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Don’t ever pray for insight. You’re liable to get it.


Picking up the pieces, holding on to people I love, I’ve been able to sew the story together. It’s not the story I grew up with, it’s a narrative that’s stitched together like emergency surgery on a catastrophic wound. Life is repaired but the damage lingers. The scar tissue is numb and deep. The family who fought to protect you stand exposed more brutally than by an X-ray.


Don’t believe it. I love you, kid. Lies and all.


I wasn’t there that night, when he saw them coming. But now I know.


Sunday


The rain beat down. Branches scraped his shoulders as he rushed past. He threw an arm in front of his face to shield himself, breathing hard. In the dark, he was losing his bearings. The road was somewhere up ahead.


His pursuers were behind him.


Phil Delaney ran, fighting to see, eyes swollen from the beating. His right knee wouldn’t hold much longer. He had snapped the kneecap back into place after they dislocated it. When they walked outside for a smoke, he slung his foot between two beams of wood in the barn and hauled backward, like yanking on a tangled piece of string to snap the knots loose. It had worked when his high school coach did it to him on the football field all those years ago in Shawnee. It worked as fast tonight, and when the bones popped he fought down a shout and escaped through a gap in the slats of the barn. Now he was covering ground but his leg felt like a couple of straws held together with rubber bands. His adrenaline was draining away. Beneath it the pain was coming like a roar.


Behind him in the brush, he heard the dog.


Over rocks and roots, the trail climbed toward Highway 1. The dog wasn’t trained to track and probably couldn’t keep his scent in the wet. It probably heard him, but the only way to be quiet would be to slow down, and hell if he would sacrifice speed to gain a negligible advantage in stealth. The dog was indisputably trained to attack. The bloody bite on his arm testified to that.


Want me to call him off? Then tell us what we want to know, cocksucker.


Phil looked back. Beams from their flashlights jinked as they ran.


Of everything he had steeled himself for, this was the last thing he had expected. A dozen years since he’d been in-country. Ten since he had left the Navy. In all that time there had been no repercussions, not even a hint. And then, halfway through a spring afternoon, as he drove along a remote California highway, they ambushed him.


Why now?


Finding him wouldn’t have been the hard part – over the past year, anybody watching television could have caught his face on CNN, StarNews Asia or BBC World. Though the people behind him weren’t foreigners. They spoke with the flat American voices of trailer park punks.


No, these thugs were Yanks. And the one with the ratty black ponytail and goatee, the one wearing the biker boots, Phil had met his kind too many times in port town taverns: Southern Comfort and a bar fight, guaranteed. Spoiling to dish it out, long as he was fighting somebody smaller, weaker, or being held down by three other punks. But why now? How had they had put it all together, after twelve years? The op had been dirty, a disaster, but the extraction had been clean. And the only other person involved would never have betrayed him. Not Jax.


But these people knew about the connection. Worse, they had managed to track him and pinpoint his exact location on this road, today. They’d cut him off, dragged him out of the car and, as he buckled under their fists and boots, he knew the plain truth. Someone had sold him out.


Headlights swept overhead. Even out here in the back of beyond, a vehicle came past every five or ten minutes. He could keep ahead of these bastards that long. He clawed his way up the slope.


Who had known he was in Santa Barbara? The family, his son and daughter and ex-wife. His legal team, Jesse and Lavonne. And Jax.


Except that Jax wasn’t here. She had never been here. The message he received asking him to meet her had been a lure.


His foot caught a rock and pain boomed up his leg. Gasping, he lunged up the trail. Goddammit. He was strong but he was fifty-nine years old and hell if he was anywhere near the shape he’d been in as a young man. One more wrong step and the knee could blow, and then nothing save growing a pair of wings would get him out of here.


The dog barked, closer. They had tracked him and found him, but he wasn’t the ultimate target. He had to send a warning.


The clouds parted and moonlight frosted the landscape. The brush thinned and – oh glory, he saw the road. Breathing heavily, he ducked behind a tree trunk. He couldn’t break cover until he heard a car coming.


He knew what they wanted from him. They wanted what Jax had hidden. They wanted power, and they wanted destruction. Riverbend. They thought he could give it to them. And if they couldn’t get it from him, he knew who they would target next. They’d go after his children and his grandson.


He had to keep his family clear. No matter what, none of them could be touched by any of this. He had spent his entire adult life making sure of that. He couldn’t falter now.


Down the hill, close, a voice cried out. ‘This way!’


It was the woman, the wraith with bad teeth. She had the ravenous eyes of an addict who wanted to finish him so she could get to her next hit of methamphetamine. Maybe that’s why she’d kicked him in the face.


He took out his phone, cupping one hand over the display so the light wouldn’t give away his position. He would never get hold of Jax or her husband. He had seconds at most. Hands shaking with fatigue, he scrolled through the names stored in his phone until he found one he hoped he could trust. Who could take action tonight.


Hell, he didn’t have a cell number, just the home phone. He dialed.


A bout of noise broke from the bushes behind him. The number began ringing. Answer, man. Answer.


The dog crashed through the brush into the clear. It pulled up, staring at him, mean, panting, butt-ugly. He held still. He couldn’t show fear.


The phone clicked through to voice mail. Dammit. The dog lowered its head, growling. He was going to have to run, but not before he left a message. Ten seconds, that’s all he was going to get.


‘It’s Phil,’ he began. ‘I’m in trouble, so you have to do this for me.’


The dog inched forward, teeth bared in the moonlight. More noise rattled through the brush. Flashlights zigged and caught him in the eyes.


He spoke rapid-fire into the phone, laying it out. ‘Do it tonight. Tomorrow will be too late. And—’


The dog advanced. Still, stay rock still.


‘You have to keep my daughter out of this. Evan cannot know. Keep her clear. Do you hear me, Jesse? If you don’t, my family becomes part of the kill chain.’


The two punks burst through the brush. Phil broke for the road.


His knee held and he erupted into the clear just as headlights swept around the curve. His heart soared. He raised his hands, waving at the driver to stop. The car braked to a halt, headlights gleaming.


Phil ran toward it. The door opened and the dome light came on, a man and a woman inside. He saw fur, diamonds, anticipation. He stopped. The woman showed her teeth, smiling in recognition. The driver got out. Young, eager, with a cocky smile. In his hand he held a gun.


‘Hello, old man,’ he said.


Phil held his ground, drawing on his last reserves of strength, getting ready.
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Monday



Branches clawed at me. Sodden from the rain, they wept as I careered past. The brush was dense, the mud slick. A hundred feet down, the ocean bellowed, pitching itself against the rocks.


‘Evan, stop.’


I heard the alarm in Lilia Rodriguez’s voice but kept going, digging my heels into the grade to brake my descent. Morning sunlight bled through the clouds, gilding the broken saplings and gouges in the hillside that signified the fall line.


‘It isn’t safe. Wait,’ Lily called.


Above on Highway 1, flares smoked and sputtered, electric-pink. Lily’s colleagues from the Sheriff ’s Department were directing a wrecking truck with a winch and two hundred feet of cable, and the Santa Barbara County Search and Rescue Team was planning its next move. When I ran down the slope they had yelled at me, too.


My foot tangled with a root and I tripped to my hands and knees. Rocks scraped my palms and tore through my jeans. I bumped down the slope, scrabbling for purchase, and slid face-first into a manzanita bush. I bundled to a stop. Behind me, Lily yelled ‘Aw, jeez.’ I sat up, heart galloping, and saw the car.


The back end was undamaged, tail-lights intact and metallic blue paint shining. It was canted skyward at a seventy-five degree angle, wheels and undercarriage exposed. The grill had wrapped around a boulder in a vile high-speed embrace.


Lily pushed through the bushes, out of breath, and stopped short. At the sight of the wreck, her tough-girl expression slipped.


Clawing to my feet, I edged down the grade toward the open driver’s door. ‘Dad.’


There was no answer. He wasn’t inside, I knew that, Lily had told me that when she came to my front door. The driver’s door was buried a foot deep in the mud. It had dug a scar down the hill during the car’s descent. Bracing my hands against it, I leaned in. The windshield was shattered, airbag deployed, the engine block jammed halfway through the front seat. A cup of 7-Eleven coffee was splashed across the dashboard.


I spun around, looking up the hillside. ‘Phil Delaney. Dad.’


Lily picked her way toward me. She was wearing jeans and a Sheriff ’s Department jacket and a gun holstered on her hip, pixie haircut flickering in the wind. From beneath her professional stoicism the compassionate, wary kid peeped through.


‘Evan, this is dangerous. Come back up top.’


I held onto the door-frame, peering at the heavy brush on the hill. The snake of panic wound around my chest, binding me, closing my throat.


‘He has to be here, Lily. Someplace.’


‘Search and Rescue’s calling a chopper out to scan the hillside. As long as the rain holds off—’


‘He could be unconscious, or too weak to signal us.’ Tears rose in my voice. ‘We can’t just walk away.’


But I felt the tilt of the earth beneath my feet and heard the pounding of the ocean below, the greedy Pacific that fills the depths and hoards too many who fall into its grasp.


‘Come on,’ Lily said.


When Lily and I crested the lip of the hill onto the highway, the wind bit us. It was a chill April morning. The mountains, soaked from a winter of heavy rains, were florid green. Silver clouds hung ragged along their peaks. A fire truck and Sheriff ’s vehicles clogged the roadside, lights spinning. In the center of the highway, a California Highway Patrol officer directed traffic around the scene.


Parked behind the Sheriff ’s cars was a black pickup truck. Standing next to it, talking to a uniformed deputy, was Jesse Blackburn. His eyes caught mine and all my defenses collapsed. I ran and threw my arms around him.


‘Ev, I’m so sorry,’ he said.


I pressed my face against his chest. Feeling him work to keep his balance, I tightened my grip. He steadied himself on his crutches and put an arm around my back.


‘How did you find out?’ I said.


‘Brian tracked me down at the rehab center.’


Bless my damned brother. How fast Jesse had driven to get here didn’t bear thinking about.


‘You should have called the switchboard. I was there the whole night,’ he said.


‘I didn’t want to interrupt.’


‘Delaney.’ He pulled me hard against him. ‘Interrupt.’


I shook my head. Glad as I was to have him here, I hated to think that he had torn himself away from a situation where he was badly needed.


The deputy cleared his throat. ‘Ma’am?’


When I looked up he touched the brim of his hat. ‘Ben Gilbert. That’s a treacherous hillside. You need to stay up here on the road.’


‘Then call out the cavalry and find my father. Otherwise, I’m going to do it myself.’


Jesse pulled me tighter, hoping to forestall a full-blown outburst from me, and nodded to Gilbert. ‘When will the SAR helo get here?’


‘Fifteen, twenty minutes.’ Gilbert looked at him more closely. ‘You have a background with the Coast Guard?’


‘Open water rescue. Used to be with the County.’


Gilbert tried not to stare too overtly at the crutches. Lily, though saying nothing, looked openly quizzical. I doubted she had ever seen Jesse standing up.


Gilbert jammed his hands into his coat pockets. His voice was crisp. ‘We’re trying to get a timeline here. Your father left Santa Barbara yesterday afternoon, that right?’


‘Around one,’ I said.


Which would have put him here – forty miles north of my house, along this isolated strip of wild country – near two p.m. Acid threaded across my skin. The car had hung wrecked in the chaparral for almost a day without anyone knowing. Without my knowing.


I peered down the road. ‘Can you tell where it went off the highway? Where do the skid marks start?’


Gilbert’s face crimped. He rubbed his index finger along the side of his nose. ‘There were no skid marks.’


He looked down the highway at my Mustang. Two black stripes trailed behind it, the skid marks I’d laid when I came ripping around the bend. I saw no others.


‘There have to be,’ I said.


‘Ms Delaney, I’ve been a cop fifteen years. When a car tears through the brush and buries itself in boulders two hundred feet downslope, that indicates a violent event occurred on the roadway. Braking before such a hard crash leaves black skid marks that are visible even after days of heavy rain. And we got nothing here.’


‘What, are you saying that he didn’t brake?’


Gilbert looked regretful, as though he was about to hand me something bitter. ‘No. Least not long as he was on the highway.’


‘You think he just ran off the road?’


‘Wet pavement, high speed, it can happen.’


‘He’s not a reckless driver.’


I kept staring at the road, my mind forming nightmarish glimpses of what it had been like hitting the curve that fast.


‘What if he swerved to avoid something? An animal, or even another car.’


Lily put up her hands. ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself.’


‘If he was swerving, and the tires caught the edge of the shoulder, and . . .’


Gilbert shook his head. ‘Sharp swerve on this curve, we’d still expect to find tread on the road.’


Jesse said, ‘But you don’t know, do you?’


‘That’s right. We don’t.’


‘Yes we do,’ I said. ‘We know he’s out here someplace and we have to find him.’


Gilbert’s expression was smooth, his eyes the green of the mountainside. ‘Ms Delaney, how did your father seem when he left your place?’


‘He seemed eager to get to San Jose. He had a business meeting planned.’


Even as I said it, I heard the over-stress in my voice. Dad hadn’t been eager. He’d been edgy, which now seemed ominous.


‘Was there anything on his mind that could have distracted him? Anything bothering him?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘You sure?’


In the wind, my fingers felt numb but my face grew hot. Gilbert, I realized, knew who I was. He had heard my family’s name in the news, understood about my father, knew what had happened to me.


‘Ma’am, no disrespect. But we are speaking about Phil Delaney, correct?’


Lily shot him a glance.


Jesse let go of me. ‘Deputy, you’re about to make a guess that’s way off-track. Don’t.’


‘I’m just covering all the angles. At this stage we can’t exclude any possibilities,’ Gilbert said.


I felt myself coiling. ‘You’re suggesting he drove off the road deliberately?’


‘I’m saying we had a man here who was under a lot of pressure.’


Lily made a face, muttering under her breath. ‘Gilbert . . .’


Jesse’s voice went frosty. ‘Man, stick to the present tense.’


My blood pressure was rising. ‘You think he committed suicide?’


I stepped toward Gilbert but Jesse put a hand on my arm, holding me back. The deputy softened his tone.


‘I don’t mean to make a difficult situation even tougher, but at this stage we can’t rule anything out.’


But though he tried to sound soothing, he was sizing me up, as if I were a freak in the circus tent.


‘Anything else you want to know?’ I said.


His gaze lingered on me. ‘You did it, didn’t you? You’re the one who pulled the trigger.’


I gave his stare right back. ‘Yes.’


He eyed me some more, and jammed his hands back in his pockets. ‘Would you happen to have a photo of your father? To show the search and rescue team.’


‘Yeah.’


I took a snapshot from my wallet. It had been taken at the breakwater in Santa Barbara, and showed Dad with his arm around my shoulder, the ocean sapphire behind us. He looked good: weatherworn, with his frosty hair poking out from under a US Navy baseball cap, dark eyes reflecting his restless need to take on the world. Except for my long legs I don’t look much like him, with my tomboy figure and caramel hair. What he gave me wasn’t his looks but a taste for Tennessee whiskey and mournful country songs. Jesse had been behind the camera, and Dad was regarding him with a look so cool as to be a challenge. I was smiling but seemed slightly irked. I could have done without their jousting – Jesse’s wisecracks, Dad’s one-upmanship. Back then, I didn’t know how lucky I was. The photo was taken before violence invaded our lives, before I shot the psycho who was trying to kill me, before Dad sacrificed his reputation on a pyre in atonement.


I handed the snapshot to Gilbert. ‘Keep it as long as you need to.’


From below on the hillside the SAR team called up to the crew of the wrecker, asking them to lower the winch cable. Gilbert excused himself.


Lily frowned. ‘Sorry about that.’


‘State of play,’ I said. ‘Not your fault.’


The wrecking crew began extending the winch.


‘They’ll be careful when they move the car, won’t they? I mean, if Dad’s . . .’


Jesse said, ‘He’s not under the car.’


I knew he was right. Dad hadn’t been thrown out and trapped under the vehicle. The fact that the driver’s door had knifed a long track into the mud spoke otherwise. The door had sprung open long before impact.


Jesse put a hand against the small of my back. ‘You look chilled to the bone. Let’s get out of the wind.’


We climbed into his pickup. He turned on the engine and set the heater on high. For a few moments I stared at the wrecker.


‘Dad did not kill himself.’


‘Hell no. Die without a fight? He’s too mean.’


I grabbed his hand, knowing he meant that as a compliment. He rubbed his hands over mine, trying to warm me, and gazed at the diamond solitaire on my finger. It had been some months since he’d put it there.


‘You didn’t tell Gilbert about your Dad’s mood when he left,’ he said.


‘No. He’d use it as ammunition.’


He gazed out the window. ‘What do you think happened to him?’


Dread balled in my throat. Dad’s strange goodbye rose in my head, a warning.


‘I don’t know.’ The wind gusted, rocking the truck. I swallowed the urge to cry. ‘How bad were things with Buddy?’


‘Don’t worry about that right now.’


But he was worried himself – the circles under his blue eyes told me so. As did the fact that he had spent the whole night at the spinal injury unit, his cellphone turned off. His face, handsome and worn with sleeplessness, looked troubled. I squeezed his hand and he shook his head.


‘The kid’s right on the rim,’ he said.


Buddy Stoker was nineteen years old and, three months past the motorcycle wreck that had paralyzed him, his morale ranged from despondent to terminal. He was one of the SCI patients Jesse worked with as a peer counselor at the rehab center.


‘I’ve thrown him a line, and I’m hounding him to hang on. I don’t know if he will.’


Hanging on, Jesse knew, could be hell. When a BMW rammed his own bike, he went from All-American to paraplegic in half a second. A year of hospitals and rehab brought him to the shattering reality that his legs would never work right again. Fucking Fact of Life Number One, he called it. Some things you cannot change. But these days he told the newbies it was nonetheless possible to get back up and keep going, that you could navigate the world without walking it.


‘His folks are with him, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘And this is where I need to be right now.’


‘Thank you.’


The wind shook the truck. Outside, the wrecking crew worked the winch. The cable went taut as they started to haul the car up the hill. I blinked at the sight, my throat constricting.


‘Dad, what the hell happened out here?’


Whistle-blowing is like prophecy: tell the truth and people never thank you. They stone you for it. So you’d better be tough.


My father was a rusty nail. But for months he’d been reeling under a hail of rocks.


Phil Delaney, for decades an insider, ramrod-straight naval captain, weapons designer, graduate of the Naval War College, sometime Naval Intelligence agent and chartered member of the Old Boys’ Network, had become an outsider. He blew the whistle on a dirty government operation, one that had caused people to die. People I grew up with. And, for that, he was made to pay.


The government had yanked his security clearance. His consulting business had dried up. He was being shunned by the military and intelligence worlds to which he had dedicated his life. The men in the shadows wanted him made an example of. An ambitious US Attorney was eager to oblige, and had spent months investigating him in hopes of obtaining an indictment. He had become a pariah.


He had done it for honor. For duty. For the dead.


He had done it for me.


I thought back: less than twenty-four hours ago, he had been standing beside me under a soaring blue sky, watching a bunch of kids take their marks at Los Baños del Mar pool. Flags snapped on masts along the beach front. Around the pool, noise was rising, spectators hooting and stomping. Near the starting blocks, sunlit and serious, Jesse gathered the kids on the team he coached, psyching them up. Dad watched with a smile that gradually faded to wistfulness, until he turned away and gazed out at the ocean. I wondered if he was thinking about Jesse’s sure touch with kids, and me with my empty arms. When his cellphone rang, he strode for the exit.


I found him outside, staring at the marina as if expecting enemy fire to erupt from the fishing fleet. His white hair bristled in the sun.


‘I have to leave,’ he said.


I frowned. ‘Now?’


‘This isn’t a diversionary tactic. It’s business.’


Business? Right. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I’ll call you tomorrow. Meantime, hold out against the forces of darkness. You have the moral high ground.’


‘I drove off that talk radio guy with a rake, not principle.’


In the months since Dad blew the whistle I had consistently rejected interview requests from the media. That only egged them on, because I’m a freelance journalist myself when I’m not cadging work with law firms, writing appellate briefs, revising my new novel and generally doing what Dad thought of as avoiding a grown-up career. Newspapers, tabloid television and moonbat bloggers had been contacting me with questions, outrage and, in the case of one conspiracy nut, the request to let me be artificially inseminated with his pure, libertarian, non-CIA-contaminated sperm.


When a spook blows the whistle, all the ghosties come out to play.


Dad put his arm around my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, your old man’s fine. I knew the score going in. Jesse and Lavonne told me flat out – don’t do it unless you’re willing to start over. You pull the fire alarm like I did, you never work in the industry again.’


Lavonne Marks, Jesse’s boss, was counseling Dad on strategies to keep him from being indicted. He gave me a sidelong glance.


‘I’m not feeling sorry for myself. And don’t you either, Kit. Not on your life.’


‘I wouldn’t dare.’


From my experience of men in pain, pity corrodes you both. Support works better. And occasionally a kick in the butt.


Which, annoyed that he was leaving so abruptly, I delivered. ‘If you’re meeting with Jax Rivera, tell her it’s time to stop yanking my chain. You and I have a deal, remember? You talk about the work you did with her, I listen.’


For a second he held my gaze, as though considering whether, finally, to give up the unexhumed ghosts that filled his past.


‘I love you, Kit. You’re a better daughter than I deserve. Always know that.’ He kissed my forehead. ‘I don’t know when I’ll see you again.’


Something in his casual tone sounded ill-omened. ‘Dad?’


He touched my face. ‘You can’t believe everything you hear. Remember that, if everything else fails.’


It felt as if a fist had grabbed my stomach. ‘I should have known something was going to go wrong. I should have pressed him harder, or gone with him.’


‘Don’t think that way,’ Jesse said. ‘The guilt train stops, right here. Park it and get off.’


I pinched the bridge of my nose, refusing to cry. I would cry when Dad climbed out of the SAR helicopter, bold as brass, saluting the pilot and thanking him for the lift. Jesse put his hand on the back of my neck.


‘The visit was good, till the end. He’s warming to you,’ I said.


He gauged my face and said, ‘Yeah. But he doesn’t trust me yet.’


‘He will. When he knows you as well as I do.’


Outside, the wrecker winched the car up to the road. Jesse and I got out of the pickup. The fist squeezed my stomach.


The car was a gruesome carcass. The hood was crumpled and the driver’s door swung like a broken wing. Carefully, the crew of the wrecker hauled it onto the flatbed and began strapping it down.


Gilbert came over. ‘The Highway Patrol’s Accident Investigation Unit will take the lead on reconstructing what happened here. They’ll want to talk to you, but you don’t need to hang around waiting for them.’


I nodded absently, remembering Dad loading his things into the car and hugging me goodbye.


The chassis whined as the wrecking crew cinched it down. I walked to the wrecker and stood on tiptoe to peer at the car. I could only glimpse the driver’s seat. I boosted myself up onto the flatbed and opened the back door.


‘His computer case is gone,’ I said.


The driver of the wrecker said, ‘What are you doing?’


I turned to Jesse. ‘I saw him put his computer case on the floor behind the driver’s seat.’


Gilbert approached. ‘Ms Delaney, what are you doing?’


Scooting along the edge of the car, I popped the trunk. As it yawned open, my stomach sank. There was Dad’s carry-on suitcase.


Gilbert’s mouth pinched. ‘The computer must have been thrown out in the crash.’


‘He put it flat on the floor in the back. And the car didn’t roll, didn’t flip. If anything, the impact should have wedged it tighter under the driver’s seat. But it’s gone.’


The wrecking crew shot me dirty looks. I didn’t care. Wedging my way around the side of the car, I climbed into the back seat. My chest tightened as I thought of Dad being in the car when it went over. But now I was feeling something else, an urgency, a prickle of distrust. As if things unseen and malevolent had been at work here, beyond a wet road and the force of gravity.


The smashed windshield sagged in its frame. On the mangled steering column, the keys hung in the ignition. I smelled mud and gasoline and coffee. The coffee cup was still jammed in the cup holder.


The coffee cup. I grabbed it and climbed out.


Jesse approached the side of the flatbed. ‘What is it?’


‘He didn’t kill himself. Nobody stops for hot coffee on their way to commit suicide.’ I held up the cup. ‘And they certainly don’t buy the extra-large mug so they can get free refills.’


Traffic nudged along the road, past pink flares and a Highway Patrolman waving cars around a wrecker. The white Mercury edged its way toward the scene.


Boyd Davies slouched in his seat, one hand slung over the top of the steering wheel, toothpick between his lips. He wore shades and a baseball cap, his black hair pulled into a ponytail. He wasn’t worried about the goatee. Nobody was going to recognize him.


In the passenger seat, the woman who called herself Bliss kept scratching at her arm. She was skinny as a cigarette and had piss-blonde short hair. She was like a thing you hear out in the tall grass, a skittering sound on the air, dry and pitiless as a lizard. She was pulling scabs off with the scratching. Crank bugs, Boyd thought. She got high last night and was crashing hard, thought beetles were crawling under her skin. Meth, no question. He was keeping notes, for his report.


‘That’s it,’ she said.


They’d found the car and hauled it up the hill. It lay crushed on the back of the wrecker. Uniforms were crawling all over the place, fire and CHP and Sheriffs. A woman had climbed up on the wrecker, was crouched down talking to a deputy and a plainclothes and a guy looked like he’d busted his knee, leaning on crutches. The woman was gesturing to the deputy, showing him a coffee cup.


‘Who’s she?’ Bliss said.


He glanced at her, and at the rest of the scene – a pickup truck, and a Mustang that had laid rubber when it squealed to a stop.


‘Investigator,’ he said. ‘Else, maybe family.’


‘They’re looking for him,’ she said.


Let them look. He cruised past the wrecker, getting a good eyeful of the woman, the emotion on her face. Family, yeah. Now wasn’t that interesting.


‘I think what we have here is an actual lead,’ he said.


She turned to the back seat. Christian was asleep, shades crooked, hair draped over his face.


‘Leave him be,’ Boyd said. ‘Get on the phone. We take this to the top.’
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I was thirty-three when I found out my dad was a spook. The revelation came at a bad time.


Philip Delaney left Oklahoma to spend his life in the blue-water navy. He ended up in the desert, an expert in missile guidance and explosives technology at the Naval Air Warfare Center in China Lake, California. That’s where I grew up: in a world of pilots and researchers who worked under the sun to perfect the machinery of death. It was a happy childhood.


Dad’s job was to protect me, my brother, my mother and our country, to eliminate those who would make war on us, and to keep our fighter pilots alive in the skies. He was a warrior, and my hero.


But the reality was completely different. My father set up a shield, beneath which he lived another life entirely. He worked for Naval Intelligence. He had such a knack for clandestine work that he hid the truth even from my mom. Maybe, in the end, that contributed to their divorce.


And I finally learned the truth because a classified project went disastrously wrong at China Lake and led to the deaths of my high school classmates. It nearly killed my mother. It caused me to take a life, and cost me the chance to start a family. Faced with such wreckage, Dad could no longer live with the lies and denials. He went public with the truth.


Since then, through months lost in regret and shock, I had become determined to know the reality of my father’s past. And he had promised to talk with me, but secrecy was a habit deeply engrained in Phil Delaney.


‘Opposition research.’


That’s how he described it to me, walking on Stearns Wharf one day, tilting back his hat and watching the sun shatter on the water. To destroy the enemy, weapons researchers needed to know what the enemy was up to. His job had been to find out who the bad guys were and what toys they had. He sussed out their technology.


In those days Latin America and Southeast Asia foamed with dictatorships, coups, drug wealth, machete massacres, cartels and blood feuds. Hearing him talk about such places, my heart sank. Technology was clean and precise. Foreign jungles were chaotic and bloody. Remember the times, he said. Remember the stakes. The Cold War. Communists. Drug warlords. Terrorists. And we didn’t have police powers in Venezuela or Burma. We couldn’t just march into the jungle with a search warrant and get the information we needed.


I understand, I said. I’m not a kid.


He stared at the water. No. You’re a tough girl, Kit, but even with all you’ve been through lately, you don’t understand.


And now I feared that I never would.


Ten thirty: nothing. No sign of Dad, despite the Search and Rescue helo, despite my inarticulate prayers. Just CHP investigators poring over the scene with cameras and measuring equipment, and clouds threatening rain, and my stubborn refusal to leave, until Jesse pointed down the highway at the TV news van heading our way. I peeled out in the Mustang.


By the time I got back to Santa Barbara the clouds had broken up. The city unrolled like a Mediterranean carpet, mountains looming green against the sky, red tile roofs spooling through palm trees all the way to the bangled sea. I dropped the car at my place and hopped into Jesse’s truck.


‘Sure you don’t want to skip this?’ he said.


‘Positive.’ I didn’t want quiet, or time to think. I wanted to do something. Anything. ‘Sure you don’t?’


He looked dog-tired. He hadn’t been home since before the swim meet yesterday.


‘First things first,’ he said.


We needed to find his boss, Lavonne Marks, and bring her up to speed. We drove to the Belchiesa Resort, across Cabrillo Boulevard from the beach, where the California Bar Association was holding its spring conference on Trial Advocacy.


‘You know we’re bound to run into Gray,’ Jesse said.


‘If he can stop preening for the cameras.’


Nicholas Gray, the US Attorney who was circling my father like a vulture, was giving the keynote address at the conference. Earlier in the weekend he had managed to interrupt Dad’s meeting with Lavonne and Jesse in a restaurant at the resort’s conference center. Give him a chance of publicity and he became omnipresent.


Jesse left his crutches in the truck. The conference center was extensive, and walking more than a hundred yards didn’t work. He got the wheelchair out of the back seat. I slammed the door of the truck and we headed into the lobby, passing a poster for the keynote address.


‘Screw Gray. Let him try to make hay out of this,’ I said.


A tendril of wind brushed my arms as the doors shut. Jesse’s gaze lengthened. ‘Shields up. You’re about to get your wish.’


Looking over my shoulder, I saw the men in dark suits walking toward us.


The tall one was Nicholas Gray, Assistant United States Attorney for the Central District of California. Gawky and purposeful, he swept along ahead of two underlings in matching blue pinstripes. They looked over-dressed for Santa Barbara, where half the population wears flip-flops and Sex Wax T-shirts. To their own weddings.


‘Just the people I was looking for,’ Gray said.


One of the suits, a young guy, popped the top on a soft drink can and handed it to him. ‘Diet cola, sir.’ He nodded at Jesse. ‘J-man.’


‘How you doing, Drew?’ Jesse said.


Gray took the soda without a glance. ‘Ms Delaney, we heard about the car wreck. I’m sorry.’


‘Thank you,’ I said.


He eyed Jesse. ‘Here to attend my speech?’


‘For the margaritas. What’s up?’


Gray managed to smile with just his long white teeth, no eyes. ‘If you’ll excuse us, I need to speak to Ms Delaney about her father.’


Bald and buzzardy, Gray had a firm voice and a sympathetic expression. His mien was assiduous and concerned. And I was having none of it. Nicholas Gray was a scalp-taker. The west coast’s chief federal prosecutor, he was determined to indict my father under the Espionage Act.


Jesse didn’t move. ‘Ev?’


I nodded to Gray. ‘Talk.’


‘I’ve spoken with the local Sheriffs. Their deputy thinks the crash was deliberate.’ He took a sip of his soda. ‘I have to agree. But I don’t think your father committed suicide.’


I took a mental step back. ‘Are you suggesting foul play?’ I tried to take this in. ‘Did somebody run my dad off the road?’


He didn’t actually snap his fingers, merely lifted an eyebrow at his soda-bearer. ‘Farelli?’


Drew Farelli had a sheen of perspiration on his forehead, and cheeks that spoke of a love for his mom’s cannoli. He was jingling coins in his pocket.


‘I talked to the deputy, Gilbert’s his name. There’s no evidence your father’s car was hit by another vehicle.’


‘What’s going on?’ My head was throbbing. ‘Have the Sheriffs found him?’


Gray ran a hand across his shiny skull. ‘I can see the strain is taking a toll on you. Would you like to sit down?’


‘No. Have they?’


‘They haven’t.’


If I didn’t count to ten, I was going to bite him.


Jesse eyed Gray with a calm like a shard of ice. ‘Nicholas, what’s going on?’


Gray gestured to the second suit. ‘This is Special Agent Ceplak, from the Bureau.’


A Fibbie. My heart dropped even further into confusion and failing hope.


Ceplak said, ‘Ms Delaney, it’s no secret that your father is a person of interest to us. He’s been recalcitrant for months, jumping fences to stay ahead of the US Attorney’s investigation.’


‘And?’


‘I think he’s done it one final time. He isn’t out there on that hillside. He wasn’t in the car when it left the road.’ He glanced at Farelli. ‘What did the deputy tell you?’


‘Driver’s door was open from the top of the fall line. Suitcase was in the trunk, but no computer case.’ He jingled his coins like he had the DTs. ‘And from the damage pattern to the brush on the hillside, it seems the car was only moving a few miles an hour when it left the road.’


‘What?’ I said.


Ceplak nodded. ‘And they’ve found tire tracks in the mud. Also a footprint. The car went over at a few miles per hour, then gained speed. What happened is, your father got out, took his computer, and pushed the vehicle over the edge.’


‘That’s crazy.’


‘Trying to make it look like a back-road suicide. Remote site, nobody around – it could have worked, but he made a mistake. He took the computer. That gives the game away.’


‘Game?’


Jesse put a hand on my arm, trying to stop me rising to the bait. But it wasn’t his father they were slandering.


Gray crossed his arms. ‘He didn’t want to stick around. Is that because he knew we’re getting close to evidence that will lead to an indictment?’


Drew Farelli jingled the coins in his pocket. Gray maintained his façade of earnest righteousness, glancing from Jesse to me.


‘Your father was with the two of you immediately before he disappeared. What did he tell you before he left town?’ he said.


‘Where do you get off—’


‘Has he contacted you since the crash?’


I forced myself not to take a step back. ‘God, the search and rescue team is still out on the hillside trying to find him—’


‘Let’s call a spade a spade,’ Gray said. ‘Your father disclosed classified information. Granted, his legal team helped him skirt the edges of the law. But that’s what he did.’


Don’t spit. Just don’t.


‘He endangered national security. He can claim he did it for some nebulous greater good, but that won’t exonerate him.’


Farelli said, ‘We’re going to get his phone records. If you’ve been in contact with him, we’ll find out. If it turns out you knew about it beforehand, you could be considered an accessory in his flight to avoid prosecution.’


‘Flight? For christsake, he hasn’t fled.’


Gray said, ‘Your reluctance to cooperate is disappointing though understandable. But if his legal team is involved, that’s an entirely different matter.’


Jesse looked away, mouth skewing. ‘Are you just going to kick dirt at us, or do you have an actual point?’


Gray paused for a moment, as though marking Jesse’s name on a mental shit list. ‘If Ms Delaney cooperates fully in our investigation, things will go more smoothly for her father.’


‘Cooperate? You mean betray my dad. Forget it.’


‘You needn’t speak in such dramatic terms.’


‘But that’s what you mean – you want me to pin something on him he didn’t even do. No. He hasn’t gone anywhere.’


Gray’s pate shone under the lights. ‘Who does your father know in Colombia?’


‘South America? I have no idea.’


‘How about Thailand?’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Why would he have reason to go to the UK twice within the past nine months?’


Bam, I felt as though he’d hit me with a skillet. Dad had been out of the country?


Farelli said, ‘And then he came to Santa Barbara. He talked to you, and conferred with his attorneys, and then poof, he vanished.’


Gray pursed his lips. ‘If it’s within your power, contact your father and convince him to surrender. This can still be handled quietly, but only for the next few hours.’ He glanced at Ceplak. ‘After that, I imagine the FBI will announce the likelihood that his disappearance is a hoax.’


‘I imagine we will,’ Ceplak said.


‘From there, it’s out of my hands. But I foresee the media taking an interest in the story. Former intelligence officer with contacts in some awfully seedy neighborhoods, fakes his disappearance ahead of indictment . . . nothing I can do about the way they’ll play it.’


‘Oh, don’t even—’


‘Ev.’ Jesse held my arm.


Gray crumpled the soda can and tossed it in a trash can. ‘Let me hear from you.’
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I stormed out of the conference center, slamming open the door. ‘Bully.’


The sunshine was breezy. ‘User. Publicity hound.’ I stalked toward the pickup truck. ‘Leak the story to the Los Angeles Times and let them bury Dad’s reputation for good. That’s Gray’s plan. Keep himself on the front pages and at the top of the news hour.’


I grabbed the door handle but the truck was locked. ‘Hoax, my ass. He cares nothing about Dad. The car went over a cliff and he insists it’s a hoax?’


I yanked again on the door.


‘Inquisitor. Spiteful, grandstanding—’ Still locked. Turning, I saw Jesse still inside the conference center, speaking to Drew Farelli. I was talking to myself.


I leaned against the truck. Clouds riffled past the sun. Across Cabrillo Boulevard a picket line of palm trees guarded the gleaming ocean.


Dad’s car had been pushed over the edge.


And I didn’t believe for one second that my father had done it. Somebody else had, and then they’d done something to my father. Heat swept through me, fear and thrill all together.


Dad was alive.


Jesse finished talking to Farelli and wheeled over to the truck. ‘Drew’s toeing Gray’s line. I got nowhere.’


‘He’s Gray’s cocker spaniel.’


‘He’s a decent guy, just anxious to please. Always was, even in law school.’ He unlocked the truck. ‘You thinking the same thing I am about your dad?’


‘He’s been abducted.’


His face was grave. ‘You’ll never get the FBI to pursue that avenue.’


‘No.’ I opened my door. ‘I have to take another road.’


I got in but he held still, hands on his pushrims as though keeping the brakes on. ‘You going to contact her?’


I nodded. Grimly, he held my gaze.


Colombia. Thailand. Intelligence officer with contacts in seedy neighborhoods.


If those were the questions, there was one answer: Jakarta Rivera.


Jesse drove me downtown without comment, face cool behind his shades, and dropped me at the bank. Inside, I followed a teller into the vault and gave her the key to my safe deposit box. My palms were tingling.


Jax Rivera was a recurring apparition in my life, a spectre who had seemingly manifested out of malign chance. A former CIA agent, she was glamorous, conniving and violent. She now ran a small business with her British husband, killing people for hire. They seemed a happy couple. And they liked me. Talk about unwelcome attention.


When we first met, they offered me a job ghostwriting their memoirs. I laughed and walked away, calling their story a lie. But though the offer was spurious, their story was not; they had come to Santa Barbara on a job. Then Jax left me a thick manila envelope containing dossiers she and Tim North had assembled over the years: notebooks, photographs, memos that named names, places, dates, deaths. I barely leafed through them before getting a big hairy chill, shoving them back in the envelope and taping it up.


If Dad’s disappearance had anything to do with his work for Naval Intelligence, the one person who might be able to provide me with a clue, or help, was Jax. Because, I had recently discovered, they knew each other.


I didn’t have her home phone, didn’t know where she lived, didn’t even know whether Jakarta Rivera was her real name. All I had was that fat manila envelope containing the dossiers, locked in my safe deposit box.


When I slid it from that box, it felt heavier than I recalled. I thanked the teller and walked the six blocks to Sanchez Marks feeling as though I was carrying a sack of cobras.


For years I had wondered why Jax and Tim chose me as their dead drop. To help write their memoirs? A pretext. Because Jax was a fan of my fiction? I wanted to believe it, but couldn’t – Jax had an affinity for lies, guns and Prada, and she didn’t strike me as a science fiction fan. To provide a safe harbor for stolen secrets they kept as self-protection or blackmail? Now you’re talking.


Because Jax had worked with my father? That’s what I wanted Dad to tell me about, and what, despite his promise, he refused to divulge.


Maybe Jax would. Maybe today. I neared the courthouse and turned the corner, heading toward the Spanish-style building that housed the law firm. At the entrance, sunlight bounced off the windows. Inside, a man was crossing the foyer toward the door. When he saw me he stopped dead.


My heart would have dropped, but it was already flat on the floor. He stared at me, mouth pinched white. Traffic slurred past on the street.


Finally I opened the door. ‘How are you, PJ?’


He was lean and had put muscle on his shoulders. His brown hair was shorn, his blue eyes distant. He looked so much like Jesse that it stole my breath. I hadn’t seen him since he got out of jail.


He pushed past me through the door, turning sideways to avoid any chance of touching me. ‘My brother isn’t here.’


‘Yes he is.’


‘You’re wrong.’


He stalked away, pulling his motorcycle keys from his jeans pocket. I held the door, cheeks burning, thinking say something. Now, before this gets worse. He reached the corner of the building and his gaze caught on something out of sight in the parking lot. Abruptly, he rushed around the corner, calling, ‘What are you doing?’


Behind the noise of traffic, I heard voices arguing. I hurried after PJ. When I rounded the corner my pulse quickened.


In the parking lot Jesse stood in the open doorway of the truck. A Volvo had screeched to a stop behind it and the driver had climbed out, a big man, gray and unshaven. He was two feet from Jesse’s face, waving a sheaf of papers at him.


‘What were you doing, bringing Buddy out here at two a.m.? The cops thought you were escapees from a home.’


I stopped near PJ, eyes wide. Jesse saw us and shook his head.


‘And the cops left, because we were minding our own business. Mr Stoker, last night Buddy was drowning. I got him out of the rehab center so he could breathe.’


It was Big Bud Stoker, father of the injured kid Jesse counseled at the rehab center. He looked like a wrecking ball on the down swing.


‘And took him out to practice wheelchair tricks – like that’ll help? I don’t want him learning to hop curbs in a wheelchair. I want him to walk again.’


‘I know you do.’


Jesse had undoubtedly pulled himself to his feet so he could impose himself on the situation physically. But though the crutches gave him his height they took away his balance and ability to maneuver. And Stoker looked ready to punch him in the mouth.


‘I know what you think,’ he said. ‘Buddy should accept this. Bullshit.’


‘He has to deal with what’s happened. I’m sorry, but that’s the brutal truth.’


‘I knew this was your doing. Buddy told us to quit trying to cure him.’ Stoker poked him in the chest with the papers. ‘You think a cure is fantasy? How do you know?’


‘Don’t do that.’


‘What’s your problem? You so bitter about getting hurt, you want others to give up too, so you can have company?’


‘Back off. I talked to Buddy about pulling back from the void because I’ve been there,’ he said. ‘Man, I know ten ways to let go, and a few ways to hang on. Give up? No way. I told him to stay strong and dig in.’


Stoker spread his arms. ‘Can you even remember being in Buddy’s shoes? Wanting this so much?’


‘Of course I can.’


‘Then tell me that’s changed. Look me in the eyes and tell me everything’s beautiful, you’re just great. Tell me you don’t want to walk again.’


Jesse’s voice sharpened. ‘I lost my legs, not my mind. Of course I do.’


‘Then don’t you dare tell Buddy to accept this blow. Not until you go to the end of the line yourself.’ He waved the sheaf of papers. ‘Here’s what Buddy’s giving up on. Take a look at what he could have. What you could have, if you’d just take the chance.’ He tossed the papers at Jesse. ‘Tell me that’s not worth the fight.’


The papers swirled to the ground. Stoker stalked back to his car, got in and squealed out of the parking lot. Jesse stared at the pages flicking on the asphalt, his jaw tight.


PJ picked them up. He dusted them off, held them out, saw that Jesse didn’t have a hand free. I reached to take them, but PJ tossed them on to the front seat of the truck and turned to his brother.


‘That sucked,’ he said. ‘And it isn’t even lunchtime.’


‘It’s okay. I love the smell of napalm in the morning. What are you doing here?’


‘Never mind, I’ll come back later.’ PJ looked at him sideways. ‘The cops showed up?’


‘It was a misunderstanding. No harm, no foul,’ Jesse said.


‘Sure. Just another Blackburn getting nailed. Who turned you in?’


He glanced at me, quick as a slap, and walked off before Jesse could grab him.


‘No, it’s absolutely not okay. PJ was beyond rude,’ Jesse said.


‘It’ll take time, I know that.’


He paced me along the flagstone path to my door. ‘He needs to grow up. I’ll talk to him.’


His voice was solid, but a twinge of pain crossed his face. He was walking a tightrope between me and his brother.


‘Let it go,’ I said, knowing that neither of us could do so.


What could I say to PJ? Sorry you confessed to me, and I told the cops the truth? He had set out to commit identity theft and ended up an accessory in a college girl’s death. If he couldn’t admit that his own actions sent him to jail, if he still thought I was the source of his problems, his world was going to spin off kilter for good. And yet I felt like garbage.


My little house sat chilly behind its trellis of star jasmine, shivering under the live oaks at the back of the property. I unlocked the door with a headache pounding beneath my skull. The kitchen smelled of scorched coffee and huevos rancheros. I tossed the manila envelope containing Jax Rivera’s dossiers on my desk, sat down and rubbed my temples.


Jesse checked his watch. It was early afternoon, and he had a three o’clock colloquium at the Trial Advocacy conference.


‘You need to go home and change, don’t you?’ I said. He was wearing a Blazers Swimming shirt, hadn’t shaved, hadn’t been home since before Dad left yesterday.


‘I have clothes here.’ He rolled his shoulders. ‘Mind if I hit the shower?’


‘Go ahead.’ He spun toward the bedroom door. I snagged his arm. ‘About Stoker.’


His face was halfway between pensive and driven. ‘Later.’ He headed off, nodding at the envelope. ‘Dig the spiders out of there, then shred that thing.’


When I opened the flap, my nose filled with the musk of old papers. It was close to two years since she had delivered the envelope and vanished. I pulled out the contents: notebooks; photos; reports timestamped with the notation D.O., Directorate of Operations. Photocopied memos from Vauxhall Cross, where Tim North once worked for British Intelligence. A hand-drawn map. Tim’s sharp penstrokes, listing his contacts in an Asian operation.


Until now, this was as far as I’d gone. The first time I opened the envelope, I gaped in distress at all this information and couldn’t rip my eyes from it. Jesse had torn the papers from my hands, stuffed them in the envelope and said, ‘Send it back.’


‘I can’t. There’s no return address.’


‘Then get some lighter fluid and matches. Torch it.’


And, alarmed, I nearly had. But I decided that doing so would be equally dangerous, because someday Jax and Tim might come asking for this stuff. And I never knew whose side they were on, including mine. Jax once told me that she drugged a lover and shot him in the head for betraying her. I considered that an admonition.


Feeling rattled, needing a gut-check, I pulled up an old computer screen grab – the single photo I had of Jakarta Rivera and Tim North.


Jax was a sinewy black woman in her forties. Her gaze was as sharp as a two-way mirror: she could see out, but you never saw in. She was wearing Caterpillar boots and fifty thousand bucks worth of diamonds. Behind her, Tim stood half-shadowed, cool and grim and as hard as the barrel of an M-16.


I found her note: Read up, and let us know your price. Come on, you know you want to.


I hadn’t wanted to write their memoirs. I hadn’t contacted them. But now I found the phone number she had written down, an answerphone with a Los Angeles area code. There was no voice message, just the tone. I cleared my throat.


‘It’s Evan. Get in touch. Dad’s missing.’


When I hung up, I stared for a moment at Jax’s image on the computer screen. A knock at the door made me jump.


Through the French doors I saw Thea Vincent bumping her little fist against the glass. She smiled, bouncing on her toes.


When I opened the door she hurtled in and hugged my legs. ‘You left your door open before.’


She was the color of molasses and built like a brick. I picked her up. Nikki came in behind her, face sober.


‘You took off like a shot earlier. Was that gal with you the Sheriff ’s detective who . . .’ She put a hand on my shoulder. ‘What’s wrong?’


I told her about Dad and she put a hand to her mouth. She’d known my father for more than sixteen years, since the day she and I moved into our dorm room as college freshmen. Tears rose in her eyes. Normally she was feisty and prone to tell people off, but these days, swelling with her new pregnancy, she was tender.


‘But the US Attorney thinks he’s alive?’ she said.


‘And on the run.’


‘That’s baloney. But alive is good.’


Thea smiled at me. I took her little hand in mine. Nikki gave me a poignant look and quickly banished it.


‘You planning to do something about the situation?’ she said.


‘Yes.’


She raised an eyebrow and when I acknowledged that, took a breath.


‘Tell Jax hello for me. And watch yourself.’


When they left I felt the old ache. Beautiful as Thea was, and happy as I was for Nikki and Carl, seeing the Vincents still revived the pain of my miscarriage.
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