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      Cedar Branch, Idaho, August 6, 9:48 a.m.

      “Here you go.” Nancy Wilcox placed the paper bag in front of Mia Kearney, studying the younger woman with a maternal eye. “I put a Danish in there with the coffee. You don’t eat enough.”

      “Patrick’s pastries play havoc with my waistline,” Mia laughed, patting her stomach for effect. “One a week is the limit.”

      “Well, it’s only Monday,” Patrick called through the window between the café and the kitchen. Nancy shot an indulgent look at her husband. Still handsome at fifty-eight, he was happier than she’d ever seen him. Cedar Branch had done right by them.

      Which was saying a lot, considering she’d dragged her heels every inch of the way four years ago when Patrick had announced he’d had enough of corporate life and was buying a restaurant. And matters had only gotten worse when she’d realized said restaurant was out in the boondocks of southeastern Idaho.

      But in truth, Cuppa Joe had been the best thing that had ever happened to them.

      “Go on, take it, Mia,” Patrick said. “Nancy’s right, you need to eat.” His paternal tone made Nancy smile.

      It was Mia who’d sold them Cuppa Joe. Or rather, her grandfather’s lawyers had done so. Patrick and Nancy hadn’t actually met Mia until after they’d moved lock, stock and barrel to the tiny hamlet nestled at the foot of the mountains.

      Leo Kearney had been the biggest rancher in the area. And as such, he’d accumulated a large amount of property, most of it in Cedar Branch. In its day the town had rivaled any outpost on the northwestern frontier. Boasting two stockyards, sixteen saloons, five hotels and some of the best brothels in a four-state area, Cedar Branch had had it all.

      But nothing was forever, and when trucking replaced the railroads, Cedar Branch died, the Northern Pacific shutting down the rail line, the new interstate passing the town by. A post office, the café and a gas station were all that remained of the once booming main street. Added together with Buster’s Bar and Sly’s Feed Store, you had the sum total of what was left.

      Still, the fact that the town had seen its heyday didn’t seem to faze the locals. The ranchers and farmers in the area depended on Cedar Branch. It was their lifeline. And thanks to Patrick’s cooking, Cuppa Joe had become the heart of the community.

      Nancy pushed the bag toward the younger woman. “You know better than to argue with Patrick.”

      Mia still owned her grandfather’s house, which abutted the café. Referred to by most everyone as the Town House, the structure had seen better days, but Mia didn’t seem to care. The building, she swore, was perfect for her studio. And because it was literally only a few steps from the café, she took most of her meals there—when she remembered to eat.

      “All right,” she said, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “I’ll eat it. But you have to let me pay for it.”

      “No way,” Patrick hollered through the pass-through. “You’re practically family.”

      “What about me?” Joe Biagio asked, waving a hand at his fully loaded plate of bacon and eggs. “I eat here all the time.”

      Patrick laughed. “Yeah, but you didn’t sell us Cuppa Joe.”

      “I would have,” he grumbled, “but you didn’t give me the chance.”

      A third generation rancher, Joe, too, had property in town. Only it was so run-down the only way to use it would have been to tear down the existing structure and start from scratch. The café, however, had only needed a little elbow grease and TLC.

      “Ain’t no one going to buy that piece of crap, Joe,” Wilson McCullough quipped from the stool beside him. “Better to just bulldoze it.”

      “Well, someone ought to use it,” Joe grumbled.

      “Maybe you should give up ranching and move into town,” Wilson said, laughter coloring his voice. “You could open a knitting shop. I hear that’s popular with the ladies these days.”

      Joe Biagio was an outdoorsman to his core, and the idea of him doing anything that involved the word town resulted in chuckles from several of the other morning patrons.

      “How about a nursery, Joe?” Carson Greer goaded. “You were always good with kids.”

      “Hell,” Joe said, “I’ll just pay for the meal.”

      “Me, too,” Mia said, resolutely pulling out her wallet. “It’s not like I’m destitute.”

      In fact, just the opposite. To hear talk around town, Mia’s gallery in West Yellowstone was doing really well. And Nancy knew for a fact that she’d sold a couple of her own paintings recently. To be honest, Nancy wasn’t sure exactly what to make of Mia’s newer work. Called mixed media, her pieces often resembled a train wreck more than anything else, with bits of trash and bric-a-brac protruding from a wildly spray-painted and lacquered canvas. Patrick called it a combustion of art.

      Nancy just tried to be supportive, although in truth she preferred Mia’s earlier style. Portraits in charcoal, landscapes in watercolor. Traditional, yes, but still hauntingly original. At least as far as she was concerned. But then, heck, what did she know?

      “Fine. We’ll take your money.” Nancy smiled. “But I want you to eat the Danish, all right?”

      Mia nodded solemnly, her seeming acquiescence negated by the mischievous curve of her grin. Nancy handed over the sack and shook her head. “I’ll call you around dinnertime if I haven’t seen you before.”

      “If I’ve hit my groove, I’m not stopping, Nancy,” she said, pushing off of the counter stool. “This piece is commissioned, which means I have to finish it on time.” Mia’s latest work involved etching, and she’d taken to working in the old house’s basement, trying to duplicate some kind of ancient technique. In plain truth, it made Nancy nervous as hell. All those chemicals and solvents. It was a wonder Mia hadn’t addled her brains. But it wasn’t Nancy’s place to protest.

      “You just be careful down there,” she said, handing her a napkin. “Patrick and I worry about you.”

      “And I love you for it.” Mia smiled over her shoulder, heading out the back door toward her studio.

      “That girl needs a husband,” Nancy said, reaching out to pick up an order of pancakes.

      “That young lady,” Patrick corrected, eyes twinkling, “needs a little less mothering, if you ask me. You’re going to drive her crazy with your nagging.”

      “Me?” Nancy scoffed, setting the pancakes in front of Carson. “You’re the one who bakes apricot Danishes even out of season just because she loves them. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were sweet on the girl.”

      “I’ve only got eyes for one woman, Nancy Wilcox, and she’s standing right in front of me.” Her husband reached through the opening to cup her cheek.

      “Aw, come on,” Joe said, ever the confirmed bachelor. “Give us a break, it isn’t even ten o’clock yet.”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Betty Freeman said, holding out her cup for more coffee.

      “You would.” Joe tucked into his eggs, blatantly ignoring the wistful look on Betty’s face.

      The two of them had been an item a few years back, Joe escaping by the breadth of his John Deere cap. Betty still kept the torch burning, but Nancy figured it was a lost cause.

      Outside, a loud noise broke through the shimmering August heat, the reverberation rattling the glass in the front window. Betty frowned at the clear blue sky outside. “Was that thunder?”

      “Don’t think so. Look at the sky.” Joe said, swiveling the stool so that he could see out the window.

      “Could be a car backfiring,” Wilson suggested.

      “Nah.” Joe shook his head. “Too loud for a car.”

      “Maybe one of the tractor trailers from over on the highway?”

      Since the interstate was almost twelve miles away, that didn’t make much sense. Nancy looked over at Patrick, trying to figure out why the sound bothered her so much. “Could have been an explosion,” Patrick said.

      “Here?” Betty’s eyes widened as an idea took hold.

      “I don’t see any smoke or anything.” Carson had crossed over to look out the window. “Could it be the tree-huggers?” There was some kind of ecological facility located close to Cedar Branch. It was all very hush-hush. Electrified fences and scientific types coming and going. They’d been told it was something to do with nuclear plant fallout. Some twenty years back, the area had been home to a nuclear plant. But the political tide had turned and the plant was long gone.

      Residents had sent thankful prayers heavenward and gone on about their business. But apparently there were still worries.

      “Don’t think they’re likely to be doing anything that’d cause an explosion. Probably was something up on the highway, like Wilson said.”

      “Didn’t come from the right direction for it to be the highway,” Joe said, turning back to his eggs. “Can’t be anything too important or we’d be able to see it.”

      “The sky looks a little hazy,” Carson observed to no one in particular. But he was right. The air outside had taken on a misty cast, even though the sun was still shining. Almost as if there were tiny raindrops filling the air.

      Nancy blinked, and the illusion disappeared. Obviously her imagination working overtime.

      Patrick had come out of the kitchen to join the others at the window. “Well, something’s going on.” He pointed up the street to a white Buick that had stopped in the middle of the road, its driver leaning drunkenly against the open door.

      “There’s another one,” Betty said, pointing in the opposite direction.

      Nancy followed her line of sight. Sure enough, a blue pickup was sprawled across both lanes of traffic, the driver on his knees on the pavement outside the truck.

      “It feel hot in here to you?” Betty asked, the front of her dress soaked in perspiration, her cheeks bright red as she struggled to draw in a breath.

      “Not just hot,” Carson choked out, his face also burning with color. “On fire. I’m on fire.”

      Nancy felt her own throat tighten, as if something was obstructing her airway. She tried to pull in a breath, but nothing seemed to be reaching her lungs. The raindrops were back, dancing across her vision like a gray curtain. Panicked, she reached out for Patrick, but he wasn’t there.

      Forcing herself to focus, she turned in a circle, trying to find her husband, and almost tripped over him lying at her feet. “Call for help,” she managed to say, as she dropped to her knees beside him. He was gasping for breath, his skin ashen, his lips turning blue.

      Behind her she heard someone drop the phone, the clatter of the receiver punctuated by the clanging of one of the metal counter stools hitting the floor. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Joe beside the fallen stool on his hands and knees, fighting for breath, trying to reach the telephone.

      “Patrick, can you hear me?” Nancy gasped, returning her attention to her husband. “Open your eyes, sweetheart.” She fought against a wave of nausea and dizziness, her lungs feeling as if a vacuum were sucking out all of the air she was fighting so hard to pull in. Her heart was pounding, the muscles in her chest contracting so fiercely she thought they might explode.

      “Can’t breathe,” Patrick whispered, his blue eyes fluttering open. “What’s happening?”

      Nancy opened her mouth to respond, but couldn’t find the power to get the words out. She shook her head, her body starting to feel like jelly, the mist in front of her eyes thickening with each passing second.

      Another thud behind her signaled someone else down. She twisted her head, forcing her vision to clear. Betty. Betty was on the floor by the window, Carson facedown just beyond her. Neither of them moving.

      A couple in the back were passed out across the table. Nancy could see them, still holding their forks.

      “Patrick?” she whispered, curling up beside her husband, the cold tile floor comforting against her burning skin.

      Slowly he turned his head, his hand tightening on hers, his eyes cloudy. “I love you, Nancy.” His voice cracked with the words, and his fingers loosened.

      “Patrick?” she called again, even though she knew he was gone. She struggled for a breath, knowing it was pointless. Her last cognizant thought was that at least she wouldn’t have to live without Patrick.
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          SECURITY AND CONTAINMENT FACILITY, SOUTHEASTERN IDAHO, AUGUST 8, 7:39 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell am I doing here?” Mia Kearney paced around the hospital room, talking to herself, the monitor behind her beeping in agitation as she moved too far away, stretching the leads that connected it to her body.

      Despite all the testing and probing, as best she could tell there was nothing wrong with her. Nothing, at least, that she could identify. She hadn’t seen anyone except medical personnel since she’d woken up a couple days ago. At least she figured it was about two days. There wasn’t a clock, and no one would give her straight answers. Only that there had been a nuclear accident of some kind, the resulting radiation affecting the people of Cedar Branch.

      She’d asked to see someone else. To talk to Nancy or Patrick, even Joe. But so far they’d insisted she was better off in isolation.

      Her mother had always hated the idea of all the nuclear reactors in Idaho, predicting dire consequences if the plants weren’t closed. Well, time had proven her mother right—if not in Idaho per se, then with incidents like Three Mile Island and Chernobyl. All of which meant that most of the reactors in Idaho were gone. There was still a test facility, but it was miles from Cedar Branch.

      Which left Mia with a load of unanswered questions. Maybe a silo? The remains of cold war posturing were scattered throughout the Northwest, but she’d always been told the nearest live missiles were in Montana. Seemed a little far away to cause a local accident. Maybe it was an attack of some kind? But why would terrorists focus on Cedar Branch? There weren’t more than fifty people in the whole county, and only a handful in town at any point in time.

      Not that Idaho was devoid of crazies. There were extremist groups all over the state. People who believed that violence was the only way to solve problems. But as far as she knew none of them lived nearby. And even if they did, Cedar Branch wasn’t the kind of place one chose as a target.

      New York or L.A., or even Boise, would be a better place to garner the kind of attention terrorists wanted. It just didn’t make any kind of sense. And to top it all off, Mia didn’t feel the least bit sick.

      She’d racked her brain trying to remember the symptoms of radiation poisoning, but hadn’t come up with anything concrete. Still, she was pretty damn certain that by now she’d be a lot sicker if she had in fact been exposed. All of which begged the question she’d voiced earlier.

      What the hell was she doing here?

      She’d stopped taking the sedatives they were giving her, pretending to ingest them and then flushing them down the toilet. She just acted dazed whenever hospital personnel were in the room. But it was getting harder to be cooperative, everything inside her signaling that something was very wrong.

      And it didn’t help that her memory seemed to have gone wonky. The last clear thing she remembered before waking up here was buying coffee from Nancy. They’d talked about Danishes and eating and free meals. And then she’d gone to her studio and, after a couple of bites of food, had begun to work. Just thinking about her latest project ratcheted up her agitation.

      The piece had been commissioned by a collector in Sante Fe. He’d seen some of her work at the gallery and requested a piece for his wife. It wasn’t an exhibition in SoHo, but it was a step in the right direction. And opportunities like that didn’t come along every day. All the more reason to get out of here and back to her own life. She’d tried leaving once, but hadn’t made it three feet down the hall before an orderly with arms like steel girders had intercepted her and escorted her back to her room.

      From then on the door had been kept locked. As if she were a threat or something.

      And to make it all the more confusing, the brief glimpse she’d had of the hallway hadn’t looked like any hospital she’d ever seen.

      Crossing her arms, she fought to contain a shiver. Now she knew what Alice had felt like at the bottom of the rabbit hole. Only Mia didn’t have a little bottle to help her get out the door.

      As if on cue, said door swung open, sending her scrambling for the bed.

      “You’re up.” The man in the doorway was a stranger—and, unlike the rest of the staff attending her, not dressed in scrubs. It was almost absurd, the relief she felt at the sight of someone so seemingly normal.

      “I was just testing my legs.” She sat down on the bed, her feet swinging above the floor making her feel all of about two. Resisting the urge to stand up again, she tucked her legs underneath her instead, careful to keep the blue cotton gown strategically covering all the requisite places.

      The man smiled, the expression easing the harsh cast of his features. Not handsome by any kind of standards, his face was still interesting, and her fingers itched for pencil and paper. The sharp angle of his jaw was bisected by the faint white line of a scar. Dark hair curled around his ears and temples, a silky wash of blue on black. His mouth hinted at a sensuous side, the sardonic twist of his lips almost making her want to reach out and touch them.

      Touch him.

      She fisted her hands. This was a dangerous man, his stance predatory, his veiled green gaze cautious and knowing all at the same time. Whoever this was, he was not her friend.

      “So how’d it go?”

      For a moment she had no idea what he was talking about, then realized he was looking pointedly at her legs. “Better than yesterday. But I think all the drugs are playing havoc with my coordination.” Of course, she wasn’t actually taking all of them, but he didn’t know that.

      “They have a way of doing that.” He shrugged, his eyes probing hers as he held out his hand. “My name is Nicholas Price.”

      Mia hesitated, not sure exactly why she still had reservations about touching him. Maybe just because he was the first person who’d been anything but perfunctory with her since she’d woken up to find reality altered. “Mia Kearney,” she said, shaking his hand for only the briefest of moments before retreating farther back onto the bed. “But then I suspect you already know that.”

      “Yes, I do.” His voice was mild, almost soothing, the sound puzzling. Nicholas Price didn’t look like a gentle man. “I understand you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”

      “So I’ve been told. But I don’t remember anything traumatic. Except maybe being in here.” She hadn’t meant for the last to slip out. And an ugly idea occurred to her. “Are you a shrink?”

      Nicholas laughed, the sound genuine, buoying her heart even as she questioned his sincerity. “If you only knew how ridiculous the idea is. No. I’m not even a doctor. I work for the government.”

      Her mother had always made that word seem dirty, but Nicholas Price used it as though it would explain everything. “Who exactly is it you work for, Mr. Price?”

      “Most people call me Nick.” There was a false note of congeniality in his voice. As if he wanted her to believe he was her friend.

      But he wasn’t.

      “I’m not most people.” She pitched her voice to match his tone, and offered a smile.

      Amusement crested in his eyes. “I can see that. Mind if I sit down?” He tilted his head toward the lone chair in the room. A dilapidated ladder-back that looked as though it had seen better days.

      “It’s your prison.”

      “Now why would you say that?” His expression was back to guarded, and she wondered what she’d said to put him on alert.

      “Because the door’s locked?” She waved at the door as if looking at it would prove her point.

      “Maybe they just want to be sure you stay put.”

      “Now there’s a blinding glimpse of the obvious. Look, why don’t we just skip the social niceties. I’m a captive audience, Mr. Price. So just get on with it.”

      She might have been mistaken, but she thought she saw the slightest hint of admiration in his gaze. Not that she gave a damn.

      “I want to know what happened out there, Mia.” His use of her first name grated on her nerves. She wasn’t a kid and she didn’t know him from Adam. But she held her tongue. There wasn’t much point in arguing.

      “I already told you, I don’t remember anything.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I believe you. Your doctors say there isn’t any physical reason why you can’t remember.”

      “So maybe I wasn’t conscious when it happened.”

      “It?”

      “The nuclear meltdown or whatever it was. They haven’t really been all that forthcoming.”

      “It was an explosion. At least that’s what the briefing papers call it.”

      “Papers?” She couldn’t help the question.

      “That’s all we’ve got to work with at the moment. The site’s too hot. No one’s going in there right now.”

      “The site. You mean Cedar Branch?” She frowned, trying to assimilate the information. “So is everyone else here, too?”

      “As far as I know you’re the only survivor.”

      “I’m sorry?” Panic rose, bitter in her throat, threatening to cut off her air supply.

      “I said you’re the only one who survived.”

      “People were killed?” The surprise in her voice must have alarmed him, and he looked away, clearly realizing he’d said too much. “Come on, Mr. Price—Nick—you can’t just drop something like that on me and then clam up.” The back of her eyes tightened with tears. “How many people are dead?”

      He paused, still staring down at his hands, then looked up. “Everyone was killed, Mia. Everyone living in Cedar Branch is dead.”

      Her brain reeled as she tried to understand what he was telling her. Nancy, Patrick—Joe. All of them gone. “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      Bile filled her throat, the edges of her vision fading to black. She fought against her terror, trying to stay focused—to stay in control. “I don’t know. But it can’t be true. They can’t all be dead.”

      He was beside her suddenly, holding a trash can as she lost her battle with her stomach, his big hand stroking back her hair as she expelled everything inside her.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I thought you knew.”

      “I want to see the bodies,” she demanded, fighting against the continuing waves of nausea.

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Nick said. “They were incinerated in the blast.”

      She struggled to find her composure, to stop the roiling in her gut, but it was simply more than she could handle. A commotion at the door indicated the cavalry had arrived, except that Mia felt certain they weren’t there for her.

      A nurse pushed Nick aside, and for a befuddled moment Mia had the urge to reach for him. Fortunately, her hand wasn’t up to responding. The nurse ordered him from the room, drawing a syringe as she spoke.

      Mia fell back against the sheets, mind still reeling, and held out her arm, for the first time since she’d awoken into this nightmare grateful for the sedative.
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      “WHY THE HELL DIDN’T YOU tell me she didn’t know?” Nick stood in the corridor outside Mia’s room, trying to control the rage that was surging through him. He wasn’t against manipulating a suspect to get an admission, but he also wasn’t in the habit of torturing people just for the hell of it.

      “I didn’t think it was necessary.” James Waters shrugged, clearly unperturbed by the pain his omission had caused. Waters was the doctor assigned to Mia’s case, a government flunky who wouldn’t have lasted a day in private practice. “I was told to give you access to Miss Kearney. No one said anything about briefing you. I just assumed you were aware of the situation.”

      It was clear from his tone that the man resented the fact that he was here at all, but Nick didn’t give a damn. If he’d needed people to like him, he’d have found a different line of work. “I was briefed. But no one told me she didn’t know about her friends.”

      “How do you know they were friends?” Waters asked, his tone bland, but his eyes sparking with interest.

      “I’d say it’s pretty damn obvious. She’s lived and worked in the area for most of her life. And if that wasn’t proof enough, one look at Mia’s face after I told her certainly convinced me.”

      He was mildly surprised that he’d used her first name. After all, he’d just met the woman. But then holding someone’s hair while they puked had a way of cutting through all the bullshit.

      The doctor shrugged. “Davies didn’t want her to know.” Charles Davies was heading the investigation. Director of the CIA’s Security and Containment division, Davies was a snake of a man. Nick had dealt with him in the past, and wasn’t relishing a repeat performance.

      “Does he suspect her?”

      “You’d have to ask him. As far as I know, it’s all pretty straightforward. A rig transporting a nuclear weapon lost control on the Old Dam Road. It broke through a guardrail, tumbled down the side of the mountain near Cedar Branch and slammed into a stand of pines. The result was a hell of an explosion that took out the town.”

      “Except for Mia Kearney.”

      “Exactly. She was found unconscious in the rubble of a house just off Main Street.” Waters paused, his eyes narrowing. “So we brought her here. Obviously, we’re trying to understand why she’s still alive.”

      “A medical miracle.” Nick didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      Waters frowned. “I don’t believe in miracles, Mr. Price. They’d put me out of business. But I do believe in anomalies, and I intend to find out why Miss Kearney is one.”

      “Then we’re working on the same side.” They were banal words, offered more in dismissal than anything else. Talking to underlings was a waste of time.

      “Hardly.” Waters’s words were clipped. “We’re assuming it was an accident. You’re assuming it wasn’t.”

      “I’m not assuming anything. I’m simply looking at the facts.” Nick’s bosses at Homeland Security had sent him here for answers, and he intended to get them. If not from Mia Kearney, then from the staff attending her.

      “She was found at the edge of the destruction zone,” Waters said, his fingers tightening on the clipboard he was holding. “So while she could have been in the truck, the odds are against it. Even if you assume delayed detonation, the radiation zone stretched something like half a mile beyond the physical destruction. She wouldn’t have been able to escape.”

      “But the point is that she did. Which all by itself is suspicious. But when you add it to the facts that everyone else in the area was obliterated and that the woman was found in a nuclear shelter, I’d say that should be enough to raise a few red flags.”

      “Except for the fact that it was a fifty-year-old, homemade shelter that probably wouldn’t have held up when it was new. Certainly after all this time it’s doubtful that it would have been part of any terrorist scheme. Although it may have played a role in her survival.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in miracles.”

      “I don’t. But I do believe in dumb luck. Sometimes a person is just in the right place at the right time.” Again Waters shrugged dismissively. “Anyway, the point is that until proved otherwise, I’m treating Ms. Kearney as a victim. Like the rest of the people in Cedar Branch.”

      “Except that they’re all dead, and she’s not.” Which set Nick’s internal alarm bells ringing no matter what Waters had to say on the subject.

      “But I’m telling you, all the evidence indicates that it was a tragic accident.”

      “And that’s why Langley’s S&C is involved?”

      The doctor hesitated just a moment too long, and Nick wondered if he’d hit a nerve. “I don’t know why any of the specific personnel on this project were called in. I only know that the orders originated in Washington.”

      That much was definitely true, and Gordon Armstrong, Nick’s boss, wasn’t happy about it. Turf wars were old hat between the CIA and Homeland Security, but this incident had uncharacteristically been passed off to the CIA’s little known S&C division without so much as a by-your-leave to any other agencies. Considering the ramifications should it come to light that the so-called accident had been intentional, it was understandable that Gordon was pissed. And he’d pulled strings to make certain that Nick was allowed on site.

      “Gentlemen, I think this discussion needs to be held somewhere more private.” Charles Davies strode down the hall, his expression thunderous. Davies was short and square, his everyman looks helping him blend into the crowd. He was the kind of man most people misjudged, missing the steel that glinted behind his bland expression. But then, Nick wasn’t most people. “If you’ll follow me.” Davies turned and walked back the way he had come, leaving Nick and the doctor to follow in his wake.

      Nick had first dealt with Davies years ago in Lebanon, the bastard showing his true colors. Although they’d never been forced to work together, from time to time they’d connected tangentially as assignments had crossed agency lines. And Nick’s opinion never changed. Bottom line—Charles Davies was a snake and Nick didn’t trust him any farther than he could throw him.

      Davies sat down behind the desk, motioning for Waters to close the door. Nick perched on the arm of the side chair, not wanting to give Davies the height advantage. Not a subtle move, but Nick didn’t give a shit.

      “Thanks to your blunder,” Davies began without preface, “you’ve shut her down completely.”

      “She didn’t seem exactly forthcoming before I told her, Charles.”

      “What did you think she was going to do?” Waters asked. “Shrug and say the losses were all for the greater good?”

      “No. But unless she’s one hell of an actress, she had no idea those people were dead, which means at least part of what she’s been saying is true.”

      “Which would support what we’ve been saying all along.” Davies leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “This was an accident, Nick. Nothing more.”

      “I don’t see it that way.” Nick shifted on the arm of the chair, careful to keep both men in his line of sight. “The rig belonged to Kresky International, and they’re not the type to skimp on security. If they were transporting something as volatile as a nuclear warhead, I guarantee you they would have made damn sure something like this couldn’t happen. And what’s even more interesting to me is the fact that you believe they could have made this kind of mistake.”

      Charles’s expression gave away nothing, but his fingers tensed, a sure tell that Nick’s comments had hit home. “We certainly haven’t ruled out the possibility of sabotage. But there’s not much left to examine. Just a hell of a crater and the clutter of debris at the edge of what was once Cedar Branch. But the little bit we have managed to work out indicates an accident. Add to that the fact that no one has stepped up to claim responsibility, and I think you’re trying to build a conspiracy where there isn’t one.”

      “It’s not like I want it to be a terrorist attack,” Nick said. “It’s just that the pieces don’t fit. You’ve got a survivor where there shouldn’t be one. You’ve got one of the biggest contractors in the country moving materials that were probably classified, and definitely dangerous, across state lines. There should have been memos on the memo. Add in the fact that you’re here, and it feels like something more than a tragic accident.”

      “Look, I just go where I’m told, and do what has to be done. The rest of the crap I let the suits take care of.” Davies leaned forward, his expression grim.

      “Then you’ll understand why I have to follow through with this. Orders are orders. And mine are to debrief the girl.”

      “But she told you,” Waters said, “she doesn’t know anything. You just said her reaction was genuine.”

      “And I believe it was. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t involved somehow. Her mother, Angela Kearney, was a political activist with connections to some pretty questionable people. And her grandfather was a staunch opponent to nuclear fission in all its incarnations. Particularly the danger of nuclear facilities to local populations.”

      “But this had nothing to do with a reactor.” Waters frowned in obvious frustration.

      “Yes, but the damage is comparable and definitely plays better on the news.”

      “Then why choose an out of the way place like Cedar Branch?” Davies asked, the question clearly rhetorical. “Besides, both the mother and the grandfather are dead. In fact, Miss Kearney has no living kin.”

      “That doesn’t mean she doesn’t share her family’s radical tendencies.”

      “Fine.” Davies stood, a sure indication that the meeting was over. “Talk to her, there’s nothing I can do to stop you. Just try not to upset her any more than you already have.”

      “Like you give a flying fuck.”

      “I don’t.” Davies shrugged. “But I do want to know how she managed to survive an explosion that killed everyone else in the area, and your goading her into agitation isn’t going to help me achieve my goal.”

      “Well, I sure wouldn’t want to do anything to get in your way,” he said, studying the other man, certain that Davies was hiding something. And accident or not, Nick wasn’t leaving until he figured out what the hell it was.
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      “Get out of here. I don’t want to talk to you.”

      Nick ducked, just missing the pillow Mia threw at him. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “I don’t have anything to say to you.” She sat cross-legged on her bed, her eyes shooting fire. She was no longer attached to the monitor, which he assumed signaled improvement. At least his pronouncement hadn’t caused her any physical damage.

      “I’m sorry about before. If I’d known you didn’t know...” She glared at him, then shrugged. “Someone would have told me eventually.” She might be pretending not to care, but he could see the tension in her shoulders, the grief in her face.

      “You lived in Cedar Branch most of your life, right?”

      “Technically, I lived about fifteen miles away, at Thornyhold.”

      “Your grandfather’s ranch,” he prodded, knowing that sometimes the best way to gain someone’s trust was to talk about comfortable things.

      “Yeah.” She eyed him suspiciously. “Although some of the time I lived with my dad’s family in South America or with both parents when my dad’s schedule allowed.”

      “Renaldo Vasquez. He was a jazz musician, right?”

      “He played the sax. In a quartet called Mercury. But you already know that, Mr. Price.”

      “Nick,” he corrected, “and I’d like to hear it from you.” She considered the idea as she leaned back on the bed, stretching out her legs, the blue gown she wore riding high on her thighs. In any other woman, he’d have thought it was meant as a distraction. But from what he’d seen, Mia Kearney was without artifice.

      “Why didn’t you take your father’s name?”

      “I was born out of wedlock.” Her eyes flashed, daring him to make something of the statement, but he wasn’t about to bite.

      “But your parents were together, right?”

      “Yeah. They just didn’t believe in following the dictates of society.”

      “Like getting married.”

      She nodded still scowling. He’d hit a nerve, although he wasn’t sure why.

      “So, tell me about your father.”

      “I don’t see what he has to do with what happened in town, but you’re the boss.” The defiant tone from earlier was still present, but it was tempered with resignation. As if she’d finally accepted that she had no choice but to cooperate.

      Or maybe she was just exhausted.

      “My father’s gigs were primarily overseas. In England and Germany and other spots throughout Europe. He traveled too much for me to go to school, so while school was in session I lived with my grandfather while he and my mother went on tour. Then in the summers, some of the time, I’d get to go along for the ride. And if that didn’t work, I’d stay with my abuela.”

      “In Colombia.”

      “You have done your research.” Her voice held a note of censure. Probably an effort to get him to back off. But he’d tangled with suspects a hell of a lot more evasive than Mia Kearney. “My abuela’s been dead for almost twelve years.”

      “In my world, everything is relevant, Mia.” He paused purposefully, the silence intended to intimidate. She lifted her hand to smother a yawn. So much for tactics. “According to your file,” he continued, “you also spent a lot of time in Africa, Asia and the Middle East.”

      “When my dad wasn’t playing, my mom put in time at some of the organizations she supported. Hunger relief, land mine removal, immunization efforts, anything that made the world a better place.”

      “Your mother was quite an activist.”

      “Is this what this is all about? My mother? I don’t see what... My God, you think that what happened in Cedar Branch was an act of terrorism?” Mia swung her legs around so that she was sitting on the end of the bed, her fingers clutching the sheets.

      “We think it’s a possibility.”

      “Who? Who thinks that?”

      “Homeland Security.”

      “That’s where you work?” She was frowning now.

      “Yes.”

      “But the people, the doctors and that man, Charles Davies, they’re not with Homeland Security.”

      “No.” Nick frowned, trying to figure out what was going on in her head.

      “So you aren’t part of this.” She waved at the room in general. Then hopped off the bed, surprisingly nimble.

      “I’m not sure what you mean, exactly, but I don’t work for Davies.” Thank God.

      “Can you get me out of here?” The question came out of left field.

      “I haven’t any control over that, Mia. I’m just here to ask you a few questions.”

      “And pin a terrorist attack on a dead woman.” There was a new note of bitterness in her voice as she sank back on the bed. “My mother has been dead for five years. I don’t see how you can think she had anything to do with the deaths in Cedar Branch.” She stumbled a little on the word deaths, but otherwise held on to her composure.

      “It’s not your mother I’m interested in.” He waited for the thought to sink in, and was rewarded by a scowl. “Me? You think that I was involved?”

      He shrugged. “It’s an obvious conclusion. You were on site. You’re still alive. And you have been seen meeting with some of your mother’s associates.”

      “Her friends. I have been to see her friends. They worried about me when she and Daddy died.”

      “And that’s what you were doing in Turkey and North Africa?”

      “Grieving? Yes. That’s exactly what I was doing. I needed to get away. To remember her. And she loved Turkey. And had lots of friends there. If your research was a little more thorough you’d know that I was in Africa working with a relief organization. It was a commitment my mother made and I felt honor-bound to fulfill it.”

      If he were a normal man he’d have been humbled by her words, but he’d met a hell of a lot of liars in his time and wasn’t about to be suckered in by Mia Kearney. “Ammon Akkad has been on U.S. watch lists for almost fifteen years.”

      “Ammon cares deeply about his country. But I know nothing of his politics. Only that he was my mother’s friend, and reached out to me when I was hurting and had no one else.”

      “Your grandfather was already dead?”

      “He died the year before my parents.”

      “So you’re all alone.”

      “Does that fit the profile for a terrorist?” She was back to being angry, and he found he almost preferred it that way. “How about being bright? Or being artistic? Does that fit the pattern, too?” She was standing again, her fists clenched. “I have a birthmark on my shoulder. Does that show a propensity for acts of treason?”

      “Mia, I⁠—“

      “Or is this only about my parents,” she continued, her anger energizing her. “Activism in the genes?”

      “I’m just trying to connect the dots.”

      “How lucky that I have so many. Don’t forget my grandfather. He was as conservative as my mother was liberal, but they were in agreement on one issue. They wanted the reactors out of Idaho. He fought as hard as anyone to close the facilities. And for the most part he was successful.” She laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “How ironic is it that when the unthinkable finally does happen, it’s in his own backyard? So tell me, Mr. Price, is that what it boils down to—pedigree? Civil disobedience in the genes?”

      “Causing a nuclear explosion isn’t civil disobedience.”

      “No.” She deflated as quickly as she’d become angry, her shoulders drooping at the reminder of what had happened. “It’s a stupid correlation. But then so is the idea that the only explanation for my survival is that I was somehow involved.” She sat on the bed again, staring down at her hands. “They were my friends, Nick.”

      He didn’t ask who she was talking about. He knew. Nor did he comment on her use of his given name. Despite his thick layer of cynicism, even he could hear the note of anguish in her voice. Whatever else Mia Kearney was or wasn’t, she had truly cared about the people in Cedar Branch.

      “So tell me what you do remember.”

      “Not much. Images more than anything. I remember walking into Cuppa Joe—that’s the café in front of my studio. I was in a hurry. Which isn’t all that unusual. I’m a bit driven. Especially when I’m working on a piece.” She blew out a long breath, still staring at her hands. “Anyway, I stopped in for some coffee. And Nancy insisted on giving me a pastry. Patrick always makes apricot ones. They’re my favorite.” She swallowed tears and lifted her head.

      “Nancy was worried that I didn’t eat enough, and we argued over whether or not I’d pay for the stupid Danish. They wanted me to come in for supper, and I told them I was too busy. It was the last time I was ever going to see them, and all we talked about was eating.” She wrapped her arms around her middle and Nick fought the urge to offer comfort.

      “After that you went to your studio?”

      “Yes. I’m working on...” She stopped, correcting herself. “I was working on a commissioned piece. My first, actually. And I was behind deadline. So I was burning the candle at both ends to get it finished.”

      “Do you remember hearing or seeing anything unusual?” She shook her head. “Nothing at all. I get kind of wrapped up in the work. Sometimes I lose all track of time. I remember feeling a little light-headed, and thinking Nancy was right, that I should eat more, and then the next thing I recall is waking up here at Hotel Hell.”

      He smiled at her reference to the facility. “It’s not that bad, surely.”

      “As prisons go.” She sighed. “I just want to get out of here and get on with my life. Whatever’s left of it. Surely you can understand that.”

      “And you can understand that until we get a handle on what happened out there, and why you skated through it all unscathed, you have to stay here.”

      “I don’t think I’d use the word unscathed. I may not be physically injured, but believe me, there are going to be scars.”

      “I didn’t mean to be flip.” He wasn’t certain why he was apologizing. Maybe it was the look on her face. He’d seen it in the aftermath of war, the survivors trying to make sense out of the incomprehensible, to pick up the pieces and go on. “Have you had any contact with any of your mother’s friends recently? Are any of them here in the States?”

      “No. I haven’t seen anyone since I came back. I get a letter now and then.”

      “Did you keep the letters?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not big into stuff. Another hand-me-down from my mother.”

      “I take it you were living in your studio?”

      “Only when I’m obsessed with my work. The rest of the time I live at the ranch.”

      “Your grandfather’s house.”

      She looked down at her hands once more and blew out a long breath. “No. It’s too painful. He was a crusty son of a bitch, my grandfather. But I loved him. Walking around his house, with all the memories—it’s just too hard. So I’ve been living in an old line shack.”

      “Line shack?” Nick shook his head, trying to make sense of the word.

      “It’s a ranching term. A place where hands can stay when they’re checking fence lines. On a spread as big as my grandfather’s, that can take several days. I take it you’re not a country boy.”

      “Born and raised in the city. I spent a little time at my family’s place in Colorado, but only to fish.  I never saw farm animals up close until I joined the army.” There’d been plenty in Bosnia. More often than not slaughtered, but he didn’t share that fact.

      “I should have known you were military. Something intense and dark, right? Like the SEALs.”

      “That’s the navy. I was with Special Forces.”

      “It fits.”

      It was his turn to frown. “How so?”

      “You’re so still. It’s like you barely even breathe. And yet there’s energy all around you. Kinetic, almost frenetic. I can feel it when you walk into a room.”

      “Sounds a little too New Age for me.”

      “No. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that I see the world differently from other people. More clearly, you might say. It’s part of being an artist, I think. “ She offered a timid smile and he realized it was the first civil conversation they’d had. Although why the hell that mattered was beyond him.

      “Have you always been into art?”

      “Yes. In some form or another. Like every kid, I started with finger painting. But I’ve always been fascinated with texture. That’s why I work in mixed media. I like working in three dimensions.”

      “So why not sculpt?”

      “Because I don’t have the patience. Or the talent.”

      “Well, I can’t even draw a straight line, so you’re one up on me.”

      “What time is it?”

      The question was a total non sequitur, but he glanced at his watch, anyway. “It’s almost five. Why?”

      “I’ve lost all sense of time. That’s all. And no one else will answer my questions.”

      “Sometimes doctors forget there’s a person inside the patient.”

      “Particularly miracle ones, right?” She tipped back her head, the fluorescent light creating rivers of red in her long blond hair. “Did you know that there’s no radiation in my system at all?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I got a look at my chart. They didn’t see me. Anyway, there was nothing about radiation. Funny, isn’t it? Everyone I care about is wiped out in a nuclear accident, and not only do I survive, I show no traces of having ever been there at all.”
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      “I don’t know what to think, Gordon,” Nick said into his cell phone as he poked his head out the office door to check the corridor again. Everything was quiet, no one about, but there were ears everywhere. “On the surface she appears to genuinely not have anything to do with this. But the pieces just don’t add up. She hasn’t been exposed to radiation. At least there’s nothing in her charts.”

      He’d managed to check them himself. Which, considering how closely Waters guarded them, had been no small feat. But it was exactly as she’d told him. There was no mention of radiation at all.

      “So unless she was wearing some kind of protective suit, I just don’t see how the hell she could have been where they say they found her.”

      “It definitely sounds like there are discrepancies,” his boss said, sounding as if he were in the next room rather than D.C. “But I’m afraid it isn’t your puzzle to solve anymore.”

      “Come again?” Nick frowned into the phone. “I’m not sure I heard you right.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with your hearing. I got a phone call about an hour ago from the Oval Office. The President wants to turn the investigation over to S&C.”

      “What the hell for?” He tried but couldn’t contain his anger. “They’re always pissing in our pond.”

      “Well, the crassness of the analogy aside, it’s the President’s pond, and he can choose whomever he likes to piss in it.”

      “So you just want me to pack it in? Despite all the inconsistencies?”

      “Look, Nick, I don’t like it any better than you do. But the truth is this President has a decided bias toward the CIA. And in point of fact we are playing for the same team. They’re as capable as we are of figuring out what the hell really happened out there.”

      “Except that they’ve already bought into the idea that it was an accident.”

      “For all we know it was an accident. There still hasn’t been anyone trying to take credit. Not even the crazies. Which supports the idea of it being exactly what it appears to be.”

      “Then how do you explain Mia?”

      “The girl? I can’t explain it. And frankly, now that we’ve been pulled off the case, we don’t have to. Leave that to S&C. Let them be the ones to come up empty-handed for a change.”

      Nick had to admit there was a certain temptation in the idea. “Fine. It’s out of my hands. When am I supposed to clear out?”

      “I’ve got you booked on a flight first thing in the morning. There’s no reason to stick around. There’s nothing more for us to do.”

      “I still think we’re better suited to the task than S&C.”

      “I’m not arguing,” Gordon said. “But it’s not our call.”

      “Right.” Nick slid his phone in his pocket, relief warring with agitation. On the one hand, he was more than happy to get the hell out of here, but a part of him couldn’t help but feel that he was leaving things half-done.

      Nothing here made sense. At least not in a rational, logical kind of way. But given enough time, he was certain he could have figured it all out.

      An image of Mia hunched over on the side of her bed presented itself front and center. Why the hell was he feeling guilty about leaving her? He didn’t even know the woman, and if there was any logic present at all, he was pretty damn certain she was at the center of it.

      “Heard you’re leaving us.” Davies stood in the doorway, the hint of a smirk at the corners of his mouth.

      “News travels fast. I only just found out myself.”

      “I got a fax from my bosses saying that we’d assumed principal authority for the situation. Figured that meant you were out.”

      “Yeah. Seems the President’s changed his mind.” Which in and of itself was annoying. First he called them in and then he yanked them out. Nick hated political leadership; it was so nonlinear. Give him the military any day.

      “Well, I’m sure there are real terrorists out there that need your attention.” Davies was goading him.

      But it didn’t work. “You might want to consider the possibility a little more seriously yourself.”

      “We have considered it, Nick. And rejected the idea. And clearly the president agrees.” Which didn’t make either of them right, just of one accord. “So when you taking off?” Davies asked.

      “Later tonight. I’ve got a flight out of Jackson early in the morning. Figured I’d catch a few hours of sleep here, then hit the road.”

      “Sounds like a plan. They’re still serving in the cafeteria, if you’re hungry.” Davies made it sound like a damn hotel. “Oh, and Nick, I don’t have to tell you that everything you’ve seen here is eyes only. As I said before, the president wants to keep this contained.”

      He nodded, not willing to dignify the request with a verbal answer. “And Mia Kearney?” he asked, unable to help himself. “What’s going to happen to her?”

      “We’ll keep her here until we figure out why she wasn’t affected like the others.”

      “But that could take months.”

      “It sucks.” Davies shrugged, clearly not giving a shit. Nick resisted the urge to punch the guy’s lights out. There was too much history. The truth was there was no sin in being a prick. Sometimes that’s exactly what it took to get the job done. Without some kind of defense mechanism, there’d be no way to deal with the kinds of things they faced on a daily basis. The fact that this was Davies shouldn’t have made a difference. But it did. There was no denying it.

      “If I don’t see you again, have a nice trip.”

      Nick sighed and wondered when it had all gotten so fucking political, turf wars and jurisdiction taking precedence over more substantive issues—like protecting the citizenry. Hell, maybe he was as big a bastard as Davies. After all, he was about to walk away at the whim of a President, without ever looking back.

      But then that was the way of the world.
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      The door was unlocked. It called to Mia as if it had a physical voice, and she paced the space at the end of the bed, trying to figure out what the hell she should do. The nurse had dropped a tray on the way out, meds rolling all over the floor. In her haste to clean up and get out of there, she’d forgotten to lock the door behind her.

      Freedom beckoned, but Mia was frozen by indecision.

      At least in here she knew what to expect. There was something to be said for routine. And in an odd sort of way she was protected against the horror of what had happened to her world. If she left, she’d have to face it. All of it.

      But if she stayed, she’d be at the mercy of Homeland Security and the CIA and whoever else was involved in her incarceration. And despite her instincts to trust Nick
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