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HALF-PAST DAWN





CHAPTER 1


FRIDAY, 6:00 A.M.


HALF-PAST DAWN, THE WORLD slowly came to life. The sun crept along the freshly cut grass, over the scattered toys on the back lawn, and through the rear windows of the modest colonial house, the country kitchen filling with morning light as it danced over cream tiles and a wide-plank oak floor.


A tall man walked into the kitchen, his black hair mussed and astray, his lean, muscular body wrapped in a blue robe. His face was strong and intelligent, but carried a certain toughness, while his dark brown eyes had the appearance of seeing far more years than the thirty-nine he had lived.


A Bernese Mountain dog ran to his side, and he crouched down, running his hands through the large dog’s black, brown, and white coat, rubbing his belly and behind his ears. “Hey, Fruck,” he whispered. He always loved giving his pets obscure names that never failed to become conversation starters.


He reached into the fridge, grabbed a Coke, popped it open, and drank half of it as if it were desperately needed air for his lungs. He wasn’t a coffee guy, never had been, preferring his caffeine jolt cold and sweet. He looked around the kitchen, at the overflowing garbage he had promised his wife he would take out more than a day ago, at the ever-growing stack of bills by the phone, and finally, at the lack of bagels, cream cheese, and newspaper on the counter.


Heading through the hallway of the small house, he opened the front door to find the newspaper on the slate step. He picked it up, tucked it under his arm, and took a long, deep breath of the summer morning air. There was a crispness to it, fresh and clean and full of hope. Fruck charged by him, through the door, and out onto the lawn, jumping around in hopes of an early-morning romp. But that would have to wait.


Jack went back to the kitchen, tossed the newspaper onto the counter, and opened the garage door. He shook his head in bemused understanding as he saw his wife’s freshly washed blue Audi parked there. He walked over to it with a smile on his face, opened the door, looked at the gas gauge, and laughed. Empty. Which explained why his white Chevy Tahoe was gone. It had been a forever pet peeve; she would drive on fumes before pulling into a gas station. The following day, without a word, Mia would snatch his car, leaving him to roll the dice on making it to the gas station and come up with an explanation for why he was late for work again.


Mia had always been a morning person, up at 6:00, down to the deli by 6:15 for coffee and bagels, back home, lunches made, the girls packed off to the bus by 7:00 and gone. Mia had probably been up at 5:30, accomplished a day’s worth of work, and was already on her way to the city.


Jack Keeler hadn’t seen 5:30 except from the other side of sleep, when he would crawl into bed and pray for the sun to skip its rise for the day. He always seemed to hit a second wind at 9:00 p.m., his mind kicking into overdrive as thoughts about work and life suddenly became clear. But at 6:30 every morning, his body would wake, whether it had taken in eight hours of sleep or two. Of course, the pain factor would determine if it was a one- or two-Coca-Cola morning.


He grabbed a second can from the fridge and headed upstairs, peering into Hope and Sara’s room—the pink beds made, toys tucked away, the room cleaner than it had been in weeks. The five-and six-year-old Irish twins were inseparable and loved nothing more than climbing all over Jack at night when he arrived home from work. It had been a ritual since they could crawl and was topped only by their love of the ocean.


Jack cut through his bedroom and into the bathroom. As he brushed his teeth, thoughts of the day began to filter in: what awaited him on his desk, what needed to be dealt with. Leaning over the sink, he finally looked into the mirror … and was confused by what he saw.


Above his right eye was a scabbed-over wound, a wound he had no recollection of getting. He ran his finger over it, the sharp, stinging pain shocking him. He leaned closer to the mirror to examine it and noticed the other scrapes along his cheek and neck—not as dramatic but surely something he would have remembered getting.


As he began to probe his memory, something on his left wrist caught his attention. A dark marking on his skin peered out from beneath the sleeve of his terry-cloth bathrobe. Fearing another wound, he quickly slid the sleeve up, only to reveal the last thing he expected.


The tattoo was detailed, intricate, created by an artist’s hands. The design covered his entire forearm, running from wrist to elbow. The ink was of a single dark color, just short of black. The tattoo appeared to be an elaborate woven design of vines and rope, but upon further examination, lettering of a language he had never seen came into a focus like an optical illusion revealed to the mind’s eye.


As he studied the detail, his mind searched back, and the absence of memory scared him. He had no recollection of needles on his skin, of being drunk, of being a fool. He did have a tattoo of a dancing skeleton on his right hip, a drunken mistake made when he was eighteen. He and two friends had them done at three in the morning on the Jersey shore, the alcohol-induced foolishness of youth. To this day, only Mia and four ex-girlfriends were aware of its existence; not even his parents knew. But the small skeleton on his hip was forever undercover; the markings that covered his arm couldn’t be concealed, couldn’t be hidden for long.


Jack turned on the hot water, running his arm through the scalding stream, the underlying skin growing crimson, making the artwork pop. He rubbed his forearm with a bar of soap, grabbed the washcloth, and scrubbed his skin raw. But it was to no avail. The markings were deep … and permanent. Mia was going to be furious.


But the surprise of the tattoo and the facial wounds was quickly forgotten as he removed his robe.


The shock of what he saw sent panic running through him, and he nearly collapsed to the tile floor. The wound was like nothing he had ever seen—black, haphazard stitches holding a dime-sized wound together, dark blue bruises radiating out from its center.


He tilted it toward the mirror and felt nausea rise in him. Something had pierced his shoulder just below the lower left collarbone, and he had no memory of it. There was no question; the improvised checkerboard stitches were not done by a physician. He ran his finger close to it and nearly doubled over in pain, as if he had just felt the bullet make contact.


Without thought, he reached into the cabinet and grabbed the bottle of peroxide, poured it over the wound, and then applied a wide mesh bandage over it. He raced to his closet and quickly dressed in a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved button-down shirt. As he slipped on a pair of shoes, he saw a pair of dress pants, muddy and wet in a ball in the corner. Picking them up only proved to cloud his mind further as they were torn and ruined. He couldn’t remember wearing them, but when he reached into the pockets, he found them filled with his personal effects, proving that, despite his lack of memory, he had worn them recently.


Jack pulled out his wallet from the wet pocket and checked its contents: nothing missing. He found twenty dollars, some change, and the small blue jewelry box that Mia had given him the week before. Opening it, he found it to contain not the cross she had bought him but her pearl choker, the one he had given to her on her birthday three months earlier. Without further thought, he tucked it all in his pocket and raced downstairs.


He picked up the phone and quickly dialed Mia’s cell. Usually known for a calm demeanor and a clear head in a crisis, Jack was in a full-blown panic, his mind on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He had no recollection of receiving the wounds on his body, no memory of what had occurred the night before or even yesterday, now that he thought on it. His mind was slipping through his fingers, and there was only one person he could turn to.


Mia’s cell phone rang once, twice, three times before going to voice mail, and just as Jack began to leave a message, his eyes were drawn to the kitchen counter … to the newspaper that lay there.


He zeroed in on the large center photo, the artificially lit nighttime photo of a bridge, the guard rail missing, black tire marks on the roadway disappearing over the edge.


And above it all, the headline screamed across the page:


New York City District Attorney Jack Keeler Dead





CHAPTER 2


FRIDAY, 6:35 A.M.


FRANK ARCHER WAS THREE months into his retirement and already missing his former life. At 6:35 on a Friday morning, he should have been baiting a hook, hitting golf balls, or at his desk, anywhere but in his backyard planting begonias in his wife’s garden. His world had become chores, a routine not of his choosing but of his wife’s, and his thirty-year dream of retirement, of fishing and golf, was a fool’s dream. It was as if his life was over at fifty-five.


He wasn’t about to complain to Lisa. He loved her as much as the day they were married—most days, anyway. Frank always discounted the times she threw him out for drinking, for the biblical fights when she ran off to her mother’s, the weeks of silent treatment and no sex when he forgot her birthday. But all things being equal, she was his life partner and the one he had retired from a satisfying career to be with.


Finished planting the last flower, he stood up and examined his work of the past hour. He stood no taller than five and a half feet, but his wide shoulders and still powerful arms gave the perception of a taller man, a younger man by at least ten years. He continued to work out almost daily, as he had his whole life, running, lifting weights, whatever it took to forestall Father Time. He wasn’t about to become a cliché retiree.


The neighborhood was quiet at this peaceful hour, with life slowly returning to the world for another day. He looked at his watch and was surprised that he had yet to see Lisa. She was usually out there, giving direction, asking him in her sweet passive-aggressive way to rearrange everything he had just planted. While he did all the work, the garden was her design, something she took all the credit for when friends praised its beauty. It never bothered him, though, being the type to defer recognition. He required only nine holes in the afternoon in exchange for his sweat-inducing work.


With dirt-covered hands, he used his forearm to push back his salt-and-pepper hair and then walked in through the back door of the small Cape-style house, only to find Lisa sitting at the dining-room table, her eyes red with tears. A sour feeling formed in his stomach as fear began to fill his mind. He sensed, no, he knew, someone was dead. He didn’t need his wife to say a thing to know it was someone close.


He finally saw the newspaper on the table before her and closed his eyes in shock, the headline confirming his fears.


Then the cell phone in his back pocket began to vibrate, causing him to jump, startling him from his grief. Since he had left his job, no one called at this hour, and there was no one he wanted to speak to as he came to terms with the news of his friend’s death. He pulled the phone from his pocket to turn it off …


And his heart nearly stopped as he looked at the caller ID.


JACK PUT DOWN his cell phone and stared at the newspaper—its headline proclaiming his demise—and he could barely focus as the gravity of the situation enveloped him. His hands were shaking; he was unsure if it was from somehow being shot and not remembering it or reading his own front-page obituary. With trembling hands, he finally picked up the paper and began to read.


Three times over, he read it, his agony growing with each sentence. The description of his death, of the wounds to his body, the strange markings on his arm, was but an afterthought as the words sank in. It was as if someone had ripped away the floor he was standing on. He had never imagined it, even with her line of work … the thought of such a tragedy had not entered his mind until now. Somehow, his worst nightmare had come to pass.


His wife, Mia, was dead.


EVERYONE KNEW MIA Keeler when she entered a room, even if they didn’t know her. Her dark brown hair was long and thick and flecked with natural auburn highlights. She had a dancer’s body, not that of a waifish ballerina but that of a Latin dancer, strong and lean, with perfect feminine curves. Her large, dark brown eyes were always alive and filled with expression, a trait she used equally well in her job and at home staring down her children when they did wrong. She possessed a classic beauty, a face lightly tanned, which had yet to know a wrinkle despite the worries her daughters had engendered.


Jack Keeler and Mia Norris had met at Fordham Law. It was their second year. Jack was a man in transition, a police detective hoping for a redo in life, seeking out a second career only four years after his first one began and ended with the tragic death of his partner. Mia, however, had always had a distinct, singular focus: the FBI. Like her stepfather before her, she felt the pull. She had a passion for law enforcement, a mind for puzzles, crisis, and problem solving, a Supergirl instinct for saving the helpless and fighting for truth, justice, and the good old American way.


Their first date consisted of gelato from an Italian street vendor and wandering around the Upper West Side of Manhattan, finally ending up in Central Park on the Bow Bridge, legs dangling over the lake, lost in conversation for hours. The following day, it was hot dogs along the Hudson and the next, a Friday, an actual formal sit-down date at Shun Lee Palace on 55th Street.


They laughed at how neither was really a serious student until senior year of high school, both preferring the joys of sports and socializing. They shared a passion for the Rolling Stones, Aretha, and Buddy Guy and would have flown anywhere in the world for a Led Zeppelin reunion.


As the weeks went on, they played baseball on Tuesday nights and spent weekends climbing the Shawangunk Mountains in New Paltz, New York, with ropes on their backs and pitons clipped to their waists. Jack taught her how to ride his motorcycle and win in mock trials, and they went head-to-head in skeet and trap shooting, neither one giving quarter.


After a month, they found themselves in Jack’s small apartment on Bleecker Street deep in conversation while the strains of Clapton’s “Layla” played in the background. Mia told Jack of her tough-as-nails mask. Opening up her soul, she told him of her fears of life and failure, of the expectations her parents had always placed on her to be nothing but the best. She had rebelled against them as a teen but by twelfth grade had made everything in her life about pleasing them, about meeting their ideals, about avoiding that all-too-common disappointed stare.


And as Clapton’s heartfelt guitar cried the song’s final notes, Mia told him of her life up to when she was a young teen, things she hadn’t spoken of in years, a pain buried deep down of an event no child should ever endure: the death of her father in her arms at the age of fourteen.


She allowed the memories to rise as Jack’s gentle words, his presence and warmth, conveyed an understanding she had never known. And as she spoke in soft whispers, it was cathartic, akin to confessing one’s sins. Mia told him of the pain, the horror that had forever changed her life and set her on a path that had been anything but linear yet had become at times an obsession.


Although she fought with everything she had to contain her emotions, the tears pooled on the lower lids of her eyes. He gently reached out, a simple brush of her arm, his touch conveying his heart, his sympathy. Their eyes locked, time slowing until a silent understanding flowed between them. He took her in his arms, allowing her pain to come up finally in quiet gasps.


And as her grief was purged, as her trembling subsided, a truth emerged. Her head rose from his shoulder, their faces inches apart, feeling each other’s breath on their skin, a near kiss that built in sexual tension. The moment hung there, their breathing falling into a synchronized rhythm, until the unspoken barrier finally dissolved away.


It was like nothing Jack had ever experienced in his life. Mia’s lips were full and warm, filled with passion. They inhaled each other’s soul until they were one. Tearing each other’s clothes off, they fell to the couch in a tangle of arms and legs, seeking and giving pleasure. It was animalistic yet heartfelt, sensual and honest, a moment of perfection that neither had dreamed of. Thoughts and worries drifted away. They were safe in each other’s embrace, complete in the moment. The music continued to play, growing ever distant as they fell into their own world, where the only sounds were their passionate sighs of urging and joy, their quickened breaths and pounding hearts.


And in the after-moments of silence, their beating hearts slowing, the sheen of sweat cooling their heat, they understood.


Without a single word necessary, they knew.


So often, as love takes hold, it sharpens the focus, the selflessness, imbuing confidence in one’s abilities, providing the self-assurance to be able to achieve anything. It fills the heart with hope and possibilities, opening the eyes to the joys of life that can become obscured by the trials and tragedies in life’s journey.


And so, what was to be a fifteen-minute frozen snack to discuss tort reform and judicial process turned into a sixteen-year relationship, with two kids, mountains of bills and stress, but a deep satisfaction and reward from a life filled with love.


Jack looked back down at the article one final time:


District Attorney Jack Keeler and his wife, Mia, were killed just after midnight, their car plunging off the Rider’s Bridge. Their bodies have yet to be recovered from the Byram River, the recovery effort proving to be futile in the raging, storm-swelled waters.


Unconfirmed reports of bullet casings at the scene have bolstered rumors of foul play and that the accident is being treated as murder.


HE PUSHED HIS grief aside and allowed his logical mind to begin to take over. He was the one who could always see the forest for the trees, who could sift through the evidence and glean the truth where others saw nothing but disjointed facts.


The sensational nature of newspapers, any headline to sell a copy, always angered Jack. How could the newspaper declare him dead when a coroner had not, when his body had yet to be recovered (which, point in fact, wasn’t about to happen)?


And if he was standing there, then maybe …


Mia was tougher than any woman he had ever known. If there was even a shred of possibility …


As he stood there in the kitchen, a glimmer of hope began growing in his mind, but it grew only so much as it hit an obstacle. It was as if the memory of the night before was hidden behind a wall that he couldn’t get around, couldn’t climb, couldn’t penetrate. His frustration grew to be overwhelming as he realized that he had lost some part of his mind.





CHAPTER 3


FRIDAY, 6:50 A.M.


FRANK ARCHER STOOD IN the Keelers’ kitchen, his hand on Jack’s shoulder, his eyes equally confused and relieved, looking as if he were staring at a ghost.


The two had sat in silence for more than three minutes, both coming to terms with the situation. Jack had explained everything he knew. He showed his injuries, the wound in his shoulder, the cuts on his face and neck; he showed his mud-encrusted, wet pants. Finally, he unbuttoned the cuff of his shirt and slowly rolled it up to reveal the dark tattoo that wrapped his forearm.


Frank looked at it a moment, his eyes darting between the macabre piece of artwork and Jack’s troubled eyes. Jack slowly rolled down his sleeve, waiting for his friend to speak.


“How can you not remember last night?” Frank finally asked. “You were dreading it for weeks. You were so pissed about giving up your tickets for the Yankees game—which was rained out, by the way—having to celebrate the life of the man who had yet to offer you a simple sign of respect. Don’t you remember making him his present? Ten nights you spent working on that thing, creating it from scratch, all those pieces. You’re a better man than I. I wouldn’t even have bought him a card.”


“I’ve got nothing,” Jack said. “Not an image, a thought. It’s like someone threw a white can of paint on my mind. Yesterday just isn’t there.”


“Think. What time did you and Mia leave the party? Did you leave together? You didn’t just drive off that bridge, did you? And the gunshot wound?” Frank pointed at Jack’s shoulder. “It didn’t just appear. Is someone after you? Which is a distinct possibility. Most criminals hold the man who throws them in jail responsible for the troubles in their lives. You put your fair share away.”


No matter how hard Jack thought on it, his mind was blank.


“Think back,” Frank said. “What is the last memory you had before this morning? You remember me, not that I’m the forgettable type.”


Jack’s mind was on overload, as if it had short-circuited. He couldn’t hold a coherent thought as he tried to reflect back to the last memory before that morning. It was like lifting an impossible weight, his brain straining with the effort.


Last Friday, a week ago, appeared within a fog in his mind. In his office. Images started to come into focus. Reviewing pending cases with his assistant, Joy. But none of the cases was of any significance. He had arrived at work later than usual. Skipped lunch, early dinner with Mia and the girls … and then it completely fogged over.


“Ok,” Jack finally said as he looked up. “Last Friday.”


“Good.” Frank smiled. “It’s a start.”


But his mind was already back on Mia and the hollow feeling of being alone in the world, of grief, how he would tell his daughters that their mother was dead. He couldn’t bear to look in their eyes. He wouldn’t know how to answer “Daddy, I don’t understand. Why isn’t she coming back?”


“Hey,” Frank snapped. “I see your face. Your mind is spinning tales of supposition. Stay focused. Think. Something’s got to spark your memory. A song, a piece of clothing.”


Jack ran his hands down his face. Everything made him think of Mia. The kitchen table they sat at, which she’d bought from a friend and was so proud of after he had sanded it down and polished it in his shop. The kitchen she designed, the wallpaper, the framed pictures of her and the kids on the windowsill. Everything in his life made him think of Mia. She was part of the fabric of his being.


He walked through the house, hoping that something would just pop out and fill in the holes in his memory. Past the living room, glancing at the piano, which sparked a vision of his girls whining about Thursday lessons with Mrs. Henry. Past the dining room, which only pulled up memories of Mia’s home-cooked Thanksgiving dinner for twenty-eight. The front hall: nothing. Feeling a fool, he headed back to the kitchen, and as he passed the powder room, it hit him. Her perfume, Chanel, hung in the air, its faint scent still lingering from … the night before. It was what she always wore, part of her essence since college, the smell of Mia. It was what filled his mind as he drifted off to sleep, what he smelled on her pillow, on her clothes, on her neck when he held her.


He froze where he stood, motionless by the powder-room door, trying to coax the memory of the night before from the dark hollow of his brain, but it kept slipping away, drifting off just out of reach.


Frank poked his head out of the kitchen, seeing Jack standing there, lost in thought, and remained silent.


And then Jack saw her in his mind’s eye, standing there in all of her beauty, looking at the mirror as she brushed her long dark hair one last time, yelling at him to get dressed, that they were going to be late … again.


It was as if a wellspring opened, flooding with images, thoughts, and sounds. Like from a separate life, distinct and apart from his own. It all came in, all of the joy and sounds of the party, of the never-ending rain, of the catered food. A movie unwinding before him.


He nearly collapsed, grabbing the wall for stability, sliding down against it, coming to rest on the floor as he started to shake. His emotions were building up inside him, and last night’s moments of joy and anticipation shattered as rage and anger and fury filled him. He felt the pounding of the rain on his face, his body soaked and bloodied. And he finally boiled over as if awakened from one life to be thrust into another, where the shadows were darker, where pain was everywhere and life hung in the balance.


He finally looked up at Frank, tears welling up … for his memory of the night before had returned.


He knew what had happened.





CHAPTER 4


YESTERDAY


MIA WORE A BLACK dress, long, elegant, her lithe legs gliding along the floor as she walked arm-in-arm with Jack across the marble lobby of her parents’ house. The stately home was just short of a mansion, a brick dwelling with large rooms and high ceilings that dated back to the 1920s. Servants scampered around, carrying trays, adjusting floral arrangements, preparing for a party.


Jack readjusted a birthday gift under his left arm. Wrapped haphazardly in fishing-themed paper, the eighteen-inch-square box was awkward and difficult to carry.


They opened double doors and entered a small, cozy gentleman’s den. An oversized desk sat before the bay window, nothing on it but a brass elephant paperweight and a humidor. A life’s worth of books filled the shelves, and family pictures were scattered around, of Mia with her mother and stepfather below a white lighthouse, at the beach, skiing, of friends, family, and life, of Mia standing with a strong military man in dress uniform.


“I know it’s a day early, but happy birthday,” Mia said.


On the red button-tuck leather couch sat a white-haired gentlemen, his broad shoulders projecting strength despite the evident years on his face. Dressed in a pale green blazer and dark slacks, he had an exacting style that matched his demeanor. He finally looked up with cold, assessing eyes at Jack and Mia.


“Your mother will use any excuse for a party,” the man said. His voice was deep, with no sense of celebration.


Jack handed the gentleman the colorfully wrapped package. The man’s dark eyes narrowed as he took in the crinkled paper of the unevenly wrapped gift.


“The girls spent a lot of time picking out that paper,” Mia said as she pointed out the bigmouth bass and the fishing rod. “Open it,” she urged him.


He sat back on his leather couch, placing the package on the coffee table in front of him. He pushed aside his newspapers and muted the TV.


He was born on July 1, and his mother named him Samuel, as her due date had been the Fourth of July and she had grown attached to it. But Sam Norris hated that name and hadn’t gone by it since grade school.


Leaning forward, Sam wrapped his large hand around the present and tore off the wrapping, revealing a polished wooden box, its cherry wood waxed to a high sheen. He lifted the lid of the furniture-quality case to find an assortment of small individual packages adorned in the crooked bows of a child’s hand: a fly-fishing reel, flies, string, lures.


“The girls are still waiting for you to live up to that promise of taking them on one of your fishing jaunts.”


Mia’s stepfather smiled as he held up the box, looking at its detail, at its perfect joints and recessed hinges.


“Jack made the box,” Mia said.


“A box?” Sam looked at Jack, a playful taunting in his voice.


“Well,” Jack began, trying not to sound defensive, “actually, it’s a—”


“Dad,” Mia cut in, “he spent a lot of time on that.”


“Thanks.” Sam smiled as he looked at Jack, stood, and headed for the door.


And as he passed Jack, he leaned into his ear, out of Mia’s range, and whispered, “I hear the campaign is kind of rough.”


“Well,” Jack said, “if it doesn’t work out, I can always make boxes for a living.”


Sam looked back at the box, tilting his head in doubt. “I don’t know much about carpentry, but if you need help with the campaign, you let me know.”


Jack smiled. “Happy birthday, Sam.”


Norris opened up the door to reveal a massive party in full swing, the crowd noise pouring into the den as he walked out.


Jack watched Norris disappear into the crowd of well-wishers, who slapped his back, patted his shoulder, and shook his hand, greeting him as if he were king.


“He never should have retired,” Mia said. “What did he say? Was he taunting you about the campaign numbers?”


“Mia.” Jack laughed. “He was just expressing his appreciation.”


The couple turned and stepped through the doorway, into the joyous mood of the party.


“I don’t believe you. It’s not funny,” Mia said as she grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and passed one to her husband. “For once, I wish he would just say thank you without having to add a comment.”


“Mia, when you’re the former director of the FBI, it’s hard to let go. Sometimes you still need to throw your weight around.”


“Not at the people you’re supposed to care about. Not at family.”


Jack leaned over, looking his wife in the eyes. “He’s a dad. He takes pleasure in ribbing the man who took away his little girl, his only child.”


“After sixteen years, it’s time for him to get over it.”


“You think I’ll be any different with our girls?” Jack smiled.


“Yeah, I do.” Mia paused with a smile. “You’ll be worse.”


“Damn straight.” Jack put on a false grimace.


“How’s your headache?” Mia asked. “I’m sure tonight is really helping.”


“No big thing; two Tylenol and two Cokes, and it’s almost gone.”


“Yeah? Well, I think I’m catching it—”


“Hey, Mia,” a gruff voice whispered.


Mia turned to see a bespectacled, older man.


“Mr. Turner,” Mia said. “You are the last person I expected to see here tonight.”


“And I’ll be the first one to leave,” Turner said. “Already saw your father. I just wanted see you, say hello, and remind you that you really belong on the world stage. The FBI is so limiting.”


Mia smiled. “When it’s time to make a change, you know you will be my first call.”


Turner nodded gruffly and headed for the front door.


In point of fact, Stuart Turner was a man known for tactical genius not only within the world intelligence community but inside the Beltway of Washington. He had been CIA director for the past three years, deputy director for six years before that, and had spent his earlier career in various State Department posts throughout the world. Known as a man who could cut through the bullshit and get things done, he possessed an abrasive manner that struck fear into those who didn’t know him. But after knowing him for eighteen years, Mia couldn’t help but smile at his social peculiarities.


“Jack.” A man approached, his brown hair perfectly parted, his suit perfectly pressed. He warmly grasped Jack’s shoulder as he shook his hand.


“Peter,” Jack said.


“Hi, Mia,” Peter said as he leaned over, giving her a kiss.


“Hey, Peter. Is Katherine here?”


“No, I’m solo. She and the kids are out in the Hamptons. Figured I had to show up to kiss the ring of the man.”


“He’s retired, Peter. No need for anyone to kiss his ring or his ass anymore,” Mia said with a knowing smile.


“But you know that’s my specialty, kissing ass and currying favor.”


“Spoken like a true politician.”


Peter Womack was, in fact, a federal prosecutor. At the age of thirty-six, he was the youngest U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, overseeing the federal government’s most important and visible office. He and Jack had worked together on occasion, while their wives had become friendly at one too many political functions.


“Special Agent Keeler?” a deep voice called out.


Mia spun around to see the current director of the FBI, her boss’s boss, Lance Warren, standing in the hallway behind her. A career government man, having previously served in the military, the CIA, the NSA, and the State Department, Warren was the rare breed favored by both political parties not only for his finesse in coordinating between foreign and domestic intelligence agencies but also for his tenacity and get-it-done yesterday approach. A handsome man, he stood tall in a blue blazer with his hand thrust out toward Mia. Mia took it as he shook it in congratulatory fashion.


“So many jobs well done, Mia.” Warren said.


“Thank you, sir.”


“Mia …” Warren said admonishingly.


“Lance.” Mia relented. “You know my dad raised me formally in addressing my elders.”


They had known each other since Mia was in high school and Warren and her father worked together in Washington. He had helped to shepherd her career far more than her father had.


“Jack.” Warren turned. “How have you been?”


“Terrific, Lance. And you?”


“Great. How’s the district attorney’s office? You ever thinking of leaving there?”


“Every day.” Jack smiled. “We’ll let you guys catch up. I’m going to find some food.”


As Jack and Peter both turned to a passing waiter, grabbing bacon-wrapped scallops, Warren’s face grew serious. “I understand there may be an evidence file that is missing.”


“Missing?” Mia smiled.


“I got a call from Gene Tierney about a murder earlier this week at a hotel.”


“Yes, the Waldorf.”


“He mentioned a number of people are interested in reviewing the case, seeing the evidence.”


“Of my case?” Mia was never one to hide her emotions, even from her superiors.


“Mia.” Warren threw up his hands in surrender. “It’s your case, I just got the call. I’m not pulling rank, especially for someone like Tierney.”


“Thank you.”


“In confidence, you haven’t lost the evidence file, have you?”


“Just misplaced.” Mia shook her head and smiled. “We’re working with New York City on this. Evidence administrators filed it under the wrong name. No one likes to admit how often it happens.”


“Ah,” Warren said with relief as he raised his glass in a toast. “Here’s to hating the bureaucracy that employs us.”


JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT, Mia kissed her mother and father good-bye and slipped out of the party that was finally winding down. She and Jack ran out the front door into the pouring rain and climbed into his white Tahoe, slamming the doors and exhaling, taking a moment to enjoy the silence,


“Live to fight another day,” Jack said with relief as he took off his wet sportcoat and laid it on the console between them. “I ran out of small talk two hours ago.”


Mia reached into the back and grabbed a blue button-down sweater, pulling it on and buttoning it up, shaking out the cold rain from her hair.


Settling back in the passenger seat, Mia took Jack’s hand and gently squeezed it, a warm, loving smile washed over her face. “Thank you. I know how much you hate those things.”


Jack leaned across the seat and kissed her softly on the cheek. “I’d survive far worse than your father for you.”


“You’re just saying that in hopes of getting lucky.”


“Is it working?” he said with a laugh. He started up the car and drove out into the rain-soaked night.


“No,” she replied, but her serious look quickly dissolved into a smile. “Well … the kids are sleeping at your mom’s. Suppose it would be an awful waste of freedom to let the evening pass us by.”


“It would be a shame; you know what they say about opportunity lost?”


“Guess that means your headache’s gone,” Mia said as she ran her hand through his hair.


“Headache? What headache?” Jack smiled.


As they drove up Route 22, Mia spied a lump in the breast pocket of Jack’s sportcoat on the center console. She reached in his pocket and withdrew a blue jewelry box.


She turned her head, raising an eyebrow, and opened the small box to find a gold cross attached to a simple gold chain tucked into the black velvet slit.


“You haven’t even taken it out of the box yet,” Mia said.


“I know.” Jack laughed a guilty laugh. “I will.”


“I got that for you weeks ago. You need a little bit of faith, Jack. I can’t even remember the last time you were in church.”


“You know me, as long as you believe in me and I believe in you, that’s all the faith I need. Besides, when have you known me to wear any jewelry? I don’t even wear a watch.”


“When you wear this”—Mia held up the box like a spokesmodel, withdrawing the gold cross—“you can think of me.”


She leaned across the center island of the car and put the cross around Jack’s neck.


“I don’t need a piece of jewelry to remind me of you. How about you wear it?”


“Because I got it for you.”


They came to a stoplight in the middle of nowhere, the red light shining on Jack’s sudden smile. “In that case,” he said as he took the box out of her hands and lifted the velvet interior to reveal a second necklace.


Mia leaned forward, looking at it. “It’s beautiful.”


The chain was platinum and suspended an intricate pattern of varying blue stones: topaz, blue onyx, and small sapphires. Shards of blue light danced and leaped through the polished stones’ crystal centers, seeming to bring the necklace to life.


“What’s the occasion?”


Jack removed the necklace from the box. “Indulge me.”


Jack leaned forward. Mia reluctantly obliged, tilting her head down as he clasped the necklace around her neck. He gently removed the single pearl choker he had given her for their wedding anniversary and tucked it into the jewelry box, then slipped it back into his pocket.


He tilted his head, assessing the piece as shards of light refracted off its precious stones. Jack unbuttoned the top two buttons of Mia’s sweater and loosened the top of her dress to expose a bit more cleavage, allowing the blue stones to contrast against her skin. He ran his finger around her soft white neck, trailing it down her chest. “It looks great on you.”


“I don’t think you’re looking at the necklace.” Mia smiled as the light turned green. She pointed at the light and cleared her throat for effect.


Jack gave her a smirk, turned his attention back to the road, and continued up the highway.


“You know you were already on your way to getting lucky tonight?” Mia said. “You should have saved this for a day when I’m angry with you.”


“There are so many of those, how could I possibly choose?” Jack smiled.


Mia reached over and stroked her hand down Jack’s face. “Thank you.”


They headed up Route 22 toward Byram Hills, both in silent thought as the rain pounded the windshield, its pitter-patter competing with the thumping of the rhythmic wipers. As they approached Rider’s Bridge, they could see the raging river fifty feet below, a churning cauldron that rose well above the banks, pulling anything and everything into its rapids-like flow.


As the SUV hit the bridge pavement, the rear wheels lost their traction, and the Tahoe went into a sudden fishtail. Jack held tight to the wheel as the vehicle skirted left to right and back again, pulling hard to bring it under control. Mia’s right hand shot up and gripped the passenger strap above the door. Their collective breath caught in their throats as the car spun headfirst toward the guardrail.


But Jack finally gained control. Slowing down to catch his breath, he had turned toward Mia with a that-was-close smile when the flashing red lights lit up his rearview mirror and the back of the car.


“Tell me you didn’t have more than two glasses,” Mia said as she caught her breath.


“God, that was close,” Jack said as he pulled over to the side of the two-lane overpass that spanned the rushing Byram River. “I’m perfectly fine, though I think I shaved five years off my life with that little maneuver.”


The flashing roof light slowly passed them. It was atop a black Chevy Suburban, and it came to a stop just in front of them.


Jack rolled down his window, the pouring rain instantly soaking his arm and the interior door of his car, stoking his mood. “This is bullshit.”


“Shhh, let’s keep it in check,” Mia said as she smiled and rubbed his leg. “Take the ticket like a man, and we’ll be home in ten minutes. Then you can continue playing with my new necklace.”


They both sat silently, staring straight ahead, the thump of the windshield wipers rhythmically droning as a man in a dark suit approached. Jack glanced at the blue necklace and Mia’s cleavage, motioning with his eyes.


Mia, feeling exposed, buttoned up her sweater.


Suddenly, to Jack’s shock, there was a gun in his face, the black steel barrel coming to rest inches from his left eye.


“Hands on the wheel,” the man in the black suit said quietly. His blond hair was plastered with rain to his head. He looked at Mia, “And you, hands on the dash.”


Mia slowly put her hands on the dashboard above the glove compartment and turned to her right to see a second man in black, skinny, with a sharp long nose, his gun aimed at her head.


As if on cue, both doors were ripped open, and Jack and Mia were violently pulled from the car into the pouring rain. The skinny man thrust Mia against the car.


“What the hell is going on?”


“Quiet,” the skinny man snapped, his red hair already soaked in the storm.


“You have no idea who you’re messing with,” Mia said through gritted teeth as the rain ran down her face. “You may want to open my purse and check my badge, because, I swear to God—”


The man brought the gun to rest inches from her eye, silencing her. He was painfully thin, his neck and jaw almost skeletal. With the rain running down his face, over his unblinking eyes, he looked like something out of a nightmare.


The blond man spun Jack around, kicking his legs out as he assumed the position of a perp. The man frisked him from stem to stern, pulling the blue box from Jack’s pocket. He opened it and spied the pearl choker. Without interest, he closed the box and threw it into the car. He grabbed Jack by the neck, punched him hard in the kidneys, and threw him to the rain-soaked pavement.


The skinny assailant spun Mia around, running his hands up and down her torso, her legs, frisking her through her soaked sweater and black gown, while a third man, linebacker-sized, in a black suit, popped the trunk of their Tahoe.


The team of three operated with military efficiency, as if every move was planned, as if they had a singular goal to accomplish on a hair-trigger timeline.


“Where is the case?” the skinny man demanded.


Mia just stared at him.


“Case seven-one-three-eight?” The thin man leaned in, his breath assaulting her senses.


Mia looked at Jack and began to mouth something—


“Got it,” the third man cried out as he hoisted a long black metal box from the rear of the Tahoe.


As the skinny man looked through the teeming rain at his partner, Mia drove her knee into the man’s crotch, following it up with a hard elbow to the nose. But while her FBI training was thoroughly ingrained in her mind, it didn’t prevent the powerful blow the man countered with and unleashed into her jaw, driving her 125-pound body into the car as he rammed his pistol into her forehead.


At the same time, Jack, who lay on the bridge, spun his leg left, sweeping out his assailant’s legs, sending him crashing to the ground, his head hitting the pavement, his gun skittering away. Jack dove on top of the man, drawing back his fist and unloading it into the man’s throat, stunning him. He continued to pound his knuckles into the man’s face but was suddenly grabbed around the neck and yanked backward. The third man was much larger, pushing 275. His fist crushed into the side of Jack’s head nearly knocking him out. For extra measure, the man didn’t stop, hitting Jack twice more, opening up a large gash on his brow and his cheek.


And then a gun exploded, the crack of the percussion echoing in the rainy distance. Jack collapsed, a bullet lodged just below his shoulder. He looked up to see the bloodied, raging face of the blond man he’d beaten, leering down on him in anger before he was tugged away by the linebacker.


The skinny man dragged Mia toward the black Suburban as she kicked and screamed, fighting with all of her will to break free and get to her wounded husband.


Jack struggled to focus in spite of the pain that coursed through his body, his heart aching as he could barely move, unable to stop the men who were taking Mia.


“Let her go!” Jack shouted through a bloodied mouth. “Take me, take me, please …” As his words faded, he was hoisted up and tossed into the passenger seat of his car.


The large man climbed into the driver’s seat, threw the car into neutral, and hit the gas, revving the engine to redline. With a last bit of strength, Jack tried to get out of the vehicle, but the man drove a punch into his bullet wound, sending crippling shards of pain through his body.


The man kept his foot on the gas pedal, the engine howled with pent-up energy, and he threw the Tahoe into drive.


The wheels screamed as they spun on the wet bridge, struggling to gain traction, smoking until they finally caught and launched the SUV into the rail of the bridge. The linebacker dove through the open driver’s-side door, hit the roadway, and rolled clear.


Inside the vehicle, Jack looked with half-mast eyes to see Mia break free from her captors and chase after the Tahoe. He then caught a sudden glimpse of the small blue box that lay on the seat next to him and, without a thought, picked it up, holding it tight, as if it was the last piece of Mia he would ever touch, and slid it into his pocket.


The car crashed through the rail, sailing out over the river like a bird taking flight, but gravity soon took hold, and the Tahoe began its arc toward the rushing waters, knifing into the raging river, an explosion of water hurled nearly bridge-high. The car bobbed, quickly caught in the flow, tossed around as it slowly sank. As it neared the river bend, its taillights finally disappeared, their red glow hovering below the surface before fading to nothingness.


• • •


DESPITE THE DRIVING rain and the churning waters, there was a silence over the valley, the white noise of the downpour obscuring and absorbing all other sounds, creating a quiet over the Byram River, as if in reverence. The downpour continued to rage, roughing up the waterway, the storm surge carrying the water high up on the banks.


And then, out of the black water, climbing up into the dark night, he clawed his way onto the shore. His shirt was torn, hanging from his body, and blood poured from his shoulder.


He crawled through the mud and finally collapsed, gasping for air, rolling onto his back. His mind was blank, as dark and empty as the night around him; it struggled for purchase. Jack reached up, pressing his fist into the bullet wound on his shoulder, and his mind finally cleared, his thoughts returned, pouring in with panicked awareness as he realized …


Mia was gone.





CHAPTER 5


FRIDAY, 7:00 A.M.


STANDING IN THE KITCHEN, as the realization that Mia must have been kidnapped washed over him, an even worse thought stabbed at his heart.


“Where are my girls?” Jack spat out, his voice desperate. He raced past Frank, up the stairs again, into their bedroom, looking around. Everything was in place; he checked the drawers, the closets, as if he would find some clue. He had no idea what he was looking for as he searched under their beds. He stopped and looked at the innocence around him, their toys, their books, the stuffed animals on their beds.


With all of his focus on the night before, on Mia, Jack had forgotten about his daughters, always thinking them safe, out of harm’s way. His mind filled with panic, the feeling a parent gets when a child is hurt or in pain, when a child gets momentarily lost in the supermarket, but this was far worse.


Frank arrived upstairs. Standing in the doorway, he looked at Jack, with no answer but a face filled with equal panic.


The sound of a closing door broke the moment. Jack looked out the front window to see a dark blue car at the curb, and a man walking up to the front door.


“Where did you park?” Jack quickly asked.


“In the back,” Frank said as he peered out the window. The two raced down the stairs and into the kitchen, looking out the side window at the dark-haired man.


“Reporter?” Jack asked as the man arrived at the front door.


“No way. Looks like law. Just not sure which side he might be on.”


The knock at the door was loud.


Jack and Frank didn’t make a move. Waiting.


The knock was louder this time, pounding. And the doorbell rang.


There was no more knocking; the moment seemed to draw out. And then the door opened.


With unspoken understanding, Jack and Frank stepped from the window and quietly slipped into the powder room. Through a crack in the door, they could see the man enter the house. He stood in the hallway, listening, eyes shifting around … and he disappeared. Frank slowly drew his gun.


Jack could hear the man walking around, into the kitchen, opening the garage door. They saw him again, back in the hallway. He stepped into the den. Jack could hear him tearing open the drawers of his desk, opening the armoire and the file cabinet, papers rustling, things falling off the desk and the shelf. Then the room fell silent.


And the man burst out of the den, heading upstairs.


Jack and Frank stepped from the powder room and silently walked through the kitchen. Out of sight, they crouched on either side of the stairs. Waiting.


The intruder came down the stairs, carrying something in each hand.


Without waiting, Jack tackled the man hard into the wall, driving his fist into the man’s gut. The man dropped what he was carrying and drew back his fist, but Frank’s fist caught him first, square in the jaw, knocking him to the ground. Frank shoved his gun into the man’s face, ending any further struggle.


Jack glared at the intruder, but his eyes were quickly drawn to what he was carrying. The file was thick, notations in varying pen and pencil covered the outside, and the header was labeled Keeler.


Jack snatched it up.


“What is that?” Frank asked.


“Nothing.” Jack headed into the den and put the file away.


“Interesting file,” the intruder said. “Keeping secrets from people?”


“What’s in the file?” Frank asked again.


“Nothing,” Jack said. “Just personal stuff.”


But the file was quickly forgotten as Jack saw the other two things the man was carrying.


“Why the hell would you take these?” Jack yelled at the thief.


They lay there in all of their innocence on the floor. And Jack’s blood began to boil. He had bought them almost a year earlier, they were “just because” gifts, simple yet filled with meaning. Hope and Sara loved the two stuffed bears. One blue, one brown, they always brought smiles to their faces.


Jack grabbed the man, hoisting him up. He slammed his head into the wall. “Why?”


“They’re for your girls,” the intruder said. “To make them happy. To comfort them, give them something to play with.”


“Who the hell are you?”


The intruder stared at him.


“Where are my girls?” Jack pulled the man in close, doing everything he could to restrain himself from killing him.


“Why, did you lose them?” The man smiled, taunting him. “Misplace them?”


“Where are they?” Jack pulled him closer, face-to-face. “Did you take them? Who took them?”


Frank stepped toward him, his gun aimed at the man. He placed his hand on Jack’s arm, the action calming him, getting him to back off.


Jack frisked the man, searching under his suit jacket. He found a gun in a shoulder holster, took it, ejected the clip, tossed it aside. He checked his pockets, finding nothing but a cell phone.


He flipped it open, checked the call log, found nothing. He passed it to Frank.


“It’s new,” Frank said. “A onetime phone so it can’t be traced.”


Jack snatched the phone back out of Frank’s hand and violently threw it against the wall, smashing it to pieces. “Who do you work for? Where are my wife and children?”


The man looked at Jack, his dark eyes curious, questioning. “The whole world thinks you’re dead.”


“Answer my question.”


“How did you survive?” the man asked. “When he finds out you’re alive—”


“Who?” Jack screamed in his face.


“—your wife won’t even make it until dawn.”


“What do you mean?” Jack’s voice was unable to hide his fear.


“He’s leaving the country at dawn tomorrow. Why bother keeping her alive when he could have you?”


And Jack suddenly realized that no one could know he was alive, no one could know he didn’t lie at the bottom of the river, or Mia would surely die.


“Who is he?” Jack screamed as he grabbed the man, his rage trembling in his arms.


But the man fell silent and looked away in defiance.


Frank looked at Jack. “We need to turn him over to the cops—”


“We can’t,” Jack snapped as he let the man go. “What if he’s right? We can’t let this guy out in the open, or it will leak to the press that I’m alive. What if whoever has Mia finds out that the papers are wrong? Then what’s stopping him from killing her, even killing my children?”


He turned back on the man with new anger, grabbing him by the lapel of his jacket. “They’re children, how could you?”


“Jack …” Frank said, trying to calm his friend.


“What the hell are we going to do with him?” Jack turned on the man again and raged into his face. “Where are they?”


Frank thought a moment. “We drop him at a friend’s house.”


“What? Who?”


“Someone I trust even more than you. He’ll keep an eye on him until we can figure out how best to use him. And if need be, he’s the type of person who’s had practice at extracting information. If this guy knows where Mia and the kids are, he’ll find out.”


WITH THE MAN’S hands bound together with duct tape, they tossed him into the rear seat of Frank’s Jeep. Before Frank closed the door, Jack flicked the switch of the child lock. He followed suit on the other door and climbed into the passenger seat, and Frank drove off.


The back roads of Byram Hills were vacant in the early-morning hours of the day before Fourth of July weekend, people having headed off either to work or on vacation.


“You truly have no idea what’s going on, do you?” the man asked, his eyes focused out the window.


Jack looked back over the seat. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”


The man remained silent.


“Don’t bother,” Frank said to Jack. “We’ll get our answers.”


Two minutes on, they stopped at a red light on a vacant, tree-lined street. As they silently waited for the light to change, time seeming to drag out forever.


Without warning, the man rolled onto his back in the rear seat and kicked out the window; he dove from the vehicle, hit the ground hard, and was up and running. Jack and Frank leaped from the car and raced after him.


The man sprinted down the road, his feet pounding the pavement, his arms awkwardly swinging from his bound wrists. A noise grew as they ran on, soft, growing louder until they were running across the overpass of a major highway. He was fast, running for his life, but Jack was running for his wife, his children, and couldn’t let his only connection to them get away. His legs drove him faster and he was suddenly upon the man. He tackled him to the hot blacktop, road-rashing their skin. Frank caught up and violently lifted the man, throwing him against the guardrail of the overpass.


“Do that again, and I’ll throw your ass off this bridge.” Frank drew his gun for emphasis, grabbed the man by his right arm, and held on tight. The man finally relaxed, closing his eyes in defeat.
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Jack gropes his way down to the kitchen to call
his wife, Mia—an FBI agent—and to find some
answers. But before he can pick up the phone, his.
eyes are drawn to the front page of that morning’s
paper. He takes in a large photo of a bridge, the -
guard rail missing, a skein of tire marks on the
roadway. Above the photo, in large black type, a
headline that simply reads NEw YORK CITY DISTRICT
ATTORNEY JACK KEELER DEAD.

From this mind-shattering opening scene, Rich-
ard Doetsch takes readers on a twisting, turning
adventure as Jack struggles to find out not only
what happened to him, but to his missing wife.
As fragments of his memory return, and with the
help of a loyal friend, he reconstructs the events of
the previous night, which culminated in his being
shot and Mia’s abduction. He has only until dawn
of the following day to uncover an ancient mystery
hidden in the depths of one of the country’s most

 heavily guarded prisons. Just when Jack thinks he"
has put all the pieces together and has saved Mia’s
life, a final twist occurs that changes everything.

A thriller spanning time, an Asian people out
of legend, an assassin who will stop at nothing to
,averiue his death sentence, and a diary whose con-
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ast dawn, nothing is as it appears to be.
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