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PROLOGUE





Warrenton, Upstate New York

February 20




Eight billion dollars.

All that was standing in the way of $8 billion was an old man dying of pancreatic cancer and his cold bitch of a daughter. Once Philip and Charlotte Court were dead, he could cash in. In about an hour, it would be a done deal.

Robert Haine ran his finger over the preliminary contract with the Pentagon. The figure was written in letters and digits, simple laser-produced strokes of ink on paper, but he found it impossible to lift his hand from the document.

Haine wasn’t a fanciful man—indeed, being a cold-eyed realist had taken him far in life—but it seemed to him that the letters grew warm under his fingers.

Eight billion dollars. On May 30. He’d be a billionaire in three months’ time. True, the money wasn’t, strictly speaking, his. Strictly speaking, it belonged to Court Industries, or rather to Philip Court and his beautiful daughter, Charlotte. It would have been his by rights if Charlotte had married him. That had been the plan. But his careful courtship of her had gone nowhere. The tasteful expensive gifts, the flowers, the dinner invitations—all turned down.

Still, he was CEO of the company, and the Proteus Project was his. His baby, his idea, rammed through over the objections of the Courts.

Haine was now a mega-rainmaker. Billion-dollar contracts were the stuff of legend, and he’d suddenly become a man who could bring in ten digits, a man who had the power to move so much money it would take a train convoy to ship it in cash.

There was no going back. He couldn’t lose this.

He was rich now.

He was good at being rich, too. He knew how to do it right. The Courts, both father and daughter, sucked at it. Fuckers had had money for more generations than he’d had hot meals as a child, and you’d never know it. Philip dressed in old, comfortable clothes and ancient shoes made by an English cobbler a thousand years ago. He’d once boasted that the ragged old tweed jacket he had on had belonged to his father. Robert had nearly gagged.

They had a huge three-hundred-year-old pile of bricks along the river that hadn’t been renovated in fifty years. Everything in it was shabby. “Comfortable” they called it. There was no sense to it, either. Charlotte’s watercolors were hung right next to the two Winslow Homers her great-grandmother had bought from the painter himself. The Homers were worth a cool $2 million, and Charlotte’s watercolors were worth exactly zero since she didn’t exhibit, but there they were—together on the same wall. Charlotte could have had all the jewelry she wanted, but all she ever wore were her mother’s and grandmother’s rings.

And Charlotte herself… with those cool gray eyes studying him, finding him wanting.

If she had accepted him in her bed, he’d have showered her with Bulgari rings and Damiani bracelets, but the little bitch wouldn’t give him the time of day. Nothing he could do would catch her attention for more than a minute. He might as well have been a neutered dog. Here he was, saving her company for her, and she couldn’t look at him for more than a minute without yawning.

There was nothing he could do to impress her. She didn’t seem to give a shit that he’d taken the company from the brink of bankruptcy and had turned it around in five years. No matter that instead of a slow slide into bankruptcy, the end of a company that had been in the Court family since 1854, Court Industries had been turned into a leading-edge provider of precision equipment and that he’d worked eighteen-hour days for years to do it. He’d saved the Courts’ asses, and they weren’t even noticing. Philip Court was on a respirator, dying, and Charlotte Court didn’t care about anything but her father.

What the fuck did she care if the company went under? She probably had enough socked away for life. Charlotte had a rich aunt in Chicago who’d left her a bundle she hadn’t even touched. There was enough crap in that musty old mansion of theirs to keep her for a hundred years. No, Miss Cold Bitch would never know poverty and degradation, would never live in a trailer park. She had no idea how low you can fall and never would.

Well, she’d asked for it.

Charlotte had no clue that when she refused him first, then the Pentagon contract, she had suddenly made herself into a roadblock, a wall to his ambitions.

All his life Haine had been able to see the next step and the one beyond that and channel his energy in the direction he wanted events to go. It always amazed him that people could be so blind to consequences, not see. Haine could. He could war-game it so easily.

Philip Court was about to die—Haine checked his watch, the slimmest of Huguets—in about twenty minutes. Wasn’t even murder, really. Just a little speeding up of the natural schedule.

Haine had outsourced that task to his chief of security, Martin Conklin, and his team. Conklin was scheduled to call in half an hour to say that part one of the mission was complete. Philip Court was dead in his intensive care unit. That was easy—who was going to do an autopsy on a guy dying of pancreatic cancer, wasting away in some elegant private clinic, listening to Mozart? Conklin—who was good at impersonations—would place the call to Charlotte. Ms. Court, this is Sebastian Orvis at Parkwood Hospital. I’m afraid I have some bad news. He’d then drive to the dangerous curve on Overlook, where Charlotte would lose her life.

Haine started rehearsing the solemn tones he’d use at the club, lamenting the tragedy over a vodka martini.

Well, you know how distraught Charlotte’s been lately. Practically living in that hospital room. Beautiful young woman like that, it’s not natural, spending all her time with a sick man. There had to be a reaction. Such a loving daughter, but she was exhausted. And you know what the road is like just above Overlook. That’s a really tricky curve. Why just the other day, my car slipped and almost bounced off the guardrail at that exact point. Charlotte’s never been a good driver. The car just spun out of control. What a tragedy. What a waste. Court Industries? Why I guess I’ll just have to carry on without Philip. That’s what he would have wanted. Charlotte, too.

Haine trusted Conklin to run her off the road. He’d been trained and trained well in offensive driving.

The phone rang and Haine frowned when he saw the caller ID. It was way too soon for Conklin to be calling.

“Yes?” Haine answered. As always, no names. Not on cell phones, not on landlines.

“We got a problem.” The cell-phone connection was lousy, crackling and hissing. Was Conklin panting?

“What?” Haine’s voice was calm, but the hairs on his neck were standing up. This was supposed to be easy. It was just a thing that had to be done to get to the other side of the road, without any fuss.

“She was there already.”

Every hair on his body was standing up.

“Bitch whacked me with the IV tree. A nurse got in the way, and I had to take her down, too. But I winged Court. Through the shoulder, I think. She’s bleeding, I followed her trail out of the hospital, but she’s gone.”

Shitshitshit!!!

And then it came to him complete, like a storyboard.

“I’m going to have to go down to police headquarters. Can you meet me there?”

“Yeah. There’s going to be fallout, though. The old guy’s room is a mess, and there’s a dead nurse outside.”

Haine was thinking fast. He had ten men in CI’s Security Department to deploy. He’d hired well. They were loyal to him, not the company.

“Don’t worry about that. You’ll be meeting up with Vaneyck, Oakley, and Ryan outside police headquarters. Stop Charlotte from getting into the police station. Use any means you want, but make sure she doesn’t get through. No matter what.” Conklin would know exactly what he meant. “Send the rest of the men to the Court mansion. Don’t let her get in. The gun you shot the nurse with—is it untraceable?”

“Of course.” Conklin sounded shocked.

“What is it?”

“Smith & Wesson 908.”

Perfect, Haine thought. It only weighed twenty-four ounces and had a small grip. The kind of gun a woman would choose.

“Wipe it down. Did you load the magazine like I told you?”

“With latex gloves? Yeah.”

Okay. There would be no fingerprints on the weapon traceable back to Conklin. Now they needed Charlotte’s fingers. With or without her hand attached.

Haine war-gamed the new version. For the benefit of Chief Brzynski and that new anchorwoman on WRCTV, the cute one with the tight ass, what was her name? Anna. Anna Lorenzetti.

Poor Charlotte, I guess she finally just… broke down. Maybe I should have seen the signs. She told me a couple of months ago she felt hunted, there were enemies everywhere. She even told me she’d acquired an illegal weapon. A Smith & Wesson, I think she said. She’s been acting very erratically, Anna. Said she hadn’t slept well in months, and she was looking very poorly.

Who on earth could imagine it would come to this?

I sent my head of security to check on how Philip was doing in the hospital. We miss him very much at the office. Conklin said he caught Charlotte smothering her father with a pillow. I guess she just couldn’t stand to see him suffer anymore.

I’m sure she wasn’t herself when she shot that nurse. The stress was just too much for her.

Here a slow sorrowful shake of the head. Sad, pensive expression.

What a waste, Anna. What a terrible waste.

Wonderful story. Played very well. It would play particularly well with Chief Brzynski. A month ago Haine hinted that Brzynski could count on a 200K-a-year job with Court Industries after retirement. It was all in place.

Now all that was missing was a dead Charlotte.

“Take her down, Conklin. I want men around her house and in a perimeter around police headquarters. Tell your men to shoot on sight. Make sure you get to the body before the cops do and plant that gun on her. Fold her fingers around it. Say she was drawing on you and you shot in self defense.” Haine stopped and did some calculations. The amount had to be just right. Enough to be a strong motivator but not so much they’d be too eager to take precautions. “Tell the men there’s a thirty-thousand-dollar bonus for the one who bags her.”

Haine disconnected and started dressing to go out. It was snowing. He hesitated a moment. The cashmere Armani overcoat would get soaked. Better to go with the Shearling.




CHAPTER ONE





Warrenton, New York

February 20




Fill it up!”

Charlotte Court buzzed down the window of her maid’s SUV and shouted over the howling wind at the gas-station attendant. She was shaking with shock and pain and grief, huddled in her down jacket against the icy sleet pinging against her face.

Underneath the jacket, blood was seeping out of the makeshift bandage she’d packed against the bullet wound. Her heart was also bleeding grief for her father, still and dead on his hospital bed, murdered by one of Robert’s minions. Of the shocks of the past two hours, that was the worst—knowing her father was dead.

She needed a safe place to hole up. Robert’s men had been at the police station and had surrounded her home. The profile of an armed man outside the gates of her home had been visible against the dying light. Whatever was going on, she needed to get away from Robert, get medical attention, then call in the murder of her father and the attack on her life to the FBI.

A motel was a possibility. She was driving her maid’s SUV. Moira had even left her brand-new American passport in the glove compartment, so she could check into the hotel as Moira Charlotte Fitzgerald. Then from there she could call…

Charlotte jumped as a face with a straggly moustache plastered itself against the passenger-side window. “That’ll be seventy bucks, ma’am,” the man screamed against the wind.

Charlotte bumped her left shoulder against the door in turning toward her purse and nearly blacked out from the pain. She had to breathe slowly through her nose until the worst had passed. Thank God she was wearing black. Blood from the wound had seeped slowly through the down jacket and left a red, wet sheen on the left-hand-side door.

No credit card. Whatever Robert was up to, he had the resources to track credit-card payments. So she handed most of the small amount of cash she had over to the attendant and drove around to the side of the station.

The restrooms were way in the back, past rows of shelves with junk food, soda pop, maps, and movie magazines. Were there any OTC medications? A couple of aspirin might just dull the pain a little. Or even better, ibuprofen.

She heard her father’s name mentioned and another stab of grief nearly brought her to her knees. Her eyes welled, her heart thumped painfully at the thought that she’d never see her father again.

Then another name caught her attention.

To her horror, someone was calling her name! Charlotte cringed, ready to run, when she realized that except for a very bored young teen bopping her head to the beat of an iPod, she was alone in the shop.

What…?

Her name was being blared from the TV fixed to a bracket high up on the wall. There was a big-hair female anchor. A photograph of Charlotte was in the upper-left-hand corner of the screen.

Police are on the lookout for Charlotte Court, heiress to Court Industries. She is wanted for questioning in the death of her father, Philip Court of Court Industries at Parkwood Hospital and the shooting death of Imelda Delgado, a trauma nurse at the hospital. Police warn that Ms. Court may be armed and must be considered dangerous. Anyone sighting Ms. Court is warned not to approach her but to contact the authorities at…

Oh my God! She was wanted for murder! Not only did she have to escape Robert and his goons, she had to avoid the police! Armed and dangerous. They’d shoot her on sight. And worse—Robert was friends with the chief of police. If she were in custody, he’d find a way to get to her.

Charlotte made it back to the SUV, gasping with panic. She pulled out of the gas-station lot as quickly as the ice on the road allowed and headed west, hoping to make it across the state line before she fainted.

By nightfall, Haine was pacing, impatiently waving away his housekeeper’s offer of dinner.

The bitch had gotten away. He didn’t know how she had done it, but she’d disappeared off the face of the Earth.

She couldn’t get far, though. She hadn’t been back to Court Mansion, so she wouldn’t have much money. The instant she used her credit card, they’d be on top of her.

He’d spent the day at police headquarters, and an APB had been put out for one Charlotte Court, suspected of murder, considered armed and dangerous.

The state police would be alert, but Haine trusted Conklin’s men more than he trusted the police. Conklin’s men were good—they were fast, and they were ruthless. They’d find her first and deliver a corpse.

It wouldn’t be long. Charlotte was wounded and on the run, the object of a manhunt.

No, Haine thought with a slow smile. A womanhunt.


Somewhere in Kansas

Crest Motor Court

February 24



Charlotte Court stared at her pale, exhausted face in the cracked, spotted bathroom mirror. Her skin was paper white, except for the patchy red fever flags on her cheekbones. Whatever her temperature was, she didn’t want to know. All she knew was that it was high. Fever floated in her veins, making her light-headed, slightly hallucinatory. For a moment, there were two white-faced Charlottes reflected in the dark-spotted mirror with the backing nearly completely eaten away on the left-hand side.

The only good thing about looking like someone about to circle the drain was that she bore no resemblance whatsoever to the photograph that until two days ago had been broadcast over every TV station on Earth, it seemed. The photograph had been taken at the Red Cross charity ball, and she’d spent an entire day at Elizabeth Arden’s in preparation. The white-faced woman staring back at her in the mirror bore no resemblance to the polished, coiffed, bejeweled, heavily made-up woman in the photograph.

Right now, she looked ten years older, ten pounds lighter, and $10 million poorer than in the photograph. Last night, somewhere in Illinois, she’d washed her hair one-handed. The motel’s hairdryer didn’t work, so she’d fallen into bed with her hair wet. It was a universe away from Pierre’s frothy coiffure, which had taken him all afternoon to concoct before the charity ball.

The Red Cross ball photograph had migrated all over the newspapers over the past four days. It had been front-page, above-the-fold news the first day. Then it had slipped to below the fold, then onto page three, from color to black and white, and had finally disappeared altogether while several other news cycles cranked their way through the public consciousness.

The story of Charlotte Court, double murderer, had become a low background hum by the time she made it to Chicago.

That was good because she didn’t have the strength to do much more than keep her head down whenever she saw a security camera. And she’d run out of money.

She’d almost run completely out of cash and had coasted to her Great Aunt Willa’s street on fumes. Great Aunt Willa, bless her heart, had passed away at Christmas, leaving everything she owned to Charlotte, who had been unwilling to leave her father to settle the estate. Great Aunt Willa had been rich and, even better, crazy as a loon. One of her eccentricities was to always keep vast amounts of cash on hand. What she called “walking around money.”

Charlotte had the keys to Great Aunt Willa’s house—technically her house, now—because she’d been meaning to take a quick trip to Chicago when her father’s health allowed it, and it never had.

After a morning’s search, she found Aunt Willa’s stash. A little under fifty thousand dollars in cash in four shoeboxes in Aunt Willa’s walk-in closet that could have housed a family of four.

As she closed the door of the big mansion behind her, she vowed that she would one day return, with a cleared name. Her next step was a Western Union wannabe in a poor part of town, where migrant workers sent their wages back home to their families. She chose the scruffiest remittance counter she could, with the most bored-looking employees.

They didn’t even question it when Moira Charlotte Fitzgerald sent nine thousand to Moira Charlotte Fitzgerald in Warrenton, New York. The same for another remittance agency several blocks away. In all, she sent Moira eighteen thousand dollars, which is what her SUV had cost her.

She’d made off with Moira’s pride and joy. Moira had saved two years for that black monster. Charlotte couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t pay Moira back.

Once she’d wired the money, she put the two receipts in an envelope and mailed them to Moira’s home, disguising her handwriting. The process exhausted her.

Her only consolation was that, after buying a second-hand huge, shapeless, hooded down coat in a Goodwill that reached to her ankles, a black wool watch cap and enormous sunglasses, her own father wouldn’t have recognized her.

Security cameras were everywhere these days, she knew. So if by chance she was on film somewhere, the camera had caught images of a woman moving so slowly she could have been eighty years old, dressed in a shapeless coat, with a hood and sunglasses. No one could ever have recognized her as Charlotte Court.

Time and distance from Warrenton were taking her farther and farther away from immediate danger. And the shoulder wound was making her look less and less like Charlotte Court, heiress and socialite.

That was the good news. The bad news was that the wound had become infected, and the infection wasn’t showing any signs of going away.

Exhaustion made her sway slightly. She clutched the dirty edges of the washbasin for balance. One look at the moldy Fungus City pad in the plastic shower stall had her opting for a sponge bath. The faucet yielded up a reluctant gurgle of yellowish, warmish water. By the time she finished cleaning up, she could barely stand.

Oh, God, she missed her father fiercely. Of course, he wouldn’t have been much help in this particular instance. Philip Court was—had been—notoriously impractical. He wasn’t too good at dressing bullet wounds or evading cops, but he knew how to comfort. Her father seemed to have had a book to recommend for every life event. She couldn’t count the times she’d felt better just by having him hug her and fix a cup of tea.

A single tear ran down the pale, drawn face in the mirror. If she dwelled on how much she missed her father, she’d lose the last of her reserves, and there was still one more task to face before she could sleep, though bile rose in her throat at the thought.

She stood naked in the bathroom, feet curling on the cold, damp tiles.

Charlotte stared at her shoulder, at the bloodstained gauze that had been pristine white that morning, hating what was coming next. The first time she’d tried to tough it out, tearing the bloody packing off in one decisive, painful rip, she’d woken up half an hour later on the bathroom tiles with a huge bump to her head.

Still, experience told her that it was better to do it in one go. Her right hand lifted to her left shoulder and with a decisive, painful rip, she tore the bloody packing off and clenched her teeth to stifle the scream. The fiery pain made her head swim and her stomach clench. Luckily, there was nothing in her stomach to throw up.

It was worse than yesterday. She leaned forward and examined her shoulder carefully in the mirror. Yes, it was definitely worse. The wound hadn’t closed completely yet. It still suppurated sullenly, blood leaking out at a slow but constant pace. Part of it had scabbed over, but she could see pus at the edges of the scab. The skin was raw and red, inflamed and painful to the touch. To her horror, she could see a small streak of red angling downwards.

So far she’d managed without stitches, but the infection was getting out of control. At a loss for antibiotics, she’d remembered going to a farmer’s supply store when her collie, Yeats, had caught his paw in a hunter’s trap. The store hadn’t blinked at selling her antibiotics over the counter. So Charlotte had stopped that morning in one of the thousand anonymous small farming towns in Illinois and had bought antibiotics for a nonexistent collie weighing sixty pounds. That way all she had to do was double the dosage the friendly man behind the counter had given her.

She’d stopped at a supermarket to buy candy, fruit juice, bandages, and the largest size possible of Ziploc bags. Opening one of the bags, she filled it with the first of the three plastic bottles of hydrogen peroxide she’d bought at a drugstore.

Gritting her teeth, she raised the hydrogen peroxide-filled Ziploc bag until it was slightly higher than her shoulder, leaned forward into the sink, and punctured a corner of the bag with the sharp end of the pencil the hotel provided. Immediately, a gush of liquid poured out, hissing and bubbling at contact with her skin, irrigating the wound. Charlotte wanted to scream with pain but didn’t dare. She didn’t dare do anything that would call attention to herself.

It was like being stuck through the shoulder with a red-hot poker. It actually hurt more than when she’d been shot. Then she’d been filled with adrenaline, so enraged at witnessing her father’s murder, then so panicked at realizing that Conklin was trying to kill her, too, that she’d barely felt the bullet going through.

Right now, though, it felt as if all the pain in the world had rolled into a fiery ball that had found a home in her shoulder.

Her left hand, slippery with blood, slipped on the rim of the dirty washbasin. She clenched harder, until her shaking knuckles turned white. It would have helped to use both hands to squeeze the bag, in order to increase the water pressure, but she had to hold on to the basin or fall to the floor. She filled the bag again and lifted it. The face looking back at her in the mirror was now gray, with huge beads of sweat on the forehead. Bracing herself, she irrigated the wound again, locking her jaw against the scream that tickled her throat.

Again and again she filled the bag until the liquid from the wound ran pale pink in the sink instead of bright red.

The pain was blinding. Her hands and knees were shaking by the time she’d finished. Though she could barely stand up, there was more still to do.

Opening the packet of antibiotic powder for dogs, she sprinkled it liberally over the wound, hoping against hope that her physiology was close enough to that of a dog to kill the bacteria. By the time she’d finished putting packing on the wound and taping it, she was trembling so hard she could barely stand up.

There was still one thing left to do—clean up the bloody mess she’d made. Using the towels to wipe off the blood would have been stupid. Instead she used up an entire roll of toilet paper, flushing it all down the toilet.

It was possible that if some crime-scene analyst were to examine the bathroom, he’d find plenty of DNA, but Charlotte was certain that unless she did something to call attention to herself, it would be all right. Tomorrow the cleaning crew would come in with bleach and eliminate all traces.

By the time she was finished, Charlotte was exhausted and sweaty and whiter than the dirty sheets on the bed. She knew she needed some food, something warm and solid in her stomach—or even just something warm like tea or hot milk—but there was no hope of that. Going out for something was simply beyond her, not to mention the fact that if she ate another fast-food hamburger, she’d throw up. And the Crest Motor Court definitely did not run to room service. She’d chosen it specially because it was the most depressing and desolate motel she could find.

Luckily, it wasn’t far from the bathroom to the bed. She hesitated just a moment by the side of the bed, every fastidious cell in her body rebelling against lying down on the stained counterpane, but it was either lie down on a bed a thousand traveling salesmen had slept in or fall to the floor and sleep there. It was a toss-up as to which was dirtier.

Charlotte turned her head on the lumpy pillow and examined the room. Faded wallpaper, scratched Formica desk, and broken-backed chair. A TV set that only caught three channels. It was almost exactly like the other four motels she’d slept in, only worse.

Where was she? Somewhere in Kansas, that much she knew, though she had no idea where or what the name of the town was. It had been a long, frightening blur of Denny’s and Motel Sixes and used-car dealerships from Chicago to here. One town had blended into another. She wouldn’t even have known she was in Kansas if it hadn’t been for the big ENTERING KANSAS sign.

She still didn’t have much of a plan in mind, other than staying off the interstates and moving south, away from the vast cold front that gripped the Midwest. She was so weak and feverish, she knew instinctively that staying in the midst of a record-breaking blizzard would kill her.

She didn’t want to be in Kansas. She didn’t want to be anywhere, except back at home, caring for her father.

And while she was at it, wishing for impossible things, she wished it were five years ago, instead of now. Before her mother had died in a car crash. Before her father had fallen ill. When she was young, studying art, without a care in the world.

She lay back, shaking, trying to ignore the ball of fire in her shoulder. Charlotte stared up at the ceiling, dry-eyed, too tired to cry, too weak to move.

Tonight, somehow, it took forever for the pain medication to kick in. She glanced down at her shoulder, saw a pinprick of blood, and closed her eyes briefly in despair. Blood was already seeping through. In a couple of hours, it would spread in a bright red lake over the bandages. She had to put on extra packing and stick something under her if she didn’t want the maid to find blood on the bed and possibly remember it. If the police for some reason came around to canvass hotels and motels, maids couldn’t be expected to remember the hundreds of anonymous bodies that transited through their rooms, but they could certainly remember having to clean up blood.

She had to get up. Now. Though her mind gave out peremptory orders, whipping her into a state of action, her body just sank deeper into the mattress.

Charlotte lay on the bed, completely hollowed out with fatigue and blood loss and despair. The dark wings of desperation fluttered in her mind.

The motel was close to the highway, and the sounds of heavy traffic filtered in from the window. It was raining so hard she could hear the hiss of the tires plowing through the water. A siren sounded in the distance. In the next room, a man and a woman were arguing, voices shrill.

You goddamned son of a bitch! a woman’s voice in the room next door screamed, voice sharp and high with hysteria. Charlotte had never heard that raw note in a human being’s voice before.

The dull thunk of an object hitting the wall behind the bed reverberated through the room.

This was a world she’d never been in before. An airless, dark world of despair. Charlotte felt like she’d fallen into a deep well, cut off from the rest of humanity, cut off from the rest of her life.

Robert Haine had done this. He’d stripped her of everything she had and everything she was. He was responsible for the death of her father and Imelda Delgado, the sweet-faced Filipina nurse who’d been so kind to her father, and he’d managed to cast the blame on her. The Courts had stood in his way, and he’d cold-bloodedly eliminated them.

This was about money. It had to be. It was what motivated Robert, what made him tick. Money and sex.

He’d certainly tried hard enough to get her into his bed.

If she hadn’t been so busy looking after her father, she’d have started a campaign with the board to get rid of him. But he was a successful manager, the board members were delighted because the shares went up, and Charlotte hadn’t cared enough to mount a campaign when she was losing her father, day by day.

Now she’d lost her father forever. She hadn’t even been able to attend his funeral. One more thing Robert had taken away from her.

How could she ask for help? Robert had run amok. If he was willing to kill her father and was gunning for her, he’d be perfectly willing to hurt anyone she turned to for help. She was on her own.

She ached with pain at the loss of her father. For the very first time in her life, there was no one to turn to. And no one knew where she was.

She realized, with a start of surprise, that she’d always been… reachable by the people who loved her, all her life. Her parents and friends had always had a phone number. The closest she’d ever been to being out of touch was a cruise in the Caribbean two years ago, in places where her cell didn’t have coverage for a couple of hours.

All her life, she’d been tied by bonds of love and affection to everyone around her. This new place she was in—barren and bereft of human contact—felt exactly like hell must feel, only cold.

Charlotte shivered, partly from the chill of the room, partly from the fever that was burning in her veins.

The fight next door was escalating. There were ominous bumps and thumps, voices raised in anger. The snatches of words she could hear were vicious. Even though she didn’t catch what they were arguing about, it didn’t matter. The tone was enough to know that it was primal and primitive. Another sharp blow to the wall so hard she could feel the vibrations. She only hoped it was an object and not the woman’s head.

Charlotte couldn’t call the police or even call down to the front desk without calling attention to herself. She started at the sound of glass shattering. Perhaps a replica of the big, cheap porcelain lamp base on the desk. Suddenly, the woman’s voice wailed, notes rising in a hair-raising sound of animal despair.

They could trace 911 calls. Charlotte knew this from a thousand TV crime shows. How could she call in an emergency without—

Suddenly the raucous voices stopped and for a heartrending moment, Charlotte wondered if the woman had been knocked unconscious. Or, worse, killed.

It took her a second to recognize the sounds now coming from the room, they were so different from the sound track of violence she’d been listening to for over a quarter of an hour. Low moans, murmurs…

Suddenly, the bedsprings of the bed next door started creaking in a fast, regular rhythm. Soon, the headboard was banging against the wall in brutally hard slaps accompanied by grunts.

Oh, yeah, baby, the woman moaned. Oh yeah, give it to me.

Violent sex had replaced the violence.

For a moment, worry about the woman next door had almost made her forget about her shoulder, but the instant she realized that the woman wasn’t in danger, the pain came rushing back, like a flood that had been temporarily dammed. It was alive, the pain, like another being in the room with her.

She reached for the bottle of pain medication. Charlotte held the bottle in her good hand, turning it slowly. A normal white plastic bottle with a childproof top, colorful label, promising pain relief from toothache, migraines, and menstrual disorders.

No mention whatsoever of gunshot wounds.

She swallowed three pills dry, one after the other, and lay back, good fist clenched around the plastic cylinder, waiting with slow thuds of her heart for the pills to take effect. It occurred to her, as she held the bottle, the plastic slowly warming up in her hand, that the bottle was full. It was entirely possible that swallowing the contents of this little bottle would yield up permanent pain relief. Maybe a way out of all her troubles was right here, in a white bottle in her clenched fist.

It would be so easy, too. Much much easier than trying to tend a wound on the run, much easier than driving ten hours a day in a frantic rush away from danger and toward nothing.

Charlotte dangled the plastic cylinder in front of her eyes. Even holding the bottle up—maybe an ounce of weight—made her hand tremble. Over-the-counter medication was probably calibrated to ensure that even a full bottle would not be a suicidal dosage. But she was weak from blood loss, had no food in her stomach to absorb the medicine, and weighed much less than the average person.

It might work.

Swallow all the pills and lie back and wait for her life to drain away together with the pain.

Life as she knew it was over, anyway.

Her father was dead. Robert and his goons were out there, waiting to kill her. How could she turn to the police for protection when she was wanted for murder? The evidence Robert had planted must have been very convincing for a manhunt to have been organized that quickly.

It was all too overwhelming, too horrible. The future was an unknown abyss in front of her, dark and menacing and feral.

Opening the bottle one-handed, she shook out another three pills, popped them in her mouth and swallowed them. She could feel each individual pill as it went down. Lifting herself up slightly to be able to swallow made the pain in her shoulder explode in a fierce ball of fire, and she gasped and jerked, all the pills in the bottle spilling out onto the dirty counterpane. Tears of pain sprang to her eyes. Angrily she wiped them away with the heel of her hand.

Next door there was a loud male shout, a groan, and the bed-thumping stopped. Almost immediately afterwards, there was a sharp slap, and the woman’s voice rose again. “You bastard! How could you?”

Well, the postcoital glow sure hadn’t lasted very long.

Charlotte stared at the ceiling. There was a crack running across it, barely visible in the meager light of the twenty-watt bulb. At one point the crack split, like a river.

She stared and stared, fingering the pills, one by one. There were thirty-three of them. Enough, perhaps, for the job.

She could do it in ten swallows. Might even be pleasant—drifting lightly above the agony of her shoulder and the squalor of the motel room, feeling the pain slowly recede as the shadows drew closer. Drifting softly, gently, on waves taking her far far away. And at the end, peace.

Robert would win, then, though. He’d be getting away with it—getting away with snuffing out the life of her father. Getting away with trying to pin it on her. He’d find a way to inherit Court Industries and live happily ever after, with his loathsome titanium golf clubs, Porsches, and Hugo Boss shirts.

He’d be delighted. She’d be solving all of his problems in one stroke.

Slowly, so as not to wake up the fierce giant living in her shoulder who took huge bites out of her flesh, Charlotte fingered the pills once more.

She couldn’t let Robert win, she simply couldn’t.

One by one, by touch alone, she slid the pills back into the cylinder, the little rattle as they hit the bottom sounding almost loud in the silence of the room. Thirty-three.

She stared, dry-eyed, at the crack in the ceiling until the chemical darkness came to take her away.




CHAPTER TWO





VA Hospital

Leavenworth, Kansas

February 24




Fifty miles away, Lieutenant Commander Matthew Sanders opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. It was painted puke green and had a big crack running through it.

Opening his eyes and staring at the ceiling was Matt’s newest, latest skill and was a huge step up from lying flat on his back in a coma, which is what he had been doing up until a month ago. It was an even huger step up from dying, which is what he’d done on a lonely, sun-blasted Afghan plain.

His heart had stopped four months ago, when he and his men had been exfiltrating from a series of caves at the foothills of the Hindu Kush. They’d destroyed close to a million pounds of ammunition and were running for the Huey swooping in to the prearranged exfil point. Matt was hustling his twelve men into the safety of the helo. Five, six, seven he counted in his head. He had one foot on the skids to pull himself in after the last man, when his blood ran cold.

A nest of tangos, lying in wait behind a hill, rose up out of the dun earth seven hundred yards away, scattering clods of dirt and stones. What had the hair on the back of his neck rising was the profile of the Al Qaeda terrorist at the top of the hillock. Matt had superb eyesight. Even through the dust kicked up by the helo’s rotors, he could easily make out the RPG-7 on the man’s scrawny shoulder. A Soviet-made rocket-propelled grenade.

Helicopters are swift and agile and have only two moments of vulnerability—at takeoff and while hovering. The pilot was hovering, had to, for the men to scramble on board.

Men were still clambering onto the cargo deck of the helo. It would take the pilot at least two minutes to pull out of range since he had to wait for the last man to board. RPGs don’t operate at distances greater than a thousand yards, but by the time the pilot got them out of range, the RPG would have shot them down.

Matt had watched a Black Hawk with close friends in it go down over Fallujah, brought down by an RPG. It was not going to happen again. Not while he could do something about it. Not to his men. Not on his watch.

“Lorenzo!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Your SR-25!”

Sgt. Dominic Lorenzo, the team sharpshooter, automatically reached behind him for his heavy sniper rifle in its scabbard and handed it down. As Matt took the rifle from him, he saw Lorenzo’s eyes widen as he realized what was going down.

Lorenzo could never get a shot off at that distance from the heavily vibrating Huey.

The last man was in the helo. Matt slapped the skids.

“Get out of here! Go go go!” he screamed over the noise of the engines as he went down on one knee in the dust, sighting through the Leopold VX III scope. Once, a long time ago, he’d been a sniper. Sniping skills are perishable, but he’d kept his up.

Time went into combat slo mo. The dust and the noise and the confusion disappeared as he made the world narrow, then disappear. This shot mattered. It would be his last shot in this lifetime, and it had to be perfect. The old sniper’s mantra. One shot, one kill.

Shooters shouldn’t have to shoot twice. In this case, he wouldn’t have a second chance, anyway.

High low angle rule, he reminded himself. A rule he’d drummed into his recruits’ heads. Shooting up, aim high, shooting down, aim low. He was shooting up.

He’d been running, and he knew his heart rate was topping 145 beats per minute, that red zone where motor skills drop, hearing is lost, and tunnel vision sets in. He’d trained for this and knew what to do, only it took some time. It would be a race to the finish because the tango was ready to fire.

Matt needed his heart rate at 80 bpm, and he needed it there now. He rolled his shoulder muscles and took two deep breaths, relaxing all the major muscle groups as he shouldered the rifle.

He was at a disadvantage. All of this worked in training and on the range. He’d trained his body to obey his cortex instantly. But the midbrain—the animal part of him that valued personal survival above honor and duty—was going haywire. It knew perfectly well that he was preparing to die, and it didn’t want any part of this. Matt wasted two perfectly good seconds tamping the midbrain monster down.

He breathed in and out, bringing the heart rate down 20 bps with each breath. He had to shoot between heartbeats and between breaths.

Now! He breathed slowly, in and out. In and out. In. And. Out. In and—he pulled the trigger—out.

Seven hundred yards away a tiny figure flung its arms up and fell backward, taking the RPG with it. Fifteen other men on the hillside shouldered their rifles.

It was the last thing he remembered. He spent the next three months in a coma and the month after that lying on a hospital cot staring at the ceiling, counting the cracks and water stains.

Later, he was told that Fred “Goat” Pierce, who’d grown up on a ranch in Texas, had lassoed him just as he was crumpling to the ground. His unconscious, bleeding body had dangled for long minutes from the helo as the pilot banked and hauled ass out of there. He flatlined once they got him up onto the cargo deck, his system closing itself down in shock at the massive blood loss from five bullet wounds. He lost almost two pints of blood in the first minutes, and his heart had stopped beating by the time the medic, Morrison, got to him.

Morrison refused to give up on him. He defibrillated him and pumped four bags of plasma into him, keeping him stabilized until they got back to base. He’d been airlifted to Ramstein, where a team of surgeons worked on him for eighteen hours straight, and when his vital signs had stabilized, he’d been airlifted—still in a coma—to the VA hospital.

He’d first opened his eyes a month ago. He remembered the deep bass whump whump whump of the Huey’s rotors. He awoke to the sound of the EKG machine beeping and an orderly swabbing the corridor outside his room, softly singing a blues song.

It had taken Matt several sweaty minutes to realize that he was alive and in a hospital and hadn’t been tossed into some scary hell reeking of disinfectant with puke green walls and cracked ceilings.

There was someone else in the room with him—a silent figure almost completely wrapped in bandages from his head to the two stumps that ended about seven inches below his torso. Only his nose and his fingertips were visible. A jarhead, a nurse had said. Victim of an IED in Iraq. Double amputee. In the week that Matt had been awake, the jarhead had shown no signs of life other than a few weak moans in the night.

“You okay, buddy?” Matt asked the man softly, as he had every morning since he’d come back to life. That was his second brand-new skill—talking. The first day out of the coma he’d been unable to articulate any words. He’d think the words, but all that would come out of his throat were raspy, guttural sounds, like an animal. It had terrified him, almost as much as the fact that he couldn’t move much more than his fingers and his toes.

As always, the figure next to him swathed in white didn’t answer. He wasn’t hooked up to any machines. He had a drip of a clear solution going into a tube that disappeared into one bandaged arm and a catheter coming out of his groin took the liquid back out. White in, yellow out.

When Matt had asked the nurse how long his roommate had been in a coma, she’d replied that he wasn’t in a coma, he was “clinically depressed.” Well… yeah, Matt had thought. What else can you be in a clinic?

Matt had got over his own depression. Matt had big big plans for today. Huge, ambitious plans. He was going to get out of this hospital bed and stand on his own two feet, by God. Right now, standing up was the most thrilling thing he could imagine, the most ambitious plan his exhausted mind could encompass.

In the Teams, Matt was the company tactician and strategist. He’d always been good at thinking ahead several moves, planning actions while always keeping the overall goal in sight. He could see the next step and the one after that, as clearly as if he were looking into a crystal ball. He planned missions down to the tiniest detail so that when the plan was put into action, it was as if he’d already lived it.

Not now. Not lying flat on his back on a hard cot in room 347. Now his horizon was totally shrunk to today, to getting through each pain-filled hour. Up until now, making any kind of a plan had seemed impossible—something other people did, not people with broken bodies on hospital beds.

Well, he was going to start grabbing his life back. He knew the hospital schedule by heart. Some black sludge, powdered milk, and a stale Danish had been served up, about a hundred on the Crap Scale, worse than the worst MREs he’d ever had to eat in the field, and just as guaranteed to gum you up for life.

Nurse Ratched, who’d been assigned to him as part of the VFW’s ongoing effort to make his stay memorable, had cranked his bed up and insisted on waiting until he’d choked down every bite of the Danish, though it tasted like cardboard, and swallowed every drop of the coffee that tasted like what Helmut Dietmayer used to call Lutheran Church Basement Coffee.

Nurse Ratched—actually, her name was Doris Barnes, R.N., as the badge stuck on her flat chest indicated—would be back in half an hour to wash him, a humiliating ordeal he endured daily. He was treated like a piece of meat—uninteresting meat at that. Everything about being here was humiliating, starting from the appalling weakness he felt. Well, Matt thought, it’s time to change all that. He had half an hour. With a little luck, Nurse Ratched would come back and find him standing on his own two feet, like a man.

And then he’d go to the head all by himself and burn the bedpan. Or rather, since it was plastic, toss it out the window.

He had it all mapped out in his head—throw off the covers, grab the overhead rails for traction, scoot his legs to the right and over the side of the bed, and slowly stand up, holding on to the side of the bed for balance.

That was the theory and that was the strategy and that was the mission—slide legs out of bed, put legs on floor, stand up. He had half an hour to do it in.

Go!

Grim-faced and determined, Matt threw back the covers. Or at least, he tried to. Damn things weighed a fucking ton. It took him three botched attempts. Such simple movements, even an idiot could do it. Clutch the covers, and swing the arm up and to the left. Nothing to it. But his hand’s grip was weak, and his arm faltered halfway through each swing. He ended up entangled in the top sheet, blanket, and light cotton cover.

Even this light exertion had him breathing heavily from exhaustion and frustration. Goddammit! I can do this! He swung his arm again and again until the sheet and blanket and cover were entangled around his knees. In frustration, he tried to kick them down to the bottom of the mattress, moving his feet frantically, making a bigger mess.

He stopped and breathed, enraged and panicky. This part was supposed to be easy. This was only the first damned step to getting up. If he couldn’t manage getting free of the blanket…

Stop! He ordered himself. He had to stop and regroup before he ran completely out of strength.

Jesus. Getting out of bed. How hard can it be? He was thirty-four years old. He’d done it over twelve thousand times in his lifetime. Even an idiot could get out of bed.

An idiot, maybe, but apparently not him.

Matt pressed the button on the side of the hospital cot and listened to the quiet motor purring as it lifted the head of the bed up. He raised it to its full extension. Maybe sitting up would help him. Sitting up was another nifty skill he’d just relearned, thanks to the hospital bed. Sitting up gave you a whole new perspective on the world as compared to lying flat on your back. Yesterday, he’d actually fed himself some watery soup while sitting up in bed.

Man, he was on a roll.

He looked with hatred at the tangle of sheet and blankets at the bottom of the bed and devised a strategy for dealing with it. Craftily, he slowly bent his knees and pulled his legs up until his feet cleared the tangle and were planted in the middle of the bed. Then he pushed them back down again, pushing the tangle of sheets and blankets to the bottom of the bed. Smart move, Sanders, he congratulated himself.

Glancing at the figure in the bed next to his, at a man who would never again in this lifetime stand on his own two feet, Matt thought—this is for you, buddy—and twisted his torso and straightened his legs until they dangled over the side of the bed. Moving hurt like hell, and he had to stop to get his breathing under control. His quick pants of exhaustion were loud in the quiet room. Eventually the walls stopped spinning, and the pain subsided enough for him to get a grip on himself. He sat on the side of the bed, trying to breathe regularly and trying to steel himself for what came next.

It had to be soon because Nurse Ratched would be coming in to measure his blood pressure and temperature and give him an antibiotic jab in about fifteen minutes and Matt wanted to be on his feet when she came in. It was a matter of pride—pride and, yes, his goddamned manhood. Men stood on their own two feet.

He sat and contemplated the floor for long minutes, studying the waxy green linoleum as if all the answers to the questions that had puzzled mankind for centuries could be deciphered in the dark green streaks veining the floor. He barely recognized himself. He wasn’t an impulsive man—in fact, back in the day, he was known for his patience and self-control—but by the same token, once he’d taken a decision to do something hard, he immediately took action, and he didn’t stop until he’d seen it through. He was patient but he was also pigheaded.

Sitting here bare-assed on the side of the bed with his bare feet dangling from the bed, Matt didn’t recognize himself.

Just do it.

Bracing himself on his hands, he scooted closer to the edge of the bed, the open white coat opening even farther, but who the shit cared? His buddy in the next bed had his eyes closed, and it sure as hell wasn’t anything Nurse Ratched didn’t see every day. Didn’t wipe every day, to his shame. He slid closer and closer to the edge until his feet touched the floor, the first time his feet had touched anything but sheets in four months.
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