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To Jack, Christopher and Peter,


who are why I get up in the morning.


With lots and lots of love.




1


You never see the bullet that takes you down.


Somebody Bianca St. Ives was pretty sure knew what he was talking about had once said that. It was the thought she couldn’t get out of her head.


They were hunting her. Pulling out all the stops. Searching the globe. Along with what was arguably worse—searching the internet.


Sooner or later, they were going to find her.


They were stone-cold professionals. Seeker-finders. Assassins. Locating people and killing them was their job. And they were good at it. The best in the world.


Someday—most likely someday soon—a shot would be fired. Unless she was very, very lucky, she would die.


The thing was, Bianca wasn’t a big believer in luck.


She was a big believer in preemptive strikes.


Which was why, at 7:58 p.m. on a cold, rainy Thursday in November, she was in Great Falls, Virginia, a swanky bedroom community not too many miles from DC, staring down the scope of a sniper rifle at a man’s shadowy figure as she prepared to blow his brains out.


Here’s looking at you, kid.


Cloaked by darkness, she lay flat on her stomach beneath the branches of a towering, too-fragrant blue spruce, settling the stock of the .300 Winchester Magnum bolt-action rifle into a more comfortable position against her shoulder. A tree root protruding through the muddy ground provided a natural support for the rifle’s barrel, taking most of the weight of the weapon so that she didn’t have to worry about muscle fatigue setting in in her arms. She was dressed all in black, from the military-issue balaclava that covered her head and most of her face to her gloves and combat boots. Her jacket and wristwatch were at least waterproof, which was a good thing considering the steady drizzle. The rest of her was already damp. And cold. The temperature was in the midthirties.


If shivering counted as exercise, she was the workout queen.


Through the Win Mag’s magnifying scope, she carefully zeroed in on her target. When he was in DC, he was a creature of habit, and he habitually arrived home at 8:00 p.m. Right now he was in the backseat of the big black car rolling up the oak-lined driveway of a two-story, ten-thousand-square-foot brick mansion at twelve o’clock to her position on a small, wooded rise in the enormous front lawn of the property across the street. The mansion where he lived came equipped with multiple layers of protection, including motion-activated security lighting, real-time monitoring via surveillance cameras and a rotating quota of armed guards complete with large dogs patrolling the five-acre property.


The dogs, the guards and the surveillance cameras were all new additions, dating from approximately one week previously, shortly after the time the man in the backseat of the car had returned from his latest “advisory” trip to Europe. So was the bulletproof, bombproof car and the personal-protection officer sitting up front beside the driver.


Expecting trouble much? Bianca silently asked her target.


Was she the trouble he was expecting? She’d done her best to make him think she was dead. He was either a careful man, or he wasn’t convinced of her death, or he had more enemies out there.


She was going with all three. But Reason Number Two was the biggie. It was why she was lying beneath the tree.


Over the last few days, her spiderweb of connections on the dark web had started whispering of an all-out man (woman?) hunt raging across Europe. People she knew of and people she knew had been swept up, brought in, questioned. Disappeared.


Who were they hunting? No one seemed to be sure. But the entire shadowy community of criminals and their connections, of which she was a part, was taking precautions. They were running, hiding, scuttling away like startled crabs into their hidey-holes until the coast was clear.


Bianca had a bad feeling that the heat wouldn’t die down until the target of the hunt was found and neutralized.


She had an even worse feeling that said target was her.


Only she wasn’t the scuttling-away type. She was the deal-with-your-problems type.


In the words of some long-ago Mafia boss, If you want to kill a dog, you don’t cut off the tail, you cut off the head.


The man in the car was the head.


So here she was, getting ready to cut it off.


She had to give him credit for taking precautions. But they weren’t going to be enough.


Sometimes you eat the bear, and sometimes the bear eats you: words to live by. Bianca knew what side of that equation she intended to be on.


Fixed in her crosshairs was Alexander Groton, recently retired head of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency—DARPA—and current sub rosa “consultant” for the CIA. He was talking on the phone. She could just see his dark shape through the rear windshield as the car passed beneath the security lights, which blinked on one after the other and shone in through the tinted glass.


The last—and only—time they’d met face-to-face, he’d been holding a rifle on her, threatening her life. Because, among other reasons, he’d wanted her to come to work for him and the CIA, and she’d turned him down. Then she’d hurled herself off a cliff and fallen to her death.


Or not.


So she’d already done the flight thing. Now she was in fight mode: calm and centered, her emotions turned off, every sense she possessed focused on what she was there to do.


The morality of it, the ethics, the unnerving glimmer of a possibility that she might be opening herself up to some really bad karma or a long stint in a scary-hot place—she’d considered all that.


Killing him was the only way to keep herself and everyone she cared about safe. He was one of a handful of people who knew that she existed. He’d seen her, spoken to her, could physically identify her. She was as sure as it was possible to be that he was the one who’d set the hunt for her in motion. What he didn’t know about her—yet—was her identity as Bianca St. Ives and anything about the life that went with it. With the vast resources he had at his disposal, she was very much afraid that it was only a matter of time until he found that out. And then the hunters would close in.


The only way she was ever going to get away from him was if she died.


Or killed him instead.


Through the obscuring glass, she watched the denser darkness that was Groton as he turned his head. He was directly behind the driver.


Her right index finger quivered with the effort it took to keep it away from the trigger. Her heart rate increased just enough to be noticeable. That, plus the shivering, was not good.


When you’re on the job, block out everything except the job: it was one of the rules.


She did. Her heart rate came down. The shivering stopped.


She really wanted to get this over with, but—


Her index finger relaxed.


Not. Quite. Yet.


Like the rest of the car, the rear windshield was bulletproof, although she could always send the bullet drilling through the metal flashing around the window, which was the protective cladding’s weakest spot. Still, the angle wasn’t the best. With the driver located directly in front of the target and a bodyguard on board as well, there was a real potential for collateral damage.


Bottom line, she didn’t have the shot she wanted. She would get only one chance at this. She meant to get it right.


Her life depended on it.


The balaclava had a flap specifically designed to accommodate a listening device, and the earwig she’d chosen to wear with it was state-of-the-art audio surveillance. She touched the button on her earwig, switching on its receiver. Primo spyware, it could wirelessly pick up sounds—including conversations—within a range of fifteen hundred yards with no need for a mic.


“… afraid I’m going to have to bow out of next Tuesday’s lunch,” Groton said into the phone.


Bianca made a small grimace of satisfaction as she recognized his voice with no possibility of mistake. She was using the earwig specifically to avoid such unfortunate occurrences as collateral damage, or just plain shooting the wrong man. It performed as expected, picking up Groton’s voice as clearly as if she were right there in the car with him, rather than a thousand yards away burrowed into a carpet of soggy-cold pine needles with the wind shaking the branches overhead so that they creaked and groaned and the rain landing with a steady tap-tap all around. The house that belonged to the yard she was in—another oversize brick mansion—had lights on in three downstairs windows. She’d already ascertained that an elderly couple lived there alone. The lights came from their kitchen, where they had just finished their evening meal, and living room, where they were currently ensconced watching TV. They would be turned off at precisely nine o’clock when the couple headed upstairs to bed.


“I’m heading back to Oslo tomorrow.”


Back to Oslo, hmm? Bianca had firsthand, personal knowledge that Groton was lying. She didn’t know where he was planning to go, but she did know that he had just come from the near vicinity of Heiligenblut, Austria. At, what she’d discovered, after being kidnapped and taken there, was a CIA-controlled black site. Which was where, not quite two weeks ago now, Groton had tried to recruit and then, when she’d refused to work for him and his murderous cabal of covert operatives, kill her. Because, as it turned out, she was not the daughter of a world-class thief and con man with an eight-figure price on his head who had graced most-wanted lists all over the world for decades as she had been raised to believe. Instead, she was a genetically enhanced test-tube baby, the product of a highly classified Department of Defense experiment designed to create so-called super soldiers for the military. That experiment had gone horribly wrong and led to the murders of forty-seven of the forty-eight infants that had resulted, along with their gestational mothers.


She was the only survivor of what had been known as the Nomad Project.


She was Nomad 44.


Jump back, Harry Potter. Just call her the girl who lived.


Yeah, she was having trouble getting her head around it, too.


That was the other reason Groton and his minions wanted to kill her. The main reason. The facts were that the Nomad Project was unethical, illegal, unknown to Congress and had resulted in the murders of dozens of American citizens by government-sanctioned killers. The careers and possibly the freedom and even the lives of those who’d been in charge of the program were on the line if knowledge of its existence should ever get out. That was reason enough for them to want to wipe her and every trace of the program that had created her off the face of the earth.


Which she was 99.9 percent certain was what they were currently going all-out to do.


Big surprise, being the target of a CIA-sanctioned fatwa wasn’t her idea of a rousing good time.


That whole super-soldier thing? Not her fault. Also, not who she was.


She liked clothes. She liked shoes. She liked makeup. She liked guys. In other words, she was a perfectly normal twenty-six-year-old, five-foot-six-inch, slender blonde with a pretty face and enough sex appeal to occasionally turn it to her advantage.


Who’d been trained in martial arts by skilled sensei, weapons and explosives by special-ops retirees, pickpocketing, theft and the art of the con by the top pros in the game—


Okay, so maybe Barbie’s got a brand-new bag. It’s not like she was the Terminator or anything.


She was basically just your average girl. Your average girl with an unconventional past. Your average girl with certain mad skills. That included the ability to kill a man with a sniper rifle in rainy, windy, less-than-optimal conditions at a distance of a thousand yards.


Boo-yah and all that.


The thing was, she wasn’t really the kill-somebody-in-cold-blood type. She wasn’t even the kill-somebody type.


She was, however, the didn’t-want-to-be-killed-herself-or-captured-and-turned-into-a-murderous-lab-experiment type, so given the choices, here she was.


Kill or be killed: it was the oldest rule of all.


She knew which side of that equation she meant to be on, too.


“I’ll call you when I get back and we’ll set something up,” Groton said into the phone. “Say hello to Molly for me.” Disconnecting, he added to someone in the car, “Did you tell the pilot that it’s wheels up at 9:00 a.m. tomorrow?”


“Yes, sir,” came the reply. It was hard to be sure, but Bianca thought the speaker was the driver.


The car was now almost even with the house, which for all its grandeur did not have an attached garage. The vehicles were kept in a former carriage house out back that had been converted into a four-bay garage. Ordinarily, Groton would have parked in the reconfigured garage and walked into the house through a back door. Also ordinarily, Groton drove himself, and his security consisted of any personal weapons he might possess and a standard security alarm on the house.


Bianca got it: desperate times call for desperate measures. Right there with you, sir.


Under these particular desperate measures, Groton’s car would stop sixty-two feet short of the garage. He would be hustled out of the car and into his house through a side door under the close protection of his bodyguard.


From the car door to the house door was a distance of approximately seventeen feet, including three ascending steps that led to a small stoop. The time required for Groton to cover that distance was twenty-one seconds. She’d timed it, just like she’d measured the distances involved and calculated the best angle for her shot, during her two dry runs.


The period of optimal exposure would be when Groton was on the steps, which weren’t wide enough for two men to climb side by side.


That was her window.


She wasn’t going to miss.


The light beside the side door of Groton’s house came on, illuminating the area where he would exit the car.


A mistake on the part of whoever had flipped that switch, Bianca thought, but not one that was going to make a difference. She would have taken—and would have made—the shot regardless of the lighting.


Groton said, “My wife will be coming with us in the morning, by the way. After you drop me at my plane, you’re to take her to Dulles. She has a flight to Arizona.”


“Yes, sir,” the driver said. “You to Andrews, Mrs. Groton to Dulles.”


“That’s right.”


Looking through the scope, Bianca honed in on the spot where she expected to pick up her target even as she registered that the wife was being taken out of the way. A good tactical move on Groton’s part: it reduced his vulnerability, which family members always expanded.


Too bad that by morning the horse would already have left the barn.


The car pulled to a stop so that the rear driver’s-side door was in near-perfect alignment with the door through which Groton would enter the house. The front passenger door opened. The bodyguard, a tall, fortyish man with a buzzed head and a small goatee, got out and came around the front of the car. He was holding an open umbrella with a solid, dark canopy in deference to the shimmery fall of rain. The bodyguard was a pro: it was there in his walk, in his body language, in the way his overcoat and suit jacket were left open to allow easy access to the weapon in his shoulder holster. Without missing a step, he visually scanned the surroundings for possible threats. Unfortunately for him and Groton, it was too dark and she was too far away for him to spot her.


Showtime. Bianca had trained with some of the best military snipers in the world. They favored the BRASS method of assuring precise shot placement. The acronym stood for breathe, relax, aim, stop/slack, squeeze. She instinctively began the sequence.


Breathe in.


Many snipers were taught to hold their breath when taking a shot. Bianca’s instructors felt that this caused the body to struggle internally as it fought for air and thus interfered with optimal accuracy. Instead, she began to regulate her breathing so that when the time came she would be pulling the trigger in the two- to three-second interval between inhaling and exhaling.


Breathe out.


The house door opened and was held open by someone inside whom Bianca couldn’t see.


“Let’s go, sir,” the bodyguard said as he opened the rear driver’s-side door. Groton stepped out. He was a tall man, rangy in the dark overcoat he wore over his suit, moving easily despite his seventy-three years. Sheltering Groton with the umbrella in a way that blocked the top half of his head from Bianca’s view, closing the car door with a backward sweep of his arm, the bodyguard stayed half a step behind him.


The umbrella was unexpected. She would have to make adjustments. Bianca caught herself holding her breath as she concentrated on finding her shot despite its presence.


Relax. Breathe in.


Groton and the bodyguard strode toward the house.


Bianca was still cold and wet, but she was no longer aware of either. The shivering had stopped. Her heartbeat was strong and steady. Her arm and neck muscles were loose, supple. Her trigger finger was relaxed. She briefly glanced into the nearby darkness to take the strain off her eyes, then squinted back down the scope.


Her senses sharpened, focused, while around her everything else seemed to slow down. The spicy fragrance of the wet spruce intensified. The patter of the falling rain became a drumbeat. The steady drizzle separated into individual, beautifully rendered teardrops. She became supremely conscious of the direction and strength of the gusting wind, of the play of light and shadow over the target area, of the distortion created by uncertain lighting and distance.


“Where’s Mrs. Groton?” Groton called to whoever was holding open the house door.


“In the living room, sir.” It was a woman’s voice. A maid? Bianca couldn’t be sure.


Still shielded by the umbrella, Groton reached the steps.


Breathe out. Aim.


Bianca aligned the target in the crosshairs. A body shot usually yielded the highest percentage of success, but a head shot was absolutely, positively lethal, and she couldn’t afford anything less. A miss would be disastrous. If she had to shoot through the umbrella, she would. The silky fabric wouldn’t deflect the bullet by so much as a hairbreadth.


Groton put a foot on the bottom step. The bodyguard was still behind him. As her target began to climb, the umbrella tilted back out of the way.


Groton’s craggy features and thick gray hair were exposed. Yes. Bianca refined her aim, refusing to be distracted by the rain that caught in his hair and shone like diamonds in the light.


Stop/slack.


Her index finger touched the trigger at last, the lightest of contact to ensure that there was no slack in it. She felt its carefully calibrated resistance throughout her body. The only thing that was required now was for her finger to retract and the weapon would fire.


Groton was on the middle step.


Breathe in.


She had an unimpeded shot. All she had to do was pull the trigger.


Squee—


Thud. She was surprised by a sound that made her think of a fist punching flesh. It came through her earwig and was actually the sound of a bullet finding its target, she discovered a split second later as blood exploded in a red geyser from the center of Groton’s chest. The maid screamed. Grabbing for his weapon, the bodyguard lunged forward with an inarticulate cry. Groton’s body dropped like a stone, then tumbled down the steps.


Bianca’s heart leaped. Her finger dropped away from the trigger. Stunned, she lay unmoving, her eye still glued to the scope.


Groton had been shot.


But she hadn’t pulled the trigger, hadn’t fired her weapon, hadn’t taken him out.


Which meant—


There was another shooter on the ground.
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Panic wasn’t something Bianca did.


Good thing, because her instinctive reaction felt a lot like panic.


Her heart slammed. Her breath caught. She was instantly wired from head to toe as an explosion of adrenaline hit her body systems.


Use it. Channel it. Make those physiological responses work for you.


Across the road, panic was the name of the game. The bodyguard dropped to a knee beside Groton, who was crumpled on his side at the bottom of the steps hemorrhaging blood, then leaped to his feet with weapon in hand to sweep defensive arcs in the direction from which the shot had come. The maid, a plump woman in a black uniform, flew down the steps. The driver burst out of the car. The security guards ran toward the scene, dogs on leashes running with them and barking wildly.


“Mr. Groton!”


“Call 911!”


“Let the dogs go!”


“Pick him up! Get him in the car!”


“—shouldn’t move him!”


“Don’t you understand what’s happening? There’s a live shooter out there! The car’s armored! Get him in the fucking car!”


The dogs, released, ran around barking. The security guards each grabbed one of Groton’s limbs and carried him in an awkward running shuffle toward the back door of the car, which the driver ran ahead to open. The maid followed, lamenting loudly. Another woman appeared at the top of the steps. She was tall, thin, dark-haired, and wearing dark slacks and a light blue blouse.


“Alex! My God, what’s happened? Alex!” She ran down the stairs and along the trail of blood toward the car.


The maid turned back toward her. “Oh, Mrs. Groton—”


Tearing her gaze away from the scene, Bianca snatched out the earwig, pocketed it, rolled to her feet and grabbed the rifle case, which she slung by its strap over her shoulder. The adrenaline burst resolved itself into laser-like focus, rapid, precise thinking, smooth, controlled movements—and an elevated pulse rate that pounded in her ears.


Could anybody say holy freaking disaster?


Oh, she could.


Ducking low to avoid the dripping branches, the heavy rifle at the ready, her every sense alert, she emerged from the shelter of the tree to warily scan her surroundings through the veil of rain that distorted everything. Rain soaked through her mask so that it felt clammy and cold against her skin, but she dared not remove it. She bent forward again in an attempt to protect her weapon. Across the road, the car that was once again carrying Groton backed at speed down the driveway. In the distance she could hear the high-pitched wail of approaching sirens.


Go, go, go.


It wouldn’t be long before the area was cordoned off and the roads were blocked. The local police were just the first wave. The FBI would be on the scene soon, along with no telling what other alphabet agencies. Law enforcement would blanket the neighborhood. Helicopters would zoom overhead. Alexander Groton was an important man: every resource at the federal government’s disposal would be brought in to aid in the search for the shooter.


Who, as it turned out in a surprise development, wasn’t her.


It didn’t matter. If she was arrested, no one would believe she was innocent. Even if they eventually did, she was still Nomad 44. Someone somewhere knew that, or would figure it out. Once she was in custody they would have her exactly where they wanted her. In all likelihood her survival would be measured in hours rather than days. She needed to get gone.


Except for the rectangles of light that spilled from the downstairs windows over part of a stone walkway and a section of low hedge, the two-plus-acre front lawn was as dark as the inside of a cave. That was good in that it helped conceal her and bad in that it helped conceal anyone else who might be in the vicinity, which was the part that made her want to jump out of her skin. Shadows lay everywhere. Small trees and topiaries and a damned garden statue all looked terrifyingly human at first glance. The sound of the rain was loud enough to mask any nearby movement.


Judging by the angle of the shot that had felled Groton, a shooter with a high-powered rifle was approximately sixty yards to her left, down by the road at the far western corner of the very property she was fleeing. Or at least, that’s where he’d been when he’d taken the shot. By now he could be anywhere.


Like right in front of her. Or behind her. Or beside her. Or overhead, as in, in a tree or on a roof.


For all she knew, he had night-vision equipment and could see her. Had his weapon trained on her right that very moment.


Her skin crawled with the knowledge that a shot could come winging her way at any second.


You never see the bullet that takes you down …


The only thing to do was exactly what she was doing: get the hell out of Dodge. Which she hoped and prayed the shooter was focused on doing, as well. After all, he couldn’t be waiting around to take a shot at her, because he couldn’t have known that she was going to be there, because nobody had known that she was going to be there, so taking her out couldn’t have been part of his agenda.


All she had to worry about was him not being the type to say no to a happy accident if he stumbled across one.


Which getting the chance to take out Nomad 44 might be, if he was there as part of an effort to clean up the last messy remnants of the Nomad Project.


Back in that secret government gulag in Austria, she’d been given to understand that only a handful of people knew that Nomad 44 had ever existed. At least one—now two—of those were dead.


But that was then, this was now. She had no idea who might at this point be looking for her, gunning for her. A government assassin? A contract killer? A whole army of them? For all she knew, her picture and the various false identities they had for her might have been added to an international hit list.


If there was a price on her head, nobody looking to claim it would be too particular about why.


They didn’t have to know that she was Nomad 44. They just had to know that someone was willing to pay the big bucks to whoever succeeded in killing her.


Bianca shivered and immediately attributed the reaction to the cold and the rain. Like panic, fear wasn’t something she did.


Fear will get you killed faster than any bullet: it was one of her father’s axioms. Wait, no, it was one of Mason Thayer’s axioms. Turns out the man she’d always thought was her father, Richard St. Ives, was neither her father nor Richard St. Ives. Instead, he was a former CIA assassin named Mason Thayer who’d been sent to kill her and her gestational mother when her gestational mother had run away with her as an infant before whoever was in charge of terminating the Nomad Project had gotten around to killing them. Instead of doing what he’d been sent to do, Thayer had fallen in love with her mother, Issa, and hidden the two of them. When her mother was killed by another CIA assassin, Thayer fled with the surviving child (her) and changed their identities to Richard St. Ives and his daughter, Bianca. All of which Bianca had discovered at the same time as she’d made the acquaintance of Alexander Groton, which was the same time she’d found out that every government official who knew of her existence wanted her dead. Preferably yesterday.


Still, it was just as likely that Groton had been shot for a reason that had nothing to do with her.


Wasn’t it?


There was no way to be sure. But the timing, she was afraid, spoke volumes.


And it wasn’t saying anything good.


Staying low to the ground, her every nerve ending attuned to the possibility of danger, Bianca fled across the acres of well-kept lawn toward the woods at the northern edge of the property. The smell of the rain, the sound of it, the way it obscured her vision, put her nerves on edge because it interfered with the normal functioning of her senses. Such obstacles as a birdbath and a garden swing and a couple of benches loomed up out of the darkness without warning, making her heart bump even as she identified and skirted them. Her gaze swept her surroundings in a continuous back-and-forth motion. Her finger stayed poised above the Win Mag’s trigger. In the direction she was heading, the ground was uneven and sloped away from the house. Her feet kept sliding on the wet grass. She tripped over a discarded hose and got slapped in the face by a branch and blundered into a flower bed, and blamed it all on the idea that the rain was affecting her depth perception. But no matter how much she tried to deny it, the truth was that she was rattled. Seriously rattled. As in, totally freaked out.


Deep in her bones, she was convinced that Groton’s shooting had everything to do with the Nomad Project, which meant that it had everything to do with her. It also meant that the hunt for her was suddenly a whole lot closer to home than she’d thought.


To her enormous relief she encountered no one, and no other shots were fired.


As she slipped into the pitch blackness that was the woods, she spared a regretful thought for the tiny flashlight that she didn’t now dare use, because using it would be the equivalent of painting a target on her back for anyone who might be close by. Once again, being obsessive about preparation was paying off—she’d memorized the route back to the dirt bike that she’d specially modified to accommodate tonight’s need for stealth down to the exact number of steps it would take to get there. Looking out through the trees as she slipped beneath them, she saw half a dozen cop cars converging on the property across the road. Stroboscopic lights revolved in violent explosions of blue. The sirens’ screams tore through the night.


In the house belonging to the old couple, more lights came on. They had clearly heard the sirens. Or maybe investigators were already knocking on their front door to question them about anything out of the ordinary they might have seen or heard.


Which would be nothing, at least nothing that related to her. She’d been careful as always, and the rain, which was coming down in buckets now, should obliterate even the smallest chance for them to have seen or heard anything, as well as any minute amounts of trace evidence that might have been left behind.


Every dark cloud …


Anyway, if the investigators were worth their salt, the bulk of the forensics would be concentrated sixty yards from where she’d lain beneath the tree to take the shot that she’d never gotten off.


Where the actual shooter had been.


The shooter whose next target might well be Bianca St. Ives.


A little more than eight hours later, Bianca pulled into the gated underground parking lot beneath the eight-story building in which she lived, in a top-floor three-bedroom condo, just outside Savannah’s historic district. As the gate closed behind her silver Acura and she drove toward one of her two designated parking spots, she allowed herself to sag a little with relief.


At least the solid concrete walls meant she didn’t have to worry any longer about getting shot by a sniper.


It was after 4:00 a.m. Her journey from Great Falls had involved the dirt bike, a stolen pickup and a lot of back roads until she’d retrieved her own car from where she’d left it in a one-time tobacco barn just outside of Fayetteville that she owned and had converted into a specially designed storage unit. Then, and only then, had she felt confident enough to hit the expressway. The journey had also involved an unnerving degree of paranoia as she’d wondered if she’d been spotted, if she was being followed, if she was being targeted. She’d employed every trick she’d ever learned about throwing tails. She’d imagined every possible scenario, from a sniper’s bullet blasting through her windshield to a team of operatives attempting to waylay her car and take her captive. That nothing like that had happened was good.


Didn’t mean that it still couldn’t. That it wouldn’t.


Even now, at the end of her journey, she was wired and slightly wet and a whole lot worried. Along with keeping an eye out for anyone who might try to do her harm, she’d spent the drive speculating about the identity of the shooter. The most obvious candidate was her not-father, Mason Thayer, whose motivation for getting rid of Groton was at least as strong as hers. He had the advantage of having been a professional assassin along with the resources to get the job done and the ability to kill without remorse. She would have instantly fingered him as the gunman except for the fact that he’d been severely wounded on the same day that she’d escaped from Groton. That made it almost impossible for him to have fired that shot. She thought almost, because experience had taught her to never totally dismiss anything where he was concerned, and he had escaped, via helicopter. Once she eliminated him, however, the other possibilities were legion. She couldn’t even begin to guess at all of them. By the time she got home, she was so fuzzy-headed from stress and exhaustion that she was no longer able to even try.


The only thing she wanted to do was take a hot shower, pull on some dry pajamas, crawl into bed and put the events of this nightmare of a night on hold until morning.


Under the circumstances she might have opted for a swig of NyQuil first just to settle her mind enough for sleep, but she had to be at work at 8:00 a.m. Yes, she was the boss, but she was never late, and the last thing she wanted to do was raise any questions in the minds of those who knew her about what she’d been up to the previous night to make her most uncharacteristically sleep in.


She imagined that by sunrise every newspaper, TV channel and internet source in the world would carry news of Groton’s murder.


No connection here, folks.


Unless he’d somehow managed to follow her despite her best efforts, the shooter couldn’t know where she lived. He couldn’t know of her life in Savannah or her identity as Bianca St. Ives.


If he did, she’d already be dead.


Unless she was somehow ranked below Groton on his hit list.


The possibility sent a chill down her spine.


It’s not paranoia if they’re really after you.


The lighting in the parking garage was dim and spectral. As she drove down the row of cars closest to the wall, it flickered a little, probably because of a sputtering fluorescent fixture. Under the circumstances, the effect was unnerving. A wary glance around told her that—duh, it was after 4:00 a.m.—the structure was deserted. The thought that someone—an assassin, a kidnapper—could be hiding among the parked cars made her tense up, had her hands tightening around the wheel.


Most of the spaces were filled. The space next to her empty one, which was her second space, was occupied by Evie’s blue Volvo. Evie was Evangeline Talmadge, her best friend dating all the way back from their shared school days at the Swiss boarding school Le Rosey. They were as close as sisters, but it was a fundamentally unequal relationship. Bianca knew everything about Evie, her hopes, dreams, fears, family, all her secrets. Evie thought she knew everything about Bianca, but the Bianca she knew was her friend from Rosey, the maid of honor at her wedding, her buddy and shoulder to cry on and confidante. She did not know Bianca the international criminal, the fugitive, the super soldier. Evie had no idea that Bianca even existed, and Bianca never meant for her to find out.


Five months pregnant and in the process of divorcing her cheating dirtball of a husband, Evie was currently staying with Bianca. She was also working for Bianca’s company, Guardian Consulting, the security firm Bianca had founded when she’d been setting up a bolt-hole to go to ground in between pulling thefts or cons or other illegal but lucrative jobs with her not-father. Earlier, Bianca had told Evie that she had a meeting with a client tonight that might run way late, but if Evie happened to be awake she would be worried—and curious. And Evie was never one to keep her worry, or her curiosity, to herself. Fortunately, pregnancy made Evie the human equivalent of a Snorlax, so Bianca was pretty confident that she didn’t have to worry about Evie being awake and waiting for her.


Anyway, if she made it inside alive and in one piece, concocting a believable lie for an awake Evie would be a small price to pay.


Something—a sound, a movement spotted out of the corner of her eye—made Bianca sit bolt upright and look over her shoulder, with a suddenly accelerated pulse rate, just as she started to turn into her spot.


Quincy Pack burst into view, running down the aisle she’d just driven through toward her car, his arms and legs pumping a mile a minute, his eyes as round as hockey pucks, his mouth moving nonstop as words spilled from them that she couldn’t quite hear.


Recognizing him, Bianca relaxed a little. Her foot eased up off the brake—she hadn’t even realized that she’d hit it—and she continued to pull in. Quincy was the eleven-year-old son of the building’s live-in super, Angela Pack. He was undersized for his age and wiry, with buzzed black hair and a thin face that was all sharp bones and big dark eyes. Tonight he was dressed in jeans and a gray hoodie, she saw when he reached her trunk and pounded on it and waved his arms at her like that was what he needed to do to flag her down. This would be in complete disregard of the fact that she was easing into a narrow spot with cars on either side of her and a concrete wall in front of her.


In other words, much as she might like to, she wasn’t going anywhere.


Bianca frowned. If there wasn’t an axiom saying that no one ever got good news at four in the morning, there should be. It belonged right up there with, no good deed goes unpunished.


Quincy now knew she was getting home at 4:00 a.m. He would see that she was most uncharacteristically (for Bianca St. Ives) dressed in a black turtleneck, black cargo pants and black combat boots, and that her shoulder length blond hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She cast a quick glance around the interior of the car. He might notice the empty foam coffee cup from the truck stop in South Carolina in the cup holder between the seats. It had Dum Spiro Spero, the South Carolina state motto, scrawled across a map of that state. He might notice that she was damp around the edges, although it hadn’t rained in Savannah for the last two weeks. He might notice that her coat, which was in the back seat, was waterproof and rain-spotted and too heavy for Savannah’s current temperature. He might—


He was a kid. Kids didn’t notice those things.


Kids were also usually asleep at this hour.


Crushing the telltale coffee cup with one hand, she shoved it into the small storage bin between the seats and closed the lid on it.


“Miz Guardian! You gotta help me!” Quincy had reached her door and was pulling on the handle even before Bianca turned the ignition off. He called her that because of the magnetic signs advertising Guardian Consulting that she usually kept affixed to the Acura’s doors, because tax deductions were a wonderful thing. At the moment, however, the signs were in the trunk, along with the Win Mag and other assorted stuff she wanted to keep out of sight. “Quick! It’s an emergency!”


Bianca might have been truly alarmed, if Quincy’s last emergency hadn’t involved a stolen Nintendo 2DS.


“Shouldn’t you be in bed? Don’t you have school tomorrow?” If Bianca sounded grumpy as she pushed the door open and got out to survey him with a frown, that would be because grumpy was how she felt. She’d helped Quincy out by recovering the game system a few weeks back, no big deal. Tonight, though, she really wasn’t up to taking on the neighborhood bully on the kid’s behalf. I got ninety-nine problems but you ain’t one, was the response to his urgency that flitted through her head.


“Snake and his gang took Francisca! And Sage went after them! He’s got my mom’s gun!”


“What?” It was the gun part that grabbed Bianca’s attention. Sage was Quincy’s brother. At seventeen, he was the oldest of the three Pack boys, the middle one of whom was fifteen-year-old Trevor. Snake, aka Shawn Torres, was the previously mentioned eighteen-year-old, NFL-linebacker-size neighborhood bully she’d liberated the stolen Nintendo from. Bianca had no idea who Francisca was. She was really hoping that it wasn’t going to be necessary for her to find out. “Your brother’s got your mother’s gun? Did you tell her?”


He shook his head violently. “She’s not here. She’s been working a couple of nights a week at some old folks’ home because we need the extra money. Look, what you did before—that beat-down you laid on Snake—it was awesome. Word’s all over the street that he got smacked around by some kind of ninja pussy, and the guys have been ragging on him like you wouldn’t believe. That’s because of you. You’re the pussy. I won’t tell nobody, but I know it was you. Please, you gotta help me save Sage. Snake and those guys are packing. They see Sage has a gun, they’ll blow him away!”


“You’ve got to be—” Bianca broke off, because it was obvious from Quincy’s agitation—he was dancing from foot to foot and practically hyperventilating—that he wasn’t kidding, that he was, in fact, dead serious. Ordinarily she would have had a major problem with being called a pussy, but tonight it was pretty far down her list of things to give a damn about.


Besides, in this case she could kind of see where it might be coming from: when she’d retrieved the Nintendo from Snake, it had required a certain degree of forceful persuasion on her part to get him to cooperate—and at the time, to conceal her true identity, she’d been wearing a Hello Kitty costume. Obviously there’d been a witness, and in the garbled, telephone-game way of gossip everywhere at some point the ninja Kitty might well have become a ninja pussy. Sigh. Bottom line, what was the responsible thing to do here? “Okay. If your brother has a gun, we’ve got to call your mother. And we’ve got to call the police. And by the way, if you want to live a long and happy life, you should never, ever refer to a girl as a pussy. We don’t like it.”


“Sorry.” He shot her a half-penitent, half-scared look.


As Bianca reached into her pocket for her phone, she remembered she hadn’t taken it with her on her mission to murder Groton because cell phones were trackable and traceable. Also, a trackable and traceable cell phone left in a location where you were not provided something in the way of a cyber alibi. (As in, I was home watching TV the whole time. You can check my phone. See?) She did have a burner phone, acquired especially for the occasion in case of emergency because she believed in being prepared, but the last thing she intended to do was call Mrs. Pack and give her the bad news on it. Mrs. Pack would know who she was. Mrs. Pack would remember the call. The question of why she had called on a burner phone might never come up—but then again, it might. Don’t screw up the details: it wasn’t one of the rules, but it was important enough that it should be.


Grimacing, she held out her hand. “Give me your phone. We’re going to call the police first, then your mother.”


“No!” Alarm replaced Quincy’s penitent expression. “We can’t call my mom because she didn’t pay the cell phone bill and our service got cut off, so I don’t even have my phone on me anyway. Besides, what could she do? She’ll just get herself shot. And we can’t call the police because—” Quincy hesitated. Bianca braced for the new shaft of bad news that she could feel was getting ready to come whizzing her way. “Francisca’s illegal and Sage was selling weed and her and her family will get deported and Sage’ll go to jail.” He blurted that last part out in one long, run-on burst of words.


“Christ on a cracker.” Bianca felt that stronger words were called for, but swearing in front of a kid just seemed wrong. Mentally, however, she gave herself full rein. Some people’s bad days consisted of things like traffic tickets and burned dinners. Hers tended to be populated with assassins gone wild and stupid kids with guns. “Do you know where Sage is?”


“He was heading over to the Bloods’ house because that’s where Snake and them were taking Francisca.” He crossed and uncrossed his arms, bounced up and down on his toes. “Will you help me?”


The smart thing to do here would be to walk away. After everything that had gone down tonight, she had too much at risk, too much to lose—like her life—if she got involved in something that attracted the notice of the wrong people.


Job Number One: stay the hell away from trouble until you can get things figured out.


His eyes begged her. “Please?”


She said, “You know where the Bloods’ house is?”


Quincy nodded vigorously. “Yeah. Eastside. Over on—”


What was it Forrest Gump had said? Right, stupid is as stupid does.


So buy her a box of chocolates and call her Forrest.


She was about to do something really stupid.


She knew the Packs’ circumstances. They were hard up for money and devoid of anything resembling power or influence. If things went south for them, they had nowhere to turn. Only this big-eyed kid had just turned to her.


“You can tell me on the way,” Bianca interrupted. Opening her car door, she jerked a thumb at the passenger side. “Get in.”
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“You rock!”


Quincy fist-pumped, ran around the car and jumped in. By then Bianca was back in the driver’s seat and had the car started up again.


She rocked, all right. As in, she had rocks in the head.


“Smells like a wet dog in here.” His nose wrinkled as he looked around.


That would be me. Thanks for noticing.


“Put your seat belt on.” She backed out. “So where’s the Bloods’ house?”


He put his seat belt on. “It’s over on Bay Street, right by Hitch Village.”


“Oh, goody.”


Hitch Village was a public housing development in one of the most crime-ridden parts of town. It had been torn down in 2010 and rebuilt, but the new development was just as crime-ridden as the old one. The primary difference was that now all that crime was happening around upgraded kitchens and bathrooms.


“How long ago did Sage leave?” Bianca reached the street, looked both ways—one car farther down the street, but it was heading away from them, which meant that it probably didn’t pose a threat—and pulled out. The combination of the soft glow of the historically correct, reproduction gaslights on the corners of the tree-lined square out front and the security lighting for the condo buildings and storefronts and restaurants that lined the street kept the encroaching darkness at bay. A sweeping glance found a homeless guy asleep on a bench in the square. No one else in sight, and the homeless guy didn’t move as the Acura drove past, so she was pretty sure he wasn’t an assassin in disguise. Farther away, the twenty-story Stillwell Towers and the slightly shorter Westin Savannah anchored the downtown skyline. The lit-up buildings were bright against the moonless night sky.


“Right before you got home. He was with Francisca in front of her house when those guys drove up and pulled her into their car. He had to run all the way back here and get his car and the gun before he could go after them. I tried to go with him, jumped in the car and everything, but he pushed me out. I was out there on the sidewalk when I saw you drive past.” Quincy wrapped his arms around himself as if he were cold. Outside, it was a chilly 46 degrees, but the car was warm. Damp as she was and cold as most of the drive home had been, Bianca had had the heat cranked the whole way back to Savannah and it was still blowing strong, so she was guessing that cold wasn’t what ailed Quincy. Nerves, more like. Hey, she could relate.


“Lucky.” Bianca tried hard to keep her voice irony-free.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Miz Guardian, no offense, but you drive like a girl. We got to catch up to Sage before he gets to Snake.”


“You mean, like a smart girl? Because if I drive too fast, we’ll get pulled over.” Which wouldn’t be so terrible, except for the whole calling-attention-to-herself thing. To say nothing of the a-traffic-ticket-is-a-searchable-record-that-she-was-out-and-about-at-4:00-a.m thing. Oh, yeah, and there was the little matter of the Win Mag and other tools of her sometimes trade in the trunk if a cop got particularly curious. They were concealed, but not impossible to find.


As if to underline the point, one of Savannah’s finest rolled through a cross street in front of them. Bianca, who actually was driving too fast but not, she judged, fast enough to get stopped, had to fight the urge to hit the brakes, which was always a bad idea, because if you did that when they were looking, cops automatically assumed you had something to hide. Quincy tracked the patrol car with obvious alarm.


He said, “You maybe don’t want to drive too fast.”


“Oh, you think?”


The Acura bumped through the intersection without incident. They were deep in the east side now, heading toward the Savannah River. A few people—mostly hookers and drug dealers—hung out on street corners. Bars and pizza parlors and delis and hair salons, locked down for what was left of the night, crowded close to the sidewalks. Trash, graffiti and potholes became the norm. The buildings grew more run-down, and the vehicles parked in front of them grew older with every passing block.


If anyone was following them, he deserved the Tail of the Year Award. She hadn’t spotted him, and she was good at things like that.


“So your brother’s selling weed. Did he rip Snake and his friends off? Is that what this is about?” she asked.


Quincy shook his head. “They’re mad ’cause he was selling in Bloods territory. Snake and them, they’re Bloods. Only Bloods are allowed to sell weed on the east side, they say.”


With its stately mansions and park-like squares and streets lined with Spanish-moss-festooned live oaks, Savannah was one of the most beautiful cities Bianca had ever seen. When she’d first started visiting, many years ago, she’d fallen under its spell. But since then she’d learned that beneath the history and the charm lay an ugly streak. Crime was a problem. Gangs—including the Bloods on the east side and the Crips on the west—were a part of that.


“Sage is a Crip?” she asked. It was darker now as they reached Bay Street, which ran parallel to the river. Working streetlights were few and far between. A barge churned past, its lights catching on the boats tied up at the wharves farther along the shore. The river itself was as black as ink, so black that it was hard to tell where it ended and the sky began. Weeds grew waist-high along the rickety-looking chain-link fence that separated the street from a pair of graffiti-adorned, abandoned warehouses that stood close to the river. On the other side of the street were a few small houses and a row of identical two-story apartment buildings. The houses were dark. The apartment buildings had a couple of dim security lights on poles in their parking lots, which were overflowing because any number of people might live in a single unit. The next day must be trash day, because heaped-high cans were sitting out all up and down the street.


“Hang a right,” Quincy directed, then as she obeyed answered her question. “He’s not in a gang. He was just selling some weed on his own to make a little cash. Now Snake says he’s got to give him all the money, and all the weed he has left, and tell him who sold him the weed, and maybe he’ll let Francisca go. Only Sage can’t tell them who his dealer is or the dude will kill him himself.”


“Selling weed is wrong.” Bianca’s tone was stern. She was pretty sure that this was what people who dealt with kids would call a teachable moment, and she didn’t for one second want Quincy to think that she was down with what his brother had done even if she was prepared to save that brother’s ass. Just for good measure, and in case she hadn’t been clear, she added, “Smoking it is wrong, too. You need to stay away from weed. From all drugs.”


“I know.” Quincy’s quick agreement was gratifying. Could she trust it? Who knew? Not for the first time in her life, Bianca was glad she didn’t have kids. “This isn’t me, it’s Sage. I’m smarter than that.”


“Good.” Her response felt anticlimactic. Giving up on the teachable moment concept, she followed up with the question she’d hoped it wasn’t going to be necessary to ask. “Who’s Francisca?”


“Sage’s girlfriend.”


“You said she was here illegally?”


Quincy nodded. “She came here from Mexico when she was ten with her mom and sister. Her mom works for a day care center. Her sister’s a year younger than me.”


“How old is Francisca?”


“Sixteen. She’s real pretty.” Quincy shot Bianca a look. “You think Snake and them’ll hurt her?”


“I hope not.” From her previous encounter with Snake, who’d called her a crazy bitch and ordered her to get out of his face before she’d surprised the hell out of him by putting him on the ground, Bianca wasn’t so sure.


“There’s Sage’s car!” Quincy leaned forward, gripping the dashboard and pointing out into the darkness blanketing the street. “Look! And there’s Sage!”


Sage’s car, a junker Chevy Malibu, was haphazardly shoehorned into a half-space in front of a fire hydrant, its back end jutting out of the line of vehicles parked along the street. Sage himself was pounding down the sidewalk past the last of the apartment buildings toward a section of shoebox-size one-story houses in tiny, weed-choked lots.


Brandishing a gun.


“Sage! Stop!” Quincy yelled to his brother. Since he yelled before he got the window rolled down, the shout’s impact was mostly limited to inside the car.


Wincing at the sudden explosion of sound practically in her ear, Bianca said, “Shh! You want to let the whole street know he’s here?”


Then she did Quincy one better: she stomped the gas so that the Acura shot past Sage, jerked the wheel as car and kid reached the driveway of the first house almost simultaneously, barreled in front of him and slammed on the brakes.


Thump. Sage hit the side of the car and bounced off. He windmilled backward before crashing onto the sidewalk on his ass.


“Sage!” Quincy had the window down now. “It’s me!”


“Stay inside the car and keep quiet,” Bianca barked at him as she slammed the car into park and jumped out. Forget not getting out in the open: she was going to do what she needed to do. Anyway, if somebody was following her around meaning to shoot her, it would have happened by now. She was almost sure. Sage took one look at her as she ran around the hood toward him and went scrambling after the gun, which had bounced from his grasp and lay some six feet away in the ankle-high grass.


“Oh, no. Not happening.” Bianca pounced on the gun just as Sage dived for it. It was close, but she came up with it.


“Give it back! It’s mine.” He grabbed at the weapon as she snatched it out of his reach. It was an old Colt .45 revolver, she saw at a glance. Revolvers in general and this model in particular were about as accurate as an elephant shooting spitballs. Which was to say, it might hit the broadside of a barn. Or it might not.


“You mean, it’s your mom’s.” She shoved it into her waistband at the small of her back. The twin beams of the Acura’s headlights speared up through the open carport attached to the house at the top of the yard they were in. All the windows were dark. Bianca devoutly hoped that the residents were sound sleepers. “Believe me, it’s the last thing you need.”


“Who the hell are you?” Sage sprang to his feet. Facing her, he went into a half crouch with what appeared to be the clear intention of tackling her for the gun. Like Quincy, he was wearing jeans and a hoodie, although his hoodie was black. Also like Quincy, he was skinny with a face that was all bony angles and dark eyes topped with buzzed black hair. Unlike Quincy, he was five-eight or so, and what meat there was on his bones looked like solid muscle. His expression said he’d sized her up, realized he was bigger than she was and was confident in his ability to physically wrest the gun away from her.
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