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Prologue




To the bemusement of the tourists and a third-grade class shepherded by a portly teacher, the woman crouched naked near the fourteen-foot mammoth and urinated. Her hands gripped the kinked-wire fence encircling the vast Lake Pit, the La Brea Tar Pits main attraction. Her face was smooth and unlined; she could still have been a teenager.

A few of the children laughed. A stout man in a white Vandyke and a pinstripe shirt ceased his lethargic tapping on a set of bongos, gathered up the bills hed accrued in an overturned boater, and scurried off. A golden-years tourist clucked disapproval, clasping her strap-held camera to her side. Her husband gazed on, mouth slightly ajar, as if unsure whether the vision before him was real or a preview of senility.

Heedless that her ankles were getting splattered, the young woman stared through the fence at the fiberglass family of Columbian mammoths, life-size props for the prehistoric death trap. The baby mammoth stood in its fathers shadow on shore, watching its mother mired in the hardened surface a stones throw out. The mother stayed snapshot-frozen in her sinking terror, her upper legs midflail, trunk extended.

Farther into the lake, the tar crust gave way to a murky brown liquid that fumed and bubbled with eruptions of methane. The sludge beneath the surface housed the worlds richest deposit of Ice Age fossils. A thick, oppressive smell pervaded the areaequal parts sulfur dioxide and baked Nevada highway.

The woman turned to face the crowd, and it froze, as if this rail-skinny girl were wired with explosives. Her inside-out panties lay where shed kicked them off, crowning the heap of clothes to her left. The backs of her arms were purple, contused from elbow to shoulder.

Why isnt anyone helping? the naked woman implored the onlookers. Cant you see? Cant you see whats going on?

The teacher blew into the whistle dangling around his neck, withdrawing his class to the picnic area near the rest rooms. A two-man security team motored up on a golf cart, cutting through the thickening mass of gawkers. The driver hopped out, face shiny with sweat. His partner stayed in the cart, fingers drumming nervously on the security decal; dealing with a naked woman pissing on county property was a far cry from tending to sunstrokes and graffiti.

Backhanding moisture off his forehead, the driver spoke into his radio. Is LAPD on the way?

From the burst of responding static resolved a few security catch-phrases. backup en routecrowd controldetain the perpetrator.

He plucked at the front of his blue shirt. Maam, please put your clothes back on. There are children present.

An appeal to common decency wasnt the shrewdest approach when facing a naked crazy person.

Cars had backed up on Wilshire Boulevard, parallel to the fence on the lakes south side; spectators were standing on top of a bus shelter for a better vantage. Onlookers streamed over to the scene. At the west edge of the park in the caf of the neighboring county museum, the windows were all but blotted out with faces wearing blank expressions of morbid curiosity. A KCOM cameraman tripped over a cable and went down, cracking his lens and bloodying his palms.

The girls head pivoted frantically as she suddenly became aware of the commotion. Her chest heaved. When she spotted the four blue-uniformed officers cutting through the crowd, she sprinted along the fence, to a proliferation of gasps and shrieks from the crowd. At the south edge of the lake, a break in the fence accommodated a low cast-iron bridge. She vaulted deftly over its side, landing on the strip of dirt, and scurried back near her previous post, this time just inside the enclosure.

Three of the cops froze on the other side of the fence; the fourth followed her route and paused with one black boot up on the bridges rail. The girls eyes darted, terrified pupils held in crescents of white. Cant you help? Why wont you help?

One of the cops, the oldest, eased forward, gesturing down the fence line for his partner on the bridge to stay put. Were here to help.

She walked down the slope to the father and baby mammoth at the shores edge, treading on yellow flowers.

A note of alarm found its way into the veteran cops voice. Maam, just hold up now. Please dont go any nearer.

The girl rested an arm on the babys side, staring out at the doomed mother who remained sunk in the sludge, rocking slightly in her perennial grave. The girl was crying now, shoulders heaving, wiping tears off her cheeks with the back of a slender hand. The air was filled with an electric charge, the anticipation of something horrific about to occur.

The other officers were fighting to calm the spectators, who were shouting advice to the cop and demands to the girl. She remained lost in herself.

Get them back! the veteran cop shouted. Get up a perimeter. Lets get this girl some space.

His hand was still extended, holding his partner on the bridge in place. He tried to keep his voice calm and reassuring while speaking loudly enough for the girl to hear him over the commotion. My partner there, his name is Michael. Hes gonna wait right there until youre ready for him to come down. Then, when you decide, we can come help you take care of that mammoth.

A burst of bubbles broke through the thick tar near the female mammoth, creating a momentary pool before the crust re-formed. The girl turned back to the lake. The cop on the bridge tensed like a retriever at the edge of a duck blind.

Wait! the officer shouted. Talk to me. Tell me what I can do.

She stopped and gazed at him. Her face held a sudden calm, the calm of determination. The Teacher says to exalt strength, not comfort.

She turned and strode out onto the lakes tar surface. The cop on the bridge leapt down, but he was a good thirty yards away. The older cop was yelling, veins straining in his neck, and the spectators went mad with a sort of frenzied, hypnotic motion, like concert viewers or soccer fans. The girls bare feet slapped the black surface, which started to give as she neared the enormous female mammoth twenty yards from shore. The crust gave with a wet sucking sound under her next step, and she screamed. Her arms shot up and out, and she struck the thin layer of congealed tar with her right knee and elbow, both of which immediately adhered to it.

The crowd surged and ebbed, drawn and repulsed.

The girl tried to pull herself up, a gooey sheet forming between her trapped arm and the lakes surface, but then her hip stuck and she rolled to her side, the tar claiming her hair. One of her legs punched through the crust into the brown liquid below, and her body shifted and started a slow submersion. Still she struggled toward the mammoth.

The cop from the bridge was standing on shore, and the veteran cop was still shoutingGet a rope! Throw her a goddamn rope!both meaty hands fisting the wire rectangles in the fence so tight his fingers had gone white.

The girl strained to keep her face free and clear, pulling against her entangled hair so hard it distorted her features. Aside from her panicked eyes, she seemed weirdly calm, almost acquiescent. Both of her arms were mired now, her lower body nearly lost, and the crowd watched with horrified apprehension as she sputtered, a quivering, sinking bulge. Her face, the sole oval of remaining white, pointed up at the midday sun, sucking a few last gasps before it, too, filled and quieted, enveloped beneath the surface.

The crowd was suddenly silent, deflated. From the throng emerged the sound of one person sobbing, then another. Within seconds a chorus of cries was raised.

The veteran cop was on the radio, sending for an aerial ladder truck from the fire department, shouting across the receiver between transmissions for security to locate a garden hose. Hed sweated through his undershirt and uniform, the dark blue turning black in patches. When his partner reached him, he was still staring at the dented ring of tar where the girl had disappeared.

His lips barely moved when he spoke. What the hell could make a person do something like that?

The tar slowly constricted around the spot where the girl had sunk, until it again formed an oblivious, smooth sheet.








 

One




Dray walked briskly through the kitchen and entry, wiping barbecue sauce on her olive sheriffs-department-issue pants, which she still hadnt had time to change out of. She pulled open the front door, and the image hit her like a truckhusky detective in a cheap suit thumbing a bound notepad, dark Crown Vic idling curbside behind him, partner waiting in the passenger seat, taking a pass on the advise-next-of-kin.

The detective crowded the door, imposing and cocky, which further added to her disorientation. Andrea Rackley? Mrs. Tim Rackley?

Ears ringing, she shook her head hard. No. She took a step back and leaned on the entry table, displacing a tealight holder that rolled off the edge, shattering on the tile. No.

The mans forehead creased. Are you all right, maam?

I just talked to him. He was in the car, heading home. He was fine.

Excuse me? Im not sure what you

He lowered his pad, which she saw was not a detectives notepad but a PalmPilot encased in fine leather. Her darting eyes took in that his suit was not cheap but a fine cashmere, the car was in fact a maroon Mercedes S-class, and the partner was not a partner at all but a woman with a wan face, waiting behind like a well-trained dog.

The flood of relief was accompanied by a torrent of sentence fragments even she couldnt keep up with. You dont come to the door of a law-enforcement family all somber asking for a next-of-kin ID already lost someone in the family my God

She leaned shakily against the wall, catching her breath. A draft sucked the doorknob from her grasp. Startled, the man skipped back, lost his footing at the step, and spilled backward, landing hard on his affluent ass.

Dray had a split second to note the pain and alarm register in the wide ovals of his eyes before the door slammed shut.



Tim stifled a yawn as he pulled into his cul-de-sac, the starch-stiff security-guard monkey suit itching him at the collar and cuffs. His baton sat heavy on his equipment belt, along with a low-tech portable the size of a Cracker Jack box, which seemed like a toy companys idea of a radio rather than the thing itself. A big comedown from his beloved Smith & Wesson .357 and the sleek Racals hed used as a deputy U.S. marshal before his own shitty judgment in the wake of his daughters violent death had forced him from the Service.

Yesterday hed chased down a teen vandal at the facility where he worked on the northern lip of Simi Valley. The pursuit represented the second time hed broken a sweat in the eleven months hed been guarding RightWay Steel Companys storage warehouses; the first had been unglamorously instigated by a roadside-stand enchilada mole hed injudiciously wolfed down on a lunch break. Eleven years as an Army Ranger, three kicking in doors with the U.S. Marshals Service warrant squad, and now he was a locker-room commando with a diminished paycheck. His current coworkers got winded bending over to tie their shoes, which seemed to come undone with such alarming frequency that hed spent the majority of the monotonous morning debating whether to volunteer proficiency training on the matter. The old mans groan hed inadvertently emitted while stooping to pick up a dropped key outside Warehouse Five had leached the superiority right out of him, and hed spent the afternoon valiantly refraining from doughnuts.

He was reminding himself that he should be grateful for any work when movement on his walkway drew his attention. A man stood appraising his suit, dusting off the pant legs as if hed just taken a spill.

Tim accelerated sharply, almost clipping a parked Navigator with tinted windows. He pulled into his driveway and hopped out as the man smoothed his clothes back into place. A woman had climbed out of the Mercedes at the curb and was standing meekly at the end of the walk.

Tim approached the man, keeping the woman in his field of vision. Who are you? Press?

The man held up his hands as if conceding defeat. He still hadnt caught his breath. Im here tospeak withTim Rackley. Marshal Tannino gave me your address.

The mention of his former boss stopped Tim dead on the lawn. He and Tannino hadnt spoken for the better part of a year; theyd been very close when Tim worked under his supervision, but Tim last saw him in the midst of a storm of controversy Tim had brought down on himself and the Service.

Oh, Tim said. Im sorry. Why dont you come in?

The man patted the seat of his pants, wet with runoff from the sprinklers. He glanced at the door nervously. Truth be told, he said, Im a bit afraid of your wife.



The kitchen smelled sharply of burned chicken. Dray had forsaken her corn on the cob for a three-finger pour of vodka. Im sorry. Something about itthe knock, his expressionput me back there, the night Bear came to tell us about Ginny. She set her glass down firmly on the stack of overdue bills at the counters edge.

Tim ran his fingers through her hair and let them rest on her shoulders. She leaned into him, face at his neck.

I thought my heart would just give out there at the door. Good-bye, Andrea, hasta la vista, sayonara, Ive fallen and cant get up.

Her voice was raised and, Tim was fairly certain, audible to the couple sitting on the couch one room over.

Hes a friend of the marshals, Tim said softly. Lets sit down, see what he wants. Deal?

Dray finished her vodka in a gulp. Deal.

They shook hands and headed into the living room, Dray refilling her glass on the way.

The woman sat on the couch, a gold cross glittering against her sweater. The man stood at the sliding glass doors facing the backyard, hands clasped behind his back, his stoic posture undercut by the moist patch of trouser plastered to his rear end. He pivoted as if just taking note of their entrance and nodded severely. Lets start over. He extended a big, rough hand. Will Henning. My wife, Emma.

Tim shook his hand, but Dray stood where she was, arms crossed. Copies of The Lovely Bones, gifted eight or so times by well-intentioned acquaintances, occupied the shelf behind her, the bluish stack accentuating her light hair. What can we help you with?

Will pulled a fat wallet from his back pocket, flipped it open, and withdrew a snapshot from the fold. He gestured impatiently for Tim to take it, his face averted as if he didnt want Tim to read the pain in it. A posed high-school-graduation photo of a girl. Pretty but awkward. A bit of an overbite, front tooth slightly angled, mournful green-gray eyes that were almost impossibly big and beautiful. Straight, shoulder-length hair that shagged out at the edges. Her neck was too thin for her head, lending her a certain fragility. Understated chin, full cheeks. The kind of face Tim had seen described as heart-shaped on fugitive identifiers; the term had stuck because hed never before found it to make sense.

Tims eyes pulled to the much-publicized school photo of Ginny on the mantel. Her second-grade year. And her last.

Im so sorry, Tim said. When was she killed?

Over on the couch, Emma made a little gasp. Her first peep.

Will took the picture back from Tim abruptly, casting a protective eye over at his wife. Shes not dead. At least we hope not. Sheswell, sort of missing. Except shes eighteen

Nineteen, Emma said. Just turned.

Right, nineteen. Since shes not a minor, we have no legal recourse. Shes gotten herself in with one of these cults. Not like the Jehovahs Witnesses, but one of those creepy, mind-control, self-help deals. Except more dangerous.

Tim said, Have you tried

The goddamn cops have been useless. Wont even file a missing persons. Weve tried every law-enforcement agencyFBI, CIA, LAPDbut there are virtually no resources devoted to cults. No one cares unless they turn Waco.

Her name, Tim said.

Leah. Shes my stepdaughter, from Emmas first marriage. Her real father died of stomach cancer when she was four.

She was a student at Pepperdine. Emmas voice was brittle and slightly hoarse, as if she had to strain to reach audibility.

 
Tims eyes returned to Emmas cross pendant, this time making out Jesus tiny hanging form.

Three months ago we got a phone call from her roommate. She said Leah had dropped out. She said she was in a cult, that wed better find her or wed never see her again.

She came home once, Will said. March thirteenth, out of the blue. My men and I tried to reason with her but sheuh, escaped out the bathroom window, and we havent seen or heard from her since.

He was the kind of man who had men.

Im sorry, Dray said. I dont mean to be rude, and I understand how painful this is for you, but what does this have to do with Tim?

Will looked to Tim. Were familiar with yourwork. MarcoMarshal Tanninoconfirmed that you were a brilliant investigator. He said you used to be a great deputy He caught himself. Im sorry, I didnt mean it that way.

Tim shrugged. Thats okay. Im not a deputy marshal anymore. The edge in his voice undercut his casual tone.

We need our daughter back. We dont care how its done, and we wont ask any questions. She doesnt have to be happy about itshe just needs to be home so we can get her the help she needs. We want you to do it. Say, for ten grand a week.

Drays eyebrows raised, but she gave Tim the slightest head shake, matching, as usual, his own reaction.

Tim said, I dont have a PI license, and Im not affiliated with any law-enforcement agency. I got myself into some trouble about a year back, with a vigilante groupmaybe you read about it in the papers?

Will nodded vigorously. I like your style. I think it was a great thing you tried to do.

Well, I dont.

What would make you say yes?

Tim laughed, a single note. If I could follow the trail legally.

We could arrange that.

Tim opened his mouth, then closed it. His brow furrowed; his head pulled to the side. Im sorry, who exactly are you?

Will Henning. He waited for recognition to dawn. It did not. Sound and Fury Pictures.

Tim and Dray exchanged a blank glance, and then Tim shrugged apologetically.

 
The Sleeper Cell. Live Wire. The Third Shooter. Little art-house flicks like that.

Im sorry Dray said. You wrote those movies?

Im not a writer. I produced them. My films have grossed more than two billion dollars worldwide. If I could get fifteen Blackhawk choppers landing in Getty Plaza on three days notice, I certainly think I can orchestrate your redeputization. His steel gray eyes stayed fixed on Tim. A man used to getting his way.

The marshal probably has his own opinion on the matter.

Hed like to talk to you about some creative solutions in person. Tanninos business card magically appeared in Wills hand. Tim took it, running his thumb over the raised gold Marshals seal.

On the back, in Tanninos distinctive hand: Rackleytomorrow a.m. 7:00.

Tim handed the card to Dray, who gave it a cursory glance, then tossed it on the coffee table. Tell me about the cult, he said.

I dont know a goddamn thing about it, not even its name. Considering the amount weve paid for information Will shook his head in disgust.

How do they recruit?

We dont know that either, really. We talked to a few cult expertsdeprogrammers or exit counselors or whatever theyre calling themselves this monthand they coughed up some generalities. I guess a lot of cults prey on young kids, in college or just out. And they recruit rich kids. He grimaced. They get them to turn over their money. He ran his hand through his hair, agitated. Leah gave away a two-million-dollar future. Just gave it away. That money was for her first indie film, grad school, a house someday. I even bought her a forty-thousand-dollar car before college so she wouldnt have to dip into it. Now her moneys gone, shes alienated her friends, her familyhe nodded at Emma, who sat passively, hands folded, forehead lined. She has nothing, nowhere to go. Ive sent her letters begging her to come home. Emma has sent articles about cults, what they do, how they work, but shes never responded. I tried to talk some sense into her when we had her that day, but she wouldnt listen. His face had colored; his tone was hard and driving. I told her that shed given away her whole future.

You told a girl in a mind-control cult that? Dray said.

 
Were not here for family therapy. Were here to get our daughter back. And besides, what was I supposed to say? You try dealing with a teenage daughter whos got all the answers.

Dray took a gulp of her vodka. I would love to.

Tim squeezed her hand, but Will just kept on talking. Leahs trust fund is irrevocableI set it up that way to maximize tax benefits. It turns over money to her every year, and theres nothing we can do to stop it. She gets another million when she turns twenty, another million every year after that until shes thirty. Those people are stealing my money.

The car, Tim said. She still has it?

Yes. Its a Lexus.

Is it registered in your name or hers?

Will thought for a moment, eyes on the ceiling, fingers fiddling with the catch on his gold watch. Mine.

Okay. When you leave here, file a report that its been stolen. The cops will put out a BOLO on the cara Be On the Lookout. If they pick her up, they can hold her, and well see about getting her released into your custody.

Jesus. Will looked excitedly to his wife. Thats a brilliant idea.

Did she tell you anything about the cult?

No. No names, no locations, no matter how hard we pressed.

So how do you know its a self-help cult?

From her buzzwords. They werent religious. More about how she learned to tap her inner source and own her weaknesses and crap like that.

She didnt mention any names?

No.

What did she refer to the guru as? She must have mentioned the leader.

Will shook his head, but Emma said, She called him the Teacher. Reverently, like that.

Her husband regarded her, brow furrowed. She did?

You mentioned the cult was dangerous. Did you get any death threats?

Will nodded. Couple. Some punk called, said, Back off or well slice you up like the lamb you served for dinner last night.  Emma raised a wan hand to her mouth, but Will didnt take note. Creative little threat, letting us know they had eyes on us. Im used to threats and bullshitthirty-four years in Hollywoodbut I dont like being pushed around. I didnt realize how serious it was until our investigator went missing. Then we got another call: Youre next. They probably figured if they hurt Leah, theyd be killing the golden goose, but us, hey. Were expendable.

Who was the investigator?

A PI. Former chief of security for Warner. My men hired him out of Beverly Hills.

Tims mind reversed, drawn by the pull of a buried instinct. The same men parked up at the mouth of the cul-de-sac in a Lincoln Navigator with tinted windows, license starts with 9VLU?

Will stared at him for a long time, eyebrows raised, mouth slightly ajar. He finally sat. Yes. The same men.

Tim crossed the room and grabbed the pen and notepad by the telephone. Go on.

Short little nervous guy, the PI wasDanny Katanga.

And he was killed?

Disappeared. Last week. He must have been making some headway. Will let out a grumbly sigh. Thats when we decided to go to Tannino.

Weve had no word from Leah at all since she left, Emma said.

Will said, I keep writing letters, hoping, but nothing.

How can you send her articles and letters when you dont know where she is?

She left a P.O.-box number on our answering machine right after she first disappeared, so we could forward her mailprobably so she could keep getting her financial paperwork. We figure its a holding box for the entire cult.

Do any of your letters get returned?

No, Emma said. They go through. To somewhere.

Wheres the post office?

Will said, Someplace in the North Valley. We tried to look into itdo you have any idea how difficult it is to squeeze information out of the United States Postal Service? We talked to some postal inspector, he acted like he was guarding the recipe for Coke or some horseshit. We finally sent Katanga to stake out the box, but the post office crawled up his ass about invasion of privacy, so he had to watch from the parking lot. He sat in his car for a few days with binoculars, but she never showed up. The cults wise to itthey probably send someone different each time to pick up the mail. If they pick it up at all.

Ill need that address.

Ill have my assistant call Marco with it first thing tomorrow. Watch yourself with that postal inspectorIm not kidding. Hell open you up a new one.

Tim jotted a few notes. Did you record any of the threatening phone calls?

No. We managed to trace the second call back to a pay phone in Van Nuys. Nothing came of it.

Ill want that information, too. Tim flipped through his notes. Whats Leahs last name? Off the Hennings blank stares, Tim added, You said she was from Emmas first marriage?

She has my name. I adopted her legally when she was six. Shes my stepdaughter, but I make no distinction between her and my own daughter. Will cleared his throat. I may have progressed a bit foolhardy out of the gate. Wasnt sure what we were dealing with, so I came out swinging. In retrospect that may not have been the best plan of action. He had a habit, Tim observed, of holding his own conversation, undeterred by interjections. I had my men post these around town. We got nothing but a bunch of nowhere leads. He pulled a flyer from his back pocket and smoothed out its folds on his knee before handing it to Tim. The same photo of Leah, beneath which was written $10,000 reward for information on the whereabouts of this girl, Leah Elizabeth Henning. Persons wishing to remain anonymous should tear this flyer in half, transmit one half with the info submitted, and save the remaining half to be matched later. Leahs identifiers and contact information followed.

Tim thought he detected the faint tracings of pride in Wills face, probably from the Dragnet wording on the flyer he and his men had cooked up.

Tim turned the flyer over, unimpressed. So now everyone in the cult knows youre after her, that youre the enemy. Thats quite a mess.

Thats why we need you to clean it up. And why well pay you well to do it. Will enclosed one large fist in his other hand, bringing them to rest against his belly.

We have to back off now. Emma shot a loving look at Will, which he returned. We just had our first baby together. I wont have her be put in harms way.

 
And were very concerned for Leah, Will said. Who knows what theyll do to her? If they let her go, she can reveal secrets about them, maybe even try to get her money back. They need her either loyal or dead. He rubbed his eyes, wrinkling the skin around them. Theyve convinced me they mean serious business. Thats why we need you to poke around, quietly. Someone who cant be traced back to us or to her this time.

What made Leah take off? When she came home that day?

Emma rustled uncomfortably, and Will looked sharply away. Theyre inside her head. She was insane, convinced we were persecuting her. She played around on my computer and managed to find all the e-mails Id been sending out to cops and the like.

Shes a whiz with computers. Profound sadness undercut Emmas proud smile. She was studying computer science. A straight-A student before she The scattering of pale freckles across her cheeks was visible only if the light hit her the right way. To go through something like this, as parents, you have no idea.

Dray stiffened. Taking note, Emma shifted, noticing the framed picture of Ginny on the mantel. Mortified, she flushed, her eyes moistening. Of course you do. I amso terribly sorry.

She dug in her purse for Kleenex, tears running. Tim located a box and offered it to her. Will laid a thick arm across her shoulders and gathered her in. He kissed the top of her head gently. The two couples sat quietly in the room as Emma dabbed her eyes.

Its terrible for me to cry here, after what youve been through, she said. Its just so awful knowing shes out there, with these people. She wasnt herself when we saw her. It was like shed been replaced by another person. She wore a filthy T-shirt, and she had a rash across her chest, bruises up the backs of her arms, open sores around her ankles. God knows what theyve done to her. God knows what theyre doing to her. Day after day. She pressed the balled tissue to her lips to still them. How are we supposed to live with that uncertainty? As parents? She made a strangled noise deep in her throat, something between a gasp and acry.

Drays face reddened with emotion; she looked away.

Will gazed tenderly at Leahs photo before leaning forward and setting it on the coffee table. She was a damn good kid.

Dray said, Maybe she still is.

 
Tim studied the picture, noticing for the first time it was worn around the edges, one corner faded by Wills thumb from being removed countless times from the billfold.

Ill help your daughter, Tim said.



Dray lay curled beneath the covers, facing away, the sheet hugging the dip of her waist. Through the bedroom window, the moon threw a patch of light that angled along the floor and climbed the edge of the bed like a kicked-off blanket. A light rain spit at the glassthe first three weeks of spring had been unusually wet.

Tim slid into bed beside her, resting one hand on her hip and flipping through his notepad with the other. Dray was incredibly fit at thirty-one, her body tuned from self-defense drills and weight training. Three years older, Tim could no longer rely on his work to maintain his lean build; hed started running early mornings and lifting nights with Dray.

What a character, that guy. Her voice was slow, tired. Hes mostly frustrated that he hasnt got the upper hand. Typical Hollywood asshole. Thinks he can buy everything. You, the Service, his daughter. Her two-million-dollar future. A forty-thousand-dollar car. I felt like I was on The Price Is Right.

Hes hurting, though. You see how he looked at that picture of her?

Dray gave a little nod. My heart goes out to her, and to them as parents, but She twisted, regarding him across the bulge of her shoulder. Call me callous, but if some girl wants to join a cult and fuck herself up, so what? Its not being forced on her. She chose it.

During Ranger training, they put us through some paces in Psy-Ops. There are ways to break people down, play around in their mind. They dont always have a say in it.

Dray made a noncommittal noise of acknowledgmentthe one that meant she needed to give something more thought. What if shes already dead? What if they killed her and dumped her body somewhere?

Then Ill find it and give the parents a burial. End their uncertaintythats something we were spared.

She nodded slightly and turned back over. I want Sleep Hold.

Tim slid down in bed, spooning her, and she responded with a lazy arch of her back. She raised her head, and he maneuvered his left arm beneath her neck. His cheek rested against her hair, his lips just touching her ear.

Her voice was faint now, skating the edge of sleep. Tell me something about Ginny.

Tim stared at the darkness. He squeezed her instead.









Two




Tim strode down the hall leading to the marshals office, his steps hushed by the carpet, his head numbed by the 6:00 A.M. wake-up and the deadening hum of the air conditioner vents overhead. His first return to the administrative offices, located behind the Federal Courthouse downtown, was proving to be even more uncomfortable than hed anticipated. Shame had overtaken him when he drove past the imposing, wide-stepped expanse of the courthouse, dogging him as he walked this familiar path. He could have spent the past year and the rest of his life as part of this institution. Instead he was stuck patrolling steel warehouses, sipping Big Gulps, spitting sunflower seeds, and knowing every minute that it was entirely his own fault. And knowing that the rent-a-cop job itself was a kind of penance.

Entering the lounge, he sat beside the antique safe with its faded rendering of a staga relic from an 1877 marshals stagecoach escort team. The marshals assistant nodded at him formally through the ballistic glass, but her eyes seemed to glitter in anticipation of the lunchtime gossip shed be able to impart.

The infamous ex-deputy dropping in for the first time since his release from jail. Since the plea bargain he had resisted but taken.

Hes expecting you. She punched at her computer keys with long-nailed fingers. Go right in.

Tannino rose from behind his sturdy desk to greet Tim. They shook hands, Tannino studying him with dark brown eyes. At six feet, Tim had about five inches on him.

Of the ninety-four U.S. marshals, Tannino was one of the few merit appointees, having served his street time before rising through the ranks. The marshalships, one for each federal judicial district, had traditionally been sinecures, though Homeland Security concerns were changing that rapidly.

Tannino gestured to the couch opposite his desk, and Tim sat.

Whats his pull? Tim asked.

Tannino got busy polishing an already spotless picture frame.

You might as well come clean now, Tim said. Save me the time.

Tannino set down the photohis niece wearing confirmation white, drenched in creamy angelic lighting. His sisters husband had died a few years ago of a heart attack, and Tannino had taken over paternal duties, which seemed mostly to involve interrogating prospective dates and delegating boyfriend background checks to his less industrious deputies. He laced his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, his coiffed salt-and-pepper hair looking even more dated than Tim remembered. Hes a big political donorhelped raise four mil for Senator Feinsteins campaign in 98.

The trail of obligation wasnt hard to traceFeinstein, as the senior senator, had recommended Tannino for his position. Though Clinton had rubber-stamped Tannino through, it was Feinstein to whom he owed his career, and the feelings of loyalty and respect ran both directions.

So you redeputize me, put me on the trail unofficially, keep the donors purse strings loose, and maintain plausible deniability. If I stumble upon the girl and haul her in quietly, no one has to ask questions and a blue-chip case is tied up with a bow. If I screw up, Im a perfect cutout operative. Tim Rackley, loose cannon and known assassinshit, he just went off on his own, we werent really sure what he got himself into. Mobs rally with pitchforks and shovels, and you help stoke the blaze.

Youre getting cynical in your old age, Rackley.

Its been a long year, Marshal. I lost my stomach for circumlocution.

I heard Kindell went away for life. I thought that might have lightened the load.

Five months ago, Roger Kindell, the thirty-six-year-old transient who had killed and dismembered Ginny, had pled to life-no-parole to keep the lethal injection at bay. Black-and-white photos depicting him in the act, stained with Ginnys blood, hadnt left the defense many alternatives. At long last, Kindell had run out of loopholes to slip through.

 
Rackley? Rackley?

Tim looked up, regained his focus.

Youre right on one count. We cant go after his kid because shes an adult. Nothing illegal has happened. What we can do is open a quiet investigation on her disappearance and see what options that presents us. If you locate her, maybe you take her into custody quick and quiet and we all get back to more important matters.

Hennings got money. Why doesnt he just hire a witch-hunter to kidnap her?

First of all, its illegal. Second, those guys are all ex-military machos. Henning cant risk that visibility. Hes got political aspirationshes not feeding money into senate campaigns for the shiny plaques. Hes half retired from the business now, a big name around town, theres a congressional seat opening up, maybe the governors office from there. A botched kidnapping would kill him. Youve seen firsthand what the press can do.

And its a lot harder to campaign with your daughter off spinning in robes at the airport. We wouldnt want an ally tripping over that hurdle.

Its not all politics in this room, despite what you may believe.

As much as the bureaucratic back-scratching chafed Tim, he had to respect the marshals no-bullshit approach to the intricacies of the situation. Tannino was a straight-thinking street operator whod found himself promoted to a political position; he had to whistle along occasionally, but that didnt mean he liked it.

You were one of the best deputies Ive ever had. Hell, that Ive ever seen. And I went to bat for you when the chips were down. I had certain limitations, but I did go to bat for you. Dont make this all neat and simple and stick a black hat on me. Tannino took a deep breath, held it a moment. Its about time you did something more than guard sheet metal and throw a shadow. Lets get you redeputized. Our two-year window hasnt closed, so I can give you a pass on going back to the academy. You can have full reinstatement rightshell, you and Bear can even go back to swapping lipstick like the old days. I can offer you your appropriate pay grade, GS12, plus availability pay, of course.

Am I back permanently?

Tannino sighed. Im not gonna lie to you, Rackley. Trying to get you on full-time after the stunts you pulled last year would be like trying to shovel ten pounds of shit into a five-pound bag. We can see how things play, but this is probably a temporary arrangement. He removed a badge and a Smith & Wesson .357 revolverTims preferred, if outdated, duty weaponfrom a drawer and set them on his desktop. Tim looked at them for a long time.

Why didnt you call me first?

You would have said no. I needed you to meet the parents.

Because Will Henning has such a glowing personality?

No, because theyre real people in real pain.

So youre willing to forgive me my trespasses as long as the donor deems me useful.

Exactly. You still want in, though. Why?

It may sound trite as hell, Marshal, but I love the Service.

It doesnt sound trite to me, Rackley. Not at all. Tannino rooted around in his file cabinet for an oath-of-office form, then stood. Raise your right hand and repeat after me.



Gripping his holstered .357, the badge weighing heavy but comforting in the back pocket of his khaki cargo pants, Tim headed to the Roybal Centers Garden Level. After numerous delays and endless bitching, the deputy offices had finally been moved from the shoddier Federal Building next door. It was another temporary arrangement, until the Service took over the third floor from Secret Service, its final step up the ladder of budgetary recognition. The neat lines of deskscheap, dark wood with shiny faux-gold pullsand the two waist-high barriers segmenting the room added to Tims disorientation on his return. A row of windows to the south overlooked the gardens.

Maybeck went red in the face when he spotted Tim, but Guerrera covered for him nicely with a nod. Across the room, Denley leaned over and wisecracked to Palton from behind a cupped hand. Tim kept his eyes forward as he walked, pretending his peripheral vision was inoperative. The past year had provided him plenty of opportunity to exercise the oblivious-yet-dignified skill set.

The top explosive-detection canines, Precious and Chomper, whimpered at Tims scent, tails wagging, but theyd been put on a sit-stay, so they didnt run to greet him. Reacting to his dogs, Supervisory Deputy Brian Miller stood to look over the barrier. The others followed suit, rising to their feet and staring, curiosity overcoming tact. A few new faces made Tims hiatus all the more acute.

A current of whispers followed him to his new desk, empty save a faded blotter and a crumpled Doritos bag. The wood partition provided him momentary respite from the stares. He set the S&W on the blotter and stared at it, weighing for a moment the significance of putting on a weapon again.

Then he looped several rubber bands around the fore end of the grip, just below the hammer. He slid the gun in the back of his pants above his right kidney, the grip out, ready for the draw. The rubber bands kept it from slipping beneath his waistband.

He removed the Marshals star from his back pocket and studied it. Last night hed called to quit his security gig. His supervisors only interest had been getting back the uniform and baton. That Tim was so eminently replaceable was apt commentary on the worthlessness of what hed been doing over the past year.

A massive thunk hit Tims back, startling him from his self-loathing. Bears voice boomed over his shoulder. You know why they put a circle around that star?

A faint smile crossed Tims lips. So its easier for them to shove up your ass.

He turned to stand and was swept up in a turbulent hug. Until last year Tim and Bear had partnered on the warrant squads Escape Team and served together on the SWAT-like Arrest Response Team. Though he was nine years older than Tim, Bear looked up to him and Dray like older siblings. A loner with many friends and few intimates, hed been an uncle to Ginny. Tim had once saved his life and been awarded the Medal of Valor for it. Bear had returned the favor by being the most unerringly loyal friend Tim had.

Over by the coffeemaker, Denley muttered something and Bear shot him a hard stare over the top of the barrier. Fuck off, Denley. You got something to say, get your ass over here and say it.

Denley held up a sagging coffee filter. Actually, Jowalski, I was just complaining that some numbnut left the old filter in.

Some of the noble indignation leaked out of Bear. Oh, he said.

Tim smiled for the first time since entering the building. I really appreciate you easing my transition here.

Bear lowered himself into a nearby sliding chair, spilling over it in all directions like a rhino on a unicycle. Tannino briefed me yesterday. I already followed up the groundballers. Theres nothing on the PI, Katanga. Just vanished.

The girl?

Ran the usual suspects on Leah Henningphone, gas, power, water, and broadband. All last-knowns trace to an apartment in Van Nuys. Heres the address. I spoke to the managercranky old broad. Leah skipped her lease March fifteenth, left the security deposit behind.

Two days after her visit home.

No forwarding info, no new bills in her name. She just blinked off the radar. Bear coughed into a fist. What do you have?

Not a damn thing.

Well, thats why youre here. To make magic outta moleshit. Bear wiped his hand on his pant leg. The P.O. box checked out to the San Fernando office, just north of Van Nuys, where the girl lived. I guess if we get desperate, we can sit someone on it, but Im not sure Tanninoll give up the manpower for a low-odds angle this early in the game.

The PI already gave it a go with no luck. Lets save that for a last-ditch.

Bear flattened the chips bag with his hand and seemed disappointed to find it empty. These cults pull some intense shit. Didnt you do some mind-control mumbo jumbo in Ranger training?

Biofeedback stuff mostly, to teach us to control our thoughts, balance our emotional responses, mediate our pain reactions.

Bear wore the dubious expression he generally reserved for discussing political correctness and tax hikes. Howd they do that?

They stuck us with needles and put probes up our asses. Wed joke that we got lost at the Blue Oyster Bar from Police Academy.

The white coats had taught him to focus on his breathing, his heart rate, even his body temperature. Eventually he could lower them at will, even when the techs were giving him mild shocks or pricking his fingertips with needles. Theyd kept cardiac leads all over him, hooked into a computer; his task was to lower his blood pressure and make pink dots disappear from the screen. The aim, one walleyed tech bragged, was to regulate his adrenaline response, to disconnect the wiring of his fight-or-flight instinct. Four twenty-minute sessions a day, seven days a week.

When Tim finished, his core body temperature stayed at ninety-seven degrees.

 
There is a shadow government. With effort, Bear pulled himself up off the chair. Page me if you need me. I gotta chase down some jack-ass who walked out of an Inglewood halfway house after banging a cohabitant. Remember, it aint all glamour.

He thundered off, hefting his pants by his belt.

Tim sat for a moment, elbows on his knees, head lowered. It took a while for the juices to get flowing, but the instinct returned like a remembered melody. He plucked the phone from the base, called the L.A. Times: Valley Edition and then the Weekly, asking for Classifieds. Newspapers were notoriously fastidious when it came to confidentiality, so he introduced himself both times as Lee Henning and complained that hed been overcharged for a moving-sale ad hed placed in the papers a few weeks ago. He was additionally pissed off because theyd misspelled his name. Neither paper could locate an ad. He came up blank at Pennysaver and Recycler but got a hit at the New Times, a lower-circulation rag that catered to students and the younger set.

Yeah, right here, the clerk said. Le ah Henning. A hiccup of a giggle. Bet that confused the buyers, huh? It just ran once. You shouldve been charged thirty-five bucks.

If memory serves, I was charged fifty.

Nope. The sounds of fastidious keyboard clicking. Got the bill right here.

Can you fax me a copy of it? And the ad, too, while youre at it?

He waited, fingers drumming on the desktop, until he heard the fax machine whirring across the room. Reluctant to ask his way around the new office, he followed the noise through the maze of desks. The papers awaited him in the tray.

A notation on the bill showed that Leah had paid the bill with cash, which struck Tim as odd and inconvenient. Tim had run through some specifics with Will last night while walking him and Emma to their car, and Will had mentioned hed cut off Leahs credit cards. But she still, presumably, had a bank account with a checkbook. Unless shed signed that over to the cult in addition to her trust fund.

Leahs ad, which had run nearly a month ago, offered a bureau, two nightstands, a bookcase, a mattress and frame, her bicycle, and an array of computer equipment. The sell-off fitted the profile of either a fugitive preparing to go underground or someone moving overseas. The latter, a distinct possibility, worried him. He didnt want to have to inform the Hennings that their daughter was hoeing fields in a cult colony in Tenerife.

More focused now, he headed out, mumbling to himself and drawing a few glances from his colleagues.
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