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  1


  Later, Seth remembered cold air and red light streaking the western sky, music in his ears, and his own hard breathing. Later, he understood, and the understanding stuck in his memory like a thorn. He never heard them coming.


  The trail through Golden Gate Park was rutted and he was riding with his earbuds in, tunes cranked high. His guitar was in a backpack case slung around his shoulders. Crimson sunset strobed between the eucalyptus trees. When he reached Kennedy Drive, he jumped the curb, crossed the road, and aimed his bike into the shortcut through the woods. He was a quarter mile from home.


  He was late. But if he rode hard he could still beat his mom back from work. His breath frosted the air. The music thrashed in his ears. He barely heard Whiskey bark.


  


  He glanced over his shoulder. The dog was at a standstill on the path fifty yards behind him. Seth skidded to a stop. He pushed his glasses up his nose, but the trail lay in shadow and he couldn’t see what Whiskey was barking at.


  He whistled and waved. ‘Hey, doofus.’


  Whiskey was a big dog, part Irish setter, part golden retriever. Part sofa cushion. And all heart, every dumb inch of him. His hackles were up.


  If Whiskey ran off, chasing him down could take forever. Then he’d totally be late. But Seth was fifteen – in a month, anyhow – and Whiskey was his responsibility.


  He whistled again. Whiskey glanced at him. He could swear the dog looked worried.


  He pulled out his earbuds. ‘Whiskey, come.’


  The dog stayed, fur bristling. Seth heard traffic outside the park on Fulton. He heard birds singing in the trees and a jet overhead. He heard Whiskey growl.


  Seth rode toward him. It might be a raccoon, and even in San Francisco raccoons could have rabies.


  He stopped beside the dog. ‘Hey boy. Stay.’


  He heard a car door close, back on Kennedy. Boots crunched on leaves and pine needles. Whiskey’s ears went back. Seth grabbed his collar. Tension was vibrating from the dog.


  The birds weren’t singing anymore.


  ‘Come. Heel,’ Seth said and turned around.


  A man stood on the trail in the dusk, ten feet ahead. Surprise fizzed through Seth all the way to his hair.


  The man’s shaved head ran straight down to his shoulders without stopping for a neck. His arms hung by his sides. He looked like a ball-park frank that had been boiled all day.


  He nodded at Whiskey. ‘He’s a handful. What’s his name?’


  The sun was almost down. Why was the guy wearing sunglasses?


  He snapped his fingers. ‘Here, dog.’


  Seth held Whiskey’s collar. The fizzing covered his skin, and he had a bright, thumping feeling behind his eyes. What was this guy after?


  The hot dog in shades tilted his head. ‘I said, what’s his name, Seth?’


  The brightness pounded behind Seth’s eyes. The man knew who he was.


  Of course the man did. Seth was lanky and had coppery hair that stuck up like straw and pale blue eyes that could shoot people the look, the one his mom called the thousand-yard stare. Just my luck, she said sometimes. You look exactly like your father.


  Seth gripped Whiskey’s collar. Just his luck. His bad luck. His bad, bad, oh, shit – this had to do with his dad.


  What was this guy after? This guy was after him.


  He took off. He jumped on the pedals and bolted like a greyhound, ninety degrees away from Oscar Mayer man, riding like a maniac into the woods.


  ‘Whiskey, come,’ he yelled.


  There was no trail, just bumpy ground covered with brown grass and dead leaves. He gripped the handlebars and pedaled harder than he thought his legs could turn. His glasses bounced on his nose. His earbuds swung down and bucked against the bike. Tunes dribbled out.


  Behind him, Whiskey barked. Seth felt too scared to look back.


  Oscar Mayer wasn’t the only one. Whiskey had been growling at something on Kennedy Drive, and Seth had heard a car door slam and footsteps on the trail. His throat felt like it had an apple jammed down it. Two guys were here to get him.


  He had to warn his mom.


  His cell phone was in his jeans pocket, but riding like a psycho, he couldn’t reach it. A moan rose in his throat. He fought it down. He couldn’t cry. The trees had darkened from green to black. Ahead, a hundred yards away through the branches, he glimpsed headlights passing on Fulton Street.


  He had to get home. His mom – God, what if these guys went after her, too?


  Ninety yards to Fulton. Headlights glared white through the trees. Seth’s hands were cramping on the handlebars, his legs burning. The guitar bounced in the backpack case. The bike slammed over a rut. He held it, straightened out, and kept going. There’d be people on Fulton. The headlights drew closer.


  Behind him, Whiskey yelped.


  He looked over his shoulder. His dog was bounding after him through the brush. Behind the dog came Oscar Mayer.


  ‘Whiskey, run,’ Seth yelled.


  


  His legs felt shaky but he dug in again, flying toward the street past an old oak tree.


  The second man was waiting behind it.


  He shot out an arm as Seth rode past and grabbed the neck of the guitar, yanking Seth off the bike. Seth’s feet swung up and his arms flew wide. He crashed to the ground on top of the guitar. Heard the strings sproing and the body crack. The breath slammed out of him.


  The man grabbed him. This guy was square with a gray buzz cut, like a concrete brick. He was old but covered with acne. He dragged Seth to his feet.


  Seth kicked at him. ‘Let me go.’


  It came out as a scream. Seth swung a fist and kicked for the man’s knees.


  ‘Jesus.’ The man twisted Seth’s arm behind his back.


  A sharp pain wracked Seth’s elbow. The man shoved him toward the bushes.


  Then, in a rush of muscle and power and furious barking, Whiskey attacked. The dog lunged and sank his teeth into the man’s wrist. The brick reeled and let go of Seth.


  Seth staggered, glasses crooked, through the trees toward Fulton Street. Behind him he heard crazy barking. The brick shouting. A horrible yelp from Whiskey.


  Forty yards to Fulton. Whiskey’s whimper fell to a moan of pain. Seth kept running. Twenty yards. He could hear his dad: Don’t swerve for an animal. If it’s between you and a dog in the road, you need to be the one who lives.


  But this was happening because of his dad, and he had to get out of it or he and his mother were going to be in a whole huge world of pain and fear.


  Fifteen yards. He could see the street, cars, the sidewalk, the cross street that led off Fulton. His street – his house was a block up the road. He squinted, trying to tell if his mom’s car was parked there.


  Somebody was standing on the driveway. A woman -he saw pale legs in a skirt. Long light-brown hair.


  His strength flooded back in a vivid burst. ‘Mom!’


  Whiskey wailed.


  Seth faltered. Whiskey had rescued him – he couldn’t abandon the dog. He spotted a rock, picked it up, and turned around.


  Oscar Mayer was barreling straight at him. Before Seth could jump the man hunkered low, like a linebacker, and tackled him.


  Seth hit the ground so hard his glasses flew, but he kept hold of the rock. He bashed it against the guy’s head.


  ‘Let me fucking go.’


  The man grabbed Seth’s hand and pinned it to the ground. The brick ran up, jerking Whiskey by the collar.


  ‘Really is his old man’s kid, isn’t he?’ The brick turned his arm, looking at a bloody bite. ‘Bastard mutt.’


  Seth threw his head back. ‘Mom!’


  Oscar Mayer grabbed Seth’s face and tried to force his mouth open and shove a handkerchief inside to gag him. The man had blood on his forehead where the rock had hit. Seth locked his jaw. Whiskey surged, trying to reach him. The man pinched his nose. Seth kicked, trying to get the guy’s knees, but next to the human hot dog he was just a stick insect. He opened his mouth to gulp a breath and got the handkerchief jammed past his teeth.


  The man grabbed Seth’s hair, leaned down, and put his lips next to Seth’s ear. ‘I’ll hurt you.’ His voice, so close, made wet noises against Seth’s skin. ‘But first I’ll hurt your dog. With a screwdriver.’


  All Seth’s strength turned to water. A dark weight pressed on his chest, and tears rose uncontrollably toward his eyes.


  Oscar Mayer smiled behind his shades. His gums looked pink and glistening. He turned to the brick. ‘Call.’


  Without his glasses the twilight looked blurred and murky. Seth heard the brick on a cell phone.


  ‘Come on.’


  Oscar Mayer wiped the back of his forearm over his brow. ‘You know what this is about?’


  On the street, a black van screeched to a stop. A man hopped out and strutted toward the woods. He was a skinny white guy, but he looked like a gangbanger. Or like one Seth had seen on MTV. Blue bandanna tied around his forehead, chain hanging from the pocket of his saggy jeans, shoulders rolling. He was like the Mickey Mouse Club version of a lowrider.


  Oscar Mayer eyed the man like he was dressed for a parade. Marking him down as a moron. A scary one.


  Then he turned his hot dog head back to Seth. ‘You know where your dad is? What he’s doing?’


  Seth clamped his mouth shut.


  ‘You got a choice. You want to get hurt or disappear?’ He scanned Seth’s face and let his wet mouth smile again. ‘Didn’t think so.’ He looked at the other men. ‘Get him up.’


  2


  The wind grated across the water. Chuck Lesniak ran a handkerchief over the back of his neck. Along the river-bank the green grass was shoulder-high. It swayed under the breeze, whispering to him. Brass ring.


  The first mate walked past, carrying a beer cooler down the dock to the jet boat. It was a humid March evening, and the first mate’s faded Manchester United shirt clung to his back. The skipper of the jet boat wore epaulets and a sea captain’s hat with gold braid, even though they were a thousand miles inland. He was a compact Zambian with a smile the size of an ostrich egg. He waved to Lesniak. ‘Please, come aboard.’ His Tonga accent was heavy. His warmth seemed genuine. His name tag read WALLY. He sensed Lesniak’s nervousness. Chuck was the only passenger on tonight’s cocktail-hour tour of the Zambezi River. He’d paid for a private ride.


  ‘Please. The boat is thoroughly sound. I will show you. Her engine is three hundred fifty horsepower and built by Chevrolet.’


  Captain Wally was misreading Lesniak’s apprehension, but that suited him. He nodded. ‘Made in the USA. Then it’s A-okay with me.’


  Lesniak climbed aboard. The boat rocked and his binoculars swung from the strap around his neck. It was a whomping big speedboat, called a jet boat to convince tourists they were having an extreme-sports experience along with their wine coolers. He touched his pants pocket to check that the flask was secure. The flask was the only bottle he needed tonight. The wind hissed through the grass again. Not long now.


  The first mate cast off from the dock. Captain Wally started the engine. It rumbled awake, spewing exhaust. He goosed the throttles and slid smoothly away from the dock. White water churned behind the boat.


  Over the gargle of the engine, the captain called to him. ‘Please, have a seat in the bow. It is cooler there. Enjoy a beverage.’


  Lesniak edged to the front of the boat, grabbing a beer from the cooler. A beer couldn’t hurt. Could steady his nerves. Brass ring. Last chance to grab it.


  He had to keep calm. If he could do this, he’d be set for life. Then he could split to California. Forget South Africa – he was never going back. He’d only moved to Johannesburg to work for the company, and that job was gone. He snorted. It’s not a job, it’s a malaria-ridden adventure. Screw Chira-Sayf and all its shiny promises.


  He’d never adapted to South Africa, even though Jo’burg looked like Dallas, and everybody spoke some kind of English, and he had a Porsche and a house with a maid and a cook and guard dogs and CCTV mounted behind the razor wire on the walls that surrounded his lush garden. And he’d had money, boo-coo bucks compared to what a materials technician made in the U.S. Until the boss pulled the plug.


  The boat accelerated through thick air. The sun hung fat and red above the water. Lesniak uncapped his Castle lager, tilted his head back, and drank.


  The beer was icy. Yes, he deserved this. This drink, this chance. The flask felt warm in his pocket. Brass ring.


  Why had the boss shut the project down? Only one answer made sense: He was getting rich out of it. Screw the employees, lay everybody off, while the fat cats slurped the cream.


  Yeah, Alec Shepard was keeping the technology, keeping the product for himself, and planning to sell it to God knows who. That’s how the rich operated.


  The river was huge – sinuous, half a mile wide, and running high. In the ripening sunset the water looked darker than blue, almost purple. He checked his watch. Ten minutes to rendezvous.


  He’d been here less than a day, taken a flight from Jo’burg to Lusaka and then a commuter hop down to Livingstone, Zambia’s tourist hot spot. He’d spent the night in a five-star lodge beside the river. Ignored all the activities on offer – wildlife safaris, African dance performances, whitewater rafting below Victoria Falls.


  Sat in his air-conditioned room watching ESPN on cable. March Madness, Kentucky vs. UCLA. He’d kept the blinds closed. Even ten thousand miles from California, smack in the center of southern Africa, he felt paranoid.


  When you renegotiate a deal to cut out the middleman, you’d better look over your shoulder.


  His contacts had chosen this spot for two reasons. First, because Livingstone and Mosi-O-Tunya National Park were full of European tourists, so a couple more white faces wouldn’t draw attention. Second, because this was a great place to smuggle something across a border.


  He’d come this far. He’d gotten the flask out of the lab and out of South Africa. Now he was about to make the transfer. He couldn’t mess this up.


  Sweat broke on his forehead. He was a big man, and the heat got to him. He wiped the handkerchief over his brow and drank the rest of the Castle in one go. Relax. When the meet went down he couldn’t look half-crazed. Looking jumpy would unmask him not only as an amateur, but as an easy mark.


  The breeze rippled the surface of the river, turning it silver. He raised the binoculars and scanned the southern shoreline. Near the high grass of the riverbank a canoe bobbed on the water. Locals, fishing. A pontoon boat was motoring upriver, a sunset booze cruise carrying sun burned Dutch and Japanese tourists, wealthy folks who were probably staying at the Victoria Falls Hotel over there in Zimbabwe. Beautiful, awful, fucked-up Zimbabwe, ruined by greed and egomaniacal cruelty. Screwed by – what did you call it? Politics.


  Politics, that’s what was close to ruining his future. He was a smart guy, everybody said so. He said it to himself every morning in the mirror: You’re smart. You matter. The project mattered. Killing it was criminal.


  But he was about to fix that. The company’s work wasn’t going to disappear down some black hole. He was going to make sure it got to people who could put it to good use. His payday would be a thank-you for services rendered.


  And handing it over in a broken country would ensure that nobody in the wider world took any notice.


  The sun glittered on the water. The river looked like a trail of mercury pouring across the vast green plain. What had the hotel brochure said – when the river was high like this, 150 million gallons of water spilled over the falls every minute? Incredible.


  He pulled another beer from the cooler. He had to stay chilled and show he had the balls for this. He tried to uncap the beer but the bottle opener chattered against the glass. Maybe the big Chevy engine was making it rattle, but he didn’t think so.


  Captain Wally put the boat into a sweeping turn toward the center of the river. Ahead, egrets flew from an island, blindingly white against the purple water and green shoreline. The sky above was the blue of glazed pottery.


  This was when most folks got the travelogue. Look, there’s a hippo. See that log? It’s no log, it’s a crocodile. But Lesniak had been specific: No talk. He’d paid for the ride.


  He’d paid extra for the stop they were going to make. He glanced again at his watch. In two minutes they should cross to the Zimbabwean side. He drank half the beer, getting ready.


  He was doing the right thing. This was important. Brass ring.


  As they skipped across the water he scanned the shoreline, seeing thick grass, acacia trees, a thin sandy beach. Downriver, another jet boat was racing in their direction.


  Straight at them, actually. Captain Wally eased back on the throttle.


  Lesniak frowned over his shoulder. ‘What’s going on?’


  Captain Wally smiled. ‘My cousin. Last week he borrowed sixty liters of fuel. Now he is repaying me.’


  The other boat turned in a broad arc, cutting a white wake across the river. Then it dropped to a crawl and settled low in the water. The skipper gave a languid wave. In the bow a passenger slouched beneath a baseball cap, arms crossed, a fishing rod at his side. He gazed at the southern shore, seemingly unperturbed by this time-out for family business. As if thinking: It’s Africa. Go with it. The boat pulled alongside and its skipper called out in Tonga. Captain Wally laughed. Lesniak raised the binoculars and scanned the shoreline again. Where was his contact?


  The boat rocked, and from the corner of his eye he saw Captain Wally’s first mate hop to the other boat to grab the fuel cans. He refocused the binoculars. There -ahead, a Nissan Pathfinder edged through the tall grass down to the beach. His heart began ringing like an alarm clock.


  The Pathfinder was muddy and had Zim tags. He felt a pang of disappointment. But what had he been expecting, diplomatic plates? Or fuzzy dice with an intelligence service logo hanging from the mirror?


  Something. He’d been hoping for some clue that told him who his contact really worked for. A U.S. or European agency, or the Israelis, or maybe some group farther east.


  The boat rocked again, and the hull reverberated as feet landed on the deck. More conversation in Tonga behind him. Forget the family gossip, skipper. Get going.


  The engine revved and the boat rose at the bow, moving sharply away from Captain Wally’s cousin. It headed straight down the center of the vast river.


  Lesniak turned. ‘Head for shore, that’s the guy…’


  The wind chattered against Lesniak’s shirt. The engine growled, deep and dirty. The boat bounded across the water.


  Captain Wally was no longer at the wheel. Captain Wally was no longer aboard. He and his crewman were on the cousin’s jet boat, which was fast receding into the distance.


  Standing at the wheel was the cousin’s passenger.


  Lesniak gripped his beer. It felt clammy. He felt clammy.


  ‘You?’ he said.


  The man at the wheel wore jeans and a black T-shirt and even blacker sunglasses. With the sunset glaring behind him, it was impossible to tell what he was looking at. Or whether he had eyes. He was lean and taut, his mouth grim in a sunburned face. He had removed his baseball cap. His copper-colored hair caught the sunlight.


  The boat cut smoothly through the swollen river. The wind and spray turned the sweat cold on Lesniak’s back.


  He saw the southern shore recede. He saw the Nissan Pathfinder flash past. Brass ring…


  ‘Where are you going?’ Lesniak said.


  The man held the throttles steady. Slowly his head clocked around until his sunglasses seemed to center on a spot between Lesniak’s eyes. The beer bottle slipped from Lesniak’s fingers, hit the deck, and rolled around, clinking.


  ‘I can explain,’ he said.


  The man spun the wheel and drove the boat toward a cluster of tiny islands. They left the open flow of violet water and swept into a narrow channel between islets knotted with trees. Egrets carpeted the branches like huge blossoms. The man cut the throttles back to idle. The boat settled lower in the water.


  The man stared at Lesniak. ‘Give it to me.’


  Lesniak’s chest rose and fell. White wings loomed all around. The smell of bird shit hit him so hard he gagged.


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  ‘We both know that’s not true. Give it to me.’


  Lesniak put the back of a hand to his nose. He felt his courage and self-assurance shrivel.


  He had never bothered to learn this man’s name.


  He knew him only as Rusty. That’s what they all called him – Rusty, the sheepdog. The herder. The babysitter. The hired hand, a glorified gofer, a guy who showed up when the bigwigs came to town. Somebody’s ne’er-do-well relative, he’d heard, who landed himself a cushy job nannying execs and tech geeks on corporate road trips.


  Wrong. This guy was no nanny. Why had Lesniak never noticed he was a mean and cold son of a bitch?


  ‘I don’t have it,’ he said.


  ‘The guard at the lab talked. I know you took it.’


  The boat swayed with the current. Rusty the sheepdog turned the wheel to keep it pointing downriver. ‘Who got to you?’


  Birds fluffed themselves in the trees. White wings everywhere, blank eyes, all watching, none seeing him. Lesniak’s lips pulled back, and he knew, horribly, he was smiling. Stop it, he told himself. You look like a fool. His left hand went reflexively to the pocket of his chinos, felt the contours of the flask. He couldn’t stop grinning. If he stopped, he’d burst into tears.


  This was his chance. He’d managed to get here with the product because of his sweat and ingenuity and willingness to take the risk. This was his brass ring.


  The boat slid beneath grasping branches. The air was thick and stinking. Beneath the rumble of the Chevy engine Lesniak heard a rushing sound. Maybe it was his own blood, trying to flee his veins.


  ‘Who hired you?’ the sheepdog said.


  He had to play this carefully. He cleared his throat. ‘Make me an offer.’


  Rusty’s sunglasses didn’t reflect the sunset. They were pure dark, carbon black, nothing there. He spoke slowly.


  ‘You have rained down grief on my head. So tell me who hired you, and then give it to me.’


  ‘What?’ Lesniak blinked. Grief? That wasn’t how you negotiated. ‘Seriously, make me an offer. I’m flexible.’


  Rusty goosed the throttles and lazed the wheel to the right. They cleared the bird islands and rejoined the main channel of the river. My God. The tourist brochures had said the Zambezi was a mile wide at this point, but he hadn’t pictured what that meant. The rushing sound was louder. Not his blood, but millions of tons of water roaring over rocks around another bend downriver.


  The wind felt like a cheese grater on Lesniak’s face. He wiped his hand across his upper lip. ‘An offer. I’m open. What I have, it’s uncut. Pure. Perfect clarity …’


  Rusty leaned down. Maybe he was grabbing a beer. Maybe this was all a joke.


  He came up with a hunting rifle.


  Of course he did. Back at the hotel, girls in bikinis were lounging poolside while waiters served them frosty drinks with pink umbrellas. But out here, every tour guide and his grandmother carried a hunting rifle, because they were cruising through the African bush along the shores of a goddamned game park.


  How could this be happening to him? He was a top-notch technician. He had an A.A. from DeVry. He played on the company softball team. He was a normal California guy who just wanted his BMW and a nice house in Los Gatos and some recognition and his freaking brass ring.


  Rusty pointed the barrel of the rifle at Lesniak’s chest. ‘You’ll give it to me right now, and then you’ll tell me who’s behind this.’


  The sheepdog had turned on his flock.


  Lesniak felt itchy. Felt naked. Saw the muzzle aimed at his heavy, sweating stomach. Say something. Be a man. ‘Or?’


  ‘Or you’ll give it to me.’ Rusty’s face was expressionless. ‘“Give” being loosely defined. Maybe involving free will on your part, maybe not. Your choice.’


  ‘You can’t kill me. Captain Wally saw you, and his first mate, and his cousin. They’re witnesses.’


  The barrel stayed level on his chest.


  The first hint of a whimper floated up Lesniak’s throat. Rusty had paid them off. Of course he had. The Zambians were men who made, what, two dollars a day? He’d probably bought them for the price of a Big Mac.


  And nobody knew Lesniak was here. He’d told people at work that he was flying to London for R&R before heading home to the Bay Area. At the hotel today he had told nobody he was taking a boat ride. And he’d given Captain Wally a fake name.


  Nobody would miss him for weeks.


  In the distance, the sound of rushing water rose to thunder. Lesniak glanced downriver. Beyond a tree-lined bend, mist boiled into the air, so thick it obscured the view. But his thoughts turned as clear as glass.


  Rusty the sheepdog had come here to take the flask. Maybe for himself, maybe for the CEO, maybe for one of the groups that would beggar themselves to buy what was in it.


  Whether Rusty shot Lesniak before he took it or after didn’t matter. The man was going to kill him.


  Lesniak lurched to the side of the boat and jumped.


  He belly-flopped, hard. The water engulfed him as if he’d been swallowed by a dragon. The current surged, hauling him along faster than he could have believed possible. Reflexively he opened his eyes and saw blue gloom. He flailed upward and broke the surface, gasping.


  The river, swollen from the summer’s rains, rolled him up and down as if he were a thorn stuck in the dragon’s chilly skin. The shore was a distant strip of green grass. He thrashed, struggling to keep his head above water as it swept him along.


  Ten yards to his left the boat was keeping pace with him.


  Oh, sweet Jesus. He kicked, feeling the flask bump his leg. His clothes and shoes dragged him down. The boat pulled alongside.


  ‘Give me your hand,’ Rusty said.


  ‘Don’t shoot me.’ A swell lifted him, and he saw a cluster of tiny islands ahead. Trees grew densely along their edges, branches dragging in the river.


  ‘Your hand,’ Rusty shouted.


  If he could get under the low-hanging branches, Rusty wouldn’t be able to reach him. Lesniak swam for it. He choked, ‘Shoot and the flask goes down with me.’


  ‘If you die, you’ll float. Long enough for me to retrieve your body,’ Rusty said. ‘Alive or dead, you’ll give me the stuff. It’s your choice.’


  A sob broke from Lesniak’s mouth.


  ‘Listen to me. I’ll swap. You give me the stuff, and I’ll give you the jet boat.’


  Lesniak windmilled his arms. In the fast-flowing water, the islands bobbed in and out of sight. If he could get in beneath the trees, he could hide.


  His arms were leaden, his lungs burning, water sloshing in his mouth. He coughed, looked ahead, saw waves, branches, a log. The islands drew closer.


  The log twitched its tail.


  He screamed. So much adrenaline dumped into his system that the sunset turned white. The tail switched back. The crocodile was floating directly ahead of him. Oh Jesus oh Jesus …


  He turned, wailing. The river poured him toward the croc.


  The boat pulled alongside. Rusty yelled, ‘Get aboard. Hurry’


  Lesniak slapped at the fiberglass hull and his hands slid off. Hysteria rose in his chest. The sound in his ears was Chevy engine and rushing water and his own panicked sobs. He clawed at the slick fiber-glass. He tried to dig his fingernails into the wet side of the boat.


  A hand clamped around his wrist. Rusty began to haul him up.


  Lesniak’s legs dragged in the water. He grabbed Rusty’s forearm. ‘Pull me out. Pull me out.’


  Rusty grunted with effort. ‘Grab the lip of the hull, not me.’


  Kicking wildly, Lesniak dug his nails into Rusty’s forearm. ‘Don’t drop me. The croc …’


  Straining, Rusty pulled Lesniak halfway out of the water. Lesniak’s feet propellered. He looked up, frantic, and saw blood running from Rusty’s forearm where his fingernails were clawing the man’s flesh.


  Oh, God. Rusty wasn’t big enough to pull him aboard. Lesniak outweighed him by forty pounds, easy. His panting increased. His feet were still in the water and oh God, the croc, the croc …


  The boat rolled and began to spin. Rusty slid toward him on the slippery deck. Lesniak screamed and tried to climb up Rusty’s arm.


  Rusty gasped, ‘Let go of my arm, grab the hull, and let me pull you –’


  ‘Help me!’ Lesniak screamed.


  Rusty grabbed Lesniak’s belt. Lesniak felt himself being pulled up – shoulders above the side, gut bumping the lip of the hull. He kicked helplessly, trying to worm both feet out of the water. The boat swung lazily around, rising and falling on the flow of the river. He grabbed at Rusty, clawed for his shirt, swiped a hand, and knocked the man’s sunglasses off his face. He had to get out of the water. He was crying, he heard himself, he couldn’t stop.


  Rusty groaned with effort. ‘Stop fighting me. You’ll pull me over and we’ll both drown.’


  Lesniak wriggled a knee over the top. His shoulders drooped back toward the waterline. They were spinning in a circle. His right foot was tingling. The croc, oh Christ, the jaws the teeth the hideous pain … He slid back down the hull. Rusty grabbed for him and got a hand on his pants pocket.


  The pocket ripped open. The flask fell out and landed on the deck.


  Lesniak stared at it. The boat continued its lazy spin. The flask glinted in the sun. Around the screw-top lid, he saw bubbles.


  Oh, shit.


  Bubbles were foaming from under the lid of the flask. The seal had broken.


  The boat rolled. The flask slid across the deck. No, no – if a wave swamped the boat the flask could be swept overboard. Lesniak let go of Rusty’s arm and reached for it. The flask was his future, everything important and good and brass fucking ring and -


  ‘I can’t hold you,’ Rusty shouted at him. ‘Hang on to the hull.’


  No way, not in a million years. Hang on and Rusty would grab it and he’d never get it back and everybody would find out and …


  The flask gleamed. He stretched, fingers grasping.


  The boat snapped into a roll. Lesniak lost his grip and fell like a punching bag back into the water.


  The current took him. He surfaced and spun around, frantic. He was moving fast again, clear of the little chain of islands. A huge roar rose in his ears. It wasn’t the engine anymore, but the water, the sound of water coursing over rocks in massive amounts.


  On the boat, Rusty had the flask. Struggling for balance as the boat spun, he tightened down the bubbling top and shoved it in the back pocket of his jeans.


  Lesniak stared, stunned. Rusty fought his way back to the controls of the speedboat. He wiped his bloody arm against his shirt, turned the wheel, and headed downriver. Fast. Straight at him.


  Hell, oh, no. With that huge Chevy engine and a fiberglass hull that would crack his head like a teacup. Lesniak turned and began a final, thrashing attempt to outswim it. The water swept him forward.


  He heard Rusty shouting at him. Heard ‘Stop,’ and ‘Don’t …’


  Terrified, he looked back over his shoulder. Without his sunglasses, Rusty’s eyes looked freakishly pale in the sunset. A flock of egrets sped low across the river behind him, white and graceful.


  The jet boat bore at him. Then Rusty spun the wheel. The boat went into a tight, arcing turn. It passed ten yards behind him, spewing white water in its wake, and turned upriver.


  Bobbing on the swift current, exhausted, Lesniak felt a knot in his throat. The guy was leaving. Thank God.


  Thank God, hell.


  Rusty had the flask. He had the stuff. Slick, all of it.


  The boat receded slowly, motor roaring. This was why it had the huge Chevy engine – it needed every single horsepower to fight the current here. The growl of the engine was hard to hear above the ever-louder rush of water over rocks.


  His heart leaped into overdrive. He spun. He was in the center of the river, coming around a broad bend at great speed, into the dusk, islands far away, riverbanks just a hint at either edge of his vision.


  He rose on a swell, like a body surfer, and saw ahead. His mouth opened.


  Riding like a fly on one hundred fifty million gallons of water, sweeping into a trough, he turned and started swimming upriver. Mouth open, eyes open, lungs busting. Feet heavy in his shoes, arms weak, he swam desperately, hearing the roar behind him. He saw the shore, low and green and immensely distant. He saw the red sunset shimmering on the slate surface of the water. He saw the mist rise overhead. Mosi-O-Tunya, they called it, the smoke that thunders, Victoria Falls. He felt himself pulled backward as the mighty Zambezi turned into a high dive, a mile-wide thrill ride, a blue dragon taking to the air and leaping off the cliff into the gorge. He tried to grab the water itself, to hold himself up, to stay here and not plunge toward the rocks three hundred fifty feet below. But though he screamed out to the river gods, nobody could stop him as he swept toward the edge.


  3


  Jo Beckett held her arms away from her sides and spread her feet. People eddied around her, staring briefly before they hurried on. Ten feet ahead, a cop stood with arms crossed. His radio scritched. Behind her she heard the snap of latex.


  ‘Don’t worry, these gloves are clean,’ the woman said. ‘Wider stance.’


  Jo complied. The woman pressed her spidery fingers up the inside of Jo’s thighs.


  The cop shifted his weight. ‘Come on, it’s an emergency.’


  Hands ran around Jo’s ribs, down her back, and across her rump.


  She forced herself not to flinch. ‘Just don’t tuck a dollar bill down the waistband of my jeans.’


  The woman’s hands paused, and she glared.


  Jo offered a contrite look. ‘Never mind – I’m a lousy dancer. I’d fall off the pole. Can I –’


  ‘A terrorist isn’t getting past me just because somebody claims to be in a hurry.’


  ‘She’s not a terrorist,’ the cop said. ‘She’s a doctor with the mobile crisis team.’


  Damn right, Jo wanted to tell the screener – maybe using one of the curses her grandfather had picked up in the Cairo backstreets of his childhood. But that, she decided, was a rotten idea.


  Airports, she thought, sucked like a bilge pump.


  San Francisco International was packed and noisy. The crowd bumped through the security line like cattle being prodded toward the chute at a stockyard. The checkpoint’s plastic bins banged against each other, sounding like a discordant drum line. A posse of screeners waved people forward, saying, Hurry up, move along. Show your boarding pass. Now show it again. Now show it to that screener. Jo knew redundant checks prevented slip-ups. But if this checkpoint had been a person, it would have obsessive-compulsive disorder. Defending against a previous threat, not anticipating the next one.


  Such as the possible situation at gate 94.


  Outside, a March storm pounded the Bay Area. Rain clouds rolled overhead, a nasty jumble of gray and black. A cold wind scoured the runways.


  The screener lowered her hands. ‘You’re clear.’ Her tone implied, For now, girly.


  Jo hurriedly reclaimed her earrings, and belt, and Doc Martens, and her necklace with the Coptic cross, and her satchel, and her dignity. She suspected that airports were either a psych experiment in mass humiliation or a conspiracy to drive the traveling public insane. Possibly both. Shoes off, lab rats. Aggravating, isn’t it? Here, have some Xanax.


  The airport cop, Darren Paterson, wore an apologetic look. He was baby-faced African-American, wearing a uniform that fit him like Glad Wrap.


  ‘Sorry about that,’ he said.


  She tied her Doc Martens. ‘No problem. My service said you’re looking for a psych eval on a passenger who came in on a flight from London. You think he needs to be fifty-one fiftied?’


  ‘That’s what you need to tell us.’


  Section 5150: involuntary commitment. As a psychiatrist, Jo had the authority to send people to a custodial psychiatric facility for seventy-two hours.


  She only got calls like this if the police thought someone was dangerous to himself or others. But usually the cops themselves took people into custody under section 5150 and transported them to an E.R. for psychiatric evaluation. Maybe the airline had requested medical personnel. Maybe Paterson wanted experienced backup – he looked so young that she suspected he was a rookie. Maybe something truly bizarre was going on. In any case, when her service buzzed her she’d been two minutes from the terminal, and the authorities had decided against waiting for the rest of the crisis team to arrive.


  ‘Glad you were in the vicinity,’ Paterson said.


  ‘You lucked out. I was dropping my brother off for a flight to Los Angeles.’ She walked with Paterson along the concourse. ‘What happened?’


  ‘Ian Kanan arrived on a Virgin Atlantic flight from Heathrow. Became confused and combative when the plane landed. He’s barricaded himself aboard.’


  The terminal echoed with the roar of jet engines. Rain slashed against the plate-glass windows.


  ‘“Confused and combative,” but you didn’t arrest him. What exactly did Kanan do?’ Jo said.


  ‘When they touched down he jumped out of his seat and tried to open the emergency exit.’


  ‘With the plane still rolling?’


  ‘Two male passengers tackled him. Flight attendants say Kanan threw them off like they were made of papiermâché. Apparently he fought like a maniac.’


  ‘In what way?’


  He glanced at her. ‘As in crazy.’


  She smiled briefly. ‘Most people see bizarre behavior and think, Nuts, or not nuts? Psychiatrists think, How nuts, and what kind?’


  They reached the gate. Down the Jetway, a clot of airline personnel huddled inside the open door of the airliner. They looked at Jo with a mixture of relief and bemusement, as if thinking, A shrink? Talk him off the plane – yeah, that’ll do it.


  The captain stood in the cockpit doorway. ‘Get him off my aircraft.’


  Officer Paterson pointed down the aisle. ‘He’s in economy.’


  Jo said, ‘No wonder he went berserk.’


  The flight attendants turned to her. Jo put up a hand. ‘Kidding.’


  She looked down the empty length of the jet. More airline staff and another police officer hovered near the galley.


  You never knew what you were going to get in these situations. Catatonia. Religious mania. A bad drug trip. Drunkenness or a violent psychotic episode. A guy trying to detonate his shoes.


  She had no time to take a complete history on Ian Kanan. But the two passengers who subdued him had remained aboard the plane. Ron Gingrich was a tough-looking fifty-five with a gray ponytail and Grateful Dead shirt. Jared Ely was in his twenties, wearing a black T-shirt, green Crocs, and a surfeit of nervous energy.


  ‘Tell me what happened,’ Jo said.


  Gingrich smoothed his goatee. ‘We landed hard. Crosswind; it felt like we were coming in sideways. Hit with a whump, and people were like, Whoa. The plane was rattling real loud. Couple overhead compartments fell open. Then this guy’ – he pointed toward the back of the plane – ‘comes tearing up the aisle. He jumps over the woman sitting in the exit row and starts ripping open the emergency door.’


  Ely nodded. ‘It looked like he knew exactly what he was doing.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ Jo said.


  Ely’s gaze was sharp and thoughtful. ‘He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t stop to read the instructions on the door. He got straight to business, like he’d done it before.’


  Jo nodded. ‘Then what?’


  ‘We grabbed him.’


  ‘Spur of the moment,’ Gingrich said. ‘We just moved. I tell you, the guy fought like a demon. But two against one, we overpowered him.’


  ‘Did he say anything?’ Jo said.


  Gingrich nodded. ‘Oh, yeah. Crystal clear.’


  Ely said, ‘He kept telling us we were crazy.’


  Jo turned to the flight attendants. ‘How was Kanan during the flight?’


  ‘A zombie,’ said a young blonde. ‘He didn’t read, didn’t watch the movies, didn’t even watch the air map. Didn’t eat. He sat there.’


  ‘Did he drink?’ Jo said.


  ‘No.’


  ‘You sure?’


  The young woman’s name tag read STEF NIVESEN. Her face turned wry. ‘We flew in from the U.K. Everybody drank. Except him.’


  ‘Did you see him take any medication?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Where’s his carry-on?’


  The flight attendants had taken Kanan’s backpack to the first-class galley. Jo poked through it, seeing a laptop, finding no drugs or alcohol. She did find Kanan’s passport and itinerary. She scanned them and handed both to Paterson.


  ‘He didn’t come from London. He came from South Africa and changed planes at Heathrow.’


  ‘Does that matter?’ Paterson said.


  ‘Maybe.’ Jo looked down the length of the plane. ‘Come on.’


  Paterson led her down the aisle. The crowd near the galley stepped aside. The second cop, Chad Weigel, was standing outside the door of the lav.


  He raised his hand to knock but Jo said, ‘Hang on.’ She turned to the flight attendants. ‘Did you unlock the door yourselves and try to get him out?’


  ‘Twice,’ said a British flight attendant whose name tag read CHARLOTTE THORNE. ‘The first time, he braced himself against the door so we couldn’t push it inward. He also told us to get the hell back. The second time, he didn’t say anything. It seemed he was slumped against the door.’


  ‘Unconscious?’ Jo said, thinking, Drugs, drunk, sick? The flight attendant shrugged. ‘He didn’t respond.’ Officer Paterson said, ‘What do you think?’


  ‘Let’s find out.’ Jo knocked on the door. ‘Mr Kanan?’ She heard water running in the sink. She and Paterson exchanged a look.


  The door opened. The man inside turned to step out, saw her, and stopped dead.


  Ian Kanan was in his midthirties, five-ten, white. From the back, wearing a coat, he would have seemed unexceptional. Face-to-face with him, Jo saw the way his denim shirt ran tight across his shoulders. She saw the self-awareness that ran head to toe. She saw scratches, deep ones, on his left wrist. He was lean and whippy. His hair was short and rusty brown, the color of iron ore. His eyes were the palest blue she had ever seen.


  Almost colorless, and bright, like a seam of ancient ice. Jo felt as though she were staring into a crevasse.


  ‘Excuse me,’ he said and stepped out the door.


  He saw the people gathered in the aisle, all staring at him. His eyes went to Officer Paterson and to the gun holstered on Paterson’s belt.


  ‘What’s going on?’ he said.


  ‘Mr Kanan, are you all right?’ Jo said.


  He glanced out the windows. The gray sky churned and rain blew across the view. His eyes clicked to the aisle. The empty jet. The term escape plan ran through Jo’s mind.


  His eyes clicked back to her. ‘I wasn’t feeling well.’


  A fully formed sentence, pronounced clearly, in response to her question. That was promising. His gaze was acute, but Jo sensed something else behind it – tightly controlled confusion. Paterson’s hand hovered near his weapon.


  ‘I’m Dr Beckett. Can you tell me why you don’t want to get off the plane?’


  ‘I’ll get off the plane. Why wouldn’t I?’ he said.


  Everybody stared at him.


  ‘Is there a problem?’ he said. His eyes said something else entirely. His eyes said, Big problem.


  ‘I’d like to talk to you. Shall we do that in the terminal?’ Jo said.


  ‘Talk? Why?’ Kanan said.


  In her peripheral vision, Jo saw Officer Weigel shake his head. He said, ‘Because you blockaded yourself in the bathroom for an hour and –’


  Jo put up a hand. Kanan’s face was dead still. His pupils looked normal size, equal and reactive. She couldn’t smell alcohol on him. He wasn’t weaving, shaking, or slurring his words. And yet she sensed that something was very wrong. Again he glanced around the jet. He seemed unsettled by the fact that it was empty.


  ‘You’re the last off,’ she said. ‘The crew needs to shut down the plane. Let’s talk in the terminal.’


  He looked her up and down, a slow glance. ‘Sure.’


  The police officers bracketed him up the aisle, Weigel ahead, Paterson behind. Following a few yards back, Jo saw how Kanan’s hands hung loose at his sides. It seemed casual, but the way he held himself reminded her of a gunslinger. When they passed the emergency exit row, he saw the partially opened door. He frowned at it, his head clocking around as he walked.


  ‘Why’s the exit open?’ he said.


  Jo could have sworn the temperature dropped ten degrees. Kanan kept walking. Ahead stood the two men who had tackled him. Kanan picked up his pace. Abruptly he reached into his back pocket.


  Officer Paterson said, ‘Hey.’


  Kanan ignored him, and then it was too late. By the time he pulled out a cell phone, Paterson was on him.


  Paterson was fast. Kanan was faster. He spun, grabbed Paterson’s hand, smashed his elbow, and drove the cop to his knees.


  Paterson cried out. The British flight attendant said, ‘Bloody hell.’ Up the aisle, Officer Weigel turned around.


  For a fraction of a second Kanan’s face was ferocious.


  He stared down at Paterson. Then confusion seemed to sweep over him again.


  ‘What… ?’


  Kanan gazed at Paterson with horror. Behind him, Officer Weigel unsnapped a holster and charged.


  Jo put out her hands. ‘Wait –’


  Weigel drew a Taser. ‘Doc, get back.’


  He fired. The darts hit. Kanan jerked rigid.


  Paterson broke free. Kanan stood motionless. And, so quick Jo barely sensed what was coming, Kanan’s hands drew upward and turned in, as if he were cringing. They drew into balls against his chest. His eyes blanked. His gaze rolled sideways, and then his head followed, slowly, turning to the left as though pulled in a circle by a weird magnet. Paterson stumbled to his feet and charged.


  ‘Don’t!’ Jo shouted.


  She was too late. Paterson tackled Kanan, who went down like a tree.


  Jo ran toward them. ‘Officer, stop. No.’


  Paterson was wrestling Kanan. ‘Face down.’


  Kanan didn’t respond. He continued rolling leftward, hands clenched to his chest, face pressed against the floor.


  ‘Hands behind your back,’ Paterson said breathlessly.


  Jo grabbed Paterson by the shoulders. ‘Stop. He’s having a seizure.’


  ‘He’s resisting.’ Paterson grunted, straining to pull Kanan’s hands down.


  ‘Officer, he’s seizing,’ Jo said. ‘Get off. Move.’


  Kanan wasn’t jerking or flailing or beating his head against the floor. He was simply gone, into a realm where bright lines flared at the corners of his vision and a panoply of color spun across the mind. He kept turning. ‘Partial seizure,’ Jo said. ‘Get off him. Now.’
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  Kanan lay in the aisle of the jet, turning as if on a rotisserie. Jo tried to pull Paterson away from him.


  ‘Call the paramedics,’ she said.


  Officer Weigel loomed over them, Taser in his hand. ‘He got a hundred thousand volts. He’ll come out of it.’


  ‘The Taser may have triggered the seizure, but something else is wrong with him. Officer Paterson, let go.’


  Paterson relented. Jo knelt at Kanan’s side, fear pouring down her back like cold water. She wasn’t a trauma doc. She was a forensic psychiatrist. In her line of work the crisis cases never presented medical emergencies. Her crisis cases were already dead.


  She shook it off, telling herself: Go through it step by step. First, ABC. Airway, breathing, circulation. She checked that Kanan was breathing and had a pulse. Then she stripped off her sweater, rolled it up, and tucked it under his head. Heat was pouring off his skin.


  ‘Paramedics and an ambulance. Call them,’ she said.


  ‘You’re not going to section him?’ Paterson said.


  ‘No. I’m getting him to an E.R.’


  Paterson got on the radio. Jo checked Kanan’s face and head for fractures and lacerations. The only cuts she could see were the gouges on his forearm. She avoided touching them and began to wish she’d brought latex gloves. In the aisle she spied his cell phone. She picked it up. Looked at dialed calls – an area code 415 number, about forty-seven times.


  Like an ebbing wave, the seizure subsided. Kanan stopped turning and lay limp on the floor. His eyes closed and opened again. Above Jo, Paterson’s radio leaked static.


  She put a hand on Kanan’s shoulder. ‘Mr Kanan? Ian?’


  She heard the clink of handcuffs being removed from a utility belt.


  ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘He has a head injury. Where are the paramedics?’


  ‘On their way,’ Paterson said. ‘He assaulted a police officer. He needs to be restrained.’


  ‘You’re not going to arrest him.’


  ‘That’s not your call. Sectioning him is. You going to do that?’


  Kanan shifted. ‘What’s … am – river’s too …’


  ‘Ian,’ Jo said.


  ‘All wrong it’s …’ He looked at her as though seeing her through a distorted video link. ‘Slick it’s too … falls – misty it’s…’ He blinked and grabbed Jo’s arm. ‘Get you.’


  He began breathing rapidly. Jo took his pulse. One forty-eight.


  ‘Is anybody here to meet you?’ she said. He was wearing a wedding ring. ‘Is your wife picking you up?’


  His gaze sparked, as though her voice had lit a fuse in his brain. His eyes rolled back to whites and his lips parted. Beneath Jo’s hand his body tensed.


  He convulsed. This time the seizure was grand mal.


  The ambulance rolled north through the rain on 101, its siren shooing traffic out of its way. Kanan lay strapped to a gurney, unresponsive. Jo sat by his shoulder. The paramedic kept her balance as the vehicle took a curve. She called Kanan’s name and flashed a penlight in his eyes.


  Officer Paterson lurked by the back doors, baby face puckering with suspicion. His left hand ran back and forth over the handcuffs on his utility belt.


  Jo shook her head at him. ‘You can’t cuff a seizure patient.’


  ‘One hand to the stretcher.’


  ‘No. We need to be able to maneuver him. If he vomits we have to keep him from inhaling it, or he could die.’


  ‘He’s a loose cannon. And he’s going to be under arrest,’ Paterson said.


  ‘If you think you can Mirandize him in this condition, you’re the one who needs sectioning.’


  Kanan groaned. The paramedic said, ‘Ian, can you hear me?’


  A gust of wind whistled over the ambulance and flung rain across the windows. Kanan’s eyes woozed open.


  Jo took his hand. ‘What’s your name?’


  He blinked as though trying to focus. ‘Ian Kanan.’


  His gaze cleared. His pupils were equal, reactive to light, and had a wolfish glow. Jo felt a prickle along the back of her neck.


  On the jetliner, Kanan had dropped Paterson to his knees with the speed of a train wreck. Despite her spirited defense of him, Jo didn’t want Kanan to do worse to anybody in the ambulance.


  ‘You had a seizure. Lie still,’ she said.


  ‘I what?’


  ‘Do you have epilepsy?’


  He frowned. ‘That’s a crazy question.’


  Jo was board-certified in both psychiatry and neurology, but as a forensic psychiatrist, her work dealt almost exclusively with history. When the police or medical examiner couldn’t determine why somebody had died, they called her to perform a psychological autopsy on the victim. She spent her days deciphering the countless ways the pressures of the world could end a person’s life.


  Now she had a live case, a man with a huge and unidentified problem, who she sensed might turn on her at any moment.


  ‘Do you recall hitting your head?’ she said.


  ‘No.’ Hands on his jeans pockets. ‘Where’s my phone?’


  ‘I have it.’


  ‘I need to make a call.’ His gaze zinged to Jo. ‘You’re American? Did the embassy send you?’ He looked around the ambulance and his face tightened with alarm. ‘Where am I?’


  ‘On your way to San Francisco General Hospital. Are you on medication?’


  ‘No. San Francisco?’ He tried to sit up. ‘Who are you?’


  ‘Dr Beckett.’ She pressed a hand on his chest. ‘You were in southern Africa. Are you taking antimalarial drugs?’


  ‘Quinine? Sure – Tanqueray and tonic.’


  ‘Lariam?’


  Lariam could have severe side effects, including seizures and psychosis.


  ‘No,’ he said.


  ‘What were you doing in South Africa?’


  His pale eyes looked eerie. She couldn’t tell why he hesitated. But whether he was confused or calculating, it took him ten full seconds to say, ‘Business trip.’


  The wind rattled the ambulance and a burst of rain sprayed the window. Jo didn’t tell Kanan the two reasons they were heading to San Francisco General – it was the area’s only level-one trauma center and San Francisco’s designated evaluation facility for patients placed on psychiatric hold. Kanan glanced around. His gaze reached Officer Paterson and stuck.


  Jaw tightening, he lurched against the straps on the gurney. ‘My family. Did something –’


  ‘Hey’ Paterson moved instantly to Kanan’s side. The paramedic pressed Kanan back against the pillow.


  Jo put a hand on his arm. ‘What about your family, Mr Kanan?’


  For a second he looked fearfully bewildered. Then he blinked and forcibly slowed his breathing. ‘What happened to me?’ He looked at Paterson. ‘Am I under arrest?’


  Paterson said, ‘Not yet. But you wanted to get off your flight so bad, you tried to jump out while the plane was rolling.’


  ‘Did we crash?’ He looked around the ambulance. ‘Did the plane go down?’


  Jo gazed at him, puzzled. In the space of two minutes Kanan had gone from unconscious to intensely alert, articulate, strong, and confused.


  ‘Mr Kanan –’


  ‘Ian.’


  ‘Ian, I’m a psychiatrist. The police called me to the airport to evaluate you because –’


  ‘You think I’m nuts?’


  ‘I think you have a head injury.’


  He stared at her for a long moment. A look of pain, and understanding, seemed to jolt him. His breathing became choppy. ‘They’ll say it’s self-inflicted.’


  The cold trickle ran down Jo’s back again. ‘Your injury?’


  ‘It’s over, isn’t it? I failed.’


  ‘Failed at what?’


  He squeezed his eyes shut. For a second, Jo thought he was fighting back tears. Paterson’s radio guttered. The sound caught Kanan’s ear. He opened his eyes and looked at the young cop. And as Jo watched, Kanan’s face relaxed. He blinked, breathed deeply, and turned to her, eyes shining and untroubled.


  ‘Hey. What’s going on?’


  ‘We’re taking you to the hospital.’


  Puzzlement. ‘Why?’


  Slowly, Jo said, ‘Do you recall what I told you a minute ago?’


  ‘No. Who are you?’


  The paramedic wrapped her stethoscope around her neck. ‘Man.’


  Paterson braced his hand against the wall of the ambulance. ‘What is it?’


  Jo felt grim. ‘Amnesia.’


  She looked at Kanan, thinking, And not the good kind.


  Seth sat on the floor with his back against the frame of his bed. He was quiet. He’d been quiet for days. The men had told him to keep his mouth shut.


  But inside, his mind was full of noise, like feedback from an amplifier. Because he hadn’t kept his mouth shut when the men dragged him into the park. He had talked. He’d told them about his dad.


  His stomach hurt. It hurt like a fist was squeezing it, a fist made of wire. He wrapped his arms around his shins and put his head down on his knees.


  My dad’s gone and you’ll never catch up with him. He’s in the Middle fucking East and if you think you …


  He’d said it to scare them. So they’d know his dad wasn’t like some tour guide who herded people around on vacation. He was a mean mofo who could take on the Middle East, alone. But why had he said it? Why why why …


  The room was dim and the floor was hard. That was okay – he wanted it that way, preferred the hard floor to the creaking bed. The hard floor forced him to stay alert, kept him thinking.


  What was he going to do? The men – the human hot dog and the brick with acne and the Mickey Mouse rapper – had told him the consequences of not keeping his mouth shut. Of trying to tell anybody at all. They’d been specific and elaborate. We’ll demonstrate on your dog. Then we’ll do it to your mom.


  He squeezed his eyes closed and put his hands over his ears, trying to shut out the memory.


  Whiskey was okay for now. Seth heard the dog in the kitchen, lapping water from the bowl. But Whiskey wasn’t safe, and neither was Seth’s mom. The men had Seth where they wanted him. And they could get to him without warning, at any moment.


  The wire fist tightened around his stomach and then grabbed his throat. He had to do something. He had to figure a way out. But how? He was trapped.


  Neurologist Rick Simioni found Jo in the hospital hallway. His face was
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