduated from parking school, huh?”




  The subject looked blankly at the yellow stripe, blinked once, then looked up at Verhoven and said, “Oh, shit.”




  Four seconds later, there were flex cuffs on his wrists and a sock in his mouth as he was dragged into the van, his feet kicking wildly. Verhoven saw the fear in Mixon’s eyes as he slammed

  the door shut, and the ruckus was over.




  Two black men stood on the balustrade drinking out of paper bags and looking down curiously into the parking lot.




  Verhoven and his men were all wearing CamelBak load-bearing vests, black combat boots, and black BDUs with Velcro patches on the shoulders that read POLICE in bold yellow

  letters. The two men were not likely to question the ruse. But, still, there was no point in encouraging anyone to pay excessive attention to the colonel’s team.




  “Police business!” Verhoven shouted. “Get your black asses back inside your room.”




  The men muttered angrily to each other but didn’t move.




  Before Verhoven could say anything else, the driver erupted from the fake painting van. She was a very tall, fit-looking woman with bleached blond hair, wearing an AR on a single-point sling.

  She had a wide smile on her face as she pointed her AR at the young men on the balcony. “Please,” she shouted, “just give me an excuse to shoot.”




  “I got it, Lorene,” Verhoven said softly to his wife. He had known her to go beyond what tactical necessity strictly dictated, sometimes leaving a bloody mess in her wake like a

  trail of chum.




  His wife’s smile hardened as she continued to stare down the young men. She had one eye that was brown and another blue—a condition known as “heterochromia”—and it

  only added to the impression that she was a woman not playing with all her marbles. The two young men on the balcony saw the look in her eyes and quickly hustled back into their hotel room.




  Lorene watched them go. The charge of the hunt left her twitchy and eager. She turned back to the van, her fingers itching, frustration giving way to anticipation of the violence she had planned

  for Ervin Mixon.
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  POCATELLO, IDAHO




  Dale Wilmot heard a thump and a grunt of pain coming from the third floor. His heart began to race.




  “Son of a bitch!” he muttered and sprinted up the flight of stairs to Evan’s room.




  Without knocking, he burst into his son’s room, expecting the worst.




  Looking through the bedroom, he saw the door to the bathroom was open. Evan lay on the tiled floor. He’d obviously been trying to maneuver himself into the shower and had fallen from his

  water-slick wheelchair. The shower continued to spray while water backed up on the floor. Wilmot hadn’t seen his son naked in a while, and the vision was horrifying. The network of scars

  covered much of what was left of his body. On top of that, he’d cut himself over the eye in the fall, and a steady stream of blood ran down the side of his face.




  Evan Wilmot had been blown up by an IED in Mosul and then badly burned when the troop carrier in which he was riding had burst into flame. The medic at the scene said he wouldn’t be able

  to survive his wounds and had decided to stop pushing transfusions. But the company commander threatened to court-martial the corpsman and said, “As long as this kid’s still fighting,

  you’re putting blood into his arm.” They’d called for volunteers and kept pumping blood, going straight from the veins of other soldiers into Evan’s arm, a hundred boys

  lined up around the shed where the corpsman was treating him. It had taken fifty units before Evan’s blood had started coagulating enough to stabilize him.




  He’d been unconscious for a week, waking up finally at Ramstein Air Base.




  Wilmot was tempted to shout at the boy for being so bullheaded and foolish as to try taking a shower unattended. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.




  “It’s okay, son,” he said gently. “Here, let me help.”




  Evan’s startling blue eyes rolled up toward his father. He didn’t answer, just grabbed hold of the wet seat of his wheelchair with his claw of a hand and attempted to pull himself

  up. Wilmot ran forward to grab him, splashing through the water on the floor.




  Evan waved him away, but Wilmot couldn’t watch the boy do this to himself.




  Wilmot had spared no expense on the bathroom. It cost over $120,000. Remote control on/off and temp controls for the huge wheelchair-accessible shower. A motorized harness hanging from tracks on

  the ceiling so he could be hoisted into the shower or onto the toilet. A wall-size forced-air blow-dryer so he didn’t have to wrestle with a towel. Wheelchair-accessible toilet with built-in

  bidet, wheelchair-accessible sink, special faucets custom made at the Kohler plant in Sheboygan, Wisconsin.




  And that wasn’t all. There was an attendant in the house fourteen hours a day. A nurse practitioner came every morning and stayed for the day. Then in the evenings John Collier came for a

  few hours, helping him wash and go to the toilet, reading to him or just hanging out.




  But Evan had to do it the hard way, trying to drag himself to the shower using the wheelchair for support.




  Wilmot lowered his voice. “Evan. I’m here. Let me help.”




  Evan’s jaw clamped shut and his eyes flashed at Wilmot. But he didn’t say anything. The doctors said Evan hadn’t lost any of his cognitive abilities. But sometimes it was hard

  to tell. Wilmot grabbed him under the armpits.




  By the time he got his son back in the chair, he was sopping wet, and Evan’s blood had spattered onto his pants. He reached over, grabbed the towel that had fallen into the bath and

  blocked the drain, and pulled it free. Then he found a fresh towel and dried Evan off.




  “’S fine, Dad. ’S fine.” Most people wouldn’t have been able to make out the slurred sibilance of Evan’s words. But Wilmot had gotten used to his son’s

  speech by now.




  “Let me get you something for that cut,” Wilmot said, dabbing at the wound with another towel. “You really don’t want another infection.”




  “Can I just. . . .” A helpless rage twisted the melted features of the boy’s face. Moisture and blood streamed down his cheeks. He might have been crying—though it was

  hard for Wilmot to tell.




  “I’m sorry, son,” Wilmot said. “I’m so sorry.”




  Then the anger seemed to drain out of Evan’s body. His muscles softened and the contorted expression dissolved. He relaxed into the chair and looked away from his father in

  resignation.




  Wilmot set his phone and his watch on the sink, then pushed his son back into the spray of the shower. There was something pleasurable about stepping into the stream of water fully clothed, a

  little transgression against normalcy. As Wilmot poured a dollop of antibacterial soap on the washrag and began running it across his son’s body—the folds of calloused skin around his

  amputations, the scarred mask of his face, even the crack of his ass—his mind drifted back to the first time he’d held his son. Wilmot’s wife, Claire, had been very sick during

  the pregnancy—a sickness they didn’t realize until later was the beginning of the progressive disease that eventually killed her—and Evan was born premature. But when Wilmot held

  the tiny red body of his only son, it had been as though the entire world had telescoped away. All that mattered to him was right there in his arms. At the time the helplessness of the boy had made

  Wilmot feel more hopeful and serene than anything he’d ever experienced.




  By then, Wilmot was already a wealthy man, and there was nothing he didn’t give to Evan. Good genes, wealth, a big house, a healthy rural environment, an endless supply of baseballs, all

  the food he could eat, all the books he could read. And love—the one thing Wilmot’s own son of a bitch of a father had never once provided. Wilmot had given that to his son, too.




  But he hadn’t spoiled him either. A couple of luxuries here and there, sure. What was the point of being worth several hundred million dollars if you couldn’t give your kid a horse

  on his eighteenth birthday? But he’d never let the boy think he rated anything just because of who his father was. If Evan wanted his three-dollar-a-week allowance, he had to do his chores,

  keep his bed made, pick up his room, fill the dishwasher, do his homework. You proved yourself every day. That was what Wilmot believed, and he lived by that code.




  And Evan had never disappointed. Captain of the baseball team, president of the senior class, raised money for poor families at Christmas, valedictorian. Tall, handsome—Christ, what a boy

  he’d been!




  There had been a time after Evan returned when Wilmot blamed his son for his own misfortunes. He had gone to Iraq against Wilmot’s express wishes, joining the military a year before he

  should have graduated from Harvard. Wilmot had been so angry that they had not talked for nearly a year. He had been against the war from the beginning, seeing it as more overreaching by a

  government that couldn’t even handle its problems at home. But Wilmot had come to realize it wasn’t his son’s fault. It was those bastards, those parasites, those pieces of shit

  in Washington, grinding up American boys—barely more than children—for some misguided principle or thinly masked greed. But soon the bastards would pay.




  His mounting rage was interrupted by Collier. “Mr. Wilmot.” He was standing in the doorway, looking at him with a curious expression on his face as he took in his boss’s soaked

  clothing.




  “John,” Wilmot said, with every ounce of self-control he could muster, “can’t you see that we have a situation here?”




  “So do we,” Collier said.




  “And it can’t wait until my son finishes his shower?”




  Collier met Wilmot’s eyes but said nothing.




  “Hang on, son,” Wilmot said, buckling Evan into his chair. “Will you be okay by yourself for a minute?”




  Evan nodded.




  Wilmot grabbed a towel and walked out of Evan’s room, drying himself as he walked.




  “What is it, John?” he said.




  Collier frowned. “Our guy Verhoven in West Virginia. One of his people is trying to sell information to the Feds.”




  Wilmot swore. “How would one of his people know anything? Verhoven wasn’t supposed to say shit to any of those morons of his.”




  “It’s not one of his militia kids. It’s a gun dealer who hangs out with them. I’ve met him a couple times. Shifty little prick. He’s a meth head, half his teeth

  missing, smells like a chemical toilet. But he’s former military and not an idiot.”




  “Tell Verhoven to pick the son of a bitch up and find out what he knows.”




  “He’s already doing that.”




  “He better find out every goddamn scrap of information this guy’s got. He needs to find out exactly what he said and who he said it to.”




  Collier nodded. “I’ll make sure he’s doing the right thing.”




  “We’re at a point where we can’t afford any loose ends. Tell Verhoven once he finds out what this guy knows, he needs to get rid of him. Make it look like an

  overdose.”




  “Understood.”




  After Evan finished showering, his cheerless nurse, Margie Clete, toweled him off as he lay on his bed. She was a large woman, nearly six feet, with no waist, thick forearms,

  and large breasts, which she controlled with a brassiere that showed through her overly tight uniform like the girders of a postmodern building. Evan’s father had once said of her that she

  had a face like a canned ham. Margie scolded him for not calling for help in the shower. Even after nearly two years of being tended to in his most intimate bodily functions, Evan still felt a wave

  of shame at being forced to rely on a middle-aged woman just to get dried off.




  But finally it was over and Evan was left alone in his room. He lay in his bed in his clean dry clothes and reached under the mattress for his secret bottle of pills. He popped the cap off and

  dumped a couple of oxycodone on the blanket next to him.




  What the hell had his father been talking to John about in the hallway? They’d been having these secretive, whispered conversations for months now. Evan had turned off the shower in hopes

  of eavesdropping on them—but hadn’t been able to pick up anything.




  What few words he could hear seemed to come out of a tunnel, one word disconnected from the next. Evan knew he was in a fuzzy, stupefied state. Despite his father’s watchful eye, Evan had

  been taking double the drugs the doctors prescribed for him. The weekend nursing assistant had a connection in Couer d’Alene who could get you anything you wanted—oxy, Nembutal,

  Dilaudid, whatever. But even doped to the gills, Evan knew this much: His father was not a whisperer or a conspirer by nature. He was a big man with a big voice and a big personality, the kind of

  guy who liked standing up in front of people and barking out commands in a loud voice.




  It surprised him the first time he’d heard John Collier’s voice in his home. Evan was sure at some level John hated him. They had known each other since they were kids, and had a

  complicated history to say the least. Now John was back in Idaho, working parttime as Evan’s caretaker and spending a lot of time with his father. Something odd was going on, but Evan was

  damned if he knew what it was.




  He stared sourly at the pills on the bedspread. Screw it, he thought. Maybe he’d skip the pills, see how he felt. Slowly, painstakingly, he picked up each pill with his two working

  fingers and dropped them back in the pill bottle. For the first time in a long time he actually felt curious about something. Curious and a little concerned. But if he was going to give the matter

  some thought, he’d need to be clearer in his head.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
THE

CHAMBER

HOWARD

GORDON

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/2.jpg
THE

CHAMBER

HOWARD

GORDON

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

AAAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg
THE

CHAMBER





