


“What an engaging story. Bunn continues both to elevate 
the quality of his writing and to astonish with his vision. In 
Burden of  Proof, he explores fundamental issues of human 
relationships, regret, and the need we all share to gain wis-
dom. I was profoundly moved.”

Joseph Raia, chairman, American Bar Association 
International Division 

“Burden of  Proof hit me with the emotional equivalent of 
a Mack truck. Beautiful and complex characters and plot. 
The prodigal’s dilemma brought me right inside the mys-
tery, all the way to the surprising one-two punch on the final 
page. I loved this story and its profoundly personal message. 
Wonderful!”

Sarah Gunning Moser, president, Lighthouse for Literacy

“This is the first Davis Bunn book I have read, but it will not 
be the last. Burden of  Proof beautifully demonstrates that 
a life spent in pursuit of selfish ends holds the makings of 
profound emptiness. Bunn’s rich characters and compelling 
plot beautifully reveal how hope is still possible, even here.”

Dr. Brian J. Grim, president,  
Religious Freedom & Business Foundation

“Bunn has outdone himself this time. Burden of  Proof kept 
me hooked from the very first page. This legal thriller invites 
us to consider the nature of the world itself. It challenges our 
worldview of the human experience and is both a powerful 
legal drama and a heartfelt love story. Bunn has opened my 
mind to a new vision of the human spirit.”

Jeffrey Arresty, president, Internet Bar Association

“Novels with otherworldly themes normally are not my cup 
of tea, but Bunn’s latest work is an amazing exception. In 
fact, the final line in its utter simplicity moved me to tears! 
The way he brings together all the story’s various compo-
nents is truly memorable.”

Carol Johnson, founder, The Christy Awards

_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   1_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   1 6/26/20   9:08 AM6/26/20   9:08 AM

Davis Bunn, Burden of Proof 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



BURDEN  
OF PROOF

_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   3_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   3 6/26/20   9:08 AM6/26/20   9:08 AM

Davis Bunn, Burden of Proof 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



Books by Davis Bunn

Lion of  Babylon

The Domino Effect

Unscripted

Burden of  Proof

_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   4_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   4 6/26/20   9:08 AM6/26/20   9:08 AM

Davis Bunn, Burden of Proof 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



BURDEN 
OF PROOF
DAV IS  BUNN

O

_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   5_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   5 6/26/20   9:08 AM6/26/20   9:08 AM

Davis Bunn, Burden of Proof 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



© 2020 by T. Davis Bunn

Published by Revell
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.revellbooks.com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— for example, electronic, photo-
copy, recording— without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only 
exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Bunn, T. Davis, 1952– author.
Title: Burden of proof / Davis Bunn.
Description: Grand Rapids, Michigan : Revell, a division of Baker Publishing 

Group, 2020.
Identifiers: LCCN 2020017927 | ISBN 9780800727888 (paperback) | ISBN 

9780800739041 (cloth)
Classification: LCC PS3552.U4718 B87 2020 | DDC 813/.54— dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020017927

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product 
of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, 
locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   6_Bunn_BurdenofProof_JE_djm.indd   6 6/26/20   9:08 AM6/26/20   9:08 AM

Davis Bunn, Burden of Proof 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



For Joseph and Carmen Raia

With deepest affection
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C H A P T E R  

ONE

Ethan paddled his kayak slowly across the inland waterway, 
heading into the dawn. The sun was a glorious red- rimmed 
blister rising straight ahead of him. The strengthening light 
made it impossible to actually see where he was headed. Not 
that it was a problem. Ethan had been coming and going 
from this particular dock since the ripe old age of nine and 
a half months.

The pain in his chest was worsened by the paddling mo-
tion. He needed to take his morning meds. But the pain 
medication left him somewhat removed from the world. That 
was not altogether a bad thing, since it was precisely what 
would be happening soon enough. Permanently. Even so, 
Ethan wanted to make his last journey out here with as clear 
a head as possible.

Skin cancer was a risk for every aging waterman. Over 
recent years Ethan had lost far too many friends to the af-
termath, when the skin disease invaded the body. The week 
after he turned fifty- five, Ethan learned the melanoma had 
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landed in the lining around his heart and lungs, what the 
doctors called thoracic sarcoma. Because he had waited so 
long to be checked out, treatment was simply not an option.

He minded, but not as much as he might have suspected. 
This dawn paddle was the first time in quite a while that he 
allowed his regrets to almost overwhelm him. Ethan did what 
he had been doing since the diagnosis. He pushed the bitter 
taste aside as best he could. By this point, the mental action 
was almost second nature.

His brother, Adrian, used to love telling and retelling the 
story of Ethan’s first trip out here. How their father had basi-
cally ruined the best- ever father- and- son outing by insisting 
they bring the worm. That was what ten- year- old Adrian had 
named the family’s unexpected newcomer. The human worm.

Needless to say, there had not been much love lost between 
the two brothers early on.

Their father and Adrian had been passionate about kayak 
fishing, which perfectly suited the marshes and shallow waters 
of Florida’s inland waterway. As he grew into adulthood, 
Ethan had kept it up mostly because of his brother’s love for 
the sport. He personally found it a little ridiculous, main-
taining an impossible sense of balance while casting. Not to 
mention the nightmare of catching and landing a large fish. 
But Adrian treated it like his drug of choice. And because of 
how close the two brothers had become, especially after their 
parents were taken from them, Ethan continued to paddle out 
and fish and paddle home. Even now. Thirty- five years after 
Adrian was murdered on the Jacksonville courthouse steps.

In the past, Ethan had also made an annual trek up to the 
Saint Augustine cemetery where his brother and parents were 
buried, marking the trio of losses. Customarily this paddle- 
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out took place the day he returned home to Cocoa Beach. 
But the graves were too far away now. And Ethan wouldn’t 
be asking anyone to cart his remains up to the family plot. 
He’d already arranged for buddies to cast his ashes over his 
beloved Atlantic surf.

Ethan could make out the silhouettes of homes and care-
fully planted tropical gardens that now rimmed the Cocoa 
Beach waterfront. None of this had existed when he and his 
brother used to come out here, of course. The world had 
moved on. Soon it would continue without him.

The pier was pretty much derelict now, used mostly by 
locals who remembered how things once had been. Back 
in the eighties, when the Holiday Marina was the center 
of their young lives, Cocoa Beach had positively hummed 
with energy and people and new money. The space race had 
ended, and I Dream of  Jeannie had shifted from the nation’s 
number- one show to late-night reruns. But NASA was still 
going strong, and Cocoa Beach had become a choice winter 
destination for the nation’s college students.

The Holiday Marina’s owners had retired twenty- three 
years ago. Because they loved their hometown and the folks 
who had been their regular clients for decades, they willed 
the place and the land to the city. The marina had been razed, 
and the pier was badly maintained by volunteers. But the 
boat ramp and parking lot were still jammed almost every 
weekend.

As Ethan made the final approach, two silver- grey dol-
phins swam up alongside his kayak. They were the smaller 
brackish- water breed, and so tame that one let him reach 
down and scratch the slick pelt beside its dorsal fin. The 
other peeped a soft welcome, or perhaps a farewell.
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Then Ethan saw who was waiting for him, and he wished 
the dolphins had managed a clearer warning.

There on the end of the pier stood Professor Sonya Bar-
rett, widow of Ethan’s late brother. The reason Ethan had 
not been with Adrian on the day he was murdered. The 
point of the worst— and the last— argument the two broth-
ers ever had.

Sonya had not aged well. Ethan had not seen her since 
the day after the funeral, but he remembered her as a lithe 
figure with a ballerina’s grace. Now her hair looked chopped 
off with garden shears, blown by the dawn breeze into a 
bird’s nest of grey and silver. Her face was heavily lined. 
But at least the eyes were the same. Angry and tight. Ethan 
remembered that gaze.

Sonya started in on him even before Ethan docked. “I’ve 
been waiting here over an hour.”

If he’d had any doubt about who the woman was, her 
attitude confirmed it. He’d had no reason to think she’d be 
showing up today. Even so, she treated Ethan like he had 
been born permanently in the wrong.

He swung the kayak around as though readying for a 
quick getaway. “Did I miss a message you were coming?” 
Ethan left unspoken the fact that if he’d known, he’d still 
be paddling in the opposite direction.

She gestured impatiently. “We don’t have time for that. 
Get on up here before it’s too late for everything.”

It had always been this way between them. Ten seconds 
together and they were circling each other like curs, hair 
bristling, looking for the chance to draw first blood.

Only not today.
The weight of knowing this would be his final paddle- 
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out, and all the wrong moves that had brought him to this 
point, left Ethan immune to Sonya’s ire for the first time 
ever. On any other day, he might have found a bit of humor 
in the thought that struck as he gripped the lower railing. 
How being close to death proved to be the only way to put 
up with his brother’s widow.

He reached out, offering her the line. “Want to make me 
fast?”

Sonya hesitated, as if  needing a moment to search out 
the hidden barb. She took the rope. “I positively loathe to 
be kept waiting.”

Sonya had always been impatient with a world that re-
fused to spin at her frenetic pace. He remained silent as he 
clambered onto the dock. But he pushed himself erect too 
fast, and the pain in his chest went from bad to unbearable. 
He clamped his arm to his chest and managed, “Give me a 
minute.”

“I don’t have another minute.” She lashed the kayak to a 
rusting stanchion. “And by the looks of things, neither do 
you.”

He breathed around the pain, waiting. Gradually the dis-
comfort fit itself back inside a manageable space. When he 
could breathe easy once more, he asked, “You heard?”

“Of course I heard. Why else do you think I’d be out 
here?”

A younger voice called from the shore, “Okay, Mom. 
That’s enough.”

“Well, really. Timing is everything.” Sonya waved an ir-
ritated hand in Ethan’s general direction. “And this man is 
making us late.”

“Mom. You told me to say when you were being a pain. 
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This is me doing my job.” The woman walked closer. She 
was tall and willowy and good- natured, the exact opposite 
of her mother. “Go start setting up, why don’t you.”

She so resembled Ethan’s late brother that it took his 
breath away to look at her. “You’re . . .”

“Delia. Nice to meet you, Uncle Ethan. Finally.”
A blade of rage sliced through him. But he could no longer 

indulge in fury, even when it was justified. Anger magnified 
what he lived with constantly and turned his pain into a 
branding iron. Ethan tilted slightly to his left and breathed in 
and out, waiting for the world to resume its rightful course.

Even so, the look he gave Sonya was enough to send her 
scurrying down the pier as she said, “Tell him to hurry.”

Ethan said to Delia, “I can’t believe I’m just meeting you.”
“It’s not what you think. Well, okay, maybe it is. At least 

partly.” Delia had her father’s hair, dark and long. She wore 
it woven into a rope as thick as her arm. And those eyes. 
Crystal grey and incredibly intense and constantly looking 
for a reason to smile. “See, a couple of weeks after I was 
born, Mom was taken to court by her Washington investors.”

“Thieves and brigands, the lot of them,” Sonya called 
back.

“Fighting them cost Mom everything,” Delia went on. 
“Her job, her research, her reputation, the works.”

Ethan allowed himself to be gently ushered back toward 
the shore. The pier was missing a number of planks, which 
meant he had to take his gaze off his niece.

His niece.
He said, “That was thirty- four years ago.”
“Right. Thirty- five next week. After that, life just kept 

getting harder. Her investors claimed the right to buy her 
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company. Mom being Mom, when they pressured her, she 
somehow misplaced crucial elements of her research.”

“Correction. I destroyed anything they could possibly use 
and handed over a smoldering wreck.”

“See?” Delia smiled. “What could possibly go wrong with 
a plan like that?”

“They gave me no choice at all,” Sonya huffed from up 
ahead. “And if you insist on telling our entire past history 
to this man, you really should try to get it right.”

Sonya’s ire left her daughter untouched. “Okay, then the 
investors charged her with theft, larceny, breach of contract, 
the works. So Mom up and vanished and officially became 
a fugitive from justice.”

Sonya reached the end of the pier and stomped across the 
parking lot. “Give my work to those idiots? I’d rather die.”

Ethan asked, “Why didn’t you contact me?”
Delia gave him the sort of patented look that had been 

Adrian’s trademark in front of juries. A sideways glance 
that invited everyone to peer beneath the surface and see the 
truth. “Okay, point of order. You were nine thousand miles 
away at the time, am I right?”

“I came home. Occasionally.”
“So my mother, who did not consider you her closest pal, 

should have tried to track you down whenever your global 
surf trek brought you back to this part of the world? Please.”

“You sound so much like your father it hurts.” And it 
did. Terribly.

Delia reached out and took a companionable hold on his 
arm, like she had been doing it for years. “The short ver-
sion of what happened next is, I changed my name. Legally 
became a Smith. Cut all ties to Mom’s past. It was the only 
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way to keep working with her.” She flashed her father’s smile. 
“Plus, the way Mom described you, I had no reason to con-
tact the ogre from the east.”

Sonya called back, “How long do we have?”
Delia checked the timer on her phone. “Fourteen and a 

half minutes.”
Sonya paused long enough to glare at Ethan. “Could you 

possibly walk any slower?”
When Sonya resumed stomping across the lot, Ethan 

asked softly, “Why did you bother staying with that woman? 
I mean, why not just cut and run?” He had to know.

Delia even had her father’s shrug. A good- natured lifting 
of chin and shoulders both, a smile that never went further 
than those incredible eyes. “Mom’s a genius. You need to 
accept that and move on. Because she’s right. We don’t have 
much time.”

Four trucks with empty trailers were parked alongside the 
boat ramp. The only other two vehicles were Ethan’s ride 
and a vintage refrigerated truck.

Ethan watched as Sonya headed for the truck and asked, 
“Time for what?”

“We’re here to offer you a chance to save my father’s life.”
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