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To my father
 Thank you for the music.
  And to Joan
  Thank you for taking care of my father.









Success breeds complacency. Complacency breeds failure. Only the paranoid survive.


Andrew Grove, founder, Intel Corporation
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Sydney Fitzpatrick eyed the bottle of scotch, watched the bartender pour the amber liquid into her glass, and wondered how much of it she’d have to drink to forget it had been twenty years since her father had been killed.


“Leave the bottle,” she told the bartender.


“Don’t think so.”


“You’re only going to have to come back.”


“Maybe,” he said, returning the whiskey to its place among the other bottles, all backlit, shining, each advertising its own brand of panacea.


All false advertising, she thought, finishing her second shot. She would’ve ordered a third—except her cell phone started vibrating an alert.


Only one sort of call comes in at one in the morning, never mind that Sydney recognized the number: her boss, Dave Dixon. “Fitzpatrick,” she announced into the phone. “And I’m supposed to have the day off.”


“Day being the operative word. It’s dark out, which makes it night, which you didn’t request off.”


“And I’ve been drinking.”


“Since when do you drink?”



“Since an hour ago,” she said, and let him wonder.


Apparently he didn’t wonder long. “We need you down here. A Seven matter,” he said, giving the Bureau program designator for initiating a kidnap investigation.


Her stomach knotted. She did not need this. Not tonight.


“Did you hear me, Fitzpatrick? Got a kidnap-rape.”


“You assigning me the case?”


“No. Just a sketch.”


Sydney eyed the bottle of whiskey that seemed to beckon, thinking that even on a good day it was hard enough to interview victims for drawings, hard to get past the mental exhaustion of being inside her victims’ heads, knowing the pain and terror they felt…


Maybe she should tell Dixon no, but that would require an explanation, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to go into that. It wasn’t that Dixon didn’t know her history. They’d worked together in D.C., used to be friends, at least up until he was promoted and all friendships were checked at the door. The last thing Sydney wanted was for him to worry about her. “I’m just a few blocks away. I’ll be right there.”


She took some money out of her wallet, paid for her drinks, then walked to the door and opened it. What had been a light sprinkle when she’d left her car at home that October night to drink herself into oblivion, had now turned into a heavy downpour that hammered the sidewalk with a deafening blast. And lucky her, not a cab in sight.


With no umbrella, she’d be soaked, and she was tempted to see if the rain might slow. But then she thought of the waiting that her victim had already endured. In the grand scheme of things, getting wet was the least of her worries, and she stepped out into the driving rain. She hadn’t walked more than half a block when the odd feeling of being watched came over her. She stopped, turned, eyed the street up and down, saw nothing but a few parked cars, seemingly unoccupied. Across the street, a couple of women huddled beneath an overhang, smoking a cigarette. Other than that, the streets seemed deserted.


Hearing nothing but the rain, the water sluicing down the gutters into the storm drains, she pulled her coat tighter against the autumn chill. But the farther she walked, the stronger the feeling came that she was being followed. It’s only your imagination, she told herself. Even so, she quickened her pace and pressed her right elbow into her hip, wanting to feel the reassuring presence of her holstered Glock—then remembered she’d left it in her desk drawer.


She normally carried the damned thing night and day, but she’d intended to spend the night drinking in a vain attempt to erase not only the anniversary of her father’s murder, but also the bitter fight she’d had with her mother over her plans for the upcoming day. It was the same fight they’d had last year and the two years before that. At thirty-three years old, a girl should be able to make up her own damned mind on how she spent her day. Her mother had nothing to do with this, she thought, as a movement caught her eye. Definitely someone back there. She doubled her pace, didn’t get far, when a man stepped out in front of her, blocked her path.


She jumped back, her pulse slamming in her veins. The man towered a good eight inches over her, his craggy face barely visible beneath his knit cap and a scarf wrapped around his neck and mouth. A sharp smell of body odor, unwashed clothes, wet, stale, and sour, assaulted her nose.


“Got some change?” he asked, opening his hand, palm up. His other was shoved in the pocket of an army coat, ragged, buttons dangling, held closed with another scarf tied around his waist.


Recognition hit her. Private Cooper was a regular on this block, chased off by the cops on a continual basis, only to return the moment they left. Right now she was grateful for his presence. “Yeah,” she said, digging into her purse. She handed him a few bills, then looked back, saw a figure darting into the shadows. Someone was following her, no doubt. The federal building was only two blocks away, and she crossed to the other side of the street, where the building facades were more modern, better lit. If whoever it was thought she was going to be an easy mark, he’d have to come out and get her.


A few minutes later, she waved her access identification across the pad, punched in her code, and with one last look behind her, entered the door of the San Francisco FBI field office. A purse snatcher had been hitting women in the area for a couple of weeks now, and she wondered if that was who’d been tailing her. Not that she could offer any description, she thought, walking down the hall to her office.


Supervisory Special Agent Dave Dixon was talking on the phone when she reached her desk. He was a good supervisor, one who spoke his mind, whether it was politically correct or not. Like the time he told her that dumping her fiancé, also an FBI agent, was the smartest thing she’d done all year, and that transferring from Washington, D.C., to the San Francisco office was her next smartest move. The fiancé thing, Sydney was sure about; the move to the city, she wasn’t so sure. Too many memories.


Dixon was still talking, and Sydney shrugged out of her sopping overcoat, then stopped to listen to her voice mail while she waited for him. The first message happened to be from her thank-God-he’s-her-ex-fiancé, Scotty Ryan. “Hey, Syd. I know. I promised. But this isn’t about us this time. It’s important. Call me. No matter the hour.” She’d get right on that. Not. Erasing it, she listened to the next. “This is Officer Kim Glynnis, Hill City PD. I was, uh, hoping to come by and talk to you about a case. A possible sketch on a Jane Doe. I work midnights, so if I don’t answer, leave a message.” Hill City PD was a small department in the South Bay, and Sydney jotted down the number, just as Dixon walked out of his office.


“You look like a drowned rat,” he said, eyeing her.


“Yeah, well, I was shooting for the drunk-drowned-rat look, but I answered my cell phone. What’s going on?”


“We were notified by SFPD about a kidnapping. Said they took it as far as they could and wanted us to take it from here. According to preliminary reports, our victim, Tara Brown, was kidnapped out of Reno, raped numerous times on the Nevada side, driven to California and raped again. She’s pretty banged up. Stabbed, then dumped at Golden Gate Park. Smart kid, though. Pretended she was dead, and I’m thinking that’s what saved her. She’s out at General right now.”



Sydney went to her desk, unlocked it, and picked up her leather case with her credentials, better known as “creds” in Bureau-speak. Just her luck, Dixon glanced over, saw her gun in the drawer. He gave her a hard glare. “Why aren’t you armed?”


“I was out drinking.”


“God granted you the power to carry. Do it.”


“Actually it was J. Edgar Hoover.”


“Same thing. Put it on.” Dixon didn’t believe in unarmed agents. But he’d always been a Bureau man. She’d started off as a cop, and cops weren’t supposed to drink and wear firearms, though Sydney was probably the only cop who thought so. But that was one of her quirks; she followed rules. After her scare tonight, she was going to have to rethink the whole unarmed-while-drinking thing, she thought, as she strapped on her pistol, picked up her gold shield, and tucked her creds securely inside her back pocket. She grabbed the briefcase next to her desk, the one that contained her traveling art studio used for forensic drawings and suspect sketches. San Francisco PD had their own police artist, but this case was no longer theirs. It belonged to the Bureau now, and Sydney was the resident artist.


“Ready,” she said. Everything in hand, she looked around to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything.


Dixon eyed her, his brows raised.


“What?” she asked.


“Drowned rat?”


“Does it work for me? Or make me look fat?”


“You couldn’t ask me that before you put on your gun?”


“You are such a chicken.”


“Yeah, yeah. Heard it before from my wife, who, if anyone inquires, looks like a supermodel,” he said, pulling his car keys from his pocket. He eyed her, thoughtful. Since she tended to be reserved at work, he was no doubt noticing. “Just how much have you had to drink?”


“Not nearly enough. Give me two minutes. I’ll meet you downstairs.”


Sydney took her things into the restroom; combed her soaked, shoulder-length brown hair into a ponytail; wiped the rain-smeared mascara from beneath her eyes; decided she looked presentable. After popping a mint, she met Dixon in the parking garage. By the time they left, the rain had finally stopped, and she hoped it wouldn’t return for the night. The hospital’s parking lot was filled to capacity, and they had to drive around a couple of times in search of a parking space, since those reserved for law enforcement were full. Busy night. As usual.


“Over there.” Sydney pointed toward the glow of red brake lights at the far end of the lot, as someone began to back up.


Dixon pulled around, and when it was apparent some guy in a red Ford Tempo was already headed for the same spot, Dixon gunned it a bit harder, winning the space by a matter of seconds. “That’s why they spend the big bucks on driver training at the academy,” he said, angling in.


“Dang. And I thought it was to teach you how not to spill your coffee on high-speed chases.” She stepped out of the car, then opened the back door to retrieve her briefcase.


“Asshole!”


Sydney glanced up, saw the red Ford Tempo, the driver shoving his hand out the open window, his middle finger pointed skyward. Jerk, she thought looking past him to the next row over, where a newer model white delivery utility truck cruised slowly. The driver wore a yellow ball cap, pulled low, and even though Sydney couldn’t see his eyes, she had the distinct feeling he was looking right at her.


Maybe it was just the totality of the day, but it was the same feeling she’d had when she’d left the bar, and thought someone was watching her then. She slammed the car door, telling herself that she was imagining things. It was a hospital parking lot. No one was watching her.


No one but Mr. Ford Tempo, who apparently wasn’t done with them. He put his car in reverse, backed up, flipped them off again, then gunned it out of there to the far side of the lot.


Dixon shook his head. “Can’t believe the manners on people these days.”


“Sort of like your manners stealing the guy’s parking space?” she said, hefting her briefcase, then pulling her jacket closed against the wind.


“Details,” Dixon said, and they walked up to the emergency room doors.


Their victim, a young girl, maybe eighteen, had been moved to a single-bed room. The strawberry-blond hair above her right temple was shaved; the staples that held her scalp shut glittered in the fluorescent light. Her face was a mosaic of black and purple splotches, her cheeks swollen. Tomorrow it would be worse.


Sydney set down her briefcase, while Dixon quietly approached the girl, who didn’t open her eyes. “Tara?” he whispered.


Tara took a deep breath, but didn’t respond, and Sydney knew she was trying to gather the strength to go on with this, to talk to the cops. It was the part Sydney hated, making them relive the events, but without it, without walking them back through the crime, some of the finer details and memories would be lost.


While Dixon got all the preliminary questions out of the way, Sydney leaned against the wall and shoved her hands in the pockets of her coat, concentrating on the smell of antiseptic wash, trying to forget what day it was tomorrow, trying but failing. All the while, Dixon spoke quietly, urging Tara to talk to them, to cooperate. His voice was soft, soothing, and Sydney glanced out the window into the parking lot below, letting her thoughts drift. She was a million miles away from the dim hospital room, when somewhere in her conscious mind, she realized she saw a man wearing a yellow ball cap walking in the shadows of the parking lot. Though he did nothing that shouted he was a threat, her gut told her something was up, perhaps because he wasn’t walking toward the ER, but away from it. Sydney scanned the parking lot, looking for accomplices. She saw none. What she did see was that damned white utility truck, parked illegally near a delivery door. Who the hell made deliveries at two in the morning? The next guess was a logical conclusion, because of that feeling of being watched, that he was making his way to their car. Maybe he hadn’t been watching her, just the vehicle, finding a mark that looked like they’d be inside for a while.


She glanced over at Dixon. He was still talking to the victim, trying to get some basic information.


“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, walking up to him, putting her hand on his shoulder and squeezing hard enough for him to know she was doing anything but what she was telling him. “I really need to get some fresh air.”


He looked up at her, his brows raised, but he nodded, and she gave a gentle smile to their victim, something she hoped would alleviate any fears. Tara Brown was supposed to be safe here. Last thing Sydney wanted to do was announce that she was going after a suspicious person in the parking lot, something she was sure would shatter any semblance of peace the girl had left.


She walked out, heard Dixon quietly say, “I’ll be right back,” and a moment later, he followed.


“What’s up?”


“Not sure if you noticed that guy in the white truck. Maybe it’s nothing, but my gut tells me he’s set his sights on your car.”


“That’s all we need,” he said, glancing back toward the room.


“I’ll grab someone before I go out. You stay with her, tell her I went for coffee or something.”


“Be careful. And make it quick.”


Sydney took the elevator down, walked through the emergency room, and stopped the first cops she saw. They were guarding a drunk who had apparently fallen and needed stitches. She flipped open her credentials, said, “One of you feel like chasing down someone with me in the parking lot?”


The two officers looked at each other, and the taller nodded. “I can go. What’d you have?”


“At the moment, nothing more than a feeling this guy doesn’t belong in the parking lot,” she said, as they both strode out the ER doors. The SFPD officer introduced himself as Bryan Harper, and they shook hands. “Sydney Fitzpatrick. Nice to meet you.” She quickly told him what she saw from her victim’s hospital room that overlooked the parking lot. “Maybe it’s nothing,” she said, as they walked down the ramp, “but it’s my boss’s car, and he’d like to keep the windows intact.”


“You get points for that?”


“I hope so,” she said, slowing him when they reached the aisle where Dixon’s car was parked. They could see the top of the guy’s head, or rather the top of his yellow ball cap just over the row of cars, and then he ducked down; perhaps had seen them come out. That itself told her it was more than nothing.


They moved out of plain sight, sidling along the row of parked vehicles. At one point, the suspect looked up, and she had to duck between two sedans. Harper motioned that he was going to parallel on the next aisle over. When he was in position, he pointed, and they started moving forward.


The suspect skirted to the opposite side of Dixon’s car, and they froze. He was facing them, but apparently they weren’t his focus, since he cupped both hands to look in the car window.


Harper edged against the retaining wall in front of the cars. Sydney moved closer from her row, could see the guy’s breath steam up the window of Dixon’s car. Suddenly he ducked, and she wondered if he was trying to jimmy the door open. She shouted, “FBI. Freeze!”


The suspect rose. Saw her. Harper jumped out. The man dove out of sight. Harper and Sydney edged to either side of the car. When they got there, he was gone.


“Damn,” she said, looking around. She caught a shadow out of the corner of her eye. Glanced over, saw the suspect running toward the aisle of cars Harper had just left.


“There!”


They ran over. Came out in front of a dark-colored Toyota.


“Where the hell’d he go?” Harper said.


She lifted her finger to her lips. Listened. Nothing at first. Then the slightest of splashes from a puddle the next row over. She pointed. He seemed to be moving toward the center of the lot. Harper nodded. He took one side of the Toyota; she took the other. Again, they emerged to nothing.



She happened to look down. Saw a red and white peppermint candy, still wrapped, in the midst of the puddle. As much rain as had fallen, the thing couldn’t have been out there that long and not started disintegrating. “You think he tossed that?” she whispered. “Throw us off?”


Harper pulled out his radio. “Either way, time for reinforcements.” He called the PD, who simply radioed for a couple of officers to step out of the hospital. Convenient.


While Harper walked toward the building to brief them, Sydney eyed the candy, thinking that something was not quite right. A simple burglary, or something more? One of the officers walked over to Dixon’s car, and shouted that it was untouched. She looked from the candy on the ground to where their car was parked against the retaining wall. If the suspect had thrown this, he wanted them to move off in the opposite direction…She swung around. Saw Harper walking toward her, saying something into his radio, something she couldn’t hear because an engine started up.


“The truck!” she shouted. Before anyone could act, the vehicle sped from the delivery doors. Its headlights blinded her. Its wheels screeched across the wet pavement.


And headed straight for them.
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Officer Harper dove between two cars. Sydney jumped up on the hood of the nearest car, felt the cold metal through her clothes, the wet droplets soaking her knees. The truck sped off, its red taillights fading in the distance. She saw no rear plate, wondered if he’d removed it recently, or if it hadn’t been there when he’d first pulled into the lot.


“Damn it,” she said, sliding from the hood. She checked it for dents, didn’t see any, but on the off chance, tucked her business card in the windshield. Two officers jumped in a patrol car and sped off after the vehicle, and she heard them on Harper’s radio, calling out they were in pursuit of a newer model Chevy utility truck. A moment later, they were asking Harper on the radio what the suspect was wanted for. Translation: How hard were they going to search for him?


“Stand by,” he said, then looked to her for guidance.


She glanced over at Dixon’s car, saw a few smears in the raindrops on the driver’s window, but no apparent damage. All she really had was some suspicious activity, not enough for SFPD to waste their time. “I wouldn’t mind knowing who he is, but unless he’s got a pocket full of burglar tools, I’ve got nothing,” she said, quite simply because other than no license plate on his car, maybe speeding at them through the parking lot, she had bigger fish to fry. And rules were rules.


Any crime would’ve been the SFPD’s jurisdiction anyway. As busy as they were tonight, she doubted they were interested, a fact confirmed when Harper nodded, then into the radio said, “FI, only.” Field investigation. Which basically meant if they caught him, they’d identify him and hope for something more concrete to make an arrest from, like an outstanding warrant.


“Ten-four,” the officer radioed back.


“You think he was trying something?” Harper asked her, as they walked back into the ER.


Sydney thought about that feeling of being watched. “Hard to say what he would’ve done if we hadn’t gotten out there.”


“What’re you here for?” he asked her.


“Rape case we picked up from your office.”


“Yeah. Heard about that. Tough case. All the way from Reno. Got any leads on, what’dya call your suspects? UnSubs?” he asked, referring to the FBI term for unidentified subject.


“Not yet. I’m going up to do a sketch of him now.”


“Good luck. We’ll keep an eye on the parking lot in case this idiot decides to return. Couldn’t be real bright. Not like you can’t tell that’s some sort of cop car once you look inside the thing.”


“Thanks. I appreciate it.”


She gave him her card with her cell number on it, then returned upstairs.


Dixon was waiting just outside the victim’s door. “What happened?” he asked.


“Not much.” She glanced into the room. Tara Brown looked like she was asleep. “I saw some guy in a white utility truck, newer model Chevy. Thought he was about to smash your car window, called out, and he took off.”


“You crawling around in puddles?” he asked, eyeing her wet knees.


“A few. She talk to you yet?”


“When she wasn’t sleeping. The only thing I got from her was that our UnSub stole a ring she wore, when he left her for dead. Wouldn’t say a word after that. I was hoping you could work your magic.”


She brushed at her clothes, tried for an appearance of calm as she walked in. Her briefcase was right where she’d left it by the door, and she picked it up and walked over to the bed, shaking off the bit of adrenaline from her chase outside. Tara appeared to be sleeping still, and when Sydney thought she seemed calm enough, she called out her name, pasting on her best soft smile, steeling herself against the mental drain of empathy needed for a drawing, the feeling that every time she completed a sketch, she was leaving a small part of herself on the paper with the victim. Sometimes it surprised her that she had anything left to give after all the drawings she’d done. “Hi, Tara. My name’s Sydney. I’m an artist for the FBI, here to do a drawing of the man who hurt you.”


Tara made an attempt to shake her head. “I told the other guy that I can’t remember what he looks like…”


Sydney waited, not wanting to push her just yet, but when it seemed Tara wasn’t about to continue, she asked, “Did you see the face of the man who hurt you?”


“Only for a minute. He—I was blindfolded after…He pulled my shirt up…”


“It’s okay,” Sydney said. “But you’d be surprised what you really do remember. And I’m here to help you.”


“I can’t describe him. I don’t want to.”


“Well, let’s start off with something easier. I just want to know what you were doing before you were attacked.”


That seemed to relax her. “I was with my boyfriend. We were in a bar—I’m not going to be in trouble for that, am I?”


“No, Tara. You’re not in trouble. We’re only interested in who hurt you. Tell me what you were doing, maybe an hour before you were attacked.”


“We—we were drinking. I, um, had a fake ID,” she added quietly, and Sydney knew she was blaming herself for the events. If only she hadn’t done this. If only she hadn’t done that.


“Go on,” Sydney said, trying not to think of her own past.


“The bar was closing, and I had to use the bathroom, and he was there, hiding inside it, and he grabbed me.” She didn’t speak for several seconds, and just when Sydney thought she might have given up, she said, “He tried to rape me, and I told him my boyfriend, Eric, was there and would come after me, and he said—he said he hoped he did, because he’d kill him.” She looked up at the ceiling, tears streaming down the sides of her face. “I was so scared. Eric was—he was waiting in the bar when all this was happening. And then the man bit me. My breast. He said it was his mark. He had my mouth covered, but I tried not to scream. I didn’t want Eric to hear. I—I didn’t want him to be killed…” And then she started sobbing, and Sydney let her, not wanting to upset the fragile balance of tumultuous emotions.


When her crying subsided, and her breathing became more even, Sydney asked, “Did you see his face? There in the bathroom?”


Tara nodded. “But I can’t describe it. I don’t ever want to see it again.”


“Tara. I know this is hard for you.”


“How can you know?”


She blazed right past that question with “Trust me when I say that you have it in your power to help us catch this person and stop him from hurting anyone else. But we can’t do it without your help.”


“I can’t—”


“How old was he?” Sydney cut in, not giving her a chance to think about what she was doing.


“Um, late twenties, early thirties.”


“What race?”


“He was white.”


“You’re doing good, Tara. How tall?”


“A few inches taller than me. I’m five-six.”


“Weight?”


“Just regular.”


“Was there anything about him that stuck out in your mind? Anything about him that reminded you of someone or something?”


She nodded, and seemed to shiver. “He smelled like fire. Like smoke from a fire.” Then, placing her finger along her right cheek, she said, “And there was something on his face. A scar, a wrinkle. I don’t want to remember. I want to forget what he looks like. Please…”


Sydney stared at her sketch pad, the tiny descriptive notes she’d jotted in the corner, trying to ignore the stirrings of things she never wanted to remember at the mention of this man’s scar. And now she didn’t want to look at Tara, didn’t want to see the pain in her eyes, didn’t want to tell her that, though they’d suffered completely different crimes, even after twenty years, there were some things you never forget…


She shook it off, took a breath. “We’re just going to do a simple sketch. Real basic at first.” Sydney took her pencil, held it to the paper. “Now how would you describe the shape of his face?”


“Oval.”


And so it began. While Dixon stood by the window, trying to remain unobtrusive and watch for wayward vandals in the parking lot, Sydney drew the shape, showed it to Tara, and Tara nodded. Again and again, Sydney drawing, Tara nodding, or shaking her head no, a back-and-forth dance, meeting of the minds, wider, shorter, higher, less, more. What started out as a simple sketch slowly, feature by feature, began to take shape. Two hours and several short breaks later, the sketch nearly complete—all but the shading of the shadows and planes—she showed it to Tara one more time and asked, “If you could make one change on this, what would it be?”


Tara bit her lip, studied the drawing. “The nose…I think it’s too pointed. And I don’t think the scar was that long…if there even was one.”


She rounded the nose tip, then stopped, her eraser poised over the scar. She stared at the drawing, the scar on the cheek, her stomach twisting. This wasn’t something she was supposed to remember. Not after twenty years…


“Syd? You okay?” Dixon moved from the window, walked toward her.


She closed her eyes, took a breath, then shortened the scar, lightened it to where it looked more like a wrinkle or mark—who knows what it could have been—then held up the drawing, saw her victim’s face crumple, tears streaming down her cheeks as she said, “Yes. That’s him. That’s the man who raped me.”


And as it usually did at this point in the process, it struck her, the difference between her father’s case and Tara’s, the difference in all the cases for all the drawings she’d done over the years.


There was no guarantee that her work would result in an arrest. In her father’s case, an arrest had been made almost immediately. It had allowed her to live these past twenty years with the firm belief that justice prevails, and she couldn’t imagine the pain of living otherwise, never knowing if the man who had committed that crime was out there still. What if that Good Samaritan hadn’t copied that license number, called it in to the police? What if her father’s killer had never been caught?


She supposed it was this last thought that made her look twice at the drawing she’d just finished. Perhaps she was being too empathetic. Trying too hard to see the suspect as Tara saw him. She stood, handed the drawing to Dixon, surprised her hands were steady. “I, um, need a minute. Ladies’ room.” Sydney walked out, not waiting for a response, her gaze taking in the long gray hallway, looking for a sign indicating the restroom. She found it, stepped in, closed the door, trying to figure out just why this drawing had affected her so, and she eyed her pale face in the mirror, the darkening circles beneath her eyes. Her heart was beating as if she’d been running, her hands were sweaty, her stomach nauseous. She knew the reason, told herself there was no other explanation for such a reaction. That milestone. Twenty years. Here Sydney was, doing a drawing of a rapist, not even the same type of crime. And all this time, she wanted it to be him. The face she must have blocked from her conscious mind for twenty years. The man who’d killed her father.


But it wasn’t. That man was sitting in a jail cell and he was never getting out.
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The night air was refreshing, washed clean. A few stars peeked through the breaks in the clouds, and the cars around them glistened with droplets beneath the parking lot lights, as Sydney and Dixon navigated the puddles to his car. They walked around the vehicle, giving it a good look, making sure nothing had happened since they’d chased off the would-be car burglar, and for a short time she actually thought that maybe Dixon hadn’t noticed her reaction to that drawing. The moment he unlocked the car, gave her that look, she knew otherwise.


“Something going on that I should know about?”


There was no way Sydney was going to tell him what the anniversary of her father’s murder was doing to her head, so she gave a slight shrug. “It’s nothing. Really.”


His gaze held hers for several seconds before he replied, “Whatever that nothing is, make it gone by the time you get back to work.”


One could only hope, Sydney thought, giving him a smile of reassurance. Conversation over. He drove her home in silence, and as they neared her street, in the midst of the neighborhood called Inner Sunset, wisps of fog started to thicken. When Sydney transferred to the San Francisco field office the only thing she remembered about the city was that the traffic sucked. Hence Sydney contacted a real estate agent, put her life in the woman’s hands, telling her she’d take anyplace as long as she didn’t have to deal with the commute. When the agent came up with a rental in a large house that had been divided into two apartments above the landlord’s home “just three miles from the Pacific Ocean,” and “very near Golden Gate Park,” never mind the clincher, a real garage, Sydney figured it was perfect. What she didn’t realize was that the neighborhood suffered from some of the worst weather in the entire Bay Area all year round. It could be sunny three blocks over, but not in the Inner Sunset. Some days Sydney never saw the sun. Some nights Sydney wasn’t sure the stars were in the sky. She happened to live right smack in the middle of the fog zone.


Damned good thing she liked the fog, she told herself as Dixon pulled onto her street. He stopped the car in front of her driveway, about to say something, no doubt about tonight’s incident in the hospital, her odd reaction to the drawing.


She didn’t give him a chance. “See you at work,” she said, before he decided to question her anew. With a quick wave, she exited the vehicle, then hurried up the stairs to her apartment. She let herself in, closed and locked the door behind her, glad the night was over. Her throat was parched, and she made a beeline for the kitchen, filled a glass of water, then took a long drink. Her answering machine flashed. Four messages, according to the prompt, the first from one of her girlfriends, Kate Gillespie, a San Francisco PD homicide inspector, who wanted to set her up with a friend, an ex-cop or ex-attorney turned bartender—Sydney couldn’t really remember which—not that she was in the market. “And do me a favor?” Kate finished. “Call me with your new cell phone number? It’d be nice to get in touch with the real you, not some machine.”


Two days ago, her FBI-issued cell phone had suddenly stopped working, and for whatever reason, the powers that be couldn’t issue her a new phone with the same number. Typical government bureaucracy, always making things more difficult than they were.


The next message was from her mother. “I need to know if you can watch Angela overnight next week. Jake’s taking me to a bed-and-breakfast up in Bodega. Let me know. If you can’t, maybe I can call your neighbor, Rainie. Angela seems to like her.”


Nothing about their argument two days ago. Not that she’d expected anything. It was the same each year, had been ever since Sydney brought up the idea of going to San Quentin and facing her father’s killer. A little over four years ago, when Sydney had joined the FBI, a psychologist who was teaching one of her academy classes on the psychology of murder had posed the question, asked her if she’d ever thought about facing her father’s killer, finding out why he’d done what he’d done, not just from a victim’s standpoint, but also from that of a special agent.


At first the thought horrified her, but then, the more she thought about it, the more she realized he might be right. Go to San Quentin, face him, find out his reasons for committing the murder, find out why he continued to deny his guilt when the evidence was overwhelming. Carefully she’d broached the subject with her mother. And while she hadn’t expected well-wishes for what she’d suggested, she had hoped for a modicum of understanding. Instead it turned into an emotionally disastrous argument, with her mother insisting that Sydney be examined by a psychiatrist, and even her stepfather, Jake, declaring that her entrance into law enforcement was a mistake.


Perhaps she could have gone, not told her mother, but that somehow seemed dishonest, and so she put it off each year, reminding herself that she wasn’t the only victim here. Her mother’s feelings should also be taken into account, though Sydney knew that part of those feelings were simply her mother’s attempt to protect her in the best way she knew how.


But this year had been different, perhaps because of the impending execution, now just ten days away. Her mother, worried that Sydney was going through with what she called her “insane idea,” had enlisted outside help. She’d called an old family friend, Donovan Gnoble, who just happened to be a U.S. senator, and told him what Sydney had planned. That resulted in a call to her office last Friday from his office in Washington, D.C., begging her not to go through with this idea. “For your mother’s sake,” he’d said. “She deserves some peace after all these years. If nothing else, think of her and how she feels. And if you just let it alone, in a couple weeks he’ll be gone.”


Exactly my point, she thought, jabbing the button to play the next two messages. Both were from Scotty telling her to call him, that it was urgent.


When they were living together, he was hardly ever home, and it seemed they never had the time to sit down, talk, but the moment she moved to the opposite side of the country, it was like he had her number on speed dial.


They’d met at the academy in Quantico, where he’d been assisting with the firearms training, though they hadn’t started dating until after she’d graduated. To say he was ambitious would be an understatement. Scotty had his entire life planned out, knew where he was going, what he wanted to do. And she’d liked that about him, because in many ways it reflected how she preferred to live her own life. Structured, planned, scheduled. Black and white. That was, in essence, how she’d survived since her father’s murder. There was no chaos with order.


But neither was there spontaneity, as Scotty had pointed out.


That she didn’t like to look at too closely. Their breakup was not entirely her fault. Hard to be spontaneous when the other half is always away from home, working some big political corruption case. So when Dixon was promoted and transferred out West, she took that as a sign, put in for a transfer herself.


Not that Scotty had any intentions of giving up that easily. He seemed to think all Sydney needed was a little time apart, and once she got it, they’d be back together. With a frustrated sigh, she glanced at the clock, figured with the three-hour time difference, he’d be up for work anyway, so she might as well get it over with now. He answered on the second ring.


“Hey, Scotty.”


“Syd?” He cleared his voice, “What time is it?”


“Late. Got called out on a sketch. Were you sleeping?”


“Yeah. I’m actually not at home, just having my calls forwarded to my cell.”


“Where are you?”


“Hotel. I tried to call. You okay with the anniversary and everything?”


“I’m fine.”


“You sure? I heard you’re taking the day off today, but when I tried to call—”


“New cell phone,” Sydney said, then gave him the number. One of these days, she was going to have to have a talk with whoever was feeding Scotty his information about her and her life—and she had a fair idea just who was doing it. In the meantime, she decided to play the whole thing down, because the information highway in her office was a two-way street, and the last thing she needed was for anyone working with her to think that she couldn’t handle the stresses of her personal life. “And I’m taking the day off because…I want to paint,” she said, eyeing the blank canvas on the easel in her kitchen. “You know how much it relaxes me. In fact, I’m painting right now.” She plucked a wide brush from a coffee can filled with brushes sitting on the counter, then, holding the phone close so he could catch the sound effects, she dunked the brush in her water glass, swirling it around at warp speed. “Acrylics.”


“Sydney, we need to talk. I’d thought I’d come by.”


“What do you mean come by? Where are you?”


“In San Francisco.”


“This is not a good idea, Scotty.”


For once, however, he wasn’t demanding she reconsider her position about their relationship. Quite the opposite. “I know you said you needed space, but this isn’t about that. Besides, I was worried about the article.”


“What article?”


“The one that came out in yesterday’s Chronicle. The fact he’s getting new attorneys. You did read the paper yesterday?”


She looked at the newspaper on her coffee table, tossed there when she’d left for her morning run, untouched when she’d gone into the office on her day off yesterday to catch up on paperwork, because she knew she was taking today off. “No,” she said, trying to keep the emotion from her voice. Phone to her ear, she walked into her living room, sat on the couch, removed the rubber band from yesterday morning’s paper, and flipped through it, finding the article about five pages in.


“You there, Syd?”


She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her gaze was fixed on the photograph of Johnnie Wheeler, the man convicted of killing her father, and what stood out to her was the damned scar on his cheek.


“Syd?”


“Yeah.”


“You okay?”


“I’ll call you back.”


She hit the off button, then tossed the phone on the couch, trying not to look at the photo, feeling as shaky as she had when she’d finished that sketch in the hospital. She tried to take a calming breath, told herself it was just a photograph. It couldn’t hurt her. Finally she forced herself to look. It was the same picture she’d seen of him several years ago, when she’d worked up the courage to read the investigation report. Wheeler’s photo had been included in that report, and though she did not want to see the eyes of the man who’d killed her father, she’d found her gaze drawn to the photo anyway, was surprised by the scar she’d seen on his cheek. Even now, staring at the news photo, it was the same.


As then, she had no memories of this man, had thought surely, of all things, she’d remember a man’s face, his scar, but she’d been told that she’d blocked a number of things from her mind that fateful night. There was much she didn’t remember.


The sound of the gunshot.


The blood.



The killer’s face.


The human brain is an amazing thing, and hers had neatly compartmentalized just about everything. Or so her childhood psychiatrist had told not only her, but also the officers who had investigated the case at the time.


The sight of his face in the paper shook her more than she’d expected, and finally she grabbed a magazine, dropped it on top so she wouldn’t have to see it.


Nor did she want to read the article, and yet she told herself she should read it, see what it said about the man who had killed her father, find out why.


There were no answers, though. Not for her. Perhaps because only part of the article detailed Johnnie Wheeler, just ten days shy of being executed. Apparently he was professing his innocence, no surprise there, and there were plenty of people supporting him, assisting him in locating new attorneys.


And as much as that bothered her, that there might be a chance he could get out, what she found even more upsetting was the main thrust of the article, which wasn’t really about Wheeler at all. Senator Donovan Gnoble was personally involving himself in the case. Elections were a little more than a month away, and here he was using her father’s murder and Wheeler’s impending execution for his get-tough-on-crime stance. The timing of his involvement galled her, and she didn’t care how close of a family friend he was, or that he’d been her father’s friend from way back, or that he lived in the same damned town as her mother.


He didn’t need to use this case for his platform, use her father’s death for his political gain. Not with his pedigree. Though Donovan Gnoble was affectionately known as “The Colonel,” partly due to his kindly face, his white hair, mustache, and trademark goatee, making him look like a true Southern gentleman, he also had the real-life military background to go with the name. A retired lieutenant colonel, he was the frontrunner, the favorite. A Yale graduate who later became a decorated war hero with the scars to prove it, he was one of the few conservative Republicans who held sway with the Democrats when it came to his politics, and there were many who thought he stood a good chance of becoming president if he ever decided to throw his hat in the ring. He was the quintessential politician, who happened to be married to the quintessential politician’s wife, because a vote for Gnoble was a vote for Marla Gnoble, a woman who came from a long line of prominent politicians, and yet one who stayed out of the spotlight, all while running her philanthropic charities with the liberal eye for the poor and the gift for getting big corporations to open their checkbooks.


The phone rang. Scotty apparently couldn’t wait for her to call him back.


“You okay?” he asked again, as if her state could have changed in the last five minutes.


“How can he do this? Use my father’s murder for his campaign? If I’d had an inkling that this was what he’d been planning, I would never have agreed to go to that damned rally of his.”


“Maybe you should bow out, Syd. Or, if nothing else, you could take me, and I can be your buffer. I’ve always wanted to meet him.”


“I wonder if my mom saw this?” she said, ignoring his self-invitation.


“If she did, she’d be cheering, especially after that bombshell you dropped two days ago about going through with this harebrained idea to visit that idiot in prison today.”


“And you would know, because…?”


“Because I talked to Jake. He asked me if you were seriously considering going to San Quentin, and I told him that you had talked about it before, but in truth, I didn’t know.”


She glanced at the newspaper, pushed aside the magazine so that she could see Wheeler’s face. “Just looking at his picture gives me the creeps,” she said, not really directing it to anyone.


“Then don’t go.”


“What did Jake say about this article with Senator Gnoble?” she asked, closing the paper, shoving it aside.


“He actually called the senator, who told him he was genuinely upset at the article, the way it made him look. You know my feeling. He’s a politician. End of story.”



She didn’t know what to believe. She was tired, couldn’t think straight, and she got up, walked into the kitchen, staring at her blank canvas, not really wanting to face any of this right now. “Look, my paints are drying and it’s late.”


“You’re really painting something at this hour?”


“Something blue.”


“Maybe I should come over now,” he said, as if he knew this whole painting thing was some sort of subterfuge. “Besides, I really do need to talk to you.”


“I’m fine. The moment I’m not, I’ll call you.”


“I love—”


“Good-bye.” Sydney disconnected, figuring she’d averted a visit by the narrowest of margins, though how long she could avoid him when he was in town, she wasn’t sure. What she needed right then was a good stiff drink, but alcohol wasn’t the answer, and she glanced at her blank canvas, thought, what the hell, might as well make the lie real. She squeezed out a generous portion of blue acrylic onto her palette, eyed it, then realized it wasn’t dark enough. She changed it to black, added water to it, and brushed the wash on the canvas, covering it completely, eliminating every last bit of white. She had no idea what form the painting might take. That wasn’t the point. She painted for relaxation and rejuvenation. She painted because she loved the smell of acrylics and oils, the feel of a brush in her hand, lavishing the paint onto a canvas. The whole process enticed her in a way that no bottle of alcohol ever could, and she stood back to view her work—not that it was much to look at—nothing more than a black wash. So much for inspiration and interpretation. Perhaps it was a reflection of her mood, trying to decide who was worse? Gnoble for using someone else’s tragedy for his gain, or Wheeler for refusing to admit the truth, accept his punishment and give them all peace?


She could almost hear her mother telling her to accept the past. Move on. But that was not a possibility tonight, and she put away her paints and went to bed. Finally, in the dim glow of the night light, she stared at the framed photograph of her father on her bedside table. Of all the photos and pictures, this was her favorite, perhaps because it was the last taken of them together. She was sitting next to him on the back of a fishing boat, its name, Cisco’s Kid, visible beneath her dangling feet. Her father was holding a large bright orange fish, caught off the shore of Baja, and she was grinning, leaning as far away from the fish as she could get.


They’d made that trip the summer before he was killed, went to visit his friend, Bob the Boat Guy. Funny how the name popped up, because her father’s friend was the least memorable thing about that trip, one she was sure she’d never forget. There were times just looking at the photo when Sydney could almost hear the water lapping against the boat, smell the salt in the air, feel the heat of the sun on her back, and taste the radishes in the fish tacos she and her father ate for lunch that afternoon.


But not tonight. Though Sydney willed herself to remember the fragrant memory, nothing came, and she reached out, touched the picture, the glass cool beneath her fingertips.


She closed her eyes, but sleep would not come, and her thoughts drifted to the article, the date, the fact that Johnnie Wheeler’s case was being looked at by new attorneys. She realized then what bothered her most about the little she’d read in that article. Somewhere it should have read how twenty years today she would have lived without her father in her life. Not once did it mention the family left behind. Not once did it address what this day of days meant to her or her mother.


And suddenly one thought filled her mind: making sure that the man responsible for her father’s murder didn’t forget what day it was.


How, though?


The very idea of being in the same room as Johnnie Wheeler chilled her to the bone. She hadn’t even been able to look at a damned news photo of the guy. How the hell was she going to stand there and force herself to look into his eyes, look into his face, the face of a killer?
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Nicholas Prescott, personal aide to Senator Donovan Gnoble, glanced at his watch, saw it was a little after ten, then looked out the Town Car’s backseat window as they sped southbound on the 101. “You know the senator can’t abide being late. Can’t you step it up?”


The driver, Eddie, a burly, dark-haired man with a nose as crooked as Lombard Street, eyed Prescott in his rearview mirror. “Next time order a helicopter.”


Prescott ignored his sarcasm. Good drivers who were discreet and would take orders from an aide without question, no matter what the request, were hard to come by. With no choice, Prescott sat back in his seat, waiting, knowing Senator Gnoble wouldn’t be pleased. So be it. Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up to the curb at SFO, where Donovan Gnoble, tall, round-faced, with thick snowy hair and his trademark goatee, stood by his suitcase, clearly trying to keep the impatience from his face as he waited for his car. The man hated airports, and San Francisco’s was at the top of his list. Oakland was only slightly better, and Prescott had tried to book that flight instead, to no avail. The driver parked, got out, and walked around to the curb, opening the rear door for the senator.


“Sir.”


Gnoble managed a smile before sliding in. The moment the car door closed on him, shielding him behind the dark glass, he looked at Prescott sitting at the opposite window.


“What the hell took you so long?”


“Traffic and a few loose ends, now dealt with.” He handed Gnoble a printed sheet. “These are your stops this morning. Boys and Girls Club of Oakland, then the Association of—”


“I can read, thank you.”


“Bad flight, or something else?” he asked, watching as Gnoble read through the list, then handed back the sheet.


“The flight was fine. It was the call I received the moment I stepped off the plane that disturbed me.”


“What call was that?”


“About Wheeler’s case. That damned article in the Chronicle. Makes me look like the worst sort of politician. Kevin Fitzpatrick was my friend, for God’s sake. I might as well be standing over his tombstone, waving a ‘Vote for Me’ sign.”


“Not a bad idea.”


“Not funny. I can’t imagine what his daughter must think. Especially after her mother asked me to intervene on this whole damned prison visit issue. I hope for her sake she isn’t really going to go through with this.”


“I thought this was par for the course.”


“Maybe I can talk to her tonight at the rally, assuming she can even look me in the face,” he said, staring out the window, his gaze distant. Several seconds of silence passed, then, “You heard who’s picking up Wheeler’s case?”


“I heard last night.”


“And you didn’t think it important enough to call?”


“There was little anyone could do at that late hour, and I figured you had bigger problems.” Like the background and security clearance on McKnight. The very thought gave Prescott a headache.


“We should never have suggested McKnight’s name for that appointment,” Gnoble said, his gaze fixed on something unseen out the window.



“I didn’t think you had a choice.”


“No. I didn’t.” The car lurched forward, then came to a sudden stop, and Gnoble eyed the gridlock in front of them.


“How far behind are we?”


“Maybe ten-fifteen minutes. Don’t worry. I’ve already called and alerted our next stop,” Prescott replied, sorting through the papers on his lap. He pulled out several, handed them to Gnoble, then gave him a pen. “Signature on the bottom of each…I heard McKnight left a note before he killed himself?”


“He did. And it’s exactly the sort of note I expected you to have anticipated and handled before it came to light.”


“Had I been informed about everything before you submitted his name, I might have.”


“Well, now you know.” Gnoble eyed the top document, signed it. “I can only hope no one makes sense out of what he was rambling on about before he did the world a favor. If anyone does figure it out, getting reelected will be the least of my concerns.”


“Not to worry, sir.” He handed over the next set of documents. “That’s what spin doctors are all about.”


And the best didn’t always use conventional methods.


 


Two things came to mind when Sydney opened her front door that afternoon to a sky threatening rain, and saw Scotty walking up the driveway toward her stairs. First, that she should’ve skipped her run and left for San Quentin much, much earlier. Her second thought was that she wished she had a back door, because he hadn’t yet seen her. If she could just step back in, not bring any attention to herself—unfortunately he glanced up just then, and she was stuck.


He waved at her as he walked up the driveway, then stopped at the row of three mailboxes. Hers looked like it was bursting at the seams, and he called out, “I’ll bring this up to you?”


Before she could utter a word, he grabbed the mail, started up the steps, looking every inch the G-man. Blond hair in a slightly-longer-than-military cut, the requisite dark suit, white shirt, and navy tie; he had it down pat. The shoulder holster tended to accentuate this look, but even without it, he’d be pegged as a cop, at least in her opinion. It was in his walk, and in his sharp blue gaze that seemed to miss nothing. He had presence, and frankly, after her months of abstinence, an acute sense of what she’d left behind hit her.


She missed him.


The thought came out of left field, and she berated herself for even thinking it. He’d never been home when they’d lived together, and she’d missed him then, too. So what was the difference?


“How are you doing?” he said, before kissing her cheek.


“Fine.” She held out her hand for the mail. When he hesitated to hand it to her, she took it from him. “What’s so important you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”


He didn’t answer right away, just stood, looked around her small living room, then into the kitchen, his gaze falling on the canvas with its black wash. “I thought you were painting something blue?”


“Changed my mind,” she said, flipping through the mail.


“Why are you here?”


“Like I said, I just wanted to see how you’re doing. And to talk.”


“I’m fine.” She dumped the bills on the kitchen counter, threw the political fliers in the trash, and was left with one card from her aunt, and a large manila envelope with no return address, just a postmark from Houston, Texas. Her aunt always sent a card this time of year, saying she was thinking of Sydney and her father. Sydney put it aside, eyed the manila envelope, and tried to think who she knew in Texas.


“That doesn’t have a return address,” Scotty said.


“I see that.” She slid a finger beneath the flap.


“You’re just going to open it?”


Curious, she stopped, looked at him. “You’ve been working political corruption a little too long. It’s not a letter bomb. Relax.” She ripped open the envelope, slid out a few sheets secured with a paper clip. The top sheet was folded binder paper, a bit yellowed from age, and she removed the paper clip, unfolded the sheet. Inside was a deposit slip, the blank sort you filled out when you didn’t have a preprinted one of your own. She didn’t recognize the bank, Houston Commerce Title and Trust. The note scrawled on the front read simply:


For Cisco’s Kid. Send the money to this address.


She stared in incomprehension at the address listed, even as her brain told her she knew who had written that note, where the address belonged. “What the…”


“Sydney—”


“This has to be from my father. Cisco’s Kid is the name of a boat he and his friends owned, and the address written on here belonged to the pizza parlor he owned.”


“Can I see it?”


She ignored him, sat on the couch, wondering why someone would send this to her. An envelope had been clipped behind it, and she looked at it, figured it was probably the one the letter had originally been sent in. It was postmarked Santa Arleta, twenty years ago, and addressed to William McKnight in Houston, Texas. He was one of her father’s old army friends, which somewhat explained the last item: an old photo of her father standing near several other men.


At first she thought it was from her father’s army days, because she recognized a very young-looking Donovan Gnoble, regulation haircut, sharp-pressed uniform, an obscene number of medals on his chest, a senator in the making, waiting only for the brilliant idea to grow a goatee and bring his Southern charm to California politics. Her father stood on one side of Gnoble, McKnight on the other. Two men in the photo she didn’t know, the blond man standing next to McKnight, and the black man crouching down in front of her father, flashing what looked like some sort of gang sign.


Judging from the longer hair her father and McKnight wore, it had to have been taken after her father’s discharge from the service. As far as she knew, her father and McKnight had both done their four years, then got out. Not that her father had actually left the service completely. He went on to work for the army as a civilian, taking photographs for promotional material, recruitment posters, and the like.


It hit her then. The explanation. Someone sent this as sort of a remembrance of her father, just like her aunt always sent a card on the anniversary. Maybe these men were part of her father’s photography crew…Or they all went to college together, since they appeared to be wearing college rings, with red stones, each one of them. That had to be it. With the exception of Gnoble, none of the men wore any sort of legitimate uniform other than black fatigues that merely hinted of military wear—not a bit of U
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